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Old World Wandering tells the story of two overland
journeys. The first was from London to Shanghai; the second, from
Shanghai to Cape Town, started in January 2011. To read about it
it, visit us at oldworldwandering.com. 
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Prologue








Oxford


Oxford

By Iain

 

An almost missed bus drew the two of us into Oxford, bleary eyed
and recovering from my birthday, celebrated over the previous two
days. I’d briefly visited this most famous university town once
before, in midwinter last year. I remember being very cold,
promising to return, and very little else.

We quickly procured caffeine and, after finding the way to our
“Funky” Hostel, checking in
and depositing our packs, the wander around Oxford began.

The city centre, old Oxford, is small and easy to navigate. It’s
constrained by two rivers, the Thames to the west (called the Isis
while it meanders past Oxford) and the Cherwell to the east. A map
is available here. The
original settlement was established because the Thames could be
forded here, so that oxen could cross. Hence Ox-Ford.

On the advice of an old hand, an editor whose wife stills
commutes daily to work in the city’s large publishing industry (the
University Press was at one time Oxford’s largest employer), we had
prioritised Magdalen above
other colleges. Something to do with a deer park, I recall.

The college is on the banks of the Cherwell. Although spelt
Magdalen, after St. Mary Magdalen, the name is instead pronounced
‘Maudlin’. The discrepancy very probably arises from the transition
between old and modern English and has been intentionally
maintained in dogged adherence to tradition.

An obviously zealous porter, who winked and nodded vigorously
when he asked if we were students, admitted us to the college at a
discounted rate (he also discovered our nationality and managed a
few throwaway jibes about springboks in the deer park, or the lack
thereof). ‘Porter’ is the awkward name given to the men who
function as receptionists cum security guards cum student minders
at the various colleges.

All cloister, spire and dormitories, Magdalen seems, like most
other colleges, to more closely resemble an abbey than a secular
place of reason. Learning and the church have been closely aligned
for most of the University’s history, the former funded by the vast
funds of the latter. Today’s secular state and pluralist society
are only a recent development for this venerable institution.

Oxford is in many ways a town that the church built. Its first
market sprung up around a Saxon abbey, built by St. Frideswide, now
the city’s patron saint.

But the church has in many ways plotted the trajectory of its
own slow demise. Fewer Britons go to church every year, as a god
fearing generation die and a godless generation mature. And more
and more Britons graduate each year, from universities offering a
wide variety of courses and quality. Reason has come to replace
religion. Darwin, ironically, studied divinity, the accepted route
to a high position within the church, not far away, at Christ
College in Cambridge.

We’d arrived at lunchtime and couldn’t enter the dining hall
until the students had finished eating. After strolling through the
vast grounds, marvelling at the detail on an occasional building,
and finding the deer park, with the deer unfortunately huddled at
the far edge of their enclosure, we could enter the hall,
immaculate although still fresh with the smell of food. A barrier
prevented us from doing little more than look in at the familiar
belamped tables, wood panelled walls and works of one or another
great master, looking down from above.

The barricaded hall seemed private, and our gaze felt unwelcome,
the intrusion of ivy struck voyeurs. Oxford’s student population
live under constant observation, as what Claire called ‘monkeys in
a cage’. As a result University traditions skirt farce, and invite
suggestions of an elaborate act, maintained to ensure the constant
bang of foreign bucks.

The individual colleges are immensely wealthy and have no real
need to pamper tourists. Magdalen alone has an annual endowment of
£116 million and counts the rich, powerful and famous among its
alumni. William Hague, Dudley Moore and Oscar Wilde studied here.
As did Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser and Oscar winning
Director Terence Malick.

But the city has developed an industry to house, feed and fleece
tourists, on which many of its residents depend, witness the
ubiquitous open top bus.

The relationship between ordinary city dwellers, ‘the town’, and
students who are more often than not members of the elite, ‘the
gown’, has always been a little fraught. In 1355, the St. Scholastica
Day riots were sparked when a student criticised the wine at a
local pub. It ended after three brutal days, with scores of
students dead or wounded.

I ambled out of Magdalen, past a student collecting a case of
Bollinger delivered to the porters. He was animatedly describing
what, incredibly, sounded like a needle stabbing.

Claire and I planned to sneak into a few lectures, to glean
something of Oxford’s educational culture and get an idea of its
standard. We’re both passably young and scruffy, and the University
is kind enough to put their lecture times and
venues online.

Lecture one was a cross disciplinary look at why EU member
states had joined the union. It was a reasonable walk from
Magdalen, to the north of Oxford’s centre. The speaker seemed
mainly Eurosceptic, struggling, with the advantage of hindsight, to
find any good reason for any country to participate in Europe. He
was also a bit dull.

The other lecture seemed public, promising wine and an open
mind, but we still ended up sneaking into New College that
evening.

The speaker, James Panton, I’d heard of before. He co-organised
the Battle of Ideas. I’d somehow picked up a brochure for the event
on a recent trip to London. Panton, under the title “Towards a New
Politics”, spoke of modern apathy, of the post Cold War dearth of
big ideas, of the convergence of right and left, evident in today’s
Britain, and of the general public’s avoidance of any vision for
the future: their seeming satisfaction at being merely the objects
of history.

Panton is a convincing speaker with a confrontational style,
inviting disagreement with glib self-assurance. He claimed, in his
northern accent, to be able to “handle himself” should an argument
arise. And I sympathised with most of what he had to say, despite
critical nitpicking, a rise to his cleverly laid bait. But he’s
also at as much of a loss as the rest of us, only sure that
opposition and autonomy are important, unable to clearly define
what direction they should take.

The rapidly spoken lecture soon ended and the floor was opened
by a nervous student, acting as chairperson, to a deluge of
pedestrian and pointless questions. I’ve always imagined Oxford as
a place for the brightest, most diligent young minds, and the
stinking rich. But question time turned into a sham, a chance for
the attention seeking and stupid to drown out anything interesting
or relevant by simply ignoring it, and asking yet another plodding
question.

I had promised to meet Steve, a friend from South Africa,
working at a hotel in the countryside that surrounds Oxford, for
drinks. Unable to see much point in staying, Claire and I slipped
out.

Steve is not the kind of friend you can meet for a quiet beer
and some gentle, thoughtful conversation. He’s the kind of friend
you meet for numerous beers, vigorous backslapping, some shooters,
more beers and more (by now dangerously vigorous) backslapping.
He’d brought a colleague along, Oxford born and bred, also called
Steve.

The beer flowed, and flowed. Oxford, being a student town, has
easily locatable cheap watering holes. We moved from one bar to
another and another, and another. I found myself at the Bubble Bar,
sitting alongside a table of very drunken Azerbaijanis, smoking a
hookah pipe. I had never met anyone from Azerbaijan and this, I
reasoned, seemed the perfect opportunity. So, wielding my much used
camera, I approached.

I quickly managed to ascertain that one of them was studying
finance at Oxford Brookes and pulled up a chair, readying myself
for a meaningful conversion.

All of them left, hastily, except for one near paralytic loner,
head lolling towards an empty bottle of Stolichnaya. Had I done
something to offend, I wondered. Did the camera frighten them? What
had gone wrong?

I moved away in defeat, returning to my table and pipe. Two of
these previously so extravagant Azerbaijanis returned, scuttling to
the aid of their paralytic friend. He swore at them profusely, in
English, as well as what I presumed was Arabic, but eventually
agreed to stumble, defeated, out the door. Good Muslim boys, I
guessed, misbehaving at their parents expense, and for some reason
afraid of my camera.

After successfully frightening off most of the clientele we
scampered out of the Bubble Bar, a little shaken, in search of
another cheap round. We passed by a nightclub doing its best to
convey glamour. It was all queue dividers, doormen and miniskirts
worn in midwinter.

Oxford born Steve looked at the queue and started to moan. He
moaned about what a nice place it had once been. He moaned about
the new management and about the guest list he couldn’t crack,
because he wasn’t a student. He moaned, it seemed to me, about
growing up in Oxford and not attending the University. 

We found the next round, and the next, and late that night we
also, amazingly, found our way back to the still “Funky” Hostel,
where we hadn’t been since midmorning. After a terrible nights
sleep, in a stinking, hot room, next to a constantly opened and
closed door, Claire and I emerged – once again in search of
coffee.

We had not much planned, beyond a lunchtime talk at the Ashmolean, and so we slowly wound
our way around the city, taking in Christ Church and the Oxford
Museum.

At random, scouring the net for lectures in Oxford, I had found
a tour of the Ashmolean’s ‘Pilgrimage’
exhibit, guided by the curator. The Ashmolean is England’s
oldest museum, predating its more famous sibling, the British
Museum in London, by almost a century. The exhibit pulls the
paraphernalia associated with pilgrimage into a single room,
displaying the relics of Europe and Asia’s great religions side by
side.

The curator, speaking through what I assumed was a thick German
accent, slowly made her way around the room, referring to each item
and every tradition in reverent detail. Tibetan prayer wheels
appeared beside an illuminated Koran. The robes of a pilgrim
returned from the Hajj hung above an archaic map of the Holy Land,
drawn by an Englishman.

But pilgrimage in the West has spun, like education, away from
the church. It seems to me no longer a Christian but a now secular
notion. It has always been travel neither for business nor purely
for pleasure, imbued with a vague but urgent purpose. And the by
now clichéd gap year can be seen as pilgrimage. The mostly young
halt production, many before they inevitably start, to travel, not
in comfort but outside it, away from what is familiar. The journey
is a rite of passage in a world of fast disappearing ritual and
tradition. As I wandered past these artefacts of pilgrims past I
expected Lonely Planet guides, backpacks and a Eurail pass to
appear, amongst the artefacts of pilgrims present.

The journey Claire
and I are about to undertake has the selfsame overtones of
pilgrimage. It is about unmediated reflection and the unfamiliar,
about exposure to a world greater than the individual. The journey
traverses the old world to arrive at its ultimate contradiction,
Shanghai – a city devoid of history fast becoming the face of
modernity, within a culture both ancient and refined.

Later that day I walked onto a London bound bus, found a seat,
and slept. Oxford had been a practice run: a night on a dorm bed
and a busy day on a budget. I felt better about what we’ve
undertaken, and why.










The Spotted Cow


The
Spotted Cow

By Claire

 

On the day we arrived at The Spotted Cow, the air was
filled with dainty tufts of white fluff. Flying around the garden,
floating into people’s roast dinners, these downy little things
were simply everywhere, snowing down on the scene, as we watched,
enchanted.

It was a seasonal occurrence and the nearby tree responsible for
shedding this pollen had for many summers caused distress to the
inhabitants of the surrounding area. “Most annoying”, one of the
locals at the pub had commented. Well, if this was what “annoying”
was like in Surrey, I felt quite happy to say goodbye to London’s
relatively maddening quirks.

Iain and I had arrived at The Spotted Cow just over a year ago
to take on a live-in pub job, which required a couple. Having
exhausted our patience with London’s fast-paced and exorbitant
ways, we decided that our trip to China would only materialise if
we laid low in the countryside, avoiding the bankrupting rental of
a cold studio flat in Camden.

The pub lies deep within Surrey, on four acres of wooded
countryside, and is adjacent to The Bourne, the seasonal stream
after which the area is named. Half a mile down one of the many
footpaths that weave through the county you’ll find the Bourne
Woods, an expanse of cool green pine through which we spent many
hours walking.

Iain and I moved in on a brilliantly sunny day, and not just by
English standards. Even those most fond of their habitual bar
stools had ventured out to enjoy a drink in the open, beyond the
pub’s doors. We walked through the entrance and were instantly
greeted by two men standing at the bar counter, both of whom
welcomed us by name. They introduced themselves and the long-haired
black dog that lay on the floor beside them. “Tar-baby is her
nickname”, we were told, “A term that you South Africans must be
familiar with”, they chuckled. Not a normal comment in post
apartheid South Africa, but I was pleasantly surprised by their
warmth. Little did we know how bound to this close knit community
we would become over the next year.

An hour’s commute from London, Farnham lies within the envied
“stockbroker’s belt”. The pub lies within GU10, the post code with
the UK’s most millionaires per capita. Luckily, the inhabitants are
nothing less than generous and down-to-earth.

I could set my watch by the habits of some of the pub’s locals.
They would arrive at the pub, at their preferred time, and upon
spotting them I could often begin pouring their preferred drink
into their preferred glass, and that was appreciated. To fit into a
community that works like clockwork and perform an integral
function (albeit as a bartender) was a new and rewarding
experience, and I found a certain comfort in this routine.

“It’s like having a drink in someone’s living room”, a close
friend had said of the sense of effortless belonging she felt upon
visiting the pub. Unfortunately, Iain and I weren’t lucky enough to
spend as much time as we would have liked on the drinking side,
considered the right side of the bar, and weekends often brought
blood, sweat and tears.

“Sunday is fun day”, we’d chant sarcastically at the approach of
the busiest and longest shift of the week. The Sunday lunch
tradition in England meant that week after week the restaurant
would be packed out with hungry customers ordering The Cow’s
renowned roasts. And as good as this was for business, it became
our recurring nightmare. This had nothing to do with the customers,
as we had a generally appreciative Sunday crowd. It had more to do
with sheer volume. Although the restaurant only seated about 40
people indoors, sunny Sundays brought a hoard of 40 or so more,
rushing in to enjoy their lunch in the garden, unannounced. All
within about 20 minutes. We’d run around like headless chickens
trying to serve them all in a sauna-like mugginess, hungry to the
point of nausea, living only for the thought of the rewarding roast
we too would eat once everyone else had had their fill.

Four o’clock would arrive, by which time the customers had
usually all cleared out. We had finished disposing of the debris of
that remained: highchairs, grubby wet wipes carelessly thrown
about, dirty ashtrays encrusted in tomato sauce and roast potatoes
tramped into the carpets. It seemed nothing short of a miracle to
have finished for the week. And so we’d walk into the kitchen, in
the hope of warming up our dinners. Dirty dishes were piled up on
every conceivable surface, roasting trays congealed with pork fat
lined the floor, and the sink would be draped in cabbage. At the
foot of it would stand Kenric, his hands in the filthy water,
almost stationary.

This became Sunday’s grand finale. We would spend the next hour
or so ploughing through the residue in the kitchen, baffled as to
how Kenric could wash up so very slowly. Outside of work Kenric was
smart and quietly amusing, an intellectual and contemplative sort.
Unfortunately he brought the same attention to detail into the
kitchen.

He seemed almost fascinated by the task at hand. He would
scrutinize the contents of every pot or pan, sniffing for clues,
one blue rubber-gloved hand in the sink, the other clutching a
ladle, spooning mashed potato into his mouth.
Hence dishpig, the industry term for dishwashers.

A year working at The Cow made us many friends and, leaving
after a year, we felt as though we would be genuinely missed. I
felt equally sad to leave, the pub was truly a lucky find. But, as
sad as I was, a year of living above the pub, saving, gave us the
money to travel. Finally, our eagerly awaited trip has begun!
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The British Isles








Chapter 1
York


York

By Iain

 

Dodging traffic in London, chests heaving, burdened by still
unfamiliar and uncomfortable backpacks, Claire and I started our
ambitious trip, on a tight budget, through places where English is
never heard.

We’d reported for our ridiculously cheap Megabus to Leeds, from
where we planned to make our way to York, relaxed and on time. The
driver asked for the obscure combination of letters and numbers
that serve as a ticket, which I confidently presented. He looked
and them, shrugged, and told me I had somehow got them wrong. I had
presented him with the code for a bus from Glasgow to Aberdeen. A
bus we would take, later on, which I couldn’t remember booking.

Retiring to the nearest internet café, to scratch heads and book
another bus, I found the right number, emailed to me shortly before
the ticket to Aberdeen. I slammed my laptop shut and we sprinted
back to the platform, only to find it empty. We were forced to book
a more expensive ticket, on a National Express bus, leaving later
that morning. It did conveniently go all the way to York.

York’s bus station sits just outside the old city walls,
overlooked by a London Eye replica. The walls, well maintained
relics of York’s medieval past, conveniently enclose the centre,
making it easy to navigate. Our time in the city was limited, we
only hoped to get a flavour of England’s north, after spending so
much time in the south. After checking into York Backpackers, we headed
straight to the city’s major tourist draw, the York Minster. The
Minster is so called because it was once the home of a mission,
established to spread Christianity into neighbouring areas.

A sympathetic woman at the ticket desk, where you are charged £5
to access northern Europe’s largest gothic cathedral, suggested we
go to evensong, happening a little later on, as entrance to the
Minster would be free, and recommended that we instead pay to go
through the Undercroft.

The Undercroft, directly below the Minster, was excavated
between 1967 and 1972 because engineers needed to bolster the
foundations of the tower, which would otherwise collapse. Roman and
Norman ruins were discovered and carefully preserved. We were given
an audio guide that carefully takes you through the buried remains
of civilisations past.

Standing at an old drain, built by the Romans, now filled with
coins and long forgotten wishes, we were directed to a nearby model
of the original Roman fortress, showing exactly where the drain
would have been. I watched Claire’s eyes light up, reflecting my
own, as history was made vital, dredged up and forced into
contemporary relevance. The Romans settled here because of the
convenient junction of two rivers, the Ouse and the Floss.

The evensong I disliked. The Anglican service, formulaic and
often difficult to comprehend, was obscure. The faithful were few.
I watched through prayers in which I’d have been a hypocrite to
participate and glimpsed mostly other tourists, there to
participate in something optimistically thought of as authentic,
and choir boys, who seemed unhappy and out of place.

Finally released from this most irrelevant devotion, we looked
around the Minster briefly and started the walk back to our hostel,
along the city walls. I remembered England were playing football,
against Trinidad and Tobago, when the cheer of the first goal
floated up to us, above the city.

After a cheap and acceptable meal at York’s Wetherspoons,
watching drunk and strangely dressed students, we made our way back
past the Ouse and happened upon Ye Olde Starre Inn, purporting to
be York’s oldest licensed establishment.

York has an abundance of young people, we saw them walking
through the streets, queuing outside a nightclub, once a church,
and being asked for ID at Ye Olde Starre Inn, before being granted
pints of a popular and very drinkable local stout.

Back at the hostel, I sat at the small cellar bar, trying to
write, but quickly found myself chatting to the hostel manager, the
only other person still drinking. He, in the course of a
conversation about the hostel, explained the gaggle of 14 year old
girls I had noticed earlier, shrilly repeating “da”, “da”, as if
quacking. Norwegian schools apparently bring students to York to
illustrate their Viking heritage and the hostel generated most of
its income through these more costly group bookings.

The Vikings conquered York in 866 AD and made it the capital of
their new territory in northern England. They changed the name from
Eoforwic to the more recognisable Jorvic. Many of the streets owe
their names to this period, such as Michaelgate, Davygate and
Petergate.Gate comes from the Viking word “gata”, meaning simply
street.

In the morning we went on a walking tour, guided, as ever, by a
dapper pensioner. Walking tours, usually organised from the local
Tourist Information Centre, reliably facilitate some quick
understanding of place. Claire and I joined a mixture of
nationalities on a ramble through parts of York we might never have
otherwise discovered. The tour, apart from the expected accounts of
historically significant buildings, placed a peculiar emphasis on
tax evasion.

Bricked up windows in buildings of a certain age resulted from
the introduction of a window tax. The postcard image of houses
narrower on the ground than on the second floor and above can be
explained by a tax levied according to the area occupied at ground
level. And the word forestall is derived from markets placed
outside of city walls, again to avoid tax.

The walk concluded at The Shambles, York’s most famous street.
It was once occupied solely by butchers, who once slaughtered their
animals in the narrow, cobbled road. Meat hooks are still evident
on the walls of every building. A market stands just behind the
street, under old fashioned, striped awnings. Meat and fish, kept
on ice, are still sold here, in the open air, managing to compete
in the age of Tesco and Asda, Walmart clones.

After the two hour walk, we climbed 275 stairs up the Minster’s
tower, to gain an aerial view of the city. The stairs are a narrow,
claustrophobic spiral, looping up in a dizzy, seemingly endless
procession. York stretches past the city walls, beyond view. I felt
a sensation similar to my disappointment when leaving Oxford,
through its suburbs. So much was inevitably left unseen in this
skim though the tourist frequented, theme park centre.
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Glasgow’s
Glorious Grime

By Claire

 

Iain and I left York late afternoon, for Glasgow, with ample
time to catch our train, which arrived already heaving with
passengers, all eager to make their weekend getaways. Even the
floor space that linked the carriages was occupied. Five or so 18
year olds crowded the space aside our carriage, bellowing vulgar
rhymes. They transported packs of tall Stella cans through the
carriage, intermittently, as if on a one way conveyor belt. The
hours went by, inspiration brewed, they produced a guitar and rich
harmonies echoed through the carriage. Brash as they were, their
clear voices sung with fervour, reflecting my own excitement for my
first Glaswegian weekend.

We settled in quickly at our hostel with a Tennant’s lager,
brewed locally, and found our way to the part of the West End
favoured by students. Lured in by the Friday night music, we
entered a clubby kind of bar, where a dreadlocked DJ enticed his
crowd. Wandering through an archway led us to an altogether
different scene, a vibrant and well-kept pub adjoining its sister
club. Feeling more at home on this side, we watched the commonplace
pub bustle. Its young crowd created a different feel to the London
counterparts I had frequented. The guy sitting alongside us at the
bar counter started chatting, almost instantly, asking where we
were from, making small talk. ‘Fuck England’ was emblazoned across
his chest in red. The unspoken borders we had crossed became ever
more clear.

Charles Tennant, the brewer of Scotland’s all-pervading lager,
is buried in Glasgow’s necropolis, which we visited the next day.
His statue, slumped over as if drunk, draws attention to his
tombstone, which towers above the many Victorian headstones.
Beneath the hill, the city’s gothic cathedral gleamed in the
faltering sunlight, amidst the grey, grimy cityscape.

Back at the Bluesky
Hostel (surely named in irony, as blue skies are rare in
Glasgow), we collided with a Yorkshire couple in the communal
kitchen, also awaiting their turn to cook in the matchbox sized
kitchen. We agreed to share a stovetop, and soon got talking. They
were stopping in Glasgow en route to an island in the Outer
Hebrides, some five hours ferry from Oban, and like us, were keen
on a fun, Scottish night.

We all made our way to a pub where a traditional folk band was
reputed to play. Unfortunately, it was screening the football. We
left and stumbled across ‘The Park’, a pub further along the same
road where festive tunes were piped into earshot. Two men were at
the heart of these melodies, one sang and strummed the guitar, the
other ambidextrously manoeuvred an accordian, as we stared in
disbelief. He managed to occupy both of his hands, one by playing a
kind of keyboard, the other by pressing a series of small black
buttons, squeezing the harpsichord gradually in and out all the
while. The harmonies seemed alive, as if they had jumped out of
their instruments, and were weaving their way through the crowd,
enticing every foot to tap along.

The pub was heaving with a mishmash of people. Young girls
dolled up to the nines, middle aged male drinkers, elderly parents
joining their offspring for a Saturday night jaunt. A group of six
or so women in their thirties caught my eye, flashing red lights
and pink sashes stating “bridesmaid” draped over their matronly
bodies. They all wore varying shades of pink, mostly with jeans,
and had made it their duty to ensure that their best friend, the
future bride, would remember this night forever. She, too, wore a
pink sash, adorned with ‘Bride-to-be’, and various badges flashing
her fated title pinned all over her buxom upper half. As the
evening progressed and the bar suffered a serious depletion of
alcopops, their dancing became more enthused and the squeaking of
the floorboards became louder. Many of the women partook in some of
the more popular Scottish jigs, knowing each step from years of
drilling at school. The sense of shared tradition was enviable.

The next day, we walked along Buchanan Street, a wide
pedestrianised street of shoppers, browsers and trendsetters. We
had passed the Gallery of Modern Art the day before and decided to
have a quick look this time. I’ve visited several modern art
galleries and know how obscure they can seem, so I didn’t expect
too much. The sculpture section, which housed a variety of unique
works was impressive. One such creation was a pristinely
constructed trampoline frame of shiny silver steel, only, instead
of the usual canvas strip strung across the centre, there was a
thick sheet of glass. One only had to walk past it to be forced
into response.

Later that afternoon, we headed for what became the highlight of
my time in Glasgow, a jazz and pale ale festival at The Three
Judges. We walked to the station closest to the hostel and
tentatively asked the ticket officer which stop he would recommend,
showing him our destination on a map. He asked where exactly we
were headed, so we mentioned The Three Judges pub. “Oh aye, ‘tis a
good pub”, he assured us, and promptly began drawing a path for us
to follow directly onto our own battered map. An unfamiliar act of
bureaucratic kindness.

The venue was pumping, packed mostly with locals. We queued at
the bar to begin making our way through the many brands of ale on
offer. Our favourite was, no contest, the deliciously fruity and
smooth Phoenix West Country Pale Ale. A few pints later, the brass
band picked up its pace, playing New Orleans style jazz that makes
you want to jump up and fling yourself around, as certain patrons
had begun to do. We watched, awed by the vibrancy we had stumbled
across in Glasgow’s grimy corners. And, sipping my pint, I couldn’t
imagine a more perfect way to spend a Sunday afternoon.
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Highlands and Islands


Highlands
and Islands

By
Iain

 

I’m writing while on a train through the Scottish Highlands,
from Mallaig to Stranraer, along a track cut close into jagged
cliffs, skirting the ocean. It is a clear, sunny day, and the
landscape reminds me of Cape Town.

Claire and I arrived in Aberdeen a week ago, to visit
Peterculter, on its outskirts, where my grandfather spent his early
life, and to properly meet his cousin, living about an hour away,
in Ballater. We lugged our backpacks through long, grey streets to
eventually reach the city’s only hostel, the Aberdeen SYHA.

Aberdeen is constructed entirely from granite. Once a
destination for Glasgow’s bucket and spade brigade, come to swim in
the freezing North Sea, it was optimistically called “the silver
city by the golden sands.” The constant sameness of granite brick
upon identical, granite brick provokes a rather loathe respect. The
buildings are gloomy, and must be morbidly so in the icy winters,
but they are also solid and unmatchably enduring.

We could only be checked in later that afternoon, so we dropped
off our bags and found a bus to Peterculter. My grandfather lived
there with his grandparents until he shortly before his tenth
birthday.

He had sketched me a map from what I imagine to be hazy
memories, of both those early years and the few visits since. The
map pointed to a Rob Roy monument, the village cemetery, where his
grandparents, the Davidsons (my great, great grandparents), are
buried, and his old home.

We arrived in the village, once distinct but now absorbed into
Aberdeen’s urban sprawl, and set about finding what was once known
as 17 Church Terrace, where the Davidsons had lived. The name of
the road has changed to Deeside Drive, and, consequently, so have
all the numbers.

The map gave a clear idea of where the house should be. It was
the ninth house down, coming from Aberdeen, and faced the left hand
window of the church opposite, shown to me in an old photograph.
Unfortunately the two details contradicted, the ninth house down
did not face the church.

An elderly gentleman, unhurriedly trimming his hedge, noticed
these two unfamiliar camera slingers pacing up and down his road.
He called us over and in the course of a lengthy conversation we
learnt that he was 82, the same age as my grandfather, had grown up
before aeroplanes became commonplace (he chased after them as a
boy), and had only moved to Peterculter two years before “the war”.
So he had arrived in 1937, roughly three years after my grandfather
left for South Africa. He did not know of the Davidsons and
couldn’t remember the road ever being called Church Terrace. He
could only suggest that we go to the Council Offices, a little
further down the road.

Feeling not unlike the famous five, clutching our treasure map,
Claire and I strode down to the converted house now occupied by
Peterculter’s Town Council. I felt compelled to knock before
entering and tentatively approaching a brusque young clerk. I
quickly explained myself, pointing assuredly at the map, while she
sat staring at me, bemused.

An older woman eventually appeared from the adjoining office,
listened, took note of 17 Church Terrace and Davidson, then
disappeared. She reappeared a few minutes later, bearing some
manner of survey, but could not help. Her records did not go far
enough back.

We did a little research in the pub later on, but only found old
men whose memories were obscured by drink. As a last resort, we
took photographs of every possibility, hoping that my grandfather
would later be able to identify what was once his home.

The next item on this odd ancestral agenda was to find the
graves of my very distant forebears. After scouring Peterculter’s
cemetery, full of Davidsons and McRaes, we found the correct
headstone, bearing the names James Davidson and Flora Leith McRae.
Flora would have been known as Davidson throughout her married
life, but the Scots mark the graves of women using their maiden
names, for reasons unknown to me.

It was notionally strange to stand above the interred remains of
my family, dead before my mother started school. I took a few
photographs and looked around this cemetery on the banks of the
Dee, full of trees in blossom, hills rolling into the distance, but
felt no real connection. I’d simply been there, done that.

The problem with travelling is that you inevitably feel like a
tourist. We search amongst monuments and museums for something
authentic, for telling cultural peculiarities or displays of the
broadly human, and perhaps for a feeling of belonging. We are
condescending about packaged tours, bundling them up with
disrespect and ignorance. And yet, like children believing in a pot
of gold at the end of the rainbow, we seek the foreign or exotic,
knowing it is only the sum of misunderstood and disconnected parts,
until it ceases to be extraordinary, and becomes everyday.

Claire and I wound our way along the river bank to the bus stop
on Peterculter’s outskirts. We jumped on the first bus that arrived
and discovered later, in the Polish driver’s broken English, that
it was the wrong service and our tickets were not valid. But he
kindly let us stay on.

We worried for a while about where this unknown bus would let us
off, battling to communicate with the driver. Our attempts were
overheard by a casually dressed woman with red, curly hair. She
asked us where we wanted to get to, happily told us she would be
getting off at the same stop, and, making use of the opportunity,
proceeded to chat, and chat. She did not stop chatting until we
parted ways some distance from our shared bus stop.

I stood outside the hostel later that night, smoking before bed.
A tattooed, bare chested cockney, also smoking, started a by now
familiar conversation, asking how I happened to be at the hostel. I
responded predictably, by asking the same question. He told me
that, as he was now 40 and had been divorced for 15 years, and
because his children were all grown up, he had left London, where
he had been for his whole life and come to Aberdeen. He’d seemingly
chosen Aberdeen because it was not London and because he couldn’t
afford Spain. His first priority was to find a council flat and
after that he’d decide whether or not to work.

Also standing outside, smoking and trying to avoid the rain,
were a South African, here to find work on the North Sea’s oil
rigs, and a young Aberdonian, thrown out of home because of a drug
problem and told to find a job.

Malcolm, my grandfathers cousin, picked us up from the hostel
the next day. He had been the Professor of Agriculture at Aberdeen
University and lived in the city for many years. He took us on a
quick tour of Aberdeen, showing us its older parts: the all
important harbour (the city depends and has always depended on the
sea), the fishing village on the city’s outskirts, and the
university, his former employer. He then drove us to Ballater, with
a quick detour at Crathes Castle.

Malcolm met his wife, Avril, in West Africa while in the
colonial service. She was born and educated in Cape Town. They
considered settling in South Africa, but Avril decided to brave the
cold, believing that the liberal Malcolm might find himself on the
wrong side of South Africa’s then Apartheid government. I had
expected Scottish accents, but neither of them speak with any hint
of the local dialect. Their pronunciation is instead the product of
good colonial schools.

Our time in Ballater was quickly whiled away in comfortable
routine. In between breakfast, lunch, afternoon tea and dinner we
saw a little of the countryside, climbed a nearby hill called
Craigendarroch, shaped like a Christmas Pudding, and caught a
glimpse of Balmoral Castle, the royals’ summer escape.

After two easy days we left for Skye, via Inverness. I spent
most of the journey in awe, drinking in the view beyond my window.
Waterfalls dropped everywhere from the surrounding mountains, their
tops only visible when I craned my neck, and lochs had blended,
before I noticed, into the sea.

We quickly gathered a few supplies in Portree, Skye’s largest
town, before getting onto another, more dilapidated bus. The driver
chatted idly to a colleague in Gaelic before starting down the
single lane road which lead to our hostel, Dun Flodigarry, in the
island’s rural north east. The only passengers left by the time we
reached the weathered sign and cattle grid marking the entrance to
Dun Flodigarry, the driver made an unscheduled stop, and turned
around, cutting out about two thirds out of his route.

I had chosen Skye, and the remote hostel in particular, because
of my grandfather’s tentative assertion that we are directly
descended from Flora MacDonald.
He was told this by his grandmother, Flora Leith McRae. She claimed
that the name had been passed through all subsequent generations in
the memory of this Scottish heroine, revered for hiding Bonnie
Prince Charlie from the English army after Culloden.

Flora MacDonald lived on Skye for much of her life, and farmed
in Flodigarry for seven years, on the land the hostel now
occupies.

We spent most of our time on the island walking through bog,
past terrified sheep, in the rain. On our longest walk we stalked
the cliff lined coast for about seven hours, with wet feet, heading
towards a hotel, marked on our map. In our cold and fairly wretched
state we imagined the smell of syrup and pancakes from about two
miles away.

Arriving, elated, we tried to push through a locked door. I
looked around and saw a crate of dusty, empty bottles. Circling in
desperation I eventually found a sign. “CLOSED” was written in
blunt, black capitals. To complicate the disappointment, it was
Claire’s birthday, and she had not imagined herself damp, exhausted
and starving halfway through it.

We solemnly walked most of the way home, trying to hitchhike,
and were eventually picked up by a bus, a few minutes from the
hostel.

The next day, with dry shoes, we went on a happier, shorter
walk, into the hostel’s neighbouring hills. Skye is rugged, almost
bleak. There are very few trees and the ever present sheep roam
almost wild though the mountains, the occasional skull suggesting
natural deaths. As you climb, the horizon extends to include the
nearby islands and the mainland, interspersed by green outcrops
jutting out from the tranquil sea. It is not warm, nor idyllic, but
I identified easily with the stark beauty.

We clambered down, managing to once again soak our porous shoes.
I sat up late that night, drinking duty free vodka, making notes.
The sun went down at around midnight, but the twilight remained, a
pinkish hue shedding enough light for me to see two rabbits bounce
past my outdoor seat. At about two I realised the sun had once
again started to rise.










Chapter 4
Belfast


Belfast

By Iain

 

Claire and I walked off the ferry from Stranraer to Belfast,
through the strange contrivance that takes you from land to sea
without seeing either, and queued at the escalator leading down to
the baggage collection area. Ahead of me, a swarthy middle aged
man, his bald, shiny head and large pointy nose swaying as he
staggered, took a few steps forward, tripped, and bounced down the
escalator, step by painful step, arms and elbows flailing.

He lay momentarily in a heap on the floor, chuckling, then
stood. And immediately fell over. He was sitting, still chuckling,
arms heaped on his marshmallow body, when we reached the bottom of
the escalator. I watched as he refused all offers of help through a
stupid smile.

We collected our bags and emerged into Belfast, alongside a
returning hen party, identically and outrageously dressed. Their
garb included tartan hats, red wigs attached, tampons worn as
earrings, and pink vests, “Tracy’s Hen Weekend 2006: Finished
(Thank Fuck)” written messily across their backs.

Our hostel lay just off Sandy Row. Battered beds and boxes are
discarded along the street, amongst the rubble of demolished
buildings. Murals line the walls. And the Union Jack flies
everywhere.

Sandy Row is a product of a few hundred years of difficult
history, but the Irish would modestly attribute it to the more
recent “Troubles”. Republicans and Unionists have fought a civil
war of varying severity, and popularity, that many trace back to
Cromwell’s arrival in 1649, or further. Belfast is the
flashpoint.

The Republicans, usually Catholics, favour an Ireland completely
independent from Britain. Unionists, usually Protestants, would
prefer to remain within the United Kingdom. The Unionists are
mostly settlers from the lowlands of Scotland, who arrived here in
the 17th century, displacing the Catholic majority with the aid of
the British government. The two causes are tied so closely to
religion that the “the troubles” are most often described as a
conflict between two branches of Christianity.

We dropped off our bags at the Belfast International
Youth Hostel and repeated the ritual of heading straight out,
to the nearest attractive pub. The wooden interior of Aunty
Annie’s, on the Dublin Road, seated a heap of busily drinking
students. Upstairs a succession of bands performed. Some were
unusual, others imitated popular sounds.

We woke up late the next day, the mixed blessing of staying in a
private room. The rustle of people rising early in large dorms, to
gather their belongings and leave, is an irritation, but it gets
you out of bed. Rather than cook, we went out for a quick
“Traditional Irish Breakfast”, to recover some lost time. The
British standards (egg, bacon, grilled tomato and sausage) were
shrouded by four different kinds of bread: soda bread, wholewheat
bread, potato bread and pancakes, all dripping butter that
collected in a pool near the middle.

After struggling though the copious amount of starch, we
collected a map from the tourist information centre and found our
way to the city’s two most infamous sectarian areas, Shankill and
the Falls Road.

The small, grubby houses in Unionist Shankill are built around a
large green, parts of which have been cemented. The cemented areas
are covered, completely, by empty palates, carefully stacked.
Claire and I uncertainly attributed the mess to squalor. Large,
delicately painted murals, dedicated to paramilitary regiments and
their heroes, surround the green. The Union Jack has been raised
above the houses, and its colours are echoed everywhere, on doors,
curbs and street signs. Children were playing amongst the palates,
breaking the wood with an abandoned golf club.

I felt awkward, a tourist amongst so much fervour, taking
photographs of a situation I do not fully understand.

The Falls Road, a short walk away, is Republican, but less
obviously sectarian. The houses facing the road are clean and
modern. The murals, again honouring paramilitaries and martyrs, are
mostly confined to a single, long wall. A garden of remembrance,
flying an Irish flag, is tucked neatly between the semi detached
buildings.

Not once did Claire and I feel threatened, walking through these
once bloody areas. The paramilitaries are now part of a fledgling
parliament, in which the Unionists hold a slim majority. Britain
has said they will stay until there is democratic consent
requesting their departure.

Belfast’s primary tourist lure is the Giant’s Causeway, a few
hours outside the city. The much photographed hexagonal rocks are
typically described as mysterious. We had planned to take the
dedicated bus service to the Causeway, photo stop at ruined castle
included, the following day. But our interest in the city’s
political history had been piqued.

I had scribbled down a number mentioned within the mantras on a
Falls Road mural, actually an advert, cleverly dressed to resemble
political wall art. It offered taxi tours of the areas most
affected by the “Troubles”. Claire and I decided that hiring such a
taxi would be more rewarding than a long bus ride and tourist
claptrap.

I called the number the next morning and we were picked up by
Brian, driving a black cab. He had a heavy accent and an awkward
way of constructing sentences, as if battling to condense his
knowledge. A cab driver in Belfast for over twenty years, this was
only the fourth time he’d been asked to guide tourists through
sectarian areas. He had the enthusiasm of an amateur (the tour went
on for much longer than the agreed hour) and showed undisguised
incredulity when we were ignorant of what he thought were very
basic facts.

A Catholic, Brian was reluctant to take us into Shankill,
claiming that he could be identified by his taxi registration,
displayed on the back of the cab. He explained the stacked
palettes, littering the area’s green. On the 12th of July, every
year, Unionist communities set fire to an enormous pile of wood and
remember the victory of a long dead Protestant King, William of
Orange. We eventually told Brian not to bother, because we had
already seen and walked through Shankill.

Brian refused to refer to Unionists as Protestant. He believed
that only the poor Protestants, desperate to defend their small
economic advantage within Northern Ireland, remained viciously
anti-Catholic . He took us past mural after mural, to many a garden
of remembrance and to a Catholic graveyard, fallen Republicans
among its tenants. He showed us a fence, about eight metres high,
that separates Shankill and the Falls. The interleading road is
blocked by a gate, razor wire stacked thick on the top, closed for
most of the night, every night.

To gain a balanced perspective we would have had to repeat the
same trip with a Unionist, who would have shown us Unionist murals,
Unionist cemeteries and gardens of remembrance, and told us the
Unionist story.

At Brian’s suggestion, we went to see The Wind that Shakes
the Barley that evening, a film about the brief
Anglo-Irish War (1919-21) that culminated in self rule for all but
six of Ireland’s 32 counties. It is a gut wrenching film, thick
with personal sacrifice, told from an entirely Republican
perspective. I felt scared watching the film in Belfast, where so
many would deride it, and walked out timid, afraid of the Irish
reaction.

After the film we went out, and got drunk, hiding from our
confusion at a club called The Bunker. After a few happy £1 pints I
attempted to engage some of the student crowd in a conversation
about Irish politics. I asked about The Wind that Shakes the
Barley, none of them had seen it. The name they recognised, but
only because it was “the one with Cillian Murphy”, the good looking
lead.

Many in Belfast would happily forget its past. Optimism abounds,
and is the chant of every commentator whose words I have found.
Down south, the Republic booms. But the memory of a violent past is
woven into the environment, and glorified.
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Down to Dublin

By Claire

 

Heads aching, eyes burning and skin
clammy, Iain and I took a bus from Belfast to Dundalk, far too
early in the morning. It was actually ten o’clock, but our agony
made the hour feel quite unsuitable for anywhere but bed. Our
ailments had arisen from walking down Belfast’s University Road the
previous night, and succumbing to the lure of a flyer handed to us
on the street. “The Bunker”, it read, “Tuesdays – Student Night:
Free Entry”, “Bulmers £1”. Being budget conscious travellers, we
were sold.

Bulmers is an Irish cider, to which we
had become accustomed in England (at £3 a bottle), where it is
known as Magners, under license. A refreshingly crisp apple cider,
usually served on ice from its pint sized bottles, it is lethal
stuff. Needless to say we had a duty to make use of the give-away
price.

So we sat on the bus, regretting our
indulgence, on the way to Dundalk. We were to be collected by my
dad’s cousin, whom neither of us had ever met, and wondered how we
would plod through the day in the state we were in. We arrived at
Terence and his wife Mary’s house after the short drive from
Dundalk and soon felt it was necessary to explain the cause of our
drawn faces and subdued demeanour. Terence immediately offered a
solution: another Bulmers which he swiftly opened before we could
say a word. If you can stomach it, hair of the dog is often the
answer.

Terence and Mary’s house is on the
same farm that my father’s mother grew up on, which they have
inherited. Although only ten miles from Dundalk, in the Republic of
Ireland, the farm falls within Northern Ireland’s borders,
excepting a small strip of land which breeches the southern
border.

We sat down to a hearty lunch of cold
meats, salads galore, home baked soda bread and fresh honeycomb,
straight from the farm’s hive. Told to “make ourselves at home”, we
did, and, with full bellies, slept off our hangovers with an
afternoon nap.

That evening, I met the rest of my
distant cousins: Anne-Marie, Jane and Adrian, Terence and Mary’s
children, all around 30 years old. Although they all live within a
few miles of the family home, their visit was a pleasant surprise.
Jane’s friend, Nori, stopped by, but the family wouldn’t hear of
her leaving without staying for supper.

We all chattered at full volume
throughout the evening, while Terence fuelled our moods,
relentlessly topping up our wine glasses. We ate an ample selection
of meats and salads, accompanied by every condiment I could desire.
I was starting to suspect the source of my sauce obsession, not to
mention the roots of my chatterbox ways, for which the Irish are so
well known. “It was a great craic”, Mary said the next morning, the
true measure of all worthwhile occasions in Ireland, it seems.

Dublin was our next destination. As
well as insisting on driving us the hour or so himself, Terence
offered us the use of the family’s Dublin apartment for the
duration of our visit, much to our delight. Eliminating our
accommodation costs, of course, left more Guinness money
available.

The apartment is a fifteen minute bus
ride from Dublin’s city centre. Because we arrived late that
evening, we headed for a nearby pub that Terence had recommended,
only a ten minute walk away. We would supposedly find the cheapest
pint in Dublin there, but at €3.75, I wasn’t exactly feeling rich.
Kavanagh’s Gravediggers is bordered by an enormous cemetery. There
are over a million graves, a number equal to Dublin’s current
population.

We walked inside the pub and were
greeted by creaky wooden floors, once varnished, and tables of men,
all with a Guinness in hand. We joined the table of a solitary man,
after he proffered the last two seats in the modest establishment.
He had been born and bred in Dublin, and proved as chatty as we
were warned Dubliners can be.

Although we had intended on an early
night, the rain came down outside and our new companion insisted,
“Oh well, you’d might as well wait a wee while ‘til the rain
stops”. Waiting for the rain to stop in Ireland is about as
rational as waiting for a heat wave in England, and before we had
emptied our glasses, our new mate appeared with fresh pints,
brimming with the black stuff. The rain went on and on, as did the
drinking, and the table of people beside us merged with ours. Soon
the chatter between us got louder, nobody noticing the
amplification of their own voice, as is often the consequence of a
few pints. Last rounds were called at half past twelve, and we
accepted the offer of a lift from two young guys we’d met, who were
headed in the general direction of the apartment.

Sadly, a fantastic introduction to an
exceptionally friendly people was slightly dampened the following
evening, as when entered the infamous Temple Bar. The area houses
Dublin’s busiest and most dense cluster of pubs, mostly with
cheerfully painted facades offering “Traditional Irish Music”,
“Irish Coffee”, “Irish Stew”, and just about anything Irish. The
only thing lacking were the Irish themselves.

The pubs were heaving beyond any level
of comfort, and once inside, toward the bar for a drink, I felt
like I could have been in any old pub in any old city. In Temple
Bar, you’re likely to while away your Dublin evening with Brits,
Americans and Germans, at €6 a pint.

Our days in Dublin were mostly spent
wandering through pedestrianised Grafton Street, on the south side
of the River Liffey. The district is a melting pot of colour and
rhythms abound. The bustle carries you along, bobbing in
astonishment at the array of activity.

Buskers are stationed at intervals
along the length of the cobbled road, each respecting the territory
of their neighbouring peers, aware of the distance required for
sound to avoid cacophony. The musicians take on every shape and
form imaginable. We watched an Asian child torture a violin beside
a dreadlocked 20-something strumming a guitar, moaning. Further
down the street, a seven part orchestra produced a breathtaking
symphony of wind and string. A group of eight or so youths, waving
crucifixes above their heads, clapped in time with their naked,
unaccompanied voices.

Mimes, reminiscent of those dotted
along London’s south bank, frozen in character and faithfully
dressed for the part, compete for the shrapnel of the passers by.
Raised by a small step, a slender man in shiny black attire, his
face and hands pure silver, gracefully swayed his sword upon the
chink of a coin below his feet. Across from him, a man who appeared
to have large bolts screwed into his neck, clenched his teeth, eyes
bulging, and waited for his coin on every day that we passed.

We spent our last day in the city
attempting to see some of Dublin’s historical Georgian streets, and
made use of an iWalk
to do so. A podcast, downloaded from Dublin Tourism at no charge,
it guides you through the city, giving you directions and remarking
on various points of interest that you pass along the way. We
copied the file to a mobile phone and, with some difficulty, the
two of us listened through one set of earphones as we followed the
route.

The walk took us through Trinity
College, the institution from which many of Ireland’s great writers
were borne. Dublin has produced several of the greats. William
Butler Yeats, George Bernard Shaw, James Joyce and Oscar Wilde are
among those featured in exhibits at the Dublin Writer’s Museum,
which we had visited the day before.

Although he spent most of his life in
England, Oscar Wilde is among Trinity College’s graduates. The walk
led us to a particularly amusing sculpture of Wilde, depicted in
complete repose, sprawled out over a rock in Merrion Square. Beside
the sculpture are two granite pilasters, on which some of his
finest quotes are scrawled, mocking casually, in ink. “I can resist
everything except temptation”, “…my duty is a thing I never do, on
principle” and “Work is the curse of the drinking classes”
represent an ingenuity that has long since held the world’s
respect.

Towards the end of the walk, we
noticed the remains of the bygone British era: a post box. Still
bearing the royal coat of arms, its form was identical to the post
boxes dotted all over Britain. Red, cylindrical and just over a
metre high, they resemble oversized fire hydrants. Although this
one was painted a bright shamrock green.

It was one symbol of the national
spirit evident everywhere. It is found on every signpost in the
country, which are painted in Gaelic and English, and at the sold
out Croke Park where Gaelic Games are played. This pride is now
paired with a growing confidence as the economy soars.

We left Dublin early the next morning,
headed for Doolin. We boarded a city bus to the central coach
station at six that morning and battled even to find a space to
stand. Dublin’s workforce was creaking into gear, the buzz of the
city had begun, and the drive behind the country’s boom became more
apparent. After years of insignificance, these Dubliners weren’t
willing to be left behind.
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Doolin

By Iain

 

Doolin, population 200, is a village on Ireland’s West Coast. It
is renowned for its traditional music, hence the busloads of
tourists trafficked through its tiny strip of small shops. Claire
and I, eating Guinness stew outside one of the three village pubs,
watched these branded coaches, with names like authenticireland.com,
squeeze through the narrow country roads.

We had left Dublin earlier that day, travelled first to
Oranmore, outside Galway, and from there to Doolin. The route is
operated by Bus Eireann, Ireland’s only nationwide bus carrier. It
profits from an inadequate rail network.

Clambering aboard the first bus, we presented our tickets. The
driver looked at them and solemnly told us “You’re not sure to make
the bus to Doolin.” We were scheduled to arrive in Oranmore at a
quarter past ten, to make a connection which left at twenty to
eleven. It was now just after seven. But the driver kept repeating,
mantra like, “‘tis a very tight schedule now,” and “’tis a four
hour drive to Galway like.”

We made the connection, in a reasonable “tree hours and tirty
minutes”, the driver having anyway phoned ahead and asked his
colleague to wait for our arrival. It dropped us in Doolin, just
outside the bright, clean and purpose built Rainbow
Hostel, part of a farm that adjoined the road. Their website is
worth a visit, just make sure you turn your volume up. We settled
in quickly and, after lunch, went for a walk, reluctantly leaving
our bags behind the never locked doors.

Evening arrived and we dampened our lips with the creamy foam of
a first Guinness at McDermott’s Pub, about a two minute walk away.
It was full, near bursting. Every seat had been turned to face a
small platform near the front, where musicians slowly tuned their
instruments. Claire and I found a small ledge on which we balanced
our pints. Chatting, we waited for the music to begin.

We were in a detailed conversation about McCarthy’s Bar, a book
about the slightly eccentric Pete McCarthy’s travels through
Ireland, when the band started to play. I was relating my favourite
part, about a German taxi driver who takes the drunken McCarthy
home. In the course of a conversation en route, McCarthy asks the
driver what he likes so much about Ireland. He answers, “The
people. I loff their carefree imperfections.” But he shows no sign
of adopting local practice as, dropping McCarthy off, he pulls out
a receipt book, carefully fills it in, and then, reaching into his
cubby hole, takes out a date stamp, to authenticate the
receipt.

I had got as far as “carefree imperfections” when the man
sitting greedily below us, as if guarding his seat, leant over,
stuck his face close to mine, put an index finger to bloated lips,
and gave me a spittle flying “sshhh.”

I was incredulous, and didn’t hide it, speaking loudly about how
I was going to speak loudly. To my admittedly scant knowledge folk
music gigs should be informal, lively occasions, and are
participative at their best. I looked around the room and watched.
Not one foot tapped, nobody smiled or bobbed their head, they just
stared forward, as if at a theatre. We left.

Ireland, population four million, was visited by almost seven
million people in 2005. That’s nearly six hundred thousand arrivals
every month. But, like anywhere, it has seasonal peaks. The middle
of summer, when we visited, is presumably a busy time. So I often
found myself in a craic filled Disneyland, a pint of stout and a
fiddler, Mickey Mouse like, parts of an overall equation that would
allow tourists to participate in the much celebrated idea of
Irishness.

McGann’s, another two minutes down the road, was not quite as
busy. Musicians, darting off to fetch pints between songs, played
amongst the chatter. A middle aged woman, red haired and hook
nosed, head bobbing to the beat, was alternately playing the
bodhran (a traditional Irish drum) and singing haunting Gaelic
songs, with little accompaniment. She would participate for a
couple of songs and then jump up, quickly collecting empty glasses
or serving at the bar, only returning to her seat after a few
songs.

We found a seat and watched while musicians came and went. Some
played for the entire evening, others for only a few songs. A
tourist from Sheffield borrowed an acoustic guitar and played old
fashioned blues songs. A withered old man played a flute between
lips hidden by a tangled grey beard. We stayed until our Guinness
budget was spent.

The Cliffs of Moher are another of Doolin’s tourist lures. We
rented bicycles from the hostel and rode ten uphill kilometres to
see them the next day, arriving at a full parking lot, leading onto
a concrete path. Crowds of people wound their way up to the cliff
edge, past buskers and informal stalls, backed against the
railing.

The crumbling slate cliffs extend for eight kilometres and rise
to more than two hundred metres above the Atlantic. The concrete
path and its crowds eventually thin, and a narrow, crooked sand
track skirts the precipice. We walked to a tower at the far end and
sat eating sandwiches, looking down at the clean Irish sea. Claire
took a short nap, bundled up in her raincoat, while I read.

More than eight hundred thousand people visit the Cliffs of
Moher each year and the development of a massive €30 million
visitor centre is underway. When completed it will boast “The Ledge
Experience”, among other, more mundane activities. Fenced in from
the path, its crane disturbed an otherwise idyllic horizon.

It inevitably started to drizzle so we hurriedly made our way
back to the bikes and then back to the hostel, now drifting easily
downhill.

Matty, the owner of Rainbow Hostel, took us walking around the
Burren that evening, after his hard days farming. The Burren is a
strange craggy landscape, geologically unique and littered with the
remnants of Ireland’s prehistory. It occupies an area of roughly
three hundred thousand square kilometres, all in County Clare.
Matty read the odd limestone formations casually, finding fossils
and stone age hill forts amongst what was, to my mind, rock and
rubble.

That night, with tired legs, we sat at McGann’s watching the
circle of musicians expand and contract, their music rippling
through a happy crowd, until we had once again drunk our fill of
the black stuff.
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Crossing
the Channel

By Iain

 

Our last night in Ireland was spent in Cork, drinking Murphy’s,
the local stout, while drifting between the pubs near our hostel.
We caught a bus to Rosslare the following morning to meet our ferry
to Cherbourg, France, and watched the rain drip down outside the
window as we passed through the river ports on Ireland’s south east
coast.

Boarding the Irish Ferry, amongst a trickle of other foot
passengers, we sat down at the nearest available table, one of a
long line stretching through a corridor, its carpet a dirty red.
Fruit machines had been placed in the small space between every set
of bolted down furniture.

The captain’s voice eventually crackled down the public address
system, warning of typically rough seas, the engines quietly
started, and we left the British Isles. The sea was initially soft
and we went quickly beyond the sight of land. Standing on deck,
watching Ireland fade, I turned to see the ship’s jail, an occupant
bashing on the door. I had never been this far out to sea, where
land is forgotten and the ship becomes a world unto itself.

The calm seas eventually became rough, not long after sunset.
The ship was pitching heavily, an angry spray occasionally
splashing against our window. The glass front of a duty free shop
ran alongside the corridor. Its bottles jangled with each dull thud
of the prow, and occasionally broke. I watched people walking down
the corridor bump into tables as we rose, and the opposite wall as
we sank. Most were leaving the cabaret bar at its far end.

We had not reserved a cabin, to avoid the surcharge, so I sat up
late, avoiding my uncomfortable bed. Claire had fallen asleep on
the carpet beneath our table, wrapped in a sleeping bag liner.
Other cabinless passengers wandered through the ship. After the bar
closed they seemed lost, and staggered past, bodies bent, leaning
in anticipation of the ship’s next roll. Some stopped nearby, knees
bent, eyes vacant, realising there was nowhere to go.

Claire and I eventually lugged our bags down to reclining seats,
located in the depths of the ferry, where the more gentle rock of a
rough sea sent us slowly to sleep.

I woke up hazy and bedraggled midmorning, to the murmur of
activity through my earplugs. The sea was calm now, and blue,
reflecting the shadows of a few small clouds. France soon became
visible and my excitement mingled with naïve fear. I had never been
outside the English speaking world and fretted about the loss of
easy communication, conjuring up improbable images of confusion and
disorder. French passengers I hadn’t noticed before became
interesting.

A man, his face tight around reading glasses, scolded one of his
two children in French, for knocking a balloon into the path of
other passengers. He then dragged the child out of sight and
administered a token spank. The child, once released, ran to his
mother in tears, while the man sat down around a corner, to read
away from the sight of his misbehaving children.

We arrived at Cherbourg and disembarked, getting a little lost
in the ship’s stomach along the way. I passed unstopped through
immigration and we followed signs through the city’s streets, to
its distant station. I asked an attendant, the French tricolore
painted across her cheek, at what time the World Cup Final was
being played that evening, in a mixture of gestures and spastic
French. From there we boarded a train to Bayeux, home of the more
famous tapestry.

At Bayeux we ambled into the Hotel de la Gare, the Station
Hotel, only half interested in what we assumed would be a too
expensive room. A short man, his small, damp nose framed by a neat
black moustache and round spectacles, appeared from the entrance to
a domestic kitchen. I muttered a hesitant “Parlez vous
Anglais?”

He said yes and I soon discovered, in English, that we the rooms
were affordable, and included breakfast. Perspiring more heavily
now, the man took us excitedly to our room, up a few flights of
rickety steps. He let us put down our backpacks before indicating
that the hotel could arrange D-Day tours, if we were “eentwehsted”.
We were. He disappeared down the steps and returned a few minutes
later, clutching a photo album. Apologising constantly for
“deesturbing” our privacy, he showed us what the tour included. We
agreed to go the following day.

It was early evening by now, although the sun, floating high
above our window, gave no indication. The football started at
eight, so we wound our way down to the town centre, through narrow
streets flanked by wheat coloured walls, and, after a quick meal,
found the locals filing into the out of place Pub Fiction.

La Marseillaise was bellowed over frothy €5 pints and the game
started. A haze of cigarette smoke slowly filled the room. I
watched the scrappy football only occasionally, unable to rouse
myself to support the foreign side, and found myself more
interested in the subdued audience, who only responded to a song
thumped through the speakers at crucial moments. At half time we
left.

We walked around the town as the sun set, slowly making our way
to the cathedral. It was visible above every other building, but
adorned rather than dominated the town. Ramshackle shops and homes
cast pastel shadows on the city’s dark waterways, their moss
covered waterwheels still in motion.

Strong coffee, croissants, carefully sliced baguettes and
strawberry jam greeted us in the hotel’s café the next day. We ate
slowly, watching locals file in for a calvados or lager before
work.

After a quick walk around town, hunting for an internet
connection, we returned to the hotel and waited to be collected for
the D-Day tour. The small, sweaty gentleman who had checked us in
the previous day materialised and introduced us to “Samyouwel,” our
guide. We climbed into a people carrier and headed first to the
D-Day museum in Arromanches, where the prefabricated “Mulberry”
port vital to Allied supply lines had been constructed.

Samuel, dressed neatly, his hair carefully combed and parted,
drove silently for most of the journey, only answering our sparse
questions. He let us out at the museum, told us when to return to
the vehicle, and suggested we synchronise watches.

The visit was neatly timed to coincide with the screening of an
original newsreel, about the construction of the “Mulberry” port at
Arromanches, in the Channel’s rough water. Its authenticity was
pleasing, the newscaster’s tone conveying the overriding importance
of a now geriatric history. Released from the small cinema we
looked at original uniforms, tacked onto smiling mannequins, and
pondered a pilot’s emergency rations.

We were then taken to the intact German bunkers at
Longues-sur-Mer. The range of the guns still here, slowly rusting,
would have extended to the landing beaches a few miles away. The
Allies bombed the area before D-Day, with coordinates supplied by
the French Resistance, but missed the camouflaged bunkers. Instead,
the bombs disabled German communications, making it difficult for
them to target the landing fleet. They surrendered on D + 1,
intimidated by the spectre of 5000 ships on the horizon. Samuel
described this with a fair amount of precision. Claire and I
scratched around inside the thick, steel reinforced concrete for a
while, while an English school group clambered onto the guns for a
photo.

There are nearly 10 000 precisely arranged gravestones at
Colleville-sur-Mer, America’s D-Day cemetery. We stopped there
next, and wandered slowly through the little white crosses and
occasional Star of David, reading on them the names of strangers,
carved subtly to obscure the light and cast a shadow.

Samuel then took us, via Omaha Beach, to Pointe du Hoc, also a
German fortification. The bunkers here are collapsing. Chunks of
concrete sit upturned like monoliths. Barbed wire collects at the
bottom of gaping bomb craters. It resembles the site of a forgotten
civilisation.

It was our last stop. Samuel, happy to have finished on time,
drove us back to the hotel. We wrote that evening in our hot room
and the next morning, after strong coffee, packed up, walked to the
station, and caught another train.










Chapter 2 St
Malo


St
Malo

By Claire

 

Our bags dampening our backs, still close to St Malo’s station,
Iain and I spotted three bright awnings, a red, a green and a blue,
all advertising “Hotel”. We split up to find the cheaper of the
closest two, and agreed to meet back at the third.

The blue and the red establishments out of our price range, we
entered the last of the three, Hotel l’Europe. “Bonjour. Combien ça
coute pour… une chambre pour… deux personnes?” I attempted,
eyebrows raised meekly. “€30 pour une chambre sans douche” he
smiled, inspecting us from under his eyelids. I agreed, as he
ticked the room off as occupied in his diary, repeating the type of
room, “Sans duche”. Iain looked at me as if to ask, “What does sans
douche mean?” to which I chirpily replied that that the room simply
would not have an ensuite shower.

We tackled the five storey climb to our “duche”-less room,
perspiring heavily by the time we reached the top. We were met by
an unpleasantly familiar smell, seemingly embedded in the coarse
carpeted walls. Iain sat down to finish off an article while I
braved the “supermarche”, to buy us some lunch.

The simple act of going to the supermarket in a foreign country
cannot leave one bored or complacent. The absolute mystery of the
signs, the foreign brands on often foreign looking foods, and the
speech that hums around you, faster and faster, can leave one quite
giddy. New stimuli are everywhere. Even the ordinary becomes
intriguing.

I had gone to the supermarket with a basic lunchtime sandwich in
mind. Instead, I was met with an eight metre long aisle, dedicated
solely to cheese. At first, this seemed like heaven itself, but it
soon became quite overwhelming. Indecisively scanning the rows,
left to right, right to left, I was eventually rescued by the ever
present force of The Budget. I picked up the cheapest disc of
camembert, made a quick choice from the thankfully small selection
of baguettes and proudly paid, in French.

I arrived back at the hotel, where Iain was still writing. We
used the melanine table in the corner of the room to make our
baguettes, and left the hotel as soon as we had eaten them.
Descending down the stairs, we noticed the door to the “duche” with
a notice stuck to its door: “€4”. The additional charge for the
shower must have been the cause of the lingering smell in our
“duche”-less room, the stale sweaty odour revealing that €4 was
more than some guests were willing to pay.

Venturing out, we passed non-descript, greying buildings,
searching for the significance or splendour that had sent us there.
The sea appeared within sight and suddenly that salty smell and the
cooling breeze on our sunned backs was all too familiar. Iain was
right back in Cape Town, blissful.

We crossed the bridge which connects the modern mainland of St
Malo to the ancient fortified island. Destroyed during World War
Two, the city ’s historic architecture has been completely
restored. We entered the walls beneath an archway, and followed a
cobbled path.

Once inside the walls, St Malo is a labyrinth of narrow, uneven
streets, bursting with holiday-makers’ frivolity. The main square
was lined with restaurants, packed out with tourists enjoying the
local seafood and sipping chilled blonde beers. Portrait artists
and caricature sketchers clustered on the edges of the square,
beside postcard stands and curio sellers. French melodies weaved
through the atmosphere, an accordion player pumping rhythmically in
the corner.

We wandered through the narrow streets, past row upon row of
creperies, admiring the precision of the mock medieval
architecture, until we came to the perimeter of the walls and the
sea stretched out ahead of us. Yellow gold sand bordered royal blue
sea. It was gorgeous, but quite commonplace to the spoilt eye of a
Capetonian.

The beach was crammed with French kids on their school holidays,
their parents soaking up the heat, flat on their backs, closing
their eyes to the routine screeching of their offspring. St Malo is
a popular summer holiday destination for the French (the majority
don’t stray from their own country in summer) and foreigners seemed
few and far between, the odd lobster coloured body an anomaly.

That evening, we sought a cheap, greasy eat to save money and
line our stomachs for a night of bar hopping. Across the road from
the hotel, we spotted a take away house, a queue of Frenchmen
sprawling out the door. It sold a wide variety of food, from pizzas
to tapas, to burgers and kebabs. A solitary, sweating man served
and cooked, running between the pizza oven, deep fryer and till,
darting off again to slice from a scrawny piece of kebab meat
rotating on a spit, a grey film coating its fatty yellow remains.
Yet the queue for this squalid grease house grew by the minute.
Baffled, we opted for a seemingly safe hamburger, went back to our
hotel, and washed it down with an acidic bottle of €1 Cote du
Rhone.

Winding through the streets that night, we chanced upon a pub,
claiming to be “Irish”. Guinness adverts, old and new, were stuck
up on the bar’s walls, and an impressive array of Irish single
malts lined a specially designated shelf. Above this was a signpost
bearing a toucan and a left pointing arrow, “Dublin 800km”, written
below.

St Malo is in Brittany, a province said to have a distinct
Celtic streak. Having arrived from Ireland so recently, we hoped to
discover similarities that would both ease and illustrate the
transition from British Isles to mainland Europe. We sat at the bar
counter and ordered the local cider, named Mac Low after the Welsh
monk who landed here in the 6th century. The barman could speak
English, so we quizzed him about Brittany and its Celtic origins,
pointing out the Irish paraphernalia littered through the bar.
“Tourists like Guinness”, was his simple, somewhat disappointing
explanation.

We left, and wandered through the midnight maze of streets, in
search of somewhere a bit more inspiring. A tall, sepia toned
building lay before us on the sharp corner of a street. We
immediately recognised it from earlier that day, when we had found
it shut up in slumber, its rounded black sign hanging discreetly
from the wall. L’Absinthe Café, it proclaimed. The absolute romance
of the name, and our good fortune in rediscovering it led us
straight through the doors.

The entrance led into a long, narrow room with a wooden bar
counter snaking along both sides. One served as a drinks bar, and
the other a tabletop, a row of stools on either side. I walked up
to the bar and ordered two half pints of sparkling blonde beer, now
agile at this request in French, and hastily added two shots of
Absinthe to the order.

The next morning we slept in, our heads leaden weights on our
pillows. We both agreed on doing as little as possible, and headed
to the beach to laze the day away. Both immersed in new books, we
whiled away the time reading in the sun, pleasantly muted by a
fresh breeze, and were amazed when four o’clock had arrived.

We made our way through the centre of town, in search of some
well priced Moules Frites for supper, in true Bretagne style. A
quaint little café beckoned, offering a three course special, of
which mussels were the main dish.

About halfway through our starters, I began to notice how hot my
skin was feeling, despite the cooling sea breeze around us.
Dismissing the sensation, we waded through our heaped dishes of
minuscule mussels, a process that took the best part of an hour. By
the time we had finished dessert and were making our way back to
the hotel, I began to feel like pig forgotten on a spit.

Iain’s back had also been badly burnt and the two of us spent
the night yelping upon contact with one another, tossing and
turning under Hotel Europe’s coarse pink blanket.

We left for Paris the following day, slathered in SPF 50
sunscreen. Our backpacks stuck to blistered skin. Each bounce of
our bags on railway steps fostered a new respect for the European
sun, which we, as South Africans, had foolishly underestimated.










Chapter 3
Montmartre de Paris


Montmartre
de Paris

By Iain

 

Paris is the world’s most photographed, most written about, most
visited city. More than 30 million people arrive on the banks of
the Seine each year, only 45% of them French. “Paris,” according to

my literary guide to the city, “comes to us second-hand. Our
imagination has been there first, worked upon by the imagination of
others. It is through the filter of their memories, desires,
dreams, descriptions, lies, gossip that we experience the city.
What we respond to is an imagined place.”

Claire and I did the things so obvious that guidebooks needn’t
bother to mention them. We dangled our feet in the fountains
outside the Louvre, before entering through glass pyramids to see
people seeing the Mona Lisa. We sat in the Parc du Champ de Mars,
below the Eiffel Tower, and sketched swaying oak trees against the
building’s complicated network of steel. We got rude service at a
Parisian café when I was moved, still in my chair, from the edge of
the pavement.

We went to the Musee D’Orsay and I watched Claire dance between
her favourite paintings before a picnic on the banks of the Seine.
At Notre Dame we joined the thick, fast moving queue, and once
inside were pushed forward, past altars and scattered stalls,
selling paraphernalia. At Père Lachaise we joined a hunt through
foreign names for the graves of the famous. We laughed at a packet
of rolling paper and a lighter placed considerately below Jim
Morrison’s modest headstone and read Oscar Wilde’s name below his
mock Egyptian tomb, through the lipstick marks of thousands.

In my fondest Paris imaginings, I sat sipping cold beer at a
Montmartre café, absorbing an atmosphere relished by generations of
artists. Renoir, Degas, Hemingway, Toulouse Lautrec, Picasso, all
spent time here, and remembered the many cobbled streets that wind
slowly uphill to the Basilique du Sacré Coeur in their work.

Months before, Claire had phoned the Grand Hotel de Clermont,
nestled near the base of Montmartre’s hill, and booked a room. A
mention of its lively bar in an online forum was our only
reference.

We arrived on the eve of Bastille Day. After muddling through a
dizzy first encounter with the public transport system we exited
from Blanche metro station into a busy road. The Moulin Rouge
(literally Red Windmill) stood just ahead, like a friend there to
welcome us, waiting patiently.

The hotel lay a few streets away, past an array of cheese shops,
bakeries and charcuteries, all smelled before they were seen. Its
dirty white exterior crumbled slowly into a single lane road. Two
mosaic strips ran across the front, decorating the words “Hotel de
Clermont”, “Café” and “Bar”. We creaked up to our room on the
second floor.

The room contained two short single beds, childish duvet covers,
and a desk that looked out onto a small courtyard, watched over by
a statue of Virgin Mary, and the other rooms. The toilets for the
bars patrons were clustered below, their roofs covered in fallen
plaster. Only one had a door.

We settled in and I went out, found an internet café and updated
the site, quickly, so that we could start exploring the city.

That evening we found the first signs of Bastille Day
festivities in a nearby square. A small stage and had been erected
and an Afro Jazz band were performing, the singer cajoling his
audience in English spoken with an American lilt. A makeshift bar
sold cheap cans of beer.

Police arrived and the square filled up slowly, with students
and young children, professionals and drunks. A shy semicircle
formed around the stage and people started to dance half heartedly.
Somebody’s dog lay unabashed in the middle, chewing a water
bottle.

We sat for a while, watching, then decided to explore. Climbing
a long flight of steps towards the top of the hill we were stopped
by two men staggering extravagantly down. The first grabbed my arm,
squinted up at me through round spectacles, and tried to turn me
around. He looked out at the city sprawled below us, spread his
arms and said, only half asking, “Ahh Pawis, Pawis is good no?”

His friend, a guitar slung over his dirty t-shirt, had meanwhile
pinned Claire. He was composing a poem, to honour her “beuwty”. He
looked up at her occasionally through long, greasy hair, then bent
back down to write. When the reverie was complete, he read it back
to us. “Your ice… so bloo. Your leeps… so red. Your haiw… so… so
long.” And so it continued, for a few painful minutes.

Handing Claire the poem, written illegibly on the back of a free
postcard, he then asked for “only whatever you want to give me.”
She told him that, although it was “trés bon”, she would rather not
keep the postcard and handed it back. We turned around and quickly
carried on up the stairs.

The streets at the top were a bustle of tourists, tramps,
waiters and painters. All competed for space in the narrow area
tables, lined up neatly outside cafés, had left to pedestrians. I
glanced the ivory dome of the Basilique du Sacré Coeur above us,
and we headed towards it.

People sat on the steps below the cathedral eating picnics and
drinking wine, looking down on Paris. The colours and contrast
between buildings were muted by the setting sun, so that the city
was little but a sea of warm yellow, interrupted occasionally by
dark modern towers. We sat there for a while, our attention
competed for by buskers and break dancers, and then went back to
the square, to enjoy a little more free music and cheap beer.

We busied ourselves the next day, much like we did during our
other too short Paris days, by taking long detours between familiar
sites to see the few pieces of the city centre not sold on
postcards. We gobbled waffles for breakfast and baguettes with
cheap camembert for lunch and often supper. We drank little but the
cheap single espressos that allowed us to sit outside cafes,
watching the elegant and unimpressed go by.

It was now Bastille Day proper, so we returned to the
festivities at the same nearby square that evening. The band had
changed and this time played eclectic jazz accompanied by
tambourines and Mohammedan chants. Musicians would occasionally
walk off the stage and drift through the crowd, people lining up
behind them to be piped through the square like rats. And again, we
climbed to the top of Montmartre, to join still thicker crowds,
there to glimpse fireworks shot off from the Trocadero and lights
dancing on the Eiffel Tower.

At the end of the night we went back to the hotel, duty free
vodka again warming our blood, and our conversation. The bar below
was busy with a hodgepodge of peripheral characters, whom I
gathered to be its locals. A few chairs had been dragged outside,
to look onto the quiet street. A seemingly Polynesian man, who I
found busking a few days later, playing a melancholy electric
guitar, sat talking to a Vietnamese woman, who could speak a
smattering of English.

Another man, his corpulence easily filling a shapeless Hawaiian
shirt, sat near the door, dribbling red wine down his chin. He
lived at the hotel, as one of its long term guests. I had seen him
the previous afternoon, through the shutters on the first floor
window opposite our room. Although always shut, they were missing
the occasional slat. Looking out idly, I noticed him sitting naked,
his moustache extending to hanging jowls. His arm was moving
vigorously, the fat rippling as it bounced, up and down, up and
down, to the sounds of loud, uninhibited sex, which had once before
drifted through our window, their source until then uncertain. He
must have been playing whatever pornography he was watching with
the volume up, perhaps to attract attention.

We sidestepped him, and the shopping below his table, approached
the bar, ordered a beer, then joined the small gathering along the
outside wall. Claire had met a French speaking American in the bar
earlier that day, when trying to establish at what time the
fireworks would be lit. He was still there, his grey ponytail
suggesting that he might know something about bohemian Montmartre,
and be willing to divulge a few of its many secrets. So, I
approached him.

We quite easily started chatting. He told us how he had arrived
fifteen years ago, as a travelling musician, met a French woman and
decided to stay. She had since left him. Warming to his own theme,
he described leaving the bar in 1993 and walking to Sarajevo, where
he found himself the only Westerner in the midst of an unpopular
war. Unfortunately, he left us to help clean the bar, although he
didn’t seem to work there, before I could get him to tell us my
hankered after secrets.

We staggered up to bed and I lay there, listening to the sounds
of the closing bar, thinking drunkenly that here, I could write. If
I could somehow capture the spirit of this crumbling but still very
alive hotel, in a city known for gracefully blending past and
present then I would indeed be a writer. I do not claim to possess
those words now.










Chapter 4
Provence


Provence

By Claire

 

I sat in a poolside chair on terracotta tiles, the silver
handles of the pool’s steps glinting into the pale blue water.
Beyond the roof of the house, the tops of cedar trees were sparsely
spread between thick flowering bushes, abuzz with stripy bumble
bees. I heard only the noise of the cigalles in the garden, the
strange chirping creatures that resemble a small piece of bark, and
chirp strictly when the temperature reaches 25°C. I felt relaxed
and content, inspired by my surroundings. The simplicity of the
comfortable life I languished in for a week made me long for a
piece of it myself. Although my desire to continue moving was still
present, after the flurry of Paris, I felt incredibly relieved to
be able to exhale.

We had arrived in Cabrieres d’Avignon the evening before and
were kindly being put up for the week by friends of Iain’s mother,
Rosie and Carlo. Rosie, who has lived mostly in London, between
various travel adventures (such as an overland trip through
Africa), relocated to France three years ago with Carlo, who
considers himself South African despite Belgian origins. They have
since become the ever-welcoming hosts, often offering the
tranquillity of their home to their friends. A friend of Rosie’s,
Mel, was staying there for the same week as us. Their house, named
Voix des Cedres (Voice
of the Cedars), was a sanctuary in which we could relax. Weary from
having moved around every few days since the trip began, we now had
no agenda, no expectations, and no must do obligations. It was
bliss.

It took until the afternoon of our second day for me to drag
myself from the poolside down to the village, at the bottom of the
hill. I found a twist of ribbon-like streets, lined by rows of
closed doors during the hottest hours of the day, when the
villagers bury themselves inside under the pretext of a long lunch.
The boulangerie, the charcuterie and the local corner shop owners
had also retreated, and nothing remained of the morning’s flurry
for fresh bread. A stillness hung in the air.

Braving the lingering heat, Iain and I then decided to walk to
Gorde, a nearby medieval hilltop village. We crossed stony red
paths, olives groves in the plots beside. At four in the afternoon
the temperature hung at 35°C, heavy and humid. The crest of the
hill appeared within sight, and we climbed toward the muted browns
of the medieval settlement, weather-beaten dwellings carved into
the craggy curves ahead.

A constant exposure to new stimuli is part and parcel of a
relatively fast paced trip like ours, but I have quickly realised
how easily one can become blasé towards beauty and significance
that would normally astound. Having recently visited several
antique towns, Gorde was sadly nothing but a typically attractive
town to me, its narrow streets dotted with the usual postcard
stands, restaurants and cafés. We wandered through the centre with
an ice cream, then started the hot hour’s walk back to where we
called “home” that week. The town’s jagged outline glowed, the sun
showing no inclination to descend and grant us the cool cloak of
night.

Our stay in Cabrieres coincided with the annual Festival
d’Avignon, a hugely popular arts festival that makes organising
a last minute stay in the city impossible. Instead, we took a train
in and spent the second half of the day marvelling at the buzz that
emanated from every corner. The city was steeped in France’s
creative juices, devoured by the throngs of people with zest.

The menu board at an outdoor restaurant elicited our interest by
advertising cheap rib eye steaks with roquefort sauce. Their tables
were well placed alongside the pedestrianised street where most of
the activity was centred, so we thought it a lucky find. Agreeing
to a large draught beer, accustomed to “large” being pint sized,
the waiter produced an enormous thick set glass containing no less
than a litre of Leffe Blonde, a 6.3% ABV beer, almost always sold
in half pint measures in the UK, at the landlord’s discretion.

During the process of eating our rather overcooked steaks, minus
any trace of anything but tasteless cheddar, we were approached by
several of the actors in the various fringe productions. They
eagerly handed out flyers, those who spoke English describing the
production briefly, and sauntered off to solicit as many people as
physically possible. Most were in character, their costumes ranging
from old fashioned ballgowns to a giant see-through dome, its two
metre diameter inhabited by an astronaut, theme music announcing
his arrival. Their commitment to pursue the increasingly
competitive art of acting, and the seemingly doomed medium of
theatre awoke my compassion, while in truth, I yearned for the
adrenalin of my amateur stage days.

Avignon’s Rocher des Doms park offers views onto Sur la Pont
d’Avignon, and here, looking down onto the Rhone, we watched the
sun disappear into the faint horizon. We made our way to a central
square where twelve or so young performers went through the motions
of an obscure avant-garde piece, dressed in their theatre blacks
and heels, umbrellas above their heads. Although difficult to
decipher, especially in French, the piece was captivating, owing to
the raw enthusiasm painted on the young women’s faces. The Palais
des Papes formed the performance’s backdrop, towering high above
the square, raising the audience’s gaze.

Later that week, Iain and I joined Rosie, Carlo and Mel at one
of the local wine farms, 
Domaine Faverot, which was holding a summer dinner on their
grounds. The evening began with a brief tour of the cellars and the
vineyards, delivered in both French and English. After this brief
introduction to the making of the wines, we were ushered into a
courtyard to begin the all important tasting process. Bright floral
cloths were draped over four rectangular tables that stood under a
large oak tree, laden with bottles of wine. Three courses appeared
amidst a steady flow of wine, as each half empty bottle was swiftly
replaced with a full.

A fairly even mix of French and British made up the bulk of the
dinner’s guests. We got chatting to Francois, who bought the farm
with his wife Sally a few years ago. Escaping the cold of Britain
to relocate in Provence seems a common fantasy. Many a Brit might
imagines a life of contentment and ease, but the reality is often
harsh, Francois began to explain.

As romantic a notion as running a wine farm may appear, he was
plain in admitting that a five o’clock start each morning to begin
the rounds through his thousands of vines isn’t always appealing.
The much desired heat of Provence becomes close to unbearable when
the days are spent working outdoors, instead of lazing by the pool,
and hired labour is simply not a profitable option.

He detailed the amount of red tape surrounding details such as
the naming of the wine, according to region specific regulations. A
Shiraz cannot simply be called a Shiraz when produced in France, it
must instead highlight the region of production, thus Domaine
Faverot’s wines, red and white, are all labelled according to the
Cotes du Luberon appellation. Lenience seems to be on the horizon
because many wine makers, knowing their market, realise that a
trendy Chardonnay is often as far as the expertise of an average
consumer goes.

Provence is the land of lavender, and happily, some of the
fields within the vicinity of Cabrieres had not yet been harvested
that summer. Rosie had a day off work and, keen to unveil this
local treasure, had offered to take us to see it in all its glory.
We set off in her car in the general direction of some of the
better known fields, taking the scenic route. Quiet roads wound
loosely alongside the Luberon mountain range, a steely sparkle in
the distance. The expanse of vineyards beside the road spread out
around us, and Rosie recognised a small turning into one of the
farms. We drove in to buy a few bottles, briefly tasting a couple
beforehand, and promptly got back on the road.

One of the many medieval towns in the area, Lacoste, was vaguely
en route to the lavender fields, so we parked the car and climbed
the steep hill into the town to have a little wander. Its
architecture is reminiscent of Gorde, the streets appealingly twist
into quaint corners and curve round endlessly, begging to be
explored. Winding our way toward the top, we reached a plateau, the
view swooping down below. The Luberon formed a backdrop to a
patchwork of rich red earth, the green thread of vineyards etched
into the colour, like the paint on so many Provence inspired
canvasses.

Our last night was spent being initiated into the wonders of
French cuisine, at a restaurant that Rosie and Carlo know well. It
was mine and Iain’s first encounter with cloth napkins since
arriving on French soil. The restaurant offered a wide selection of
starters, mains and desserts, available as part of a good value set
menu, which we all opted for. Goat’s cheese, beef carpaccio and
cured ham made up the delicate first courses, followed by rare
ribeye steaks, cooked to perfection with a red wine and mushroom
jus and delicate dauphinoise potatoes.

The next morning, we took a train to Barcelona, reachable in
only a few hours. Italy’s borders, we were told, are also only
three or so hours away, by car. I walked through the kitchen on our
way out, and noticed rows of homemade jams from the region’s
abundance of apricots and cherries lining the shelves. The scent of
lavender floated through the air, from handfuls scattered through
the house. I had never visited a place so pleasingly quaint, yet so
close to Europe’s cosmopolitan capitals. Within hours, I was in
another country, another world, but the little world I’d left
behind was still within reach.










Chapter 5
Barcelona


Barcelona

By Iain

 

Claire and I left France from Avignon in the early morning, when
the city’s streets were for a moment quiet after another long
festival night. The prospect of was travel easier and more
exhilarating in the early morning, when the sun rising over a
quickly moving landscape promised both a new place and a new
day.

Two regional trains would carry us slowly into Spain, and then
through it, to Barcelona. We boarded the first. It was made up of
old fashioned carriages, the seats all confined to small
compartments, which we reached through the narrow space that had
been left to a corridor. In the compartment two short brown
couches, sitting three to a side, faced each other, so that people
sat with legs and arms intermingling. The carriage quietly conjured
up black and white images of lovers solemnly parting on a platform
edge, or of coated men, smoke and subterfuge, from an age when rail
travel was glamorous.

We headed immediately south, to Montpellier, then traced our way
slowly west along the Mediterranean. Near the border we entered a
tunnel, through the Pyrenees. The carriage went dark, a brief power
cut as the source of electricity changed, and we emerged into
Spain.

Unluckily, perhaps stupidly, we chose the only carriage with
broken air conditioning on our second, more modern train, with
familiar aeroplane seats. Only after leaving the station, when the
doors were closed, did the temperature start to rise. The heat
eventually made me drowsy and I drifted in and out of an
uncomfortable sleep until shortly before our arrival in Barcelona.
Europe was in the middle of a heat wave, which broke, in many
countries, the record highs of every year since official recordings
began.

Our hostel was
incredibly difficult to find. We paced up and down the long and
lively stretch of road called Las Ramblas, carrying our heavy
packs, irritated by the slow amble of people watching street
performers. Two mimes painted as convincing demons happily
terrified small children, while, nearby, a man patiently balanced a
large mountain bike on his chin.

We found the hostel’s address eventually, and, still unsure,
entered the unmarked building and climbed a long flight of stairs
up to the fifth floor. I searched though bunk beds and a messy
kitchen to find the staff, who were tanning on the terrace. We were
checked in quickly and then happily abandoned for the more
appealing sun.

That night, after a few drinks in a few different bars, we lay
sweating into our pillows, too hot to sleep. Momentum dripped
slowly from my skin. The trip, conceived as an answer to too quick
shuttles through European capitals, had started to feel dizzyingly
rapid. I had clung to the idea of rigorous travel, hoping that our
stops, although short, might still allow limited but tangible
insight. But movement was by now a familiar part of my everyday
routine and, with a head thick with the heat, I started to succumb
to 
Brad Newsham’s idea that travel “is like chemotherapy. You just
go through it, endure it, hoping that the right things get into
your bones, bring about some beneficial change, inspire some
wisdom, and that all the others don’t kill you.”

I got out of bed late, hoping each time I woke that a little
more sleep would leave me more rested. After a complimentary
breakfast of toast and cakes we went out and were welcomed into the
Mercat de al Boqueria, from which our hostel took its name, by the
skinned heads of lambs, eyeballs still floating terrified in their
sockets.

In different parts of the market were fresh fruit, fish, meat
and sweets. People haggled incomprehensibly over the baffling array
that lined every shelf. The smells, always strong, were both
pleasing and putrid. The floors were slippery, wet with melted ice
and the dirty water left by fish sellers hosing down their sold out
stalls.

We bought some fruit juice and walked down along Las Ramblas to
the seafront, past a massive column, a statue of Christopher
Columbus perched on its top. An antiquated cable car stretched past
the shore. Still skirting the water we strolled along the city’s
harbour to the start of the beaches. People lay closely packed on
the course building sand, at right angles to the sea, facing the
sun. We lazed away the afternoon there, cooling off occasionally in
the murky, lifeless water.

Barcelona was, for me, defined by its beaches. The next day we
made an obligatory visit to the iconic, and still under
construction, Sagrada Familia. Cranes hovered over the spires,
disrupting our postcard expectations. And we walked from one end of
the city beaches to the other, past the many naked men and
occasional naked woman who frequent Platja Mar Bella, through
crowded families building sandcastles on Platja Nova, and, as we
got closer to the centre, past cafés on the sand, placed at 50m
intervals, playing youthful music.

Spain has no law against nudity, it is permissible unless it
causes a public disturbance. Later that week we saw a man sitting
stark naked and happy in one of the city’s many falafel shops,
carefully ignored by the other customers.

Barcelona’s cathedral is in the Barri Gotic, the city’s oldest
quarter. It is adjoined by the only arch of the aqueduct still
standing, and is close to what remains of the Roman wall. The
cathedral itself is not spectacular but its enclosure, centred on
the cloister, is unusual, inhabited by ducks and a terrapin, who
share the space with numerous palm trees.

A €5 banknote blew across my feet while we wandered through the
building. It had fallen from the nearby donation box, for organ
maintenance. I hesitantly put it back, but felt like I needn’t
have. We had been charged €4 to enter the cathedral. Prayer candles
were extra, available with a Jesus or Mary motto as desired. More
simply, you could place a euro into a coin operated box and watch
the small glass wick on a plastic candle light up.

Claire was starting to feel ill, she suspected from drinking too
much of Barcelona’s over chlorinated water. I walked her back to
the hostel and then went to the Picasso Museum alone. It was filled
with his juvenilia and none of his greatest works, but was
organised chronologically and gave me some sense of what Picasso
was about. I then went to the beach to cool off, before going back
to check on Claire. She was still not feeling well.

But it was our last night and we had still not gone out,
properly, in the city that we saw still heaving late every evening,
especially along Las Ramblas, its frantic spinal cord. We had also
been woken up, irritable, by people falling into their hostel beds
not long after sunrise. An irritating young Norwegian, who
routinely told everybody patient enough to listen about how wealthy
his country was, had fallen asleep on the floor, between backpacks,
that morning. He slept there until well into the afternoon.

Claire felt better, but rested while I wrote. I then went to the
supermarket and bought beers which we drank sitting on the fountain
at the Plaça Real, surrounded by other budget conscious travellers
and a group of Somali’s, involved in some sort of squabble,
policemen feigning ignorance nearby. I started chatting to one
nearby, because I did not yet know where he and his friends were
from, and wanted to find out. Spain had no African colonies to
speak of.

He could speak English, Spanish, French, Somali and a smattering
of Arabic. I spoke to him about Africa and his impression of
Europe. He had been to France and England but preferred Spain, I
suspected, because of its slightly less formal economy.

It turned out to be a very long night. We went back to the
hostel after the beers on the Plaça, because, having decided to go
on to a nightclub, we needed to change. Somebody handed us a flyer,
promising discounted entrance into a club that sounded as good as
any other. We went there, and found it filled mostly with tourists.
Hip hop played in the basement and pop on the floor above. We
danced to both until it closed, still full, at 6:00a.m.

A swim seemed like a good idea, so we went to the hostel again,
walking amongst a stream of haggard people, past vendors dispensing
beers and red bull as needed, to fetch our costumes. Young Italian
men were struggling with the key at the hostel door. Impatient, I
opened it, and was followed in quickly by a woman they seemed to
have surrounded. She lifted her top casually and I realised that
she must be one of many the prostitutes, of indeterminate sex, I
had seen loitering down this and other side streets. By the time we
had made our way back down the stairs, ready for the beach, she was
gone.

It was still dark when we got to the beach, so we spread out our
towels, lay down and, once comfortably intertwined, fell asleep. A
young woman woke us, shouting “you… you must see,” when the sun
appeared over the water. The sea turned slowly to silver, but for a
line of gold below the sun, that spread as it climbed. I waded in,
hoping it would wake me up. The water, dirty every other time I had
been to the beach, was now crystal clear, so that I could see the
pebbles on the bottom glisten in this first light. Claire joined me
for a swim and we frolicked for a while but did not feel
refreshed.

After drying off we fell asleep again, on our damp towels. A
crowd of pensioners had surrounded us by the time we woke, making
use of the beach as they must always have.










Chapter 6
Madrid


Madrid

By Iain

 

Claire and I arrived in Madrid late at night. We waited for a
train to our hostel, watched by police with sniffer dogs, listening
to the murmur of news and advertising emitted from wide screen
televisions placed between the tracks.

We stayed at Pop Hostel,
in a small, two bunk bed dorm. The room was quiet but sometimes too
intimate and often awkward. The hostel was full of Brazilians, so
full that Portuguese had replaced English as the language of first
recourse. I was often addressed in Portuguese by strangers, then
laughed at when I stammered back in confusion.

The building’s bottom floor was occupied by a small shop,
selling basic foodstuffs. It was one of what would be referred to
by every local I met as a “Chinese shop”. Open from early until
late, it was busiest during the siesta hours when Spanish run
supermarkets would close. These shops could be found everywhere.
The attendants sat behind small, dark counters, closed in by the
cluttered shelves, watching Chinese movies on nearby televisions.
An agreement apparently exists between China’s government and
Spain’s, which allows people to come over as self employed shop
keepers, and sell, among other things, the cheap wares mass
produced in China.

The next day I woke up with a cold, probably because I had slept
on a damp beach towel in Barcelona. Claire had yet to fully recover
from a stomach bug, so we agreed to stay in bed, resting. It’s a
guilty thing, being sick while travelling. I felt wasteful. The
train to Madrid and my bunk bed seemed to have been paid for in
vain and I hankered half heartedly for the private self pity of
home.

Madrid is, by the standards of most European capitals, a new
city. Although inhabited since the
stone age it was not the capital of Castilla, the kingdom that
was united with Aragon to form Spain. And it was not until 1561
that the royal court was moved to the city. Even then it was a
humble city, economically dependent on the crown. During the reign
of Carlos III (1716 – 1788), described at the time as “the best
mayor, the king”, modern Madrid began to develop.

The next day, feeling stronger, we walked through the city to
find our bearings. Walking through a new place, intent on no
particular destination, getting happily lost, has become a
habit.

We had lunch at Las Bravas, a chain of fast food outlets with a
patented salsa. Their creamy, bright orange and spicy sauce was
served with everything. Claire asked for ketchup and mayonnaise,
but they had been banished. We ate standing at a high table,
because there were no chairs. People casually discarded cigarette
butts and napkins as they left, adding to the piles of debris on
the floor.

The afternoon brought its familiar heat. The air seemed warmest
where it left the pavement and swirled around my feet, slowing my
steps. People retired to shuttered rooms for a siesta, slowly
emptying the streets. We made our way to the shade of the Parque
del Retiro, a large expanse of green near the city centre, thick
with trees, and strolled for a while, along the gravel tracks that
spread confusingly in all directions. We walked past people rowing
old fashioned boats on a monument adorned pond, settled down next
to a small canal and fell asleep. It was our first siesta.

Ever wary South Africans are not familiar with the pleasure of
sleeping in a city’s open spaces. It’s not safe and not done,
except by those with very little to lose. But, when you are able to
enjoy a quiet corner of an enormous park in the much same way as
you would your own garden, the urban environment becomes less
threatening, and the inner city becomes a much easier home.

Madrid has excellent art galleries, mostly because Spain has
produced excellent artists. Velázquez and Goya are well represented
at the Museo del Prado, Picasso and Dali at the Centro de Arte
Reina Sophia. Claire and I visited both, our visit luckily
coinciding with free weekend entrance.

We attempted a night out only once. I still felt sick and only
felt worse after a few drinks. After two tapas bars and one humming
square, I conceded defeat. Our 
guidebook brags about the city’s 4am traffic jams, but I only
noticed the unhurried attitude of Madrileños. And why hurry, I
suppose, when you have all night?

I had hoped to meet someone from Madrid who could speak English.
Chance discussions at bars, with half drunk and half interested
locals are too rare, and sometimes disappointing. A few messages on
ecademy, normally a business
networking website, put me in touch with Eduardo Martínez. He
agreed to meet us, at quite short notice, for what I thought might
be a drink or two.

On our last night in Madrid, Eduardo picked us up from our
hostel and drove us through the city. In a few minutes he was
showing us places that were, quite literally, although strangely,
off the tourist map. None of the maps or travel guides we consulted
mentioned the huge stretch of Madrid’s CBD, which lay only a few
minutes outside the historical centre. They failed to mention the
enormous bullring, the world’s second largest, and the scale of
Spain’s largest city. It is perhaps because Madrid is so easily
modern, and growing so quickly, that these blind spots exist. It
confuses the standard approach to European tourism, which stresses
the quaint and historical, glossing over the present.

Eduardo drove us around for over an hour, pointing out and
describing more than we could absorb. Our final stop was at Plaza
Mayor, once again on the tourist map, for a few drinks and some
tapas. Eduardo advised us on the menu, ordered for us, and politely
demanded good service from a waiter seemingly unaccustomed to
giving it. Our seafood salad, pickled octopus and Serrano ham came
out one at a time, at confusing intervals.

The Spanish, as a whole, eat an enormous amount of seafood. Only
the Japanese eat more, and they have a far larger population.
Eduardo told us this, and the conversation turned to the utter lack
of sushi restaurants in Spain. The Spanish apparently fear the
existence of a bacteria found in raw fish, however fresh.

At the end of the meal Eduardo got up and went into the
restaurant. I quickly realised that he intended to pay and gave
chase. Our offer to pay, as insistent as I thought polite, was
categorically refused. Claire and I both battled to thank Eduardo
enough. Claire said, trying her best, said that it was very kind of
him. Eduardo responded, “No, it is very Spanish of me.”










Chapter 7
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Fiesta
Galicia

By Claire

 

It was just before midnight and darkness masked the contours of
the city. Street lights were sparsely spread and provided no more
than a dim glow. I approached a taxi driver outside Pontevedra’s
station exit, asking how much he’d charge to the Hotel Peregrino.
He looked at me, disbelieving, and pointed diagonally away from the
station. “Es alli”, he said, his voice hesitant, perhaps regretting
his honesty. I thanked him, and we walked the two minutes down the
road to what was our third ‘station hotel’, complete with locals
drinking outside the bar, plastic chairs, and the familiar contrast
of grot and appeal.

A bearded man of around fifty spotted us, glanced at our
backpacks, and enquired as to whether we had a reservation. His
English was nonexistent, but after a week in Spain I relished the
satisfaction of basic communication, and hotel dialogues were my
most practised exercise in Spanish.

Once he had gone through the admin of checking us in, I
attempted to find out about Pontevedra’s annual fiesta, Vikinga
Romeria, which had been our deciding factor in travelling to
Northern Spain. The vocabulary needed was beyond me, and the hotel
owner repeated the fiesta’s name with only vague familiarity, so I
reckoned we’d just go into town the next evening, when the fiesta
was supposedly scheduled, and follow the notorious noise of the
Spanish in celebration.

Pontevedra’s only known lure had been the fiesta, and so with no
preconceptions we walked into the city the next day, to find
breakfast. It is by far the least touristy place I have ever
travelled to, and apart from the tourist information kiosk,
perpetually closed, there was no sign that it existed for anyone
but the locals. We strolled through the smatterings of people that,
at 11 ’o clock that Thursday morning, seemed to be slowly going
nowhere. Breakfast was at a simple but ingenious café, with a menu
of at least 50 enormous sandwiches, all served with a tasty, trying
salsa picante (spicy sauce). It set the standard for our spicy
sauce addiction in Spain, and remains the winning contender.

Well fuelled, we began the day, Iain’s usual impulse taking us
toward the water source of the city. The river sprawled out, navy
blue, wide and enduring before us, as we followed it’s course, out
of the city.

As we passed the last traffic intersection, the river became
lined with suburban houses, their clean coats of paint and small
front gardens almost familiar. We walked along the river bank,
following its curves, as noise dissipated and green spread. A
faintly tread path lead us to the rivers edge, where a wrinkled
Spanish man sat, propped against a tree, dozing in the sun. The
sacred siesta. We passed him quietly and made our way to the water,
where we could cool our tired feet.

Later that evening, we ventured into town to join the
festivities that we imagined would be gracing the streets. But no
sign. It was a typically quiet Thursday night, and we joined the
few people at the only bar with any atmosphere at all. I approached
the bar lady, who met my attempts at Spanish with simple English.
“The fiesta,” she gestured, pointing over a small imaginary
obstacle, “is Saturday and Sunday”. We had not planned to stay till
then, but to visit Santiago de Compostela, also in Galicia, Spain’s
most north western province. I told her this, disappointed, and she
gasped, “You must come”, her excitement for the weekend
obvious.

The next morning, sipping coffee at the bar, backpack at my
feet, I started chatting to an elderly local at the hotel’s bar
counter. The topic of the fiesta came up, and I explained how we
had mixed the dates up, were leaving that morning to spend a night
in Santiago, but would return to Pontevedra that weekend, in time
for the renowned festival. Once he had established that I was from
South Africa, the conversation flowed a little more easily. More
foreigners than I had imagined know of Afrikaans, and its links to
Dutch. My rudimentary Spanish complemented his rudimentary English,
and my undeveloped Afrikaans added to the basic Dutch that he
used.

We left for Santiago, as planned, promising the hotel owner that
we’d be back on Saturday. He sounded pleased, and agreed to keep us
a room. The journey to Santiago only took a couple of hours by
train, and we emerged at the city’s outer perimeter, a 20 minute
walk from the historical centre where our small hotel was
situated.

Once we had dumped our bags, we headed straight for Santiago’s
famous cathedral, the supposed burial site of St James, Spain’s
patron saint, as well as the finishing point of the pilgrimage
along the Camino de Santiago, 750km in total.

Bagpipes welcomed us as we entered the arch leading to the
cathedral square, piping an eerie, ceremonial tune. The province
has Gaelic ties, evident in its name. As we lingered near the arch,
the music enchanting us, we heard the stampede of feet. We turned
to see a group of fifteen or so young pilgrims running through the
arch, all arm in arm, their backpacks jangling the attached tin
cups and plates. They reached the cathedral’s square, some ten
metres ahead of us, jumping and whooping and hugging each other,
ecstatic. Motives for pilgrimage aside, it was truly inspiring to
witness.

We walked past them, toward the cathedral. Most were removing
their shoes, some sitting on backpacks, intermittently posing for
group photographs, cheering as the pictures were taken. Their sense
of communal achievement was unlike anything I have ever seen, or
related to. It seemed that most of the onlookers, like me, envied
their euphoria.

Above and beyond them, stood the cathedral, huge and magnificent
in the sunlight. Its Romanesque detail was refreshingly different
to the countless Gothic cathedrals we had encountered on the trip
so far. I was relieved to recognise and appreciate its beauty,
never a given in my reception of churches.

We entered the cathedral and were immediately dazzled by the
gold and glitz adorning its interior. Inch after inch of wealth
engulfed us. As eye catching as the central altar looked, in all
its glittering splendour, we did not share the urge of the 100 plus
people that lined up around the altar to kiss the statue of St
James, which is kept there, encased in gold.

The ancient centre of the city is attractively laid out and well
kept, with the winding, narrow streets and pretty squares that
Europe had accustomed us to. After wandering around for a while, we
went back to our room to enjoy a bottle of Spain’s delicious
Navarra region wine, which I bought from a London supermarket for
three times the price a year before. A jar of pitted green olives
and some pistachios, washed down with the wine, and we realised we
had fallen for poor man’s Spain.

A dingy dark wooden pub, Irish seeming, in the small central
region, was the most bustling option that evening. We sat down at a
table outside, with some cold Estrella Galicias. A young guy, fair
hair and skin, introduced himself as Charlie in a strong North
England accent, apologising for his boldness, as he’d “had a few
beers”. He was eighteen, from Sheffield, and had found his way to
Santiago on a holiday with his Spanish girlfriend, who lived there.
They had met a few months earlier in Sheffield, where she was an
exchange student, learning English. She was dressed in emerald
green, from head to toe, and smiling, introduced herself as Lorena.
We hung around for another drink, and left, to find supper.

We filled up on bread and patatas fritas and recommenced our
search for a busy bar. We circled the central area, in vain, until
we arrived back at the Irish pub, which was still the busiest in
the vicinity.

The pub is divided into a ground and a basement level, as well
as the outside area, where it was a bit cold to sit in the mild
Galician climate. We climbed down the stairs, beneath ground level,
where the muted light revealed wall side tables and chairs, filled
with the moths of Santiago.

We took the only two seats left, sipping our drinks quietly in
the way that couples often find themselves doing. Across from us we
noticed Charlie and Lorena. A few minutes went by, Iain and I
awkwardly trying to decide whether we wanted to be spotted. Just as
I was trying to catch their eye, Charlie glanced over, and I waved,
feigning surprise. He gestured for us to join them, and our
Santiago night began.

Lorena quickly introduced us to her mother, a woman of 35, who
was thoroughly enjoying the company of her seventeen year old
daughter and Charlie. They hadn’t left the pub since we first met
them, and the Estrella Galicias were still flowing at pace.
Shouting above the music, we attempted conversation, Lorena
translating her mother’s Spanish into English for Charlie, Iain and
I.

I had noticed a few differences between the Spanish words I’d
seen in Galicia and elsewhere. “H”, for example, was often replaced
by “X”. The Galician dialect seemed almost to merge with
Portuguese. I chatted to Lorena about language, talking about my
observations. She described her own dialect, Galician, as virtually
another language. It has been shaped by the province’s proximity to
Portugal. Did she speak “ordinary Spanish” too, I asked, intrigued.
“Ow yass”, she slurred, “an now Eenglish…an a liddle Fraanch”. She
tussled her hair casually.

Lorena’s mother was in the midst of a sketchy interaction with a
girl of my own age, sitting next to her on the bench beside our
table. The girl got up suddenly and walked away. Lorena looked at
her mother, awaiting some response. She nodded, grinning, and
flashed a small cube of dark brown hashish in Lorena’s direction.
Satisfied, Lorena took it, rolled it with tobacco, and lit up at
the table, her olive green eyes hazy beneath the smoke.

And so the night went on, until Lorena stood up suddenly, as if
the coach would soon become a pumpkin, and invited us to follow her
outdoors. She wanted to “shoa” us “someting”. Still clutching our
bottles of beer, we followed her outside, down some steps where a
musician sat playing Spanish guitar. We continued, until an
enormous square opened up below, a set of stairs separating us from
the sight beneath.

About fifty figures moved like night elves in the half light,
some rhythmically swinging lengths of colourful thread or cloth,
weighted at the ends, called poi. Juggling pins flung through the
hands of the others, and I spotted a unicycle propped against some
suitcase of tricks. Lorena waltzed down the steps, took charge of a
friend’s poi, and performed a few sequences, glowing, back in her
natural habitat. Drums lined the steps, violinists and guitarists
sprung up spontaneously, and Lorena gyrated through the motions of
Flamenco. Charlie watched, in awe, as her innate Spanish sensuality
unfolded before him.

A couple of hours had passed when Iain and I eventually got up
to go back to the hotel. Only about a quarter of the twilight
people remained in the square, partaking in their subcultural
ritual. It was four o’ clock in the morning.

The next day, we returned to Pontevedra, feeling uncanny as we
headed back to Hotel Peregrino. Not once on the trip had we gone
backwards. To arrive at the known, rather than the usual unknown,
resembled a homecoming of sorts. Our favourite spicy sandwich joint
was the obvious choice for an early supper, and it was sitting
outside there, on the square, that we noticed the first signs of
strange behaviour.

A group of ten or so people in their early twenties, wearing the
same bright orange t-shirts, adorned with fierce looking cartoon
bulls, ran through the square, shrieking, soaked in a murky
coloured liquid. They clutched luminous water pistols, huge things,
more like water rifles really, but seemed to be retreating,
defeated. A couple of minutes later, another group appeared, all
donning green t-shirts, a bull that appeared to be drunk printed on
their backs. They were more or less the same age, but were mostly
male, and chased the orange team with their water rifles, clasping
half empty five litre bottles of maroon liquid by plastic
handles.

We had noticed posters advertising two bullfights, scheduled for
that weekend, all round town, and realised that the late afternoon
event had obviously just finished, releasing several hundred
spectators from its arena, half explaining the mania around us.

Following the general direction of the action, the number and
assortment of t-shirt wearing teams grew around every corner. The
streets narrowed as we entered the heart of Pontevedra’s old town,
the crowds condensed, and we found ourselves amidst pure
mayhem.

T-shirts teams traipsed past us, between us, from every angle.
Every third person clutched a five litre bottle, modern day wine
skins, swigging sangria from plastic cupfuls that they splashed out
the bottles’ stout necks. Shrieks were followed by people running
through the streets, drenched in the watery wine. We bumped through
the hordes, stepping over the river of red stained boxed wine
cartons. I tiptoed over the shards of glass in my flip flopped
feet.

The occasional stereo blasted pop music into the crowds and the
tunes merged with the bellowing masses. Outside one of the street
bars, a man slept in his chair, oblivious, a wine glass
precariously grasped in his fist, his stripy shirt untainted.

We went in search of some alcohol of our own, to ease us into
the festivities, and found a bar willing to sell us a litre of
surprisingly pleasant boxed wine for the take away price of a euro.
Across the road, a set of steps beckoned. It was a bit calmer and
cleaner there, so we planted ourselves in view of the goings
on.

I heard a loud grinding noise in the distance, getting rapidly
louder and louder. People’s faces paled as they looked up the
street at something I could only hear. Seconds later a trolley
screeched into view, racing down the sloping street before us, a
terrified passenger sitting inside it, holding on for dear life.
The clamour of its wheels was enough to send people running,
ducking into side roads, dodging its path. We followed its path,
alarmed, until it halted upon colliding with a parked car, some 50
meters later. Several supermarket trolleys had been hijacked,
trophies in the ruthless game they had been volunteered to
play.

The next morning, we took a walk through the streets, wondering
whether the layers of filth we had waded through had already been
cleaned up. Nothing remained of the piles of crushed packaging,
empty bottles and rubbish of the night before, save for a few
overlooked cigarette butts. The work that must have gone into such
a clean up was staggering, and we couldn’t help but wonder why the
fiesta, a non profit event requiring such a thorough cleanup, was
tolerated.

The victory of another bullfight brought with it the flood of
fiesta again that night, and so the cycle of raucousness and repair
continued. Iain and I thought we had experienced some fairly
debauched gatherings, but Pontevedra managed to casually stun.










Chapter 8
Portugal


Portugal

By Iain

 

Claire and I stopped, panting, at the metal rods that closed a
narrow road to traffic. We had been given detailed directions and
followed them closely but were lost, struggling to find the home of
Ivone and Vitor Mascarenhas or the remains of a small fishing
village that apparently surrounded it.

My mother’s friend Eugenia had bought a house in Portugal, near
the beach, not long before our trip started. I contacted her,
hoping (as budget travellers do) that she could accommodate us for
a few days. She said she could, at her home in Lagos, and suggested
that her parents, who live in Cascais, just outside Lisbon, might
be as willing. Ivone and Vitor Mascarenhas are her parents.

I felt somewhat ridiculous, wandering through the traffic in
Cascais without a map, searching for the home of a couple in their
early eighties, who I had never met and was not entirely sure could
speak English.

After retracing my steps, I found the house only a short walk
from where I had left Claire and the bags, and rang the bell. I
introduced myself – Ivone refused to shake my hand, insisting that
I bend down and kiss both cheeks – and darted off, rapidly
explaining that I had to fetch my girlfriend.

We were immediately fed ham and cheese sandwiches. Vitor plied
us with beer and, feigning reluctance, told us their story. Born in
what is now Maputo, in Mozambique (which they helplessly refer to
as Lorenzo Marques), Mr and Mrs Mascarenhas met, married and built
their lives there. They lost three houses when the communist
government nationalised most of the property. Deported for arcane
reasons, they moved to Johannesburg, but were soon allowed to
return, after Vitor’s powerful golf buddy intervened.

But they still pronounced “Africa” with an intoxicated roll of
the “r” and accentuated final “a.” They felt alienated from the
Portuguese, despite having retired to the country about twenty
years earlier. Their only attempt to return to Mozambique since the
move, for a holiday, had been abandoned because Vitor required
emergency medical treatment.

Ivone and Vitor were privately dubbed Mr and Mrs M, by both of
us. We were unsure of how an easy assumption of first names might
be taken, across generations and a culture. And we worried about
forgetting, at some crucial moment, the unfamiliar surname.

Mrs M cooked us steak that evening, ignoring our bumbling offer
to buy our food in town, and Mr M chased us out shortly after
supper. In six short days Claire and I were to skip through
Portugal, visiting only Lisbon and Lagos, the country’s two
busabout stops. Mr M
persistently tried to make us stay for longer, arguing that our
short visit would be completely inadequate, and shook his head in
mock despair whenever we loitered at the house.

A full moon had risen above Cascais, lighting the table filled
streets. People sat hurriedly cracking and tearing at seafood laden
platters. Away from the pedestrianised centre, traffic moved
quickly though a confusing network of one way streets. A recent
suggestion, to upgrade Cascais from a village to the more accurate
description of town, had apparently been rejected by its residents.
Claire and I sat on the shore, debating the finer points of
European ice cream, watching reflections flicker on a calm
Atlantic.

We slept late the next day, tired from our exertions in Galicia.
After breakfast we were again chased from the house by Mr M,
towards the station and a train to Lisbon.

The track ran close to the water, through a few tunnels. I
looked straight onto the sea from the elevation of my seat, as if I
were in or above it. A bearded man in a cowboy hat kicked my feet,
grumbling, when I stretched out, poking my legs underneath the seat
in front of me.

Land eventually appeared on the opposite bank, just discernable
through a thick mist. We had entered the vast mouth of the Tagus
River, the simple explanation for the existence of Lisbon. The city
is prime property and has passed through the hands of Europe’s
empire builders. The Carthaginians established a trading post here,
after defeating the native Iberians. Rome followed, and in its
decline was replaced by the Visigoths and then the Moors. The
Christians, with early ideas of nationalism, arrived most recently,
during the Reconquista.

Lisbon became the centre of a busily trading world after
Bartholomew Diaz, a Portuguese explorer, rounded Africa at the Cape
of Good Hope in 1487. He opened a sea route to the Indies, for
which the city was ideally located, and Portugal enjoyed a brief
golden age. After the country was conquered by Spain, in 1580,
decline set in quickly.

A massive earthquake destroyed much of Lisbon in 1755 and many
of the built relics of its long past were presumably lost.

The train’s last stop was near the Praça Comercial, an intended
gate to the city. We strolled to the square past ferries departing
for Madeira, which we whimsically discussed catching, and lingered
a while at the statue of a long dead king, before entering the
streets of Alfama through a triumphal arch. A glut of narrow
restaurants lined the streets, displaying fresh and strong smelling
fish in their windows.

Alfama, the city’s oldest quarter, was little affected by the
earthquake. It is cobbled onto the sides of a steep hill, the river
at its base and the city’s castle at its peak. We weaved our way
haphazardly uphill to the well preserved Castle of St George. It
looks down from what seems an unconquerable height, but it is here
that the city’s past is easiest to trace. A multimedia auditorium
had been squeezed between the low ceilings of an antiquated
building. We filed in, watched a hazy, piecemeal history of Lisbon,
and filed out, to walk along the ramparts of the last redoubt. It
more easily prodded my boyish imagination.

We left the castle and bought a snack lunch and a beer at a café
just outside its walls. Locals traipsed in and out, some pushing
squealing babies in dilapidated prams, shouting jovially at the
owner. The bill, for both of us, came to little over €5. A beer
cost just 75c. I had previously thought it impossible to find
locals and cheap fare at a café anywhere near a tourist attraction
in Western Europe.

We wound our way back down the hill, to Praça Pedro IV, which we
had seen from above. The square was a mess of badly planned traffic
and we had to battle past drivers determinedly ignoring
pedestrians. A scream rose above the growl of engines. A young
woman sprinted past us, followed by another, and a man with what
looked like a flabby, red growth, covering his entire face, then
wobbled past, on our other side. The stall holders opposite us were
waving their arms furiously, shouting incomprehensibly. We were
unable to establish what had happened and could only look on,
befuddled.

A fashion shoot was in painful progress on the square. We
watched for a while, took some photos of our own, and carried on,
along Portugal’s decorative pavements, through a street filled with
brightly painted model cows. The pavements are made from fist sized
stones of either black or a dirty white. Ebony patterns, different
on almost every street, are carefully traced along the ivory base.
They are impractical – slippery and expensive to maintain – but
also unusually beautiful, partly because your feet fall on what is
so obviously frivolous.

We drifted aimlessly through the run down centre of Lisbon,
noticing peeling plaster and paint, chipped tiles on houses covered
entirely by the intricate ceramics, and the Portuguese flag flying
everywhere, not long after the World Cup. We sat on a street
corner, watching people very slowly climb a hill rather than wait
for the infrequent yellow trams. Near the top of the hill we came
across a small park, the rich smell of hashish drifting through it,
adjoined by a sleek, modern bar with panoramic views of the city.
We entered. The mist that had obstructed our view that morning had
cleared, and I could at last see clearly the long suspension bridge
that crossed the river, a statue of Christ standing with open arms
on the other side.

Claire and I had discussed teaching English in Spain, to learn
Spanish, if we are happy doing the same job in China. Sipping a
beer above Lisbon I pondered the growing importance of Portuguese –
a consequence of Brazil’s fast expanding economy – and decided it
might be an equally good idea to live here, and learn this
language. Quickly imagined new lives are a symptom of travelling,
and perhaps the truest way to test your feelings about a place.

I’ve imagined alternate lives since I was 12. Wading through
unusually warm water at my grandparents’ home in Yzerfontein, on
South Africa’s West Coast, I lyrically described the simple life to
my mother. I explained to her how I could happily work as a
fisherman there, close to nature, with little more than fish to eat
and a modest roof over my head. Unfortunately, a cloud of small
jellyfish had drifted to Yzerfontein with the warm water and I was
at that moment stung across my thigh. The idea was quickly
abandoned, replaced by much more heartfelt yelps.

We left the bar and walked down to the river. The moon was
rising underneath the suspension bridge by the time we reached it,
watched by men who were tackling up to fish after work. After
ambling along the river’s banks for a while we caught a train back
to Cascais.

I turned the key three times in the wrong direction at the
Mascarenhas’s house, and locked us out. Mrs M was, luckily, still
awake. She unfortunately had to wake up Mr M, who chirpily let us
in through the garage.

We went for a swim in the chilly Atlantic the next morning, and
lazed on the beach amongst the very bronzed. Mrs M fed us again
that afternoon, a lunch of shrimps in a white sauce. Mr M patrolled
with a bottle of red wine, refusing to go for his habitual siesta
until we had accepted a glass. After lunch, Mrs M tutted worriedly
in the passenger seat, with some justification, while Mr M drove us
chaotically around Cascais and the surrounding coastline, before
dropping us off at the station.

 

The train to Lagos we had optimistically hoped to catch was
full. We had to wait three hours for the next available seats and
arrived after midnight, much later than expected. Gleefully happy
with the offer of a free house in a foreign country, Claire and I
had done very little research, instead imagining Lagos to be a
somewhat rural idyll, with a satisfactory number of bars and other
useful amenities. But, trying to find Eugenia’s house amongst often
unmarked, randomly arranged streets, we bumped our way through
crowds of pleasure seekers, commuting between busy bars and
souvenir stalls.

Eugenia was away, visiting her son in Australia. She had
initially planned to meet us, but had found herself detained down
under. We were ushered into her dusty house by a kindly neighbour,
who we found staring forlornly out of her window, wondering when we
would arrive.

Although disappointed that Eugenia, one of my mother’s most
interesting friends, would not be there, Claire and I relished the
idea of having our own place, after so many dirty hotel rooms and
hostel beds. Portugal, the land that invented piri piri, was
something of a culinary homecoming for me. I wanted to cook with
it, everything that I could, in a kitchen that was temporarily all
my own. There was little else to do in Lagos, other than wander
down its ornate streets, skirt sunburn on the beaches, and drink in
the mostly uninteresting, overcrowded bars.

A boat ride was our only venture into the thriving tourist
economy. After trying to bargain with a slightly bemused tout, who
claimed that the prices were set by the local tourist office, we
boarded a small motor powered dingy. The captain, despite being
squint and unable to speak English, startled us with his ability to
handle the battered vehicle. He would steer us into impossibly
small grottos, and casually reverse out. We moved slowly along the
coastline north west of Lagos’s marina, past odd sandstone
formations, which our captain most often compared to “King Kong”,
and secluded beaches. We took a photograph every time he pointed,
struggling to otherwise convey our appreciation.

I managed to overcome an involuntary fear of the deep in Lagos.
I’ve dived in reasonably deep water, in Cape Town and Mozambique,
always suppressing a reasonable amount of dread. And despite a love
of swimming freely, beyond the crowds, I often worry about what
might lurk not far from my dangling feet. This might be sensible in
the shark infested Cape, but is irrational in the Mediterranean.
The last shark attack in its waters happened in 1993. The victim
suffered damage to one of the toes on his left foot. Although I
miss playing in the waves that are so much a part of the ocean’s
mystique, treating the sea as if it were an oversized swimming pool
was some compensation.

On our last night we threw ourselves at the bars in Lagos’s
debauched hub, but found them stale. An indirect route home found
us at a heaving back street bar, near Eugenia’s house. Locals and
Portuguese holidaymakers were fighting to order from a tired,
middle aged barman. I ordered more drinks than we needed, which we
sat sipping dutifully outside. But we were already tired, and soon
continued on to home.

The discovery of a place, quite obviously, takes time. Claire
and I have allowed ourselves enough of it for a slow, only partial,
understanding. But too soon after we discover places off the
proverbial “beaten track” we leave, move on, and follow our own
momentum.










Chapter 9
Andalusia


Andalusia

By Iain

 

The banderillero swaggered across the dry yellow sand, knelt in
front of the bullgate, crossed himself – slowly, carefully – and
spread out his pink cape. He was perhaps my age, probably younger.
From our cheap seat, near the top of the Plaza de Toros, Claire and
I could not see or hear the gate open. We saw only a blur of brown
muscle, the flash of a cape, their meeting, melting, and then the
banderillero rolling to the side, away.

The bull paused, sniffing. It was the second of six: blood had
already been spilt in the ring. Its head oscillated, eyes
acknowledging the crowd and, perhaps, its circumstances at the
centre of a confusing spectacle. Again it charged.

The youngster played with the fresh bull. He treated it with
mock disdain while approaching and then, when it leapt, with an
urgent respect. Each strut was deliberate, proof that he had the
skill, and the balls, to be a matador.

Two other banderilleros, both older, joined him. They danced
between the bull and their barricades, tiring it. Trumpets sounded.
The picadors entered, sitting arrogantly astride armoured and
blindfolded horses. Monosabios, the grooms, trotted alongside,
wearing blue overalls, carrying sharpened sticks, looking proud and
silly. The picadors kept close to the edge of the ring, near its
walls, where they could not be toppled.

The bull struck hard against one of the impassive animals,
twisted its horns amongst the armour. It drove the horse into the
wall.

The picador drew back his short spear and thrust it into the
knot of muscle on the bull’s neck. It did not flinch. He turned the
spear slowly, one way, then the next. The bull pushed harder, horns
writhing. Blood had begun to pour down its flanks, soaking the
animal’s dark coat. It dripped down and sank into the sand
below.

Trumpets sounded, the picadors retreated. The banderilleros
appeared again. Two carried their capes, the other carried only two
banderillos: harpoons mounted on a short stick, colourful, confetti
like flags dangling from them.

The bull was kept distracted, attacking air and the walls, by
the constant wave of a cape. The harpoon carrying banderillero
waited, his back gradually stiffening. Erect, he ran at the bull.
It saw him, pawed the earth, and charged.

Almost between the horns – banderillos raised above his head,
ready – the banderillero jumped with both feet to the side. He
pushed the harpoons firmly into the bull’s back as it passed.

One by one, the banderilleros harpooned the bull. It now had six
banderillos dangling brightly from its sides, moving as it moved.
These small flag bearing sticks gave this third of the fight, now
over, its name.

The matador entered, threw his hat down in the centre of the
ring (he hoped to collect it later), and the third and final stage
of the fight began: the tercio de muerte, or death third.

The bull was by now breathing heavily. Its charges were frantic,
but shorter, in a close circle around the matador. He danced
aglitter through its lunges, a blur of pink and yellow sequins
reflecting the flash of a stiff crimson cape.

The heat of a sultry day faded and floodlights came on. This was
the last dance: the matador had 15 minutes to kill the bull or it
would be returned to its pen.

The brush of bodies continued. The matador was suddenly knocked
to the floor. He rolled desperately between the bull’s horns and
hooves and the banderilleros returned, urgently trying to distract
the bull. It reluctantly moved away from the helpless target and
stood frustrated, dazzled by the return of three forgotten
capes.

The matador stood. He had lost one of his shoes. It was small
and dainty, for dancing. Furiously, he cast away the other and
ordered the banderilleros off the ring. He stomped petulantly
towards his opponent, in pink stockings, and continued the
fight.

There was no extravagance now. He made a series of quick passes,
readied his sword and launched himself at the animal, which was
standing still now, resigned and exhausted. The sword pierced the
bull’s back. It was aimed down, towards the heart and lungs, but
stopped halfway to the hilt.

The crowd started to twitter. The kill was not clean. The
matador would now have to use a shorter weapon, to sever the bull’s
spinal chord. And he must do so quickly, staying clear of the
animal’s still upturned horns.

He made an ugly and bloody mess of this too. After two failed
attempts the crowd started to boo. After the third failure an
Italian sitting near me ejected a long and loud stream of insults.
The bull died after the fourth attempt, at last collapsing under
its enormous weight, blood streaming from its numerous wounds. The
matador slunk from the ring.

The crowd now turned, shouting illegibly, to focus their
attention on the Italian. He haggled for a while, waving his arms
about in consternation, but was eventually removed by a
disapproving security guard.

 

I had watched the ugly conclusion of a bullfight on a hostel
television while in Madrid. The parade of gore and machismo were
offputting and the inevitable conclusion – the bull always dies –
made the sport seem meaningless. I was still dimly attracted by
Hemingway’s fervent descriptions in “Fiesta”, but decided that the
expensive pleasure of attending a bullfight was probably not for
me.

In Seville, Claire and I decided that a tour of the city’s
bullring, one of the world’s oldest, would be a reasonable
substitute. A miniscule woman, with an only slightly larger voice,
led us quickly past the deathly still, carefully swept sand at the
centre of the Plaza de Toros and into the stadium’s bowels. She
commented on the bull pen, two stables and a terrifyingly well
equipped infirmary as we passed, first in Spanish and then in
faintly accented English. The Spaniards in our party lost patience
and started chatting soon after the English commentary had begun,
forcing us to huddle ever closer to the petite woman.

The tour ended at a small museum. Its most prized possession, a
portrait of a matador who died in the ring, by Velázquez, was in a
dark corner. Velázquez painted on a dark canvas, from which it is
difficult to distinguish anything of the black bull but its horns.
The shadow slowly envelops the matador. He looks out with a pale
face, full of horror.

The heads of a few bulls had been stuffed and mounted on the
walls. These were apparently brave bulls, who deserved remembrance.
The head of a cow had, oddly I thought, also been placed on the
wall. I asked, and was told that she had been slaughtered and
stuffed for mothering a killer bull.

Claire and I emerged more curious. A poster on the wall outside
– black and white, silhouettes, a matador facing a bull –
advertised a corrida happening the following evening. We weighed
our reluctance, and bought tickets.

The description at the top of this post describes the fate of
one of the six bulls we saw fall at the corrida. Anibal Ruiz, the
matador who battled so much with his first opponent, received a
standing ovation, the wave of white handkerchiefs, a number of hats
(all thrown back to their owners) and a bottle of wine for handling
his second bull far better. I do not know how many trophies – the
animal’s ears, awarded individually, and its tail – he received, if
any.

Seville, although perhaps best known for producing the bitter
oranges used to make marmalade, is the capital of Andalusia, the
province responsible for many ordinary conceptions of Spain.
Moorish palaces, bullfights, paella, gypsies and flamenco are most
at home in this large chunk of south west Iberia, where Europe
briefly skirts Africa.

I knew little about the region until Claire handed me a book at
Christmas, titled “Andalus”. The author, Jason Webster – who thinks
the Spanish too easily locate their origins in the proto-Christian
settlements of Rome – set out on an often erratic attempt to
uncover what remains of the country’s Moorish past.

The Moors held Andalusia long after the rest of the country had
been surrendered to the new Kings and Queens of the Christian
Reconquista. Granada, the last city to fall, was only surrendered
in 1492, more than 700 years after the start of the campaign.

Little remains but the palaces, now tourist overrun museums. We
visited the Alcázar in Seville, and in Granada, our only other stop
in Andalusia, the Alhambra.

The Alcázar, considered the Alhambra’s poor relative, was begun
in 913. It is a wonder of intricate shapes. Every arch, tile and
rafter was carefully crafted to echo the whole. Islamic art,
because the religion prohibits representations of the human form,
pays greater attention to detail. This combines with a refined
sense of geometry: the Moors had absorbed and advanced the
teachings of Ancient Greece and Rome when Europeans were still
fumbling their way through the dark ages.

Our guidebook suggested buying tickets for the Alhambra in
advance, due to increasing demand. It did not, unfortunately,
mention how far in advance. We tried hopelessly to get tickets a
few days before arriving, using both the phone number (0034 915 379
178 outside Spain, 902 224 360 within) and the website, www.alhambratickets.com. The
earliest tickets were available for a week later.

Instead, we wound our way uphill to the Alhambra at sunrise,
trying to beat the large queue every local promised would develop.
A few people were also making their way up to the palace through
the dawn. We strode ahead, mentally edging our way to the front,
and arrived at the gates an hour before they opened.

People were huddling drowsily in sleeping bags near the
entrance. Others, just behind, jumped up and down, rubbing their
hands, to fend off the cold air blowing down from the Sierra
Nevada. A few clutched coffees, obtained from an already busy café
nearby. Claire and I filed past them and then, regretfully, past a
snaking queue without any visible end. Once at the back, beyond
view of the palace, we watched the arrival of other bemused
tourists. The Alhambra was obviously the rock god of palaces.

Three hours later, some progress had been made. We now hovered
at what would have been the queues halfway point. The occasional
crackle of a loudspeaker announced how many tickets remained, for
both the morning and afternoon sessions. There was no hope of
making it in that morning, but we hoped to enter that afternoon and
have enough time to explore before our long train journey to
Geneva.

An hour on, a young woman – fluent in French, English and
Spanish, according to the flags pinned to her lapel – moved slowly
through the queue. She reached us, smiled cordially, and explained
that we would probably not make it into the palace that day. We
stood there for a few minutes, disbelieving, but eventually
admitted defeat and skulked reluctantly into town.










Chapter 10
Geneva


Geneva

By Claire

 

Deliciously ice cold tap water, gleaming white supermarkets,
perfectly packaged cheeses, watches weighted with glittery bits,
and the magnificence of the lake, a glistening great silvery body
of sparkles that spreads out within the city: my first fresh breath
of Geneva.

Belongings dropped at our rabbit warren style hostel, Iain and I
strode out into the city, heading for Lake Geneva. I had never
before encountered a lakeside city, and with little expectation,
followed the ordinary, linear streets toward the centre.

Spain was now far away, but still jolted through my body,
through the veins beneath my sunned skin. In the depths of my
backpack I had reclaimed trousers and a t-shirt, which now replaced
my six week uniform of shorts and sleeveless tops, worn without a
second thought throughout the endless sun of France, Spain and
Portugal.

The fresh air cut into me and I re-entered a world that seemed
serious, neat, efficient, but quite dull compared to the colourful
whirl of Spain. There were no crowds, no clusters of people, no
food stalls spilling out into the streets, no bellowing across
balconies. I found Geneva’s immediate calm disappointing and longed
for the alluring disquiet of Iberia.

We approached the lake: the glorious heart of the city. It was
breathtaking, especially when compared to the city’s more modest
looks. Although warmth faltered, the sun seemed hopeful,
illuminating streaks of water below, revealing its sporadic
strength.

Our guidebook (and our thriftiness) led us to an outlet for free
bicycle “hire” along the rim of the water. Staffed solely by
African refugees who work for tips, the organisation was my first
inkling of Geneva’s overt humanitarianism.

Cycling round the water, we stopped for a minute to admire a
perfectly manicured park, a bubbling fountain gracing its centre. A
bright little train guiding tourists zipped passed us, as we passed
pedal boats and large ships on the outskirts of the lake. We
continued cycling beyond the central bustle, and stopped half an
hour later. We now had the edge of the lake to ourselves, and
enjoyed a picnic initiation into the Swiss staples: holey cheese
sandwiches and milky chocolate. The spectacular view kept us there
until the end of our bike “hire” time neared and we rode quickly
back to the depot across the lake from our spot, invigorated by the
fresh air.

A visit to the Red
Cross Museum was recommended by the receptionist at our hostel,
complemented by a discount for guests. We climbed the hill that led
up toward the museum, passing Europe’s UN headquarters. Strips of
brightly coloured cloth flapped in the breeze, overlapping one
another noisily: the 192 flags of each of the UN’s members, flying
outside the entrance. Switzerland’s firm neutrality made the
country an obvious choice to house the League of Nations, the UN’s
predecessor.

The city is the birthplace of the Geneva Convention, based on
native Henry Dunant’s proposal for international laws to relieve
the suffering of wounded soldiers. Dunant also envisaged a
permanent aid organisation, which led to the creation of the
International Committee for the Relief to the Wounded in 1863, the
Red Cross’s predecessor.

The museum’s entrance appeared: a large mirrored structure with
a white canopy stretched above. A bold red Christian cross stood
beside Islam’s crescent moon, high on the canopy. Ten or so figures
in stone, hooded and blindfolded, were lined up outside the
entrance, hands bound by sculpted ropes.

We entered a bright spacious atrium. The ticket desk and a
bookshop stood just beyond a network of flatscreen computers, live
news websites glowing on their screens. We were directed to the
exhibits, in the basement of the building, down a stainless steel
staircase.

The world’s most influential religions were each represented on
large sheets of fabric stretched across the immediate space, one
behind the other. Each was streaked with the black painted letters
of that faith’s appeal for human compassion, illustrated by
extracts in the original script. “Love your neighbour as you love
yourself” is the echoed message of each. The lighting was dim all
around, save for a glow beneath the sheets, casting shadows through
fabric, mingling alphabets and text.

A small adjoining cinema was closed off by a velvet curtain,
guarded by a bony woman, the sliver of her tiny lips closely
pursed. We could hear guns and cavalry, and, through a crack, see
the flickering of light. A monitor counted down the minutes before
the next screening would start. Four minutes to go.

We scanned the brief biographies of influential humanitarian
figures just outside, Henry Durant and Florence Nightingale among
them, and watched the clock. Two minutes. One minute. The sound
stopped. Iain began tugging at the curtain. The attendant snapped
into action and intercepted him, her eyes bulging in alarm. She
made him wait the remaining few seconds, then politely allowed us
to pass.

The video outlined the organisation’s conception in a mildly
interesting way, but it must have been the finale that we were so
pointedly prevented from seeing. As the last sequence faded, the
large screen slowly opened, two pieces separating to reveal the
rest of the museum.

The tourists hesitantly got up. We looked at each other,
wondering whether we were perhaps supposed to clap, and made our
way through to the next section before the screen closed again. A
life size model of Dunant had been placed at his desk, beside the
original Geneva Convention, encased in glass.

In the next room there were relics of Red Cross assistance
during the First World War. Frighteningly basic medical kits
contained large saws for emergency amputations. Tins held tiny
sticks of odd looking gum: crisis food rations. TV screens
displayed footage of war scenes with seats for those able to
stomach the reminders of what humans do to each other from time to
time.

Vivid, often abstract exhibits in the museum’s next section
focused on essential involvement of the Red Cross in more recent
events. Illegally small prisoner of war cells were reconstructed to
inform visitors of their severity. Another prefabricated box, about
four metres square, was pasted ceiling to floor with passport size
photos of the some of the children orphaned or displaced by the
Rwandan Genocide. Hundreds of dark eyes stared blankly ahead, all
holding a number. The scheme intended to help to match family
member with child. It miraculously succeeded, reuniting close on
all of the several hundred children photographed with their
families.

The relevance of a museum’s content had never been more apparent
to me. It made the celebration of artists and the indulgence in
ancient artefacts at other museums seem trivial. Being confronted
by the macabre realities of human existence produces a powerless,
yet guilt ridden sense of obligation. What exactly that obligation
is soon becomes absorbed into our everyday existence and
conveniently put aside.

The Red Cross museum cites its aims as spreading the principles
of humanitarian law, while showing that action is always possible
in the face of suffering and violence. Crisp mountain air and
carefully contained beauty may remain foregrounded in my image of
Geneva, but its role as the cradle of this indispensable
organisation is what will inevitably remain.

 










Chapter 11 I
Amsterdam


I
Amsterdam

By Claire

 

It was approaching 11pm. I walked down Warmoesstraat, the main
street through the red light district, assaulted by lights, logos
and liberalism. This was my third encounter with the city since
visiting twice as an eager eighteen year old. I had imagined that
maturity might have tamed this vision of madness that once again
confronted me.

My head swivelled from side to side and an imperceptible current
towed me down the street, through this alternate reality. My
eyeballs tingled with an explosion of colour and creativity: words
and images jumped out from every direction; “Freeland Coffeeshop,
Route 66, Chickitas Sex Paradys, leather rubber twisted gear.”

We dribbled down the road, my three best friends leading Iain
and I. They had arrived a few days before us, and had enough time
to acclimatise to the surge of stimuli that now attacked me. I
followed them, feverish, head performing the involuntary left-right
action, hand dipping into my pocket every second minute to check
that my wallet was still there. “Grolsch, Magic Mushrooms, Paella,”
the words came at me from every angle: on four foot beer bottles,
in flashing neon, from a giant plastic dog perched on the roof of a
bar called Hunter’s.

We continued past shop windows with luminous sex toys dangling
from strings, through wafts of Marijuana smoke that floated from
the coffee shops, until we reached Amsterdam’s infamous window
girls. The city’s legal, tax paying prostitutes often operate
behind the security of a large window through which they are free
to display their wares. Blondes, brunettes, blacks, whites,
Europeans, Asians, size 30’s and 40’s were all lined up to make a
(quick) buck. Fifteen meagre minutes costs €50.

A few smiled seductively at Iain, but most slumped on their
stools upon sight of us: a largely female group of gawkers. Almost
any indulgence we could (and couldn’t) imagine had been on offer
that night on our wild window shopping walk.

Earlier that evening, Iain and I had scoured Amsterdam train
station for Emma, Lindy and Kerrie, my three best friends from
junior school. I spotted Emma first. She was ahead of the others,
waving eagerly. A camera flashed in my eyes as I turned and saw
Lindy, ever keen to capture the moment. Kerrie was laughing, her
head tilted back, hands in the pouch of her grey hooded
sweatshirt.

Half an hour later, we were lounging on Emma’s dad Luke’s
furniture in his large, cosy houseboat on a canal near Centraal
Station. Emma stood chatting across from us in the kitchen, half
drowned out by the growl of an electric blender, making Bacardi
cocktails. Hip hop tunes competed with the blender. Our voices
competed with both. It was two years since the four of us had been
together and there was lost time to make up for.

A bottle of Bacardi later, we said goodbye to Luke and headed
for a club in the heart of Leidse-Plein, which they had discovered
earlier that week.

The venue was small and packed with a cosmopolitan crowd. We
weaved our way to the Amstel badge glowing in the corner. The dance
floor spilled out all around us, ramming us up against the bar
counter. I wormed my way through the crowd and colonised a few
square centimetres near the edge. The familiar hip hop alternated
with raga rhythms that slowed my dancing body to a dawdled shuffle,
neck loose, eyes on my friends’ glowing faces.

A high pitched sequence of notes sounded on the speakers, the
tune unmistakably Asian in origin. From the depths of the dance
floor an Indian man appeared, five foot high with an impish smile.
He manoeuvred his body into the traditional Indian poses that I
have only seen in pictures, hands pointed outwards, head swaying,
dancing with glee as my friends and I watched, astonished.

For an instant, my journey east fast-forwarded in my head. I was
amidst the chaos of India, my eyes and ears deceiving me. I stared
at the Indian man, bewildered. The jittering strobe light had begun
to make me feel dizzy, and I froze on the dance floor, unsure of
where exactly it was that I stood. Holland was my third country
that week. I still greeted shopkeepers with “Hola” since leaving
Spain three nights before. The brief spurt of French in our two
days in Geneva didn’t ease the mind’s confusion. I had enough
foreign stimuli in my short term memory that, combined with the
pace of the last week, (and an excess of Bacardi), a night at this
cosmopolitan club proved too overwhelming for my befuddled and
exhausted self.

We got a taxi back to the houseboat and collapsed. At least I
did. My crazy friends danced around me until dawn to blaring music
that couldn’t stir me.

The Anne Frank Museum, on Prinsengracht, is housed in the
original building where the Frank family hid for two year, with
four other Jews, during the Nazi occupation. The house itself, Otto
Frank’s business premises and the neighbouring house were converted
into a museum in 1960. Lindy, Iain and I queued for two hours to
visit it the next day.

“I get frightened when I think of close friends who have now
been delivered into the hands of the cruellest brutes that walk the
earth. And all because they are Jews!” said a clear female voice,
reading from Anne’s diary as we entered the museum’s first section.
Anne’s thoughts and feelings are captured in the diary she kept for
her two years in hiding. The diary, which was published 50 years
ago, has been translated into 67 languages and sold 31 million
copies.

We passed into another room containing photos and relics from
the Frank family’s life and the spice and gelling company Otto
worked for. A television screened an interview with Otto’s
secretary, now a tired, elderly woman. Her pale skin wrinkled as
she spoke of the family’s hardships trying to remain undiscovered
in the hideaway. She could not restrain tears while recalling the
last time she saw Anne, through the fence of Bergen-Belsen
concentration camp.

We entered the house itself through the same bookshelf-door that
served as the entrance from Otto’s office to the secret annex, or
achterhuis, and immediately climbed a steep staircase that led to
the living area.

The layout is organised so that visitors file through the tiny
rooms and passages of the house in a one way system. Anne’s bedroom
was no more than three metres long. Its walls were hand pasted with
cuttings from 40’s magazines: mostly flowers, smiling ladies,
entities from the outside world. Sharp corners wound us through
narrow passageways, the blackened windows closing us in. The
thought of enduring that claustrophobia for two years made me
shudder.

A spacious room came into sight. We had exited the Frank’s house
itself, and were faced with a row of facts detailing the fate of
the hideaway’s eight residents. None but Otto Frank survived.

Kerrie and Emma, who had been to the museum before, were waiting
for us at Hill Street Blues, a “coffee shop” cum bar on
Warmoesstraat. This is still my favourite hangout in Amsterdam. It
was when I first visited, at eighteen, with a keen bean bunch of
Ozzies on my Contiki tour. The walls are covered from top to bottom
in graffiti: every brilliant colour, size and style imaginable. But
there’s nothing shabby about this place. Trendoid waiters take
drinks orders from the wooden booths and arrive with icy pints of
Hoegaarten, served with lemon and a swizzle stick by default. A
vending machine provides pre-rolled joints for anyone who’s beyond
going to the “bar” upstairs and ordering from the menu of cannabis
varieties – white widow, northern lights, super skunk, take your
pick – sold with complimentary rolling paper.

I once saw a Frenchman turn blue from half an hour in Hill
Street Blues. “This happens with tourists all the time,” the barman
assured us. “Give him something sweet and he’ll be fine.” And he
was right. It’s common for young travellers to arrive for their
three days in Amsterdam and spend every waking hour consuming as
much marijuana as their wallets can handle. Their bodies inevitably
give in first. Most are quite ready to leave after 72 hours of
barmy paranoia, and many are left with the advice that they didn’t
take ringing in their head: “Just eat half a hash brownie at a
time, wait half an hour, and see how you feel.”

The next afternoon, Emma, Lindy and Kerrie flew back to London
and Iain and I took a walk to explore some of Amsterdam, beyond its
red light district. We meandered through a lattice of canals and
streets, past the main shopping area, until we had escaped the
central bustle and found ourselves strolling the suburbs. Cyclists
were almost as abundant as in the city centre, but rode freely,
without the turmoil of the traffic and the trams.

Along one of these quiet canal side roads, we stopped at a
quaint little tearoom, a medley of aromas brewing inside. Owned and
run by a friendly mother and daughter, La Tertulia is a cosy little
café, selling homemade sandwiches and near-famous hash brownies.
Unfortunately, we didn’t have time to linger amidst the inviting
crystal filled ambience, we had arranged to meet Luke for
dinner.

The evening was one of several culinary treats in Amsterdam. I’m
near obsessive about the delight of (good) restaurant meals and was
thrilled to be invited for a fancy dinner on Luke, who enjoys the
city’s cosmopolitan dining opportunities as much as he enjoys being
a generous host and hates pretences – he went to all of the
restaurants in tracksuit pants and flip flops. We had already been
taken for exquisite Indonesian food at a relaxed pub with tables
almost in the open kitchen. That night we ate perfectly grilled
sole at an old fashioned and elegant restaurant in Centraal
Station. And, the night before leaving, Luke introduced me to
Teppan Yaki.

A Japanese man, wearing the traditional dress of a sushi chef,
greeted Luke with a little bow and a smile as we arrived at
Hosokawa. He was the owner, we later discovered. The restaurant’s
host, a Dutchman, seated us, a wide grin planted on his face. He
made an in depth inquiry into Luke’s health, and spent the
remainder of the evening prancing between us, the waiter and the
chef to ensure that our every whim was satisfied.

The chef began frying our rice on the hot teppan in our table’s
centre, creating neat piles, and spreading it out, at intervals. An
egg was cracked onto a drop of oil and meticulously incorporated
into the rice, as I watched, tantalised. We had all ordered the
fillet, having learnt to take Luke’s advice, and watched eagerly as
it sizzled sensuously a few feet before our eyes. It was whipped
off the teppan, precisely at medium rare, sliced into bite size
pieces, and elegantly presented with soya dips and soy soaked
garlic cloves. “I’m just glad you could experience it,” Luke
announced, when we thanked him profusely for treating us, again. It
sure beat backpackers’ meals.

After the meal, Luke excused himself, and the host quickly
reappeared. “How is he really since the operation?”, he entreated,
anxiously. Luke had recently undergone the removal of some
cancerous skin cells, and had recovered well, and swiftly. It took
some convincing to satisfy this man that Luke’s health was in
perfect order. He beamed when Luke returned, and insisted on giving
him a loud kiss on the cheek.

We hailed a taxi outside the restaurant, just beyond an enormous
pillared structure that Luke pointed out. The words “Homo sapiens
non urinat in ventum” – an ironic translation of the modern proverb
“Never piss into the wind” – were carved in stone above us. Only in
Amsterdam.

On our way to the Bloemenmarkt the next morning, we stopped at
an “internet café” and sampled a mug of their exotic tea. We
managed to resist the Magic Mushroom Grow Kit on sale, and the
offer of more adventurous hallucinogens like a Peyote cactus,
advertised on a poster beside the row of computers.

A vibrant cluster of stalls selling an assortment of seeds,
bulbs and flowers, including Holland’s illustrious tulip – when in
season – line the banks of a canal at the Bloemenmarkt. Tulips,
with their luscious bright petals, are my favourite flower, but the
fake ones on offer out of season didn’t quite suffice. We sat
outdoors, across from the market, eating syrupy pannekoeken until
the afternoon arrived.

Back at the houseboat, Luke and his neighbours were holding the
annual barbeque that follows a short swim across the canal to the
floating Chinese restaurant. The brave swimmers, the spectators and
us tag-alongs were then treated to “Luke’s heerlijke braai.”

Apparently, it had taken some time for Luke to become accepted
by his Dutch neighbours. But now there was no denying their
fondness for him. They chatted to him as he braaied the meat,
responding in a strange fusion of Dutch and Afrikaans. He has never
formally learnt Dutch, but speaks Afrikaans well. The roots of the
language lie in Dutch, and many words are recognisable even to me
with my appalling handle on Afrikaans. I took advantage of the
Dutch precision in English, and spoke that.

The afternoon became evening and everybody huddled under the
awnings, knowingly assembled, as the rain poured down around us.
Not a successful summer braai by South African standards, but I had
to give it to the Dutch for anticipating the dismal weather and not
letting it put a damper on the gezelligheid: their term for the
kind of cosy, inviting environment that they cultivated.

We spent our last day contemplating Amsterdam’s network of
canals by pedal boating along them. I leaned back and savoured the
scenery, pedalling as much as necessary, which was very peaceful
indeed. Iain navigated through four way stops, under bridges,
steering and pedalling madly, and found it a somewhat exasperating
experience.

Given that there were only a few hours left in the afternoon, we
decided to split up and pursue our individual passions. Iain went
straight to the second hand bookstalls, selling mostly English
titles, where he could fetishise for hours without my impatience.
I, thrilled to be free of his complete intolerance in the
department, went shopping.

I had spent several hours in Waterlooplein market on a previous
visit to Amsterdam, and now once again wandered, delighted, through
its hotchpotch of vintage clothing and muddle of miscellany. I
hastily bought a skirt from a Turkish man who offered to marry me,
and abruptly left, the constraints of both my backpack and budget
rightfully nagging at me.

I left Amsterdam early the next morning, with some reluctance.
The city’s London-like convenience and cosmopolitanism seems to
fuse flawlessly with a unique and vibrant pulse. I love its balance
of order and chaos. Perhaps it is this sense of balance that makes
it the city I have become so fond of, and this element that, once
again, made me vow to return.










Chapter 12
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Berlin

By Iain

 

Rain crashed on the tin roof of a small caravan dispensing
draught beer. Claire and I huddled beneath it, sipping Becks from
refundable plastic cups. Dance music thumped from neat piles of
speakers lining both sides of Strasse des 17 Juni, played by DJs
now frantically trying to cover their equipment. A ray of sunshine
escaped from a crack in the black clouds, reflecting gold streaks
off the tarmac. The trickle of people gyrating between the
intermingling sounds pulled out umbrellas and danced through the
downpour.

Less than a week after the World Cup, 1.2 million people
thronged their way through the same street, following trucks
bearing excessively large, water cooled sound systems, DJs and
semi-clad dancers. They left two metric tons of debris in their
wake, passed an estimated 750 000 litres of urine into the
adjoining Tiergarten Park – damaging the roots of centuries old
trees – and consumed an inestimable quantity of drugs, monitored by
50 “love guards” distributing earplugs, ice spray, glucose tablets
and contraceptives. The Love Parade had returned to Berlin, after a
two year hiatus. The festivities Claire and I watched were a small
taste of this bad craziness.

We had arrived in Berlin earlier that afternoon, and made our
way to A&O
Zoo, our dismal hostel. After edging our way through a queue at
reception, we were pointed towards bare mattresses atop aging bunk
beds, reserved months in advance. We stowed our packs and went out
walking.

The Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church was visible just beyond the
hostel’s long, grey edifice. It was built by Wilhem II, the Kaiser
that led Germany into WWI, as a monument to his grandfather. Bombed
during WWII, only a part of the bell tower remains, left standing
to remind Berliners, who now refer to it as “der Hohle Zahn” (“the
Hollow Tooth”), of war’s inevitable horror and destruction.

The area around us, divided between shops and a sprawling park,
took its name from the nearby Zoologischer Garten – the city’s zoo.
It became the centre of West Berlin, and a symbol of its capitalist
success. An enormous Mercedes logo, once visible from the other
side of the Berlin Wall, rotated atop a tall building behind the
church.

KaDeWe, the largest department store in continental Europe, was
a short walk away, through heavy traffic. Paul Theroux visited,
en route to
Red China, and wrote, appalled, about the acres of food that
occupy the top two floors. Claire and I ventured up a long stack of
escalators into the neatly ordered excess a few days later. I
watched her oscillate wide eyed between shelves of colourful pasta,
cheese blocks bigger than tractor wheels, champagne stands and
sushi bars, and pondered her taste for the finer things.

We skirted the zoo gates, navigated our way over two quietly
flowing streams, and unwittingly entered Tiergarten Park. We
chanced upon a beer garden, wooden tables scattered around a
river’s cul-de-sac, and joined Germans passing a Sunday afternoon
in the shade of trees heavy with dark green leaves. Emerging from
the park two beers later, we found ourselves on Strasse des 17
Juni, the street alive with beats.

 

“Intelligence, as we know, decreases in direct proportion to
height,” blurted our tour guide Brian. The comment was directed at
my slightly over two metre self. I was standing amongst twenty or
so other tourists, all laughing, and became very conscious of my
head protruding from their ranks. It was, I thought, a rather weak
attempt to add humour to a stodgy explanation of Berlin’s
pre-unification history.

Friedrich Wilhem I, a four foot King of Prussia, filled his
personal regiment, the Potsdam Giants,
with tall soldiers (some were seven foot). Known to Berliners as
the “Lang Kerls,” the Giants were never used in battle – the king
kept them as his plaything. He personally drilled them, daily,
liked to paint their portraits from memory, and reportedly told a
French ambassador that “the most beautiful girl or woman in the
world would be a matter of indifference to me, but tall soldiers –
they are my weakness.” Many were recruited forcefully, or given to
Friedrich by foreign rulers as gifts. When his successor, Frederick
the Great, disbanded the regiment, the roads to Paris were
apparently “littered with half-wit giants trying to find their way
home.”

Brian – none too short himself, with a mane of receding yellow
hair – had led us from the tour’s meeting point to the banks of the
River Spree. “I can’t believe it’s my last tour,” he gushed while
striding quickly to the river, despite a pronounced limp. Museum
Island stood just across the water, its grand 19th century public
buildings obscured occasionally by Brian’s flapping hands.

Berlin rose from a small, swampy fishing village to become the
capital of Prussia, then Germany. Prussia was a Duchy until 1657,
when Margrave Frederick William was granted independence by the
Polish king. His son, Frederick III, crowned himself King in
Prussia, not King of Prussia (he feared offending the Holy Roman
Emperor) in 1701. Subsequent leaders emphasised military prowess,
modelling the new kingdom on Sparta, rather than Athens.

Claire and I had picked up a brochure for Insider Tours at our hostel.
Amongst the offerings, listed menu-like, were “The Famous Walk:
Hidden Berlin and ALL main sites,” which we joined, “Sachsenhausen
Concentration Camp: The Memorial Tour,” and “The Original Bier and
Sauerkraut Experience.”

Berlin was the 20th century’s crucible. The origins of WWI and
WWII can easily be traced back to the city. The Cold War found its
ultimate expression here, in the Berlin Wall. Artefacts as everyday
as a parking lot, as mundane as green lights at a pedestrian
crossing and logos atop drab skyscrapers, have meaning.

We walked for four hours. Past the city’s synagogue, which
survived the Nazis but was damaged by Allied bombs. Behind the
remains of a bombed out department store in the East, squatted in
by artists when the wall fell, now inhabited for the fixed rent of
€1 each year. We crossed the street guided by ampermenschen, chubby
green men wearing triangular hats, designed to resemble workers,
and stopped at the Reichstag. The cupola on its roof, destroyed
during WWII, was rebuilt using glass, an deliberate nod to the new
government’s transparency. Behind us, suited parliamentarians and
occasional passers by crossed the Spree at the recently built
Mierscheid Bridge, named after a fictitious politician. The river
once demarcated a part of the border between East and West Berlin.
It was filled with nets and mines, to prevent people desperate to
rejoin lost families, find work or escape persecution, from leaving
communist Germany.

Berlin was divided suddenly, at midnight on August 13, 1961.
People who had spent the night with a lover, with their parents or
a friend, were separated from homes, jobs and children by the army,
a narrow strip of water and a stretch of concrete and barbed wire
that would stand for the next 28 years.

Brian led us through the Holocaust Memorial – rectangular
charcoal slabs jutting awkwardly from uneven ground – to the
parking lot below an apartment building. “This,” he said, beckoning
us to sit on a grassy patch near the middle, “is the saddest
parking lot in the world.” Below us, he related, were the snarled
remains of Hitler’s Bunker, where he spent his last days, killed
Eva Braun and committed suicide. Magda Goebels poisoned all of her
six children in the bunker, before also committing suicide with her
husband Joseph.

The tour finished at Marx Engels Platz. Chinese tourists stood
respectfully before a large, strangely proportioned statue of the
bearded Karl Marx, sitting next to his much slighter colleague, and
had their photo taken. We sat down again, gladly, and Brian
launched into an explanation of Germany’s eventual
reunification.

In August 1989, communist Hungary started to allow tourists
through its border with Austria. By crossing three borders, East
Germans could now enter the West. In September, more than 13 000
“tourists” did. In January that year, Erich Honecker, the leader of
East Germany, had stated that the wall would stand for a “hundred
more years.” By the end of October, he had been forced to
resign.

Protests had been raging across the country. Mikhail Gorbachev,
the leader of the Soviet Union, had visited Berlin during October.
Demonstrators were forced to gather in Marx Engels Platz, away from
a ceremonial parade passing through a nearby street. Loud chants of
“Vryheid!” (“Freedom!”) and “Wir sind das Volk!” (“We are the
People!”) projected through the parade. Gorbachev heard, leaned
over to Honecker, and reportedly told him that, “whoever comes too
late is punished by life”.

Brian, relating this, uttered a choked final “Vryheid!” and
turned away from us, his face crumpling as he held back tears. “I’m
sorry,” he said after gathering his composure, “I just… I just love
this place so much.”

On December 9, Günter Schabowski, East Germany’s Minister of
Propoganda, returned to work after a vacation. During his absence,
the government, under the new president Egon Krenz, had decided to
allow direct travel to West Germany – after obtaining permission.
The new regulations were supposed to be implemented the following
day, by which time the border guards would be properly briefed. But
Schabowski, handed a piece of paper midway a press conference,
which only stated that direct travel would now be allowed, had not
been informed of this. A journalist asked him when this new
legislation would come into effect. “As far as I know, effective
immediately, right now,” he replied.

East Berliners flocked to the wall in their thousands. Confused
border guards let them through, paying little or no attention to
their identity documents. West Berliners met them on the other side
and gave those who needed it money for taxis or a phone call. Brian
was, by now, openly crying. He moved his hand to his ear, imitating
a phone call. “Mom, it’s me, Heinrich. I’ve crossed the wall, I’m
in the West. Where are you? I’m coming home.”

 

A piece of the wall still stands, not far from Checkpoint
Charlie. Small, pockmarked and covered in graffiti, it’s difficult
to distinguish from the many other prefabricated walls scattered
throughout Berlin. Claire and I went back to it, after walking past
with Brian, and found the contents of a dustbin on its east side on
fire. I started to pour the meagre contents of my water bottle into
the bin and was soon joined by a young woman, her shiny hatchback
parked up a road on the wall’s western end. She emptied a bottle of
Evian over the flames, black smoke billowed up and, with a hiss,
the fire went out.
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Munich

By Claire

 

Munich is the heart of golden Bavaria, where the beer flows in
litre sized steins, Sunday lunch is sausage and
sauerkraut, and men really do don the traditional high
waisted, above the knee lederhosen.

Its old city charm gracefully survives amidst fast paced
European living. Her tall pastel buildings stand with poise amongst
a sprawl of shopping streets. Pedestrianised and linear, Kaufinger
Strasse is easy to navigate, and still has enough shoe stores to
keep any shopper satisfied. Its uber-efficient transport
network and modest pollution levels has helped it rank in the
world’s top ten most “liveable” cities. And in the midst of this
modern metropolis looms the grand old Glockenspiel, as ever,
clocking up the city’s years.

I had visited Munich briefly in 2000, and spent most of my time
exercising a new found freedom in the most eccentric clothes shops
I had ever seen. Unfortunately, the city’s celebrated beer
tradition was largely wasted on me. At 18, I would have far
preferred sipping Bacardi Breezers to the litres of bitter beer I
was presented with.

But now, coming from booming Berlin, I felt a fondness for
Munich’s relatively diminutive dimensions. Its history seemed
simpler, easier to imagine, while wandering through its paved
streets, past palaces, cathedrals and beer halls that managed to
evade the destruction of world war.

 

Easy Palace hostel has
the sort of suspicious name that makes you dread arriving. We had
booked two dorm beds there a few months in advance, and weren’t
feeling too optimistic after the abhorrent A&O hostel in
Berlin.

The receptionist located our booking swiftly and ran through the
basics. “The kitchen is on the fifth floor, the same one as you’re
on, and wifi is free, you can pick it up on this floor. Safety
lockers are in the dorms”. She reached into a box beside a sign
that read, “If you can’t sleep, get your earplugs here”, and handed
us each a fluorescent pair.

Our dorm walls had been recently painted with coordinating
purple and green paintwork, with a table and chairs in the centre.
The bunk beds looked like they were straight out of an Ikea box:
pale pine frames, with a larger than single size mattress and crisp
white duvets. There was even an ensuite bathroom for the dorm’s
eight occupants.

A few stacks of flyers were on display in the lobby. A bold red
and orange one caught my eye. The words “NEW MUNICH free tour. This tour is
on us!” were printed across the top.

At 11:45 the next morning we met Aaron, our tour guide, in the
centre of Marienplatz. The turnout was a bit feeble, but Aaron
nevertheless began the tour with as much enthusiasm as he could
muster, performing the animated introduction that he had clearly
done many times before. He apologised for being a little unwell,
but promised in his perkiest American voice that he was going to do
his best to make this the greatest tour ever.

We stood at the foot of the Glockenspiel, in perfect view,
waiting for its daily 12 o’ clock performance. 12 o’ clock came,
but there was no sign of activity. A faulty mechanism perhaps? Its
failure to chime on time that day was due to the habitual tardiness
of the man who had to run up the clock’s stairs to press the
button. He eventually made it to the top a few minutes after 12,
huffing and puffing, I imagined. The square was filled with
apprehensive tourists, who gasped predictably when the dance of the
little figurines in the clock’s chamber finally began.

He led us through the city’s oldest parts, which retain the most
charm. We paused at Munich Cathedral, the Royal Residence, and
Hofbrauhaus, while Aaron filled in the history. Despite his obvious
love for all things German – its cities, its language, its beer –
his rehearsed commentary and painful punch lines made us long for
Berlin’s Brian, who had so fluidly made the city come alive.

Aaron’s love for German beer, we later discovered, was part of
his problem performing that day. By night, he led New Munich’s
infamous pub crawl, and the previous night had been particularly
raucous.

He had been running the pub crawl since arriving from Detroit a
little over a year ago, and it was starting to take a toll on his
health. A few steins of beer in true pub crawl spirit,
several times a week, had had severe effects on his liver. In his
late twenties, he was already suffering from gout. The only way of
relieving the symptoms of alcohol induced gout is to avoid it. But
it seemed that Aaron had been sucked deep into Munich’s beer
drinking subculture, and wasn’t keen on turning back.

Beer consumption has long been an issue in the city. Breweries
were, for centuries, run largely by nuns and monks, many of whom
took on this duty with a little too much gusto. When Lent came
around each year, many monks found the idea of forsaking the
pleasure of beer unthinkable. “Liquid nourishment doesn’t break
your fast” became the favoured justification. It became necessary
to pass a law prohibiting nuns from drinking more than four pints
of beer each day.

Germany only started producing beer on a mass scale because the
wine crop failed between 1400 and 1700. The cooler climate of these
years has been dubbed the Little Ice Age,
and reportedly affected agriculture all over Europe.

That night, we pitched up for the infamous pub crawl, lured by
Aaron’s promise of drinks specials and a free beer on arrival. But
Munich’s pre-October Fest lull had sunk in, and despite the large
crowd drawn in the previous night, we stood waiting with Aaron, his
Irish colleague and an eager American girl, feeling rather
disappointed.

Quarter past eight came and the crawl was called off. Feeling
slightly sheepish for promising us a big night out, Aaron darted
off to the convenience store across the road and returned with
three large bottles of Germany’s cheapest beer for the three
drinkers he’d led astray. We thanked him and jumped on the next
tram with Allanah, the American girl. She was taking a six week
holiday through Europe before starting a new job in Seattle, in
paediatric pharmacy. The tram stopped just before Augustiner Keller
beer garden, and we all got off.

We had spent the previous evening at Augustiner Grossgaststatte, a
quaint beer hall owned by the same brewery, and now entered a
mammoth outdoor area stacked with patio tables, equipped for 700
beer swilling enthusiasts. Their banter often bellows beyond the
garden’s walls, but that night, it wasn’t a tenth full.

Apart from boasting some particularly fine beer, Augustiner is
Munich’s largest brewery and donates 50% of its profits to charity.
The origins of the brewery date to 1328, when it was run from
within an Augustinian monastery. Five hundred years later, it was
so renowned for the fine quality of its beer that the prince
declared it exempt from taxes.

Iain went inside to order the drinks, while Allanah and I made a
stop at the ladies’. Desperate for the toilet, Allanah took the
first stall in the row, and I, without thinking, took the second.
Groans of release resounded from the stall beside me. “Oh yeah!
That feels gooood!” Allanah shouted at the top of her voice.

We joined Iain at a table, where a nearby Busabout tour group
received a beer induction of sorts. “Thees one”, a keen male
Australian explained, “ees a very smooth beeya, but it’ll heet ya
fahst. No skullin’ thees one boys”.

I took a sip of my hefe wiezen: a cloudy, unfiltered
wheat based beer. Augustiner’s brew was as delicious as the several
others I had sampled, but equally bloating. As a result, the beer
halls and restaurants tend to serve it in half litre, rather than
litre measures.

Iain and Allanah drank Augustiner’s helles, a
lager-like beer, in litre sized stein mugs. Allanah gasped
when she saw the size of the beer that Iain had brought her. She
had only wanted a half litre, but the brewery wouldn’t break custom
by serving helles in anything but a litre
stein.

The evening air was pleasantly warm as we chatted, appreciating
the unusually calm atmosphere in the garden. Allanah planned to
visit France next, she explained, but her time was very limited. “I
wanna do Paris, and then I was thinking ‘bout going to nice”. It
took a few seconds for my brain to register what she meant. I
grimaced. Surely not, I thought. But yes, she had in fact been
referring to Nice, the city on the French Riviera.

At that point, Iain returned from the men’s toilet, a round
outdoor building, lined with a circular urinal that could
accommodate at least 20 simultaneously urinating men. “You’ve got
to see this urinal”, he exclaimed, laughing.

We drank up, and followed him to the urinal on our way out,
where he poked his head in to check that the coast was clear. It
was quite unique, I suppose, but not as strange as the individual
urinals with a goal post and target soccer ball above each drain,
which I had been shown a few days before. Apparently, some men
require an incentive to avoid splashing.

We snuck out of the building, leaving Iain inside. Allanah,
shouting “I won’t look” through shrill giggles, preceded to
re-enter the men’s and do just that. Iain awkwardly turned toward a
more private area of the urinal, and emerged within seconds, a look
of disbelief pasted on his face. The brewery’s standardised full
litre now seemed a bit a rash, judging by our drunk companion.

We made our way by foot to Augustiner Grossgaststatte to enjoy
one last litre, while Allanah chatted away at rampant speed. We
started talking about travelling and the value of learning a few
words in the language of every country that you visit. Iain and I
admitted to having the least knowledge of German, compared to the
languages of other countries we’d passed through. Most Germans
spoke excellent English, we’d found, so the awkwardness of
attempting German often seemed patronising.

Allanah made a confession. “I only know two words”, she giggled.
“Danke schon and WC.” She articulated the two letters slowly –
“W.C.” – as if afraid to mispronounce them, foreign as they were to
her supposedly native tongue.

While walking to the beer hall, we came across two Australian
guys who’d lost their Busabout group, somewhere between there and
the beer garden. They’d been “on tooa” for two weeks, one of them
told me, and had somehow “done” most of the countries that Iain and
I had managed to briefly visit over two months. I asked him about
his route. “Aaw, I was in Berleen yesterday and I’m goin’ to Vienna
tamorrow”, he answered eagerly. “You’re only spending one day in
Munich?” I asked, somewhat surprised. I thought perhaps the beer
culture may have tempted him to linger a while. “Oh ye, I’m really
fast”, he assured me confidently.

We continued walking, while the Australians tried to remember
where the tour guide had said they were going next. “If they’re not
heeya, we’ll just have to wait at the hostehl for the
ahfter paahty”, fast traveller said. His companion just shrugged
and kept walking. “I gotta hook up with my buddy – he’s the bus
driver – he’s an Aussie”, fast guy explained. “He’s been drivin’
the bus since I got on two weeks ago, an’ we been drinkin’ the same
piss every nooyt since then”.

The beer hall was full to the brim with drinkers: groups of
middle aged men, young couples, families with their grown up
children, and tourists, all lined up on long wooden benches. The
Aussies searched the crowd – lost sheep in a beer hall. The strange
part is that they weren’t “on tooa” at all: Busabout is a transport
company used by independent travellers along certain routes through
Europe. Even being escorted to a lively venue serving beer by the
litre wasn’t adequate, it seemed, and they disappeared, back to the
“hostehl”, where the party could be predicted.

A last beer and we said goodbye to Allanah, who gave us both a
sudden hug. We went through the motions of exchanging email
addresses, under the usual pretence that contact would be made
again.

Strolling through the Englischer Garten the next day, we noticed
a crowd forming at a bridge over the park’s river. A row of wetsuit
clad surfers were lined up on the river bank, waiting their turn to
ride the single wave that had formed where the water rushed over an
obstacle of some sort. One by one they leapt onto the water,
twisting and turning on the six metre length of wave, determined to
make their ride last as long as possible. People cheered and
clapped when they rode a wave well. I thought it a bit sad though,
that these keen surfers should share this lone inland wave, when
their passion for the sport was so apparent.

The park is one of Europe’s largest, and its beautiful green
grounds are lovely to stroll in. We crossed onto a large expanse of
lawn from the path, noticing clusters of people relaxing in the
sunshine, many beside bicycles. Their tanned skin was visible from
quite a distance. A few metres later, we stopped dead in our
tracks. Every one of them, mostly men, were stark naked, basking in
the sunlight. On their backs, on their sides, legs splayed or
crossed, they read and chatted the afternoon away. We watched,
amazed, as one of them stood up beside his bicycle and began
packing away his belongings. At the last minute, he slipped on a
pair of shorts and a t-shirt, and cycled away. We quickly realised
that our shock was no excuse for staring, and attempted a subtle
meander across the lawn, away from the sight of them.

After an eisbein dinner at Hofbrauhaus, we said auf
wiedersehen to the indulgences of Germany. I pondered the age
old German stereotypes, and despite racking my brain, couldn’t
recall the confirmation of any – positive or negative. The
Glockenspiel had been late (again), as were two of our trains, and
the hostel staff in Berlin had no concept of work, or efficiency.
But more memorably, our reception by people on the street had been
warmer than in any other country, since Ireland. We never had to
stare at a map for long before being asked where we were headed,
and the heartfelt hospitality we experienced has made me intent on
returning. And then there’s the beer, of course.










Chapter 14
Venice


    
 Venice

By Iain

 

I sat in Hotel Caneva’s
small reception area, chatting to Stephano, the night time
receptionist. Water, displaced by passing boats, lapped up against
a rudimentary wooden barricade, erected to keep guests from the
slimed over steps leading down to a small canal. Gondoliers,
standing stiff above tourists, shouted echoing “Hoys!” as they
twisted blind past the building’s dark exterior.

Stephano had worked in London, which he explained his easy, if
imperfect, use of English. “I remember,” he told me, “when I
arrive, I tell the owner of the hotel that I will be staying two
years. He did not believe me,” he laughed, “but I stay two years.
Exactly!”

A marble pillar, not far from where we sat, bore the mark of
winter’s high water: when the reception desk is abandoned at high
tide and the furniture taken upstairs, to be returned at low tide.
“Hard work,” I remarked. Stephano shrugged. “When I was a boy, 13…
maybe 14, the water rose to two metres inside San Marco. In
Firenze… in Firenze it was worse.” Guessing his age, I assumed he
was referring to November 1966, when the Arno burst its banks and
flooded central Florence, damaging and destroying a fortune of art.
The same heavy rains had obviously raised the water level in
Venice’s secluded lagoon.

I asked if he was from Mestre, the start of the mainland, called
terra firma by locals. “No,” Stephano told me, sitting straighter.
“I was born in Venice, I live in Venice, and… I think I would like
to end my life in Venice.”

 

Venice is sinking. These three words, meant literally, are being
quickly imbued with hidden meanings, and, as quickly, becoming
clichéd. Venice is sinking, literally, because fresh water has been
drained from its underground aquifers, leaving parched and
contracting sand below the city, and because, each year, global
warming raises the high water mark on its glut of crumbling
historical mansions. Venice is sinking, metaphorically, below the
weight of its own history.

The Queen of the Adriatic, inheritor of Ancient Greece and Rome,
the city state that sacked Constantinople and controlled the spice
trade, has become little more than an open air museum, dependant on
tourists and wealthy foreign donors, who dole out the fortune
required for its maintenance, happily exchanging chunks of their
wealth for a parcelled piece of Venetian glamour.

Its residents are leaving, and character changing. The city’s
population, which peaked at 171 000 in 1951 – when Ezra Pound and
Peggy Guggenheim were residents – has dropped to under 62 000. An
estimated seven million tourists visit each year, in groups of up
to 100 000 each day – outnumbering locals by almost two to one.
Property is extortionate and shops selling knickknacks to tourists
have crowded out local retailers, pushing up the price of
essentials. A people who once felt a refined sense of local
identity, who could tell what part of their small island someone
came from by their accent, must now travel to far ends of the city
for a decent baker.

 

Although a dead and bloated rat had floated past our dangling
legs at the same rudimentary wooden barricade, Claire and I felt
quite smug. Most budget travellers choose more affordable
accommodation on the mainland: we had found an affordable hotel,
for €10 more than Mestre’s best offer (the cost of two vaporetti,
the Venetian equivalent of a bus), in a grand old building on the
water’s edge. We opened our shutters in the morning to
inadvertently enter photographs, being taking from the succession
of bridges beyond our window. Leaving, after a perfunctory
breakfast served by the owner, we had only to weave our way through
a few short alleys to arrive, depending on our direction, at St.
Mark’s Square or the Rialto Bridge.

Venice is, to me, not a city of sites. It is a city to walk
through, smelling the absent exhaust fumes, hearing the absent
throb of traffic, looking out all the time for less apparent
details – until a wrong turn leads to the dead end of a bridgeless
canal, forcing you to contemplate the rippling water and buildings
reflected by the changing angle of the sun.

John Berendt, author of Midnight in the Garden of Good and
Evil, chose to open his book about Venice, The City of Falling
Angels, with the words of Count Girolamo Marcello: “The key to
understanding Venetians is rhythm – the rhythm of the lagoon, the
rhythm of the water, the tides, the waves…”

Venice remains close to nature. The ancient waterways and
mouldering palaces, which tourists find so beautiful, have
prevented the city from expanding and fully entering the modern
world. Venice is perhaps the finest achievement, and remnant, of
pre-industrial society.

It seems strangely fitting that the environmental consequences
of rapid industrialisation, which left Venice largely unchanged,
should now threaten it with a slow, drowning death. Crack
scientists have been asked, with the help of large budgets, to
ensure that the city does not disappear beneath the water. The
MOSE
project, which will be completed by 2011, intends the
construction of inflatable pontoons at the lagoon’s three
entrances, basically creating a seasonal dam. The project is
controversial because the stagnant water and walls will damage a
fragile ecosystem. Others favour pumping water back into the
aquifers, to raise Venice, but this could further destabilise the
city’s foundations.

Literally, Venice still floats. Scientists and money will
probably keep it above water for many years. But should Stephano
die in Venice, fulfilling his wish, he will be buried at San
Michele, the tiny island that serves as the city’s cemetery. Space
is, typically, at a premium: after about 12 years his corpse will
be exhumed and cremated, or reburied on the mainland, to make way
for a generation of dead Venetians that, sadly, may never come.










Chapter 15
Florence


Florence

By Claire

 

An earthy rainbow of suede belts hung from rows of open air
market stalls, iron railings groaned under the weight of plush
leather jackets. Wallets were fanned out on display: classic black,
brown ostrich leather, warm beige, all tagged with the outline of a
splayed cow’s hide, “Genuine Leather” stamped in gold on each.

Tourists stroked potential purchases, humming and haring to
impartial companions. Faces solemnly examined the goods, a few
pairs of eyes glinted like kids’ in a sweet shop. The scent of
leather wafted pleasantly between the shoppers and I recalled the
words of a tour guide from my first visit to the city. “Don’t be
fooled by the soft, supple feel of imitation leather, or the
leather mark they copy onto fakes,” he warned. “And, whatever you
do, when the salesperson assures you that genuine leather has
leather’s genuine smell, don’t be fooled by the can of spray on
leather that the thing’s been hosed down with either.”

Our journey to the city had been tiresome. Europe’s efficient
train system faded into memory as a series of announcements left us
running between platforms while the elusive departure point of our
onward train was established. We arrived at the next junction to
discover that our connection had been delayed by an hour. Iain
passed the time napping on a waiting room’s bench. A further hour’s
delay was announced.

I phoned my mother, who was immediately excited by the thought
of Florence. “Ooh, you’re so lucky,” she said, bored in Cape Town
on a wintry Saturday afternoon. “I wish I could go to all those
lovely markets again,” remembering a visit to the city a few years
ago. I tried to feel “lucky” or excited, but it just didn’t happen.
A week in Italy and I was already nonchalant. Venice’s beauty
seemed a lot further than a few days away, and my clashes with
several Italians had made the appeal of Italy difficult to feel. I
already dreaded the tourist treatment that I knew was inevitable in
Florence.

Italy, for many, conjures gorgeous Tuscan countryside,
Renaissance magnificence, prosciutto topped pizzas, fresh pasta and
passions that coax the imagination. To float down the canals of
Venice, to wander the same Florentine cobbles as the masters of a
European rebirth is a fantasy for most. Mine had been fulfilled at
eighteen when I sashayed through the country’s tourist hotspots,
devouring their charms in complete wonderment. Michelangelo’s
sculpture of David was real, as were the other masterpieces I
marvelled at. My entire school art career came alive in two days
and, with a belly full of pizza, gelato in hand, I relished being a
tourist. I felt utterly privileged to be in Europe’s historical
heart, to have a chance to see what me and millions of others had
only heard and dreamed about.

Our train screeched to a halt, three hours late, and I alighted,
head-on into relentless drizzle. Iain and I scurried through the
city, trying to fathom one of Lonely Planet’s typically
disproportionate maps. We had booked the city’s last two affordable
beds, at Hotel Veneto, which we located half an hour later.

The lobby was crammed with backpackers and their backpacks. A
short bearded man was dealing with them, slowly. I was simply too
hungry and irritable to imitate patience, so we walked to the end
of the street and filled up on €3 schwarmas.

A lady from Hotel Veneto was available to show us to our “hotel
room” on our return. She led us out the hotel’s front door, down
the street, and stopped at a large unmarked door. Heaving our packs
up the darkened stairwell, we passed the cage of metal that
enclosed the elevator – now out of action, along with the
stairwell’s lights.

We watched as our room became a glorified dorm, of sorts. A
fourth bed was crammed in, and a table and TV moved out past us as
we stood in the passage with our luggage. It was peak season in
Florence, and that meant taking this room or nothing, and the hotel
staff knew it. A grunt was produced by our roomie, with whom Iain
would be fighting for nose space that night in the tiny gap between
their beds.

Standing at the counter of an internet café, having connected
our laptop for an hour, we waited to pay. I had the cash ready, €3
for the hour. The price was printed on the company’s door and
various print-outs stuck on its walls. In fact, upon arriving, Iain
had confirmed their charges, out of habit. “€6,” the man behind the
counter said, not looking up, “it’s a laptop.”

Had this been an isolated incident, I would have paid the money
and walked away. But this was simply the final straw. From the
reinventing of grocery prices in the Cinque Terre, to the €9
internet charges in Venice (per hour that is), I had begun to
deeply resent our treatment as fools, fools so desperate for a
taste of Italy that we’d pay any price for it. Indeed, I had come
to their marvellous country to gawk at art, to walk down streets
that reeked of history, to taste the charisma that allures so many.
I had paid for every service that I used, at the quoted rate. I was
willing to pay triple a native’s price to enter a museum, or even a
church. I conceded to have “tourist” rubbed in my face every time I
neglected to walk twenty minutes from a tourist trap to buy water
for less than wine. But I would not mindlessly agree to pay more
for an internet connection that my own laptop had accessed, without
their machines and without their electricity.

But the man behind the counter wouldn’t relent, and, on
principle, neither would I. We argued. I informed him that I wasn’t
stupid, he denied confirming the price and it reached a petty “yes
– no” stage. Iain made a garbled reference to the tourist police
and the man went silent. I slammed the €3 down on the counter and
left.

Incapable of appreciating anything Italian, we went straight to
the closest Irish pub. The Joshua Tree’s “happy
hour is actually five hours,” the Lonely Planet thoughtfully
informed us, “which means plenty of posturing patrons who know more
about ‘feigning sin’ than Sinn Fein.”

So at 5 o’clock, with four hours of “happy hour” left, we sat
ourselves in the wooden, cavernous little pub. There was an
impressive array of beers on tap: something we had grown to miss
since leaving the British Isles. We went for the Irish brews – two
that were new to us, both exceeding 7% ABV. The rain pattered down
outside and we talked nostalgically of cosy English pubs, and our
homely pub life in Farnham, now so far behind.

A group of black-clad youths occupied a booth in a raised
section beside us. Heavy chains dangled from belt loops, skull
adorned t-shirts attempted a statement. Only their mouths moved, as
they murmured to each other, voices drowned out by the blare of
rock music that seeped through the room.

A waifish figure in a pinstriped mini skirt bustled between the
group and the door, a crisply cut black fringe framing her perfect
porcelain face. She reappeared pushing a wheelchair with whom we
took to be her younger sister in it, barely sixteen.

The group greeted the disabled girl warmly and she beamed, but
her eyes battled to focus. The blue-black dye on her hair was
identical to her sister’s, and she too wore the black uniform,
boots dangling off the footrests of her wheelchair. Her eyes were
streaked with dark eyeliner, but as she gazed distractedly around
the room, I was sure it was not her who had applied it. Her sister
was never far from her side, wheeling her from person to person in
the room. I wondered about this young girl, an anomaly adopted by
this clan of imitable exclusivity.

Beer number three, and we began chatting to the people at the
table beside us. Assuming, that they, too, were visitors to
Florence, we started predictably, and asked where they were from.
The red head in the centre hesitated before answering. “Here – we
live here,” as though this was ridiculously obvious. Given her
American accent, it wasn’t.

“Spain” and “Argentina” the other two divulged. Iain and I took
this as a cue to recount our Spanish antics, going into raptures
over what a wonderful country it was. Having warmed up a bit, we
made another attempt at conversation with the red head. “So, where
are you originally from?” Iain endeavoured. But she was a lost
cause and fervently avoided the question. We wondered why we had
feigned interest in her brutally obvious origin.

 

We awoke the next morning, dry mouthed and headachy. The hotel’s
“Continental Breakfast” was a few pieces of packaged Melba toast,
apricot jam and watery un-Italian coffee with skin-covered milk. I
dragged my body up the stairs and fetched the foil Nutella segments
we’d stashed from previous hotel breakfasts, hoping that their
sugary richness might ease the pounding of my head.

The Duomo was a fifteen minute walk away, through the winding
cobbles of medieval Florence. We wriggled through the masses, and
stood staring at its colossal door of bronze intricacies, demonic
and divine. Green, white and red marble adorn the cathedral’s
magnificent, if excessive, façade.

A masterpiece attributed to a handful of celebrated artists, it
was Brunelleschi who designed the enormous octagonal dome. The
first of its kind since antiquity, it remains the largest octagonal
dome in existence. Rome’s Pantheon provided Bruneschelli’s
inspiration, and only its circular, masonry dome rivals the size of
the Duomo’s.

It was Sunday, so entrance was prohibited until the cathedral’s
evening service at 6 o’ clock, which we decided to attend.

Aimlessly walking through a city is so often rewarding – one can
grasp its beauty, stumble across well-kept secrets, and witness
people going about their ordinary lives. Iain, being particularly
adept at getting lost, took the lead, and I followed.

A couple strolled leisurely up the same tarred hill as us; she
clip-clopped along in heels and he held her hand, a cream jersey
draped carefully over his shoulders. Huffing and puffing, we
overtook them, and continued up the hill.

The road wound past tall narrow houses, wrought iron lanterns
protruded from their ivy strewn walls. It seemed we had entered one
of the city’s more affluent residential areas. The incline
continued, and I chugged slowly behind, Iain elusively insistent on
our route. We reached the entrance to Forte di Belvedere and
climbed the steps that led inside the walls of the fort. There,
beneath us, Florence presented herself in her entirety.

The mountains in the distance were indigo streaks, speckled with
clumps of deep green that framed the tiny terracotta roofs
scattered through the cityscape. The Duomo stood in the centre, the
terracotta of its dome dominating the skyline. Winding through the
picture was the River Arno, steely grey.

Weary from our walk back to the centre, we deemed espresso
crucial to staying awake during an hour of church, in Italian, and
sufficiently perked up, returned to the Duomo.

Shoulders and knees covered, we were ushered toward the rows of
chairs that stretched almost halfway down the Duomo’s 153 metres.
Second row from the back seemed safest. The cathedral can
accommodate 30 000, but no more than 300 had arrived for mass that
evening.

A white haired little man stood at the pulpit, and announced (in
English) that the service would be beginning shortly. He beckoned
for people to come forward and fill the foremost seats, but none of
the other tourists in our vicinity budged. He smiled sweetly, and
made another plea. Nothing. The awkwardness was too much to bear,
so we stood up quietly and crept forward through the central aisle.
Delighted, the priest’s arms gestured further and further forward,
and before we knew it, we had been ushered into the foremost
enclosure that lay beneath the dome, surrounding the pulpit.

Another priest commenced the service. We had a prime position
for staring up at the dome, painted by generations of Renaissance
masters. The frescoes are based on The Last Judgement and
constitute 3600 square metres of painted surface.

The dome was the last feature of the Duomo to be completed, in
1436, after several competitions for the commission. Upon
completion, the dome’s conical roof was crowned with a gilt copper
ball and cross using one of Da Vinci’s hoisting machines. It truly
is a work of the Renaissance’s zenith.

The organ resonated eerily through the cathedral’s expanse, and
everyone stood for a hymn. Lip synching along wasn’t anything new
to me, but after casually following the congregation’s lead in
sitting, halfway down I realised, in horror, that they had gone to
kneel. Iain and I straightened back to the level of the standing
prayers, awkwardly watching for everyone’s next move.

This came as a response to the minister’s words, which
automatically sent people shaking hands with and kissing everyone
in their immediate vicinity. Nobody kissed us.

Feeling adequately sanctified, we went for an apertivo – the
ubiquitous Italian tradition of free snacks with your early evening
drinks. I sipped Sprizze’s – a quenching aperitif of sparkling
wine, soda and a bitter red mixer, like Campari, often served with
a tasty green olive. Apertivo had become our pleasant (and
particularly economical) pre-dinner habit.

 

Six in the morning, and I crept into our prefabricated shower
room, trying not to wake our snoring room mates. Not-strong-enough
coffee left us sleepily walking through the deserted Florentine
streets, keen beans on our way to beat the Uffizi’s notorious
queue.

The Piazza della Signoria was at its most glorious – empty and
silent. The crisp air invigorated me, as my mind became alert to
the fact that we had made it out of bed at a record breaking hour.
A replica of Michelangelo’s David stood on its pedestal,
unobstructed by the daytime hoards, taking a break from the
unrelenting photography his reputation as “Most Famous Sculpture in
the Western World” had earned him.

We approached the Uffizi and noticed smugly that we were first
to arrive. The early rising had paid off, I thought gleefully, as
we moved towards the entrance. The door was closed, which didn’t
surprise me, as the museum only officially opened in fifteen
minutes time. But there, beside the door, was a sign, which I read
with incredulity:

 

Tue- Sun: 8:15am-6:50pm

Last entrance 6:05pm

 

I searched for “Monday” or “Mon,” dread creeping through my
body. Despite Monday being the most common day on which museums
close throughout Europe, we had managed to forget when it actually
mattered.

We walked solemnly through the Piazza, berating ourselves for
being such scatterbrained tourists. This decided our fate. We would
have to stay in Florence for another day, and make another attempt
at the Uffizi tomorrow. Feeling the rare luxury of time that was
now in surplus, we drank cappuccinos and began a leisurely day of
wandering.

Having crossed the Arno at Ponte Vecchio – the only bridge to
survive WWII’s bombing – we drifted through Oltrarno, the charming
area, literally “beyond the Arno.” The bridge was originally
occupied by butchers, but the wonderfully dilapidated homes that
line it now house gold and silversmiths. The Medici’s gave
preference to this trade, over noisy, smelly butcheries, when they
built a passage over the bridge, linking two of the city’s
palaces.

 

Fifty or so people already flanked the Uffizi at quarter to
eight the next morning, and we joined the queue. Shortly after the
doors were opened, we were granted entry and made our way through
the metal detectors inside.

Four hours later, we emerged, comprehending little more than the
sheer volume of its collection. We had a train to catch. All roads
led to Rome, that day.

The queue had snaked all along the building and onto the Arno’s
banks by the time we exited. A group of African men sold an
assortment of handbags from a cloth spread out on the pavement. A
few of them patrolled the queue, each with about thirty bags
squeezed onto their arms. The waiting time was an estimated three
hours, and I watched as more people trickled onto the end of the
queue.

We returned to our hotel to collect our luggage, taking a route
through Florence’s older streets. The sun shone softly through the
clouds as we wove our way through the bustle. The city was alive.
People were beginning their long lunch breaks at sunny tables.
Crisp linen and wicker chairs invited other diners. Paintings of
Italian scenes had been lined up along the street. Tourists
browsed. And many more were on their way that day, on their way to
walk through the Renaissance.










Chapter 16
Rome


Rome

By Iain

 

A single coin thrown into the Trevi Fountain, with your right
hand, over your left shoulder, is said to ensure a return to Rome.
The tradition might have originated in ancient Rome, when an
another, older fountainhead existed here, at the meeting of three
roads (tre vie) and end of an aqueduct, which served
Romans for more than 400 years. The water, if drunk before a
journey, was thought to impart good fortune and promise a speedy
return.

More modern superstitions suggest that throwing two coins
ensures a marriage, three coins a divorce. And the faithful throw
about €3000 into the pool below Neptune’s sculpted feet every day.
It piles up steadily in the shallow water and is collected at
night, funding a supermarket for hard up Romans.

Claire and I did our duty as tourists in Rome. We joined a
jostling crowd, picked through our wallets for the smallest change,
turned our backs on the fountain, and threw, hoping we hadn’t hit
anyone in the ranks ahead of us. An African choir group nearby were
also finding and throwing their change, but stood out: as much for
their black skins and identical clothing, made from the same
brightly coloured, motif bearing cloth, as their spool fed, film
cameras.

We gradually worked our way to the front, joining a line of
people already dangling feet in the rippling blue water, and sat
there shoeless for a while, watching crowds as they came, saw and
threw, echoing Caesar. Rain clouds had hung over us persistently in
Florence, but Rome was balmy and bright. I slipped slowly into
reverie and only realised why feet further along the line had been
hastily removed, and not replaced, when two carabinieri –
Italy’s amalgam of army and police – approached Claire.

“Madam, your passport please.” The carabiniere, wearing
a white leather sash and tight trousers, a wide red strip attached
on both sides, looked at Claire with distaste. “And your feet,
remove your feet from the water.”

Claire turned, irritated, as much by the man’s attitude as the
interruption. “Why?” Her tone was surly. I feared the worst and
moved quickly to retrieve our shoes.

“Madam, for this there is a €2000 fine.” The amount seemed
peculiarly reasonable, thousands were, after all, clinking on the
fountain’s bottom. We might really be criminals, intent on stealing
from Rome’s needy with our toes.

Claire had thankfully removed her offending limbs by now, and
was rummaging in our bag for her passport. “There’s no sign
anywhere. None! How was I supposed to know? Everybody else had
their feet in the water.”

“€2000 madam,” he said, glancing at Claire above the pages of
her passport. “It’s the law.” He cocked his head to a lapel
microphone, radioed in her passport number and waited. A woman’s
voice crackled over his radio speaker, establishing I presume (she
spoke in Italian) that Miss Claire Frances van den Heever had no
prior convictions, that no warrants had been recently issued for
her arrest and that she had no known affiliations with any
terrorist organisations. “Don’t put parts of your body in the water
again,” he said, handing back her passport. He and his partner
turned and left through the quickly parting crowd.

“I can’t believe it! They didn’t ask anybody else. Nobody! And
his stinking attitude! I can-not believe it.” Claire was irate.
“€2000! Bullshit!! If this stupid country wants to fine people for
such stupid things they should put up some bloody signs!!!” The
moments of reverie had clearly passed. We removed ourselves from
the tangle of people and chose one of the three roads leading away
from the Trevi Fountain, south west towards the Pantheon, and
McDonalds.

The Pantheon, oddly, is remembered only after the Colosseum, the
Sistine Chapel, St Peter’s Basilica and the Trevi Fountain as a
symbol of Rome. It’s masonry dome is the largest in the world and
the exact composition of the concrete used to build it remains
unknown; modern concrete would collapse under it’s own weight, but
the Pantheon has stood for close on two millennia.

A perfectly round beam of natural light enters the building
through the oculus – an enormous circular hole at the dome’s peak –
as does rain water, which drains away through small, hardly
noticeable holes in the floor.

It was built as a home for all the gods, but has served only one
since 609 CE, when Pope Boniface IV consecrated it the Church of
Mary and the Martyr Saints. Its adoption by the Catholic Church
guaranteed its maintenance (although Byzantine Emperor Constans II
and, later, Pope Urban VIII stripped much of the interior’s gold,
copper and marble) and the building is today ancient Rome’s best
preserved monument.

In front of the Pantheon is a small fountain, an Egyptian
obelisk – one of eight in Rome – jutting from its middle. Behind
the fountain, amongst other restaurants, is a subtly integrated
McDonalds. McDonalds meal deals had spared us the monotony of yet
another bland and overpriced Italian pizza slice once before.
Returning from the Joshua Tree in Florence, we stopped, ravenous,
to consume four €0,50 hamburgers. The much hated slices of gherkin
had been discarded and each patty seemed to have been lovingly
bathed in a puree of Italy’s finest tomatoes. I regarded this as
the work of a chubby, food loving employee, perhaps with a tall hat
and curly moustache, who had disdainfully abandoned the chain’s
cardboard formula near closing time.

It was Thursday, we bought two double cheeseburgers for €2,60.
The €0,50 hamburgers were sold on Tuesdays, McToasts went for €0,50
on Wednesdays. The tables squashed into a small area outside the
McDonalds, looking squarely onto the Pantheon, were either occupied
or in complete disarray. We took our thrifty meal away, to eat
below the nearby fountain.

A short woman, squat to the point of being square, approached
us. She was walking awkwardly, thighs rubbing, atop shining white,
out-of-the-box trainers. “Oh hun, Oh hunny looook!” she squealed,
gesticulating wildly, the fat on flabby upper arms writhing with
each extension of a stumpy index finger. “It’s the… It’s the…” She
stopped, turning to “hunny”. He seemed equally clueless. Grinning
the grin of the spectacularly stupid, she demanded a coin. “Hunny”
produced it and dutifully followed her to the fountain, camera at
the ready. She gripped the money in her right hand, turned her back
to the fountain, smiled for the camera, and threw. I heard a plop,
watched her wipe sweat from her brow, and laughed as she waddled
off into the distance.

 

I joined a queue snaking along the Vatican’s walls while trying
desperately to adjust my shorts. Our guidebook, read through a haze
of cheap Italian wine the night before, warned that dress rules at
the holy city were “stringently enforced – no shorts, miniskirts,
or sleeveless tops.” If my knees were covered, I reasoned –
observing respectfully trousered legs behind and in front of us –
the guards might consider me on the righteous side of piety’s
borderline, and allow both of us in.

Half an hour later, near the front of the queue, a balding tour
guide sailed towards us, followed hesitantly by a middle aged
couple. “If you’ll just follow me,” he instructed, pushing through
rows of patient tourists, “I have special clearance.”

The man dripped slime and mock superiority, he was lying. “Could
I see that ‘special clearance’?” I asked uncertainly.

He stopped just past me and turned. “And you?” he spat,
smirking. “Who are you?”

“I’m… I’m… I’m waiting in the queue,” I mumbled. “Who are
you?”

But the man had walked on, still followed by his now even more
hesitant cargo.

Casual guards admitted us to the Vatican Museums, and hence to
Vatican City: the world’s sma llest independent nation, with the
world’s highest
per capita crime rate. The state’s roughly 600 citizens must
share demographic responsibility for the hundreds of petty crimes
perpetrated within its 440 walled square metres each year. Four
million people had visited the Museums by November last year,
pickpockets and purse snatchers among them. The criminals are as
transitory as the tourists and only 10% are ever convicted.

The Museums display Papal wealth accrued over the last fifteen
or so centuries, including masterpieces of Classical and
Renaissance art. Michelangelo, Raphael and Botticelli (amongst
others) were hired to paint the walls, busts that have survived
long dead Emperors line the corridors. Visitors are forced to move
through most exhibits in one direction, with the Raphael Rooms
(which include his masterpiece the School of Athens, Plato pointing
up, lofty and idealistic, Aristotle pushing down, earthy and
thorough) and the Sistine Chapel appearing towards the very
end.

We followed the one way system, reading and absorbing what we
could, crowded into the Raphael rooms, most of them small, nearly
square, and sweaty, and arrived down a flight of stairs at the
Sistine Chapel, where a pre-recorded voice warned us that
“photography and speaking are not permitted.”

It took Michelangelo four years to paint the Sistine Chapel’s
ceiling and six years, more than twenty years later, to paint the
altar side wall. Michelangelo hesitated before accepting the Pope’s
commission, because he considered himself a more complete sculptor,
but then worked almost alone, dismissing assistants he deemed
incapable, enduring repeated temporary blindness caused by paint
dripping from the ceiling into his eyes. Goethe, Germany’s
Shakespeare, said of his efforts, “without having seen the Sistine
Chapel one can form no appreciable idea of what one man is capable
of achieving.”

The three other walls were painted twenty five years earlier, in
1482, by artists who are not as well remembered. Perugino painted
St Peter receiving the keys of the faith from Christ and, on the
opposite wall, Botticelli painted the Punishment of Korah, a scene
from the Old Testament. The frescos are considered political, a
legitimisation of the Pope’s authority, and a warning.

Peter, Christ’s chosen successor, brought his new religion to
Rome, where it slowly came under the authority of the Pope, also
called the Bishop of Rome. A triumphal arch of Constantine’s is
prominent in the fresco’s background. Constantine was Rome’s first
Christian Emperor, the first to acknowledge the Pope’s religion and
allow him earthly power.

The same arch appears in Botticelli’s fresco, in which Korah
leads a rebellion against Moses and offers incense in defiance of
Aaron’s appointed position as high priest. Aaron is portrayed
wearing the triple ringed Papal tiara, linking him directly to the
Pope. Korah and his followers are punished on the fresco’s left:
swallowed by the earth because their authority is not, like the
Pope’s, God given.

And here we stood, amongst so much art, so much history, and so
many people. I couldn’t see the floor, it was obscured by a cloud
of trousered legs. A security guard climbed occasionally onto a
small platform near the altar, above the mass of uplifted heads and
pointing fingers, to request silence. He was ignored, the rumble
persisted. An occasional flash and click gave away people
obsessively photographing this well documented space. And I was
tired, the air was thin and we’d been wandering since early
morning, rats in this crowded maze.

I’ve since studied photos of the Sistine Chapel. The floor is
pastel coloured, large circles run down its centre. Inside are
alternating rings of dark and light. Every cracked image is
perfect, with a lustre that only time confers. I didn’t, couldn’t,
notice any of this then. We gave the Sistine Chapel about twenty
minutes of our divided attention, and left.

 

The incessant “bella, bella, bella” of Miss Italy blared through
a small, smoky hall in our hostel, Bella Roma. The competition
lasted a week, today it was being contested entirely in bathing
suits. Parades of lithe flesh were periodically interrupted for a
demonstration of each participant’s talent: twirling a single
hula-hoop, playing volleyball, badly, with a bemused judge and
clumsy security guards, dancing in a lycra skirt, strapped on for
modesty.

“I shouldn’t be drinking this,” said Cassie, cautiously
accepting a glass from Claire’s one and a half litre bottle of
wine, “I have a sulphur allergy.” She was sitting at one of the
hostel’s few spartan tables, her back turned pointedly towards the
television. Cassie was from Canada. Sitting next to her was Jeff,
from the States. Jeff had been in Rome for two years, working
predominantly as a tour guide. He now lived at the hostel, helped
clean up, and was paid a small salary. He refused Claire’s offer of
wine.

It was Friday night and our last in Rome. Cassie muttered
occasionally about going alone to a nearby jazz club, Claire and I,
drinking steadily, were warming up but weren’t sure why. Jeff
seemed unimpressed, happy to have a cheap and lazy night at his
temporary home. We chatted for a while, probably half an hour,
maybe an hour, sharing observations of Italy, confirming and
contesting ideas about the other’s home – having, in short, another
typical hostel conversation.

“We could go to Trastevere,” said Jeff, when the conversation
slackened. It sounded spontaneous, a mere suggestion, but had
probably been carefully considered. “There’s a place that sells
cheap beer,” he added, looking at the almost finished bottle of
wine, “you can drink it, in the piazza.”

“Okay,” I said. “Great!” Jeff knew Rome, knew which bus would
take us to Trastevere and, hopefully, which bus would get us
home.

Half an hour and one bus ride later, we joined a cluster of
people in Piazza Santa Maria (its name taken from the 1700 year old
church nearby) watching a man with fluorescent hair juggle fire.
The man was dressed in black, to better reflect hot flashes of red
and yellow, and was performing within a clearly demarcated
rectangle, which passers by trod quite carefully around. Lazy
globules of flame dripped from his whirling batons, the smell of
paraffin mingled with a nearby cloud of cannabis smoke, before
wafting onwards through the square, past people chatting, laughing,
gasping.

Claire had found herself another bottle of wine, I had followed
Jeff to the cheap beer. By the end of the performance, when a crowd
reported to tip euros into the juggler’s hat, both were finished.
We dispersed, stood on a footbridge, listened to a three piece band
play instrumental, modern jazz, watched light reflect on the Tiber.
Claire looked up at me, her expression too serious. I knew the
look: twenty years of dance instruction had found, and needed, an
outlet. She sauntered towards the band, kicked her foot, spun
round. Her arms started to move, gentle, off balance stretches, out
and up. The expression hardened, she steadied herself and jumped,
legs and arms outstretched – a jete – and landed. Her
sandal gave way, she fell.

Claire stood, teetered. “My shoe,” she whined. The strap had
broken, it couldn’t be fixed. Now shoeless and embarrassed, she
wanted to leave. The last bus had gone, I was told, and Jeff and
Cassie looked comfortable behind us, chatting easily, gazing at the
water. We hadn’t brought much money with us, knowing we might
otherwise stray from our inflexible budget. A taxi would be
expensive. Too expensive, I guessed. We could walk. We would have
to walk. I knew the way.

We headed north, following the Tiber. Claire hobbled beside me,
wary of broken glass. Halfway down Via della Conciliazione, built
by Mussolini, she stopped. Her feet, she said, could take no more.
I angrily wrenched size 15 trainers from my feet, stuffing my socks
up near the toe. Claire put them on. Her drunken sway was now
exaggerated: with each step, the large objects would dangle
precariously from her too small feet. We passed St Peter’s, tread
wearily around limbless beggars sleeping fitfully in the shadow of
charity, and continued, past one metro station, two metro stations.
At an all night bakery we paused, I bought delicious pastry
hexagons, covered in a tomato paste, barefoot. And gratefully we
arrived at what we called, acknowledging the error, home.










Chapter 17
Athens


Athens

By Claire

 

Monastiraki square bubbled with the bustle of Athenians and
tourists alike. Fruit sellers, bananas hanging from the awnings of
their wooden stands, bellowed the price of their wares in rich
resonant voices. The sweetest seedless grapes were piled up in
bunches. Heart shaped chocolate donuts wafted their merciless scent
through the crowds. Koulouri, sesame bread rings, were
sold hot. But in this land of treats, baklava was
king.

On every corner, hunks of meat rotated on vertical spits,
dripping oily juice. Olive skinned men brandished large steel
knives, watching the meat brown before carving a few more slices.
Each portion was adeptly stuffed into a pita with a handful of
salad. A blend of garlic, yoghurt and cucumber – tzatziki
– was then smothered inside the warm bread pocket, it was sprinkled
with chilli powder, and another hot gyros was doled out to the next
hungry Greek.

Gyros is sold everywhere, in tavernas, tourist
restaurants and fast food stands, and is Athens’ tastiest,
cheapest, and most convenient meal. Few streets are without a local
outlet of some sort, complete with a gyros master carving away, his
belly bulging from years in the trade.

The Greek alphabet’s distinctive, unfamiliar lettering was
spread all over the city. It made me feel severed from this foreign
place, forcing me to realise my role as spectator, outsider. I
delight in that sense of foreignness.

Suddenly, even toilet paper became a foreign object, not to be
flushed. Ancient plumbing is one of Greece’s less reliable
amenities, and requires that toilet paper is disposed of in
accompanying rubbish bins.

A bustling row of markets occupied an area adjoining the central
thoroughfare, Athinas street. Fruit, vegetables and unfamiliar
snacks, like sunflower seeds, lay in compartments beside old grey
scale sets. Bright orange seasoned nuts were scooped into white
paper bags from piles balancing on little wagons. Corn on the cob
cooked slowly on open coals. Luminous shoe laces hung in bunches
along the pavement. A shoe box of a shop stocked starched old men’s
hats – grey, beige, tweed checked.

A strange mix of exoticism was present in those markets, Eastern
seeming to my uninformed mind, but reminiscent, too, of somewhere
African, third world. Italy’s monumental squares felt much further
away than the short hop we’d made across the Adriatic, although the
olives had followed us, as had the Mediterranean. The bridge that
we would finally cross in Istanbul, from Europe to Asia, was
becoming a reality.

A man wheeled a wooden box down the street, polished, bright
with circus motifs. He turned a brass knob around and around as he
walked, faint melodies strained from the boxes little wooden heart.
He walked, or worked, expressionless, with his contraption, his
livelihood. There, in Athens, began the increasing idleness of
men’s jobs, their desperate attempts at work, soon to become
commonplace in our snatched glances.

 

We stood in Monastiraki square, staring into the sunlight, the
Acropolis looming above us. The creamy pillars of the Parthenon on
the hill above were only just perceptible, obscured by the sun’s
haze. We strode toward it, though the old Plaka quarter – now the
tourist ghetto of Athens. Jewellery, sea sponges and tasteless
figurines posing in erotic threesomes lined the labyrinthine
streets, as we hauled ourselves up the hill through the heat.

We stopped at an ancient quarry, a viewpoint from which to
glimpse Athens beneath. Joining the hoard of young kids and
tourists, we clambered up. The clump of buildings ahead stretched,
unrelenting, into the remote distance. The sprawl halted at the
foot of a purple mountain range, bordering the northern edge of the
city. The city swept around in a vast panorama, encircling the
Acropolis, which stood vigil from above.

The usual motley array of foreigners congregated around the
ticket office and the refreshment stalls, gulping Pepsi or mineral
water, trying in vain to cool down after their hike up the hill.
High heels tottered on the cobbled stone paving, desperately trying
to find grip while hiking boots strode past briskly.

We made our way through the gates and up the steps to the
Parthenon. Completed in the 5th century BCE, the monument,
dedicated to the goddess Athena, is said to epitomise the glory of
ancient Greece. The structure owes its perfect form to the
strategic curve of its lines, which create a sense of harmony that
was once unsurpassable. Regrettably, its appearance was less than
perfection on the day we visited: metallic scaffolding invaded the
exterior, as part of a restoration project.

Bypassing Plaka, we strolled down to the site of the Ancient
Agora. The tourist stalls were spread more thinly there, and I
noticed a collection of glass blue pendants hanging outside.
Painted with the shape of a blue and white eyeball, I had seen them
mysteriously dotted all over Plaka.

The Evil Eye is an ancient symbol, present within the Greek
Orthodox Church. When worn, or hung in one’s home, it is thought to
protect from jealousy’s evil eye, and for this reason is often hung
above the cribs of pretty babies. A neurotic pet owner had even
attached a tiny eye ornament to the collar of their Siamese cat,
who was obviously considered a particularly attractive specimen.
Dangling in abundance in some businesses and households, the symbol
is taken quite seriously, as is the wickedness of the Evil Eye.
Traditionally, ladies may also wear blue clothing as an additional
safeguard against the evil force.

The Ancient Agora proved a thoroughly stimulating excursion,
giving us an insight into early Greek life. This was the
marketplace of ancient Athens, as well as the centre of communal
and social life.

I often find architecture difficult to relate to, and the
Parthenon was no exception. But ogling at the artefacts in the
Ancient Agora Museum, dug up from beneath and around the very
ground that I was standing on, provided a thought-provoking glimpse
into the life of the ancient Greeks. Images of their ordinary
activities were fluidly awakened, as I pondered the similarities
between ours and that vanished existence – unfathomable, yet
undeniably clear.

Who would have thought that children played with toy horses that
rolled along on terracotta wheels in the 4th century? And the
enforcement of weights and measures is at least as old as the
Greeks. Small lead weights dating from between the 2nd and 5th
centuries BCE were excavated from the Agora.

Ivory pots depicted Greek mythology at its most fantastic: a
griffon attacks a stag and the goddess Athena stands up to a giant.
The delicate detail of the artwork is remarkable and its
preservation since the 15th century BCE astonishing.

Today’s border-defined society and the need for proof of one’s
identity may have roots in ancient Greece. Several clay tokens are
encased in the museum, dating from the 5th century BCE. Some are
thought to have been identity tokens, while others are presumed
passports, used also by messengers reporting to and from military
headquarters.

I noticed, with fascination, a particular earthenware vessel, a
pyxis from the late 8th century BCE, adorned with swastikas. The
symbol’s intricate and widespread history was completely unknown to
me. Unfortunately, the Nazis used the swastika emblem so
effectively that many people are clueless to its significance: it
is the world’s oldest known symbol and there is evidence of its use
since the 5th millennium BCE.

The swastika can be traced back to Asian, European, African and
Native American cultures, either as a religious symbol, or a
geometrical motif. It remains a sacred symbol in Hinduism, Buddhism
and Jainism today.

Named the tetraskelion or gammadion by the
Greeks, the common term comes from the Sanskrit svastika:
its syllables literally meaning “good” and “to be”, with ka as a
suffix. By the Middle Ages, it was a recognised symbol of life,
sun, power, strength and good luck, and remained a positive emblem
until the early 20th century.

 

Taverna Gardenia was listed in our guidebook’s “Eating Out”
section. The restaurant’s owners, a sweet old Greek couple, “boast
the lowest prices in Athens”. We trekked through the city, eager to
sample this quaint little place for ourselves, and almost walked
straight past its paint peeled sign nearly an hour later.

The dim interior lacked any customers, so we chose a table
outside overlooking the quiet street. Mrs Gardenia presented us
with a motherly smile and a dusty menu as old as the
taverna itself, entirely in Greek. Mr Gardenia stood at
the back of the restaurant, sweating behind the coal stove on which
great tarnished vessels held the day’s offerings: roast chicken,
moussaka, boiled potatoes, spaghetti and meatballs, sticky
creamed spinach and a large pot of mixed vegetables. To my
undernourished body, this was home cooked heaven. I hadn’t eaten a
vegetable that wasn’t topping on a pizza or salad stuffed into a
pita since Germany and sauerkraut.

Mrs Gardenia gestured for us to consult her husband and the
selection of meals in the steamy old kitchen, which looked directly
onto the restaurant. Mr Gardenia pointed to and carefully
pronounced the name of each dish.
“Moussaka…Chicken…Potato…”. He dished hearty helpings onto
hot plates, and Mrs Gardenia tottered to our table with crusty
Greek bread and butter. Aside from being a charming (and cheap)
little find, the food was tasty and satisfying. We undertook that
long walk to the Gardenias thrice more to satisfy our appetites for
humble, wholesome food.

The restaurant came up in a conversation with Chris, an
Australian with whom we shared our 
Athens dorm for a few nights. He was also heading to India
later in his trip. We recommended Taverna Gardenia for a meal, as
he’d just arrived.

The following day, Chris made the journey across the city, to
sample the cheap and cheerful restaurant that had been a refreshing
highlight in our Athenian dining experience. Over a beer that
evening, we asked him excitedly whether he’d managed to find it. He
hesitated. “Yeh…” he said slowly, “I found it”. And then, with a
puzzled look on his face, “Are you guys practising for
India or something?”

Its cheap prices immediately entered my mind. But Chris wasn’t
referring to those. The restaurant’s dinginess – a mere aspect of
its down to earth appeal – had scared him beyond risking the food.
“I have a weak stomach”, he explained, perhaps so as not to offend
us. But there was no fear of that. We returned the next day, and
left, bellies full, counting our saved euros happily.

We attempted a sample of Athens’ high life too. Neighbouring the
ramshackle central market, the city is a cosmopolitan mix of
designer outlets, English bookstores and trendy espresso bars that
make Paris seem cheap.

Feeling that we were flagging one hot afternoon, we stopped for
an espresso, having become quite accustomed to the pick-me-up in
Italy. Six euros later, Athens’ notoriety for selling some of
Europe’s most over priced coffee, needed no further testimony. The
local kafeneion’s gritty mud brew became our reluctant
substitute, as did Nescafe, when we were feeling flush. 
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Istanbul


Istanbul

By Iain

 

“Allaaahuu Akbaarr.” The muezzin paused, drew breath. I
held out a public phone’s plastic receiver, stretching the wire,
and hoped my father on the other end could hear Istanbul being
called to prayer. “Allaaahuu Akbaarr. Allaaahuu Akbaarr, Ash-hadu
alla ilaha illallah.” The muezzin stopped, inhaled.
Traffic snarled and casual banter dominated the city again. I bent
my knees, bowed my head, and squeezed back into the small phone
booth.

“And the beds? Do you fit into the beds?” asked Dad, also six
foot eight, laughing at the image I had just conjured: me hunched
awkwardly over a telephone, head touching the roof.

“I curl up, or stretch diagonally, like anywhere. The beds
aren’t any different.” But so much was different. I felt amidst the
truly exotic for the first time and, because his reactions were so
animated, enjoyed describing this unfamiliar land to my father.

“Sultan Ahmed Jail – the prison in Midnight Express – is just up
the road.” It had been filmed dirty and crumbling, inhabited by
rotten-toothed murderers and inhuman guards. In 2004, Oliver Stone
visited Istanbul and apologised for portraying the Turkish people
as brutish and sadistic.

“But it’s been converted into a Four Seasons.” A thick layer of
yellow paint had been applied to the perimeter wall and large,
black suited doormen now patrolled the exit.

“Ja my boy, watch out for those Turks,” said Dad, still
laughing.

After travelling overnight, we had chugged into Istanbul’s
Sirkeci Railway Station, the Orient Express’s last stop, pulled by
a squat, boxy engine. Our Eurail Passes had expired in Athens, when
we boarded our last European train.

 

A few hundred metres of well kept garden separates the Hagia
Sophia from Sultan Ahmed Mosque. Despite being built more than a
thousand years apart, the buildings, two of religious
architecture’s most spectacular achievements, are nearly identical.
They define an exceptional urban space and hold, to each other, an
unusual historical mirror, reflecting their own construction and
the past of the only city that straddles two continents.

The Hagia Sophia was built a church in the declining Roman
Empire’s new capital, Constantinople. Justinian, amongst the
Empire’s first Christians rulers, ordered the construction of its
grey-blue dome and red, sun bleached walls in 532 CE. He claimed
afterwards to have “surpassed Solomon,” because the row of windows
clustered at the dome’s base filled it with light, making the roof
seem separate: a hovering entity held there by divine grace.

In 1453, almost a thousand years later, Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II
took Constantinople. He changed its name to Istanbul, made the city
his capital and the Hagia Sophia his mosque. Minarets –
long towers from which the muezzin issues his call – were
erected hastily outside. Delicate gold mosaics were plastered over
– Islam prohibits representations of human form – and then painted
elaborately, with intricate patterns that easily move the eye.

In 1935, the mosque was declared a museum by Mustafa Kemal
Ataturk, father of Turkey: a new, secular nation. He had already
moved his capital away from the Bosphorus, to Ankara.

Sultan Ahmed Mosque, better known as the Blue Mosque, sits,
spiderlike, opposite the Hagia Sophia. It was constructed so that
its entrance faces, and directly challenges, the Roman achievement.
Crowned with six controversial minarets, a number equal
only (at the time) to the Mosque of the Ka’aba in Mecca, it had
neither more floor space nor a larger dome than the Hagia Sophia.
Ahmed paid for a seventh minaret to be erected in Mecca, and,
angered by the mosque’s otherwise modest proportions, considered
having his architect executed.

 

Ramazan, called Ramadan outside Turkey, is the ninth month of
Islam’s lunar calendar. It is the holiest month, when the Koran was
revealed to Mohammed, and is observed by abstinence: food, drink,
tobacco and sex are forbidden between sunrise and sunset. Not even
water may pass a good Muslim’s lips.

Claire and I had arrived in its midst. Every day, before sunset,
people gathered in the space between the Hagia Sophia and Blue
Mosque, not far from our hostel. Grey haired men emerged
behind corn laden carts and women wearing colourful headscarves
laid neat rows of paper plates along the grass. Fat started to
bubble and drip from long lines of rotating kebab meat, watched by
stall holders waiting greedily for customers at the nearby
Hippodrome. Steam billowed from enormous urns of çay
(black tea) and bright lights were flicked on, to warm and
illuminate sticky pieces of baklava.

Long, imposing shadows grew beneath minarets as the sun
crept lower. Restaurants splayed extra tables across the pavement,
shared by ravenous customers: impatient men in front of full
plates, women restraining too eager children. A loudspeaker
crackled, the muezzin announced the sun’s departure, and
the hungry ate.

After eating, the devout prayed on quickly spread mats or fought
through thick queues to enter the Blue Mosque and kneel on its soft
carpet. Cay, made on small gas stoves, was drunk from fine
crockery carried in shabby bags. Children ran past in sticky packs,
wielding damp sweets, and lights strung between two minarets spelt
“Sevelim Sevilelim” (Love and be Loved) against the night sky.

 

Waiting for the Syrian Embassy to issue our visas one afternoon,
Claire and I stumbled, on a whim, into a large neoclassical mosque.
Inside, a crystal chandelier hung low over beige carpets. Its warm
yellow light stopped at the Bosphorus, gloomy beyond big windows. A
man tramped past us, leaning right. He stopped, muttered
incomprehensibly through a thick beard, and continued, walking in
close, dizzy circles.

Another man approached, wearing corduroy trousers, an open
cardigan, and loose fitting socks. He was younger, almost my age.
“Don’t worry,” he said, gesturing towards the bearded man, who
tramped past us again, still muttering. “He is crazy.” The young
man extended his hand, “My name is Oğuzhan, I am the Imam’s son.
Would you like to know something about this mosque?”

Oğuzhan’s father, the Islamic equivalent of a parish priest, was
responsible for this elegant mosque which adjoined Dolmabahçe
Palace. The palace was built between 1842 and 1853, because Sultan
Abdülmecid felt he had outgrown Topkapi Palace’s much older
charms.

Oğuzhan and his family lived in a home attached to the mosque.
The tables and chairs in their garden were public property, to be
used by passersby, and their shoes mingled with neat pairs left at
the door of the mosque by strangers. Oğuzhan, studying
International Relations, looked as though he might stalk the
building regularly, waiting for tourists to stumble in and speak
English.

“I want to go to England and become a master,” he later
explained. We had left, collected our visas, and returned, to sip
hot black tea at the water’s edge. Oğuzhan now clutched two props:
his English-Turkish dictionary and a grammar book. I held my own:
Karen Armstrong’s Introduction to
Islam, and hoped to find some sensible questions in its
pages.

“I think the three most important languages in the world are
English, Spanish and… Arabic,” Oğuzhan continued. Turks once used
the Arabic script. Ataturk adopted the Latin alphabet in 1928,
further separating the country from its neighbours to the South and
East. The new alphabet was diligently taught – Ataturk assumed
personal responsibility, lecturing large groups across the country
– and adult literacy shot from twenty to eighty percent in a few
short years. “But it is better to read the Koran in Arabic,” said
Oğuzhan, though neither he nor his father could.

A strong wind whipped the Bosphorus, and flapped through our
books. It brought a light rain, which wet the open pages. “If you
like, you can come and sit in my room,” offered Oğuzhan. We
hesitated, not wanting to impose on our perhaps too polite host,
but accepted.

Between a mosque in a snow globe and his plastic dervish
figurine, Oğuzhan had stuck a poster of the Ka’aba, Islam’s central
shrine. White robed hajjis prostrated themselves before the large
black cube: part granite, part marble, part meteorite. Backs bent,
foreheads touching the floor, they echoed the prayers good Muslims
must complete five times daily, facing Mecca and, ultimately, the
Ka’aba.

Oğuzhan had been to Mecca, but on the Hajj. He left
disappointed. Too many people begged in Mecca’s filthy streets,
deprived of Saudi Arabia’s ludicrous oil wealth. The charity and
cleanliness preached by Mohammed were largely absent. “The real
Muslims are in the ground,” Oğuzhan said, smiling. “Now I must
pray. I can go downstairs, to mosque, but if you don’t mind, I will
do it here.”

“No no no, please, it’s your room,” Claire replied quickly,
standing up. “Would you like us to wait outside?”

“No, you are my guests.” Oğuzhan waved us back to our seats. “I
will be only five minutes. Would you like me to switch on the
television?”

“Uhh, no thanks, we’re happy reading,” I said, surveying his
bookshelf.

Unabashed, Oğuzhan performed a brief, robotic prayer. Once
finished, he rolled up his mat and casually invited us to dinner.
Again we felt awkward. Oğuzhan was obviously very, very hungry. He
had bought us tea, but had none himself. And he would feel rude
asking us to leave so abruptly.

“We don’t want to impose,” said Claire.

“Impose? What does this mean?”

“Umm… We’d like to,” Claire stammered, “but we don’t want to… to
cause a fuss… to make things difficult for you.”

“There is no difficulty. Please stay. Only, because my father is
the Imam, the community cook for him during Ramazan, and I don’t
know what we will eat. It is, we say, what God has provided.”

Oğuzhan left, leaving us to imagine platefuls of strange,
inedible vegetables, stewed offal, or worse. But God provided a
feast: delicious barbequed chicken, soft pidas, baked only during
Ramazan, a fresh salad and lentil soup, followed by syrupy, deep
fried dough balls and the family’s finest Turkish Delights, a gift
from one of the city’s most prestigious hotels.

 

Claire and I danced lethargically to another dull reggae beat,
sipping from small bottles of the ubiquitous Efes, Turkey’s
national beer, bottled by Turkey’s nationalised brewery. Ataturk
founded the brewery after toppling the Ottoman’s Islamic state. He
died years later, from alcohol induced liver cirrhosis.

Beside me, Nemo, a tiny waiter from our hostel’s restaurant,
bounced with nauseating enthusiasm. Nemo greeted me, at every
breakfast, with a smoky “Good Morning Brother!”

“Morning,” I would croak, still puffy eyed. “How are you?”

“Great Brother! I went Taksim last night. Big Party, five this
morning I was home!”

And we were now in Taksim, his promised land, where espresso
bars, loud all-night clubs, Burger King and Body Shop mingled
comfortably with calls to prayer and men selling roast
chestnuts.

Nearby, Nemo’s swarthy friend, the hostel’s barman and self
appointed DJ, had cornered a large blonde from Australia. I’d
witnessed him making other highly motivated attempts to seduce
Western girls, because, I imagine, they were more sexually relaxed
than his countrywomen. Beauty certainly wasn’t a factor.

“My friend is real lover boy,” Nemo had confessed to me late one
night, stumbling in from an obviously punishing evening. “But me, I
don’t like this one night, one night love.”

At our table, Nick, an Englishman, showed his pictures of the
Khyber Pass to two hard drinking Glaswegians. “WHEN WERE YOU
THERE?” I asked, fighting the music.

“WHAT?” Nick leant towards me, tilting his head.

“WHEN WERE YOU THERE?”

“OH, A FEW MONTHS AGO. IN AUGUST.”

The younger of the two Glaswegians pointed at my empty beer. “DE
YE WUNT ANOTHER

DREENK?” He nodded towards the door, the sway of his head
followed by a gold hoop in his left ear. “OR SHOOD WE GO SOMEWAR
WAR WE KIN HEER OORSELVES THEENK?”

I heard complicated lilts and an occasional rolled ‘R’ above
wailing Rastafarians. I pieced the sentence

together after some thought, and agreed. “JA! ARE THERE ANY GOOD
PUBS NEARBY?”

We left.

Outside, a flower seller was ignored by tourists photographing
his blue roses. He lifted a bucket of water, threw it in their
direction, and started to shout incomprehensibly. Nick led us to
the James Joyce, an Irish Pub, past dark, fetid alleys and
prostitutes hanging plainly from second floor windows. Drinks were
bought and we settled into the familiar surroundings, to emerge
hours later: when conscientious Muslim families were squeezing a
last meal in before sunrise and the muezzin was about to
issue his call.










Chapter 2
Ankara


Ankara

By Claire

 

A man pressed my thumb down onto the greasy black ink pad, and
into the space labelled ‘thumb’ on the page beside it. Forefinger,
middle finger, ring finger, baby finger, one at a time, were all
smeared in the black ink and pressed firmly onto the page. The man
had an American twang, but looked like a Turk, dark hair and sallow
skin. I shifted in my chair, it squeaked.

I sat opposite five smiling black politicians, framed on the
wall. A beaded tribal doll was behind glass on a shelf, beside a
Springbok jersey and a bottle of Cape wine, tilted to one side.
Piles of brochures about investing in South Africa were fanned out
on the glass table top. A broad-shouldered blonde strode into the
room.

“Afrikaans of Engels?” she said quickly. Iain stumbled for his
answer, taken aback by the address, comprehensible though it
was.

“Uh…English, we speak English,” he replied.

“Welcome to Ankara,” she said warmly, extending a hand. “My name is
Marieke, I’m the Consular Attaché.”

Sitting in our embassy in Turkey’s capital, we were back in a
little South Africa, part of somewhere again. I had assumed Irish
citizenship for the past four months, utilising my second
passport’s advantages to travel freely within the EU. But now, I
was South African again. We had come to receive ‘letters of
recommendation’, required by the Syrian embassy for our visa
applications.

An overnight train had brought us to Ankara early that morning,
to collect the letters, and would return us to Istanbul that night.
Marieke showed an interest in our trip, so we chatted to her for a
while, outlining our vague route. It was always wise to provide our
embassy with an itinerary in each country we visited, she advised,
especially in the potentially volatile Middle East. We promised to
try. “Wull, it’s naas to meet sum fellow South Efricans, and please
be safe,” she said, smiling, and excused herself.

The fingerprinter reappeared with our letters, in crisp white
envelopes. Sealed at the top, we were not intended to discover what
these ‘letters of recommendation’ actually said. Having gone
without a bed and a shower, Iain shyly asked him if he knew of a
good Turkish bath, or hamam, nearby. His face changed, as
though something of his identity had been revealed. Was he
embarrassed? At any rate, he carefully sketched a map to Ankara’s
only ancient hamam, best reached by bus, he told us.

With no plans, and just a day to take Ankara in, a long walk
through the city in the vague direction of the hamam
seemed like a good start. We crossed a large park, passed through a
modern area of high street shops and fast food outlets, and in the
distance, sighted Kocatepe Mosque. A pale shade of grey, it was
enormous, bigger than Istanbul’s Blue Mosque, with long slender
minarets brushing the azure sky.

Shoes safely stored in the racks provided (shoe theft is
common), we entered. Sheepishly donning my paisley headscarf, which
drooped stubbornly, threatening to abandon its ill-tied shape at
any moment, I crept up the stairs to the ladies’ prayer quarters,
leaving Iain in the men’s ground level domain.

I reached a landing and, wanting to be inconspicuous, crouched
on its tiny balcony beside a fire extinguisher, and stared up at
the ballooning ceiling. Delicate motifs covered the vast surface of
domes above, and arches of bright light streamed in through rows of
ornate windows. A large golden chandelier hung gracefully from the
centre, glowing, encircled by a ring of smaller ones, which had not
been switched on. Their sparkle came from the sunbeams dancing
through the windows.

My silent awe was interrupted by a large shrouded lady slowly
making her way up the stairs. She began whispering loudly to me in
Turkish, gesturing for me to follow her. I had not blended in as
easily as I’d hoped. I was whisked under her black cloaked wing,
and led further upstairs to the carpeted women’s section, from
where the view of the mosque was unsurpassable. Her Turkish chatter
persisted and I continued to shrug and smile in the hope that she’d
soon accept my ignorance of the language.

Turkish babbling aside, the ambience was as serene as in
Istanbul’s Blue Mosque, where I had first entered the realm of
Islam. The plush carpets and quietude beguiled you to sit or kneel
and gaze, the eye pursuing the intricacies above.

We found the hamam in a small, unmarked building late
that afternoon, more than ready for a wash. Once in the ladies
area, I wrapped the checked peştamal
around me and slipped on the wooden clogs provided, my toes
gripping the heavy soles which flapped beneath my feet. One foot at
a time, I made my way through the slippery rooms, squinting through
the steam. The architecture was very similar to the hamam
I had visited in Istanbul. Ancient archways led to cavernous rooms,
the largest dominated by an octagonal slab of marble. Ceilings were
domed with cut-out stars to stare up at.

I revisited the ancient ritual that day with apprehension. My
experience in one of Istanbul’s most touristy hamams had
been less than soothing. Peştamal
wrapped around me, I had hobbled my way into a steam room,
expecting to unwind before a soap massage. A large octagonal
platform stood in the centre of the room, barely visible beneath
the scores of naked women crammed onto the dripping marble.
Peştamal were sprawled out everywhere;
some of the ladies lay on them, legs splayed in repose. Others sat
cross legged, using the checked cloth as a sweat rag. The
‘massages’ were being given all around the edge of the octagon,
where women were slid up and down the soapy marble, pairs of feet
nudging anonymous flesh in an overflowing sea of steamy bodies.

The masseuses were flabby Turkish ladies, buxom and topless,
routinely dousing their sweaty bodies with jugs of water. Their
English was nonexistent, and so, at the one time they deemed it
necessary to communicate with you – to turn over during the massage
– they simply gave you a slap on the bottom, yakking to their
colleagues all the while. Soap and water were applied liberally
enough so that your eyes became ready to shut instantaneously, as
warning was rare. The ‘massage’ – fifteen minutes of drowned
battering – more closely resembled a zoo animal’s routine
scrub.

Happily, the experience in Istanbul made my return to the custom
heavenly. I soaked up the steam at my leisure, with only one other
woman, and no bullying masseuses to hurry me up. After discovering
a quieter hamam in Istanbul, it soon became my blissful
Turkish retreat.

Clean and shining, we ventured through Ulus, Ankara’s oldest
region, toward the hisar, or citadel. The fortification
stands high on a hilltop, above clusters of crumbling homes, lining
the narrow lanes that lead up to it. Spilling down the hill, the
curiously dilapidated dwellings appear to have grown into the
earth’s contours, to have survived a landslide, or simply the
countless years of decay that help to explain their slanted roofs
and sagging foundations. Sheets of plastic or tin waterproofed some
of the roofs, where tiles had long since fallen. Wooden beamed
merged with cement or brick to provide some form of stability.

We wound our way through this hill-village, stared at by locals
who appeared never to have seen anyone like us. “Merhaba…merhaba,”
we said softly, as we passed. Some nodded or smiled back.

The hilltop was a large area, dotted with a few houses, shops
and restaurants. Faded robes adorned with shiny coins and brassy
jewellery was displayed outside an antique shop, where a short old
man cleaned his windows. “Merhaba! That means hello,” he said,
smiling.

“Hi!” we both replied. “Yes, we know Merhaba…and
Teşekkur, for thank you,”I told him.

“How do you like Turkey?” he asked us, an enquiry that we were
already familiar with. Turks divulge much pride in their
country.

We enthused about Istanbul, explaining that we had only spent
time there so far, excluding our day in Ankara.

“Ankara is the capital, but foreigners do not come,” he told
us.

“It seems like a lovely city though,” I said.

Kocatepe Mosque was only ten years old, the man informed us –
proof of Islam’s constancy in a secular Turkey. He politely
answered some of our questions for a while, and abruptly stopped us
when he realised that the sun was sinking fast. “I must prepare,”
he explained, and wished us happy travels, no doubt wanting to
close and wash up before the day’s ritual fast breaking of
Ramazan.

We, too, were hungry, not from fasting, but because lunch had
been hours before. A nearby bakery churned out pide at
speed, immersing the whole street in doughy smells. Tormenting,
fasting or not. Guiltily, we leaned against a wall and devoured a
large piece of the crisp warm bread between us. The call of the
muezzin sounded, the guiltiness left us: Ankara was
breaking fast. Ramazan had been pivotal in our reception of Turkey
thus far, and we promised ourselves we’d partake in the custom,
just for a day, tomorrow.

A restaurant owner who had given us his business card earlier
(as was routine with every restaurant owner, leather seller or
carpet flogger) still stood peering outside his door. An icy wind
had picked up, so we went in and huddled by the open fire, upon
which aromatic skewers of lamb lay roasting. Two glasses of thick
white liquid appeared, a salted yoghurt drink called
aryan. It was all that was on offer, so I did my best to
stomach as much of it as I could.

We ate a fantastic meal of lamb kebabs, made sublime by the
spicy relish and pul biberi (dried red chilli powder) that
accompanied them. Our plates were cleared and we were offered
çay on the house, a common gesture of Turkish hospitality
that we were already familiar with. Within minutes, a slice of
piping hot baklava appeared, drizzled with syrupy nuts. The owner,
who had disappeared into the kitchen to make it himself, came out,
hand on his heart, smiling. It was a gift from him, this signalled.
The dessert was a local recipe from the south eastern part of
Turkey where he came from, he managed to express, broken as his
English was. He beamed as we devoured it in bliss and simply nodded
as we thanked him for the dessert, the tea, the meal: his
hospitality.

We retrieved an Old World Wandering card, and tried to explain
that we would write about our wonderful experience at his
restaurant. Obviously flattered by whatever he had understood of
that, he went to a set of drawers and presented us with a small
white box, a heart stuck onto its front. Inside was a set of black
prayer beads, resting on a layer of cotton wool. The kindness of
strangers had never confronted me like this. He put his hand on his
heart again and smiled at us.

An hour to kill until our train, we drank endless apple
çay, served in small tulip shaped glasses, in a sort of
late night tea shop filled with card players – every one a man. The
sun had long since set, they’d finished work, had their dinner, and
had come out to socialise with their friends, over a cup of tea or
two. Green felt covered the tables on which cards were shuffled and
dealt, and we were lucky to find a table at this, the peak
hour.

“What an interesting and lovely day as travellers we’ve had,” I
wrote in my journal that night, at the train station. The train
arrived, we found our seats, put on blindfolds, plugged our ears,
crept into sleeping bag liners and went back to Istanbul.










Chapter 3
Cappadocia


Cappadocia

By Claire

 

The bedroom was icy. Fresh breaths of arctic air sifted through
unseen cracks, under the door, through the glass. My foot lay
exposed. I snuck it back under the weight of blankets piled on top
of me: three of them, thick and soft.

A steel cylinder stood in the corner of the room, stuffed with
newspaper. A fire, waiting to be lit. It
wou      ld have to wait. Behind the
curtains lay another land: a land of eerie undulations in the
earth, pointed stone chambers, forgotten homes. Giant cones of
volcanic tuff congregated in clusters, watching over this frozen
village, Göreme.

Waking up amidst this landscape had the surreal quality of a
dream, or a nightmare. The view from our window was alien. I felt
elated, but disengaged from recognised reality. Our rented room was
barren and old fashioned. It could have existed in any era,
anywhere.

Bluish mountains lined the landscape out of our window. These
alone were familiar. No modernisation or signs of life were
evident. Sand dune shapes flowed into the distance, shrubbery
growing atop them. Soft and sandy looking, these dunes were solid,
composed of solidified volcanic ash, or tuff. Giant cones of the
same brittle substance, some topped with basalt caps, protruded
from the terrain, silent. After the eruptions of nearby Mt Erciyes
and Mt Hasan about three million years ago, centuries of rain and
erosion have weathered this soft volcanic landscape into the
mysterious stone folds and outcrops that are Cappadocia.

From a distance, cut out holes could be seen on the exterior of
the towering cones. They were the windows and entrances to these
hollowed out homes, carved from the stone as early as 4000 BCE. A
pervasive loneliness hung in the air, surrounding these abandoned
homes. Deep in Anatolia, central Cappadocia is made up of about
thirty tiny towns and villages, scattered with these stone
dwellings, called ‘fairy chimneys’ by locals. It is an otherworldly
scene.

Beyond the guesthouse where we had rented a room, Göreme was a
village of 2000 people, mostly vying for a living off tourism. In
the centre, two roads ran parallel, lined with restaurants,
accommodation and curio shops. The cold weather had sent everyone
indoors, so the familiar Turkish touting came from the thresholds
of fire lit shops and restaurants. “Where you from? Australia?”
young men would call, angling for a positive response to the safest
guess they could make.

“We see the tourists every year,” Mustafa told us, once safely
huddled beside the fire in his father’s restaurant. “We can see in
their faces where they come from.” Australia was the typical guess.
And, because there can’t be many twenty-somethings left in Oz, so
widespread is their presence in ‘backpacker’ towns, it was a safe
bet. Finland, Norway and Germany were some of the more adventurous
speculations we encountered, presumably because of Iain’s height.
Never South Africa though, not once.

Mustafa’s father’s restaurant became our daily retreat from the
chill. It was the outstanding soup lunch that lured us back
initially. Delicious minted lentil soup was served with crisp
finger-burning bread, glossy with butter and over a foot long.

The décor was typically Turkish: rich coloured rugs, varnished
beams of knotted wood, rustic clay ornaments and wooden string
instruments fixed to the walls. A metal cylinder stood in the
centre, a fire crackling inside. It was the same traditional
structure as in our guesthouse room, with a metal pipe chimney that
twisted its way through the room, warming the air around it, before
exiting at the roof.

 

Göreme’s autumn was too cold for most tourists, so the
restaurant was usually empty, which is how we got to know Mustafa.
His career had been determined before he could even read, and since
finishing school he had worked in the restaurant, which he now
managed for his father. He was 25.

“There are not so many South Africans here, but I met a girl
here from South Africa,” he told us one afternoon. His face was
mischievous. “I only met this girl once,” he continued. “I went
with her to the hotel. But in the morning, when I put my trousers
on…” He paused, perhaps wondering how we would react to the story.
So notorious was the tourist-Turk scenario, that this was no
surprise: he was a good looking young man. “My wallet was empty of
all the money. There was maybe two hundred Lire there.” He grinned
a foolish grin.

“No!” I gasped, half laughing. Iain and I looked at each other
in disbelief. But the only real surprise was that South Africa’s
crime had made it all the way to Turkey.

His family belonged to an ultra-nationalist movement, The Grey
Wolves, named after a legendary wolf that led captive Turks to
freedom. Established in 1969, the group’s ideal is to create the
Turan (Great Turkish Empire), which includes all Turks, or Turkics,
in the countries of the former Soviet Union, as well as China. The
concept has been compared to the principles of the Aryan empire
proposed by the Nazi regime.

Mustafa wore a ring bearing The Grey Wolves’ crest, given to him
by his father, but seemed more interested in moving to Eastern
Europe to live with his girlfriend than in Turkish purity. There
had been another item in the set, a bracelet, which he had given to
the Eastern European, appalling his parents. The relationship
itself went against every principle that his conservative Muslim
family stood for.

A miniature bus, a dolmuş, took us to Uçhisar that afternoon.
The citadel topped village was about half an hour away. A handful
of locals got off the dolmuş with us and disappeared into the
narrows of the village, to fire lit homes. We wandered past stalls
displaying Cappadocia ashtrays and ornaments, carved with the
signature fairy chimney shapes which were echoed all around us.
Sunset beckoned, and apart from the few stall owners, Uçhisar
appeared desolate.

The citadel rises atop one of Uçhisar’s tuff pinnacles, in
Cappadocia’s highest region. We disappeared inside the darkened
cone, climbed towards its peak by rock carved stairs, and were spat
out a few metres below the summit, where our ascent continued along
the cone’s exterior. Beneath us, the fawn folds in the earth
extended for miles; erosion at its most artistic. Burnt mustard was
shaded into sandy crevices and grey-green foliage clung to
undulating ridges, neatly stitched on. Giant rock mushrooms
colonised from below.

Hidden escape tunnels, now eroded, are said to have run from
inside the citadel to the depths of the valley floor. Imminent
attack and the danger of erosion posed a threat to Cappadocia’s
inhabitants for centuries. Under the Romans, many of Uçhisar’s
stone cones were hollowed out and put to use as communal
graves.

Back in the village, one of the fairy chimneys showed signs of
life. A large balcony had been carved out of the stone and draped
in Turkish rugs and cushions, with low tables placed beside cosy
seating areas. We walked toward it, and found steps that lead up to
the balcony. A table stood beside the steps with a collection of
little trinkets displayed on it; for sale we presumed, with nobody
home to sell them.

The 7th and 8th centuries brought the arrival of Arab raiding
parties, which drove Cappadocia’s population of Christians
underground, deeper into the tuff, to the safety of subterranean
cities. Some of these were as deep as 85 metres, designed with
ventilation systems that reached to the lowest levels.

We took a dolmuş to Derinkuyu the next day, to
visit one of the most excavated of the underground cities. It
consisted of eighteen storeys, eight of which were open to
visitors. We entered the dimly lit first floor, just below ground
level, and began our descent into the hideaway, where Christians
took refuge 1300 years ago.

The walls inside were rough, with thick stone pillars supporting
the ceiling at regular intervals. Signs marked ‘Stables’, ‘Church’,
‘Storage’ and ‘School’ designated cavernous areas, which were
otherwise indefinable. The efforts at reconstructing a habitable
living space, hundreds of feet below the ground, were
remarkable.

Narrow stone stairwells transported us deeper: level one, level
two, level three, level four. A dull anxiety enveloped me as we
continued our descent. What was I doing in these undesirable
circumstances? The relief of reaching a relatively spacious,
ventilated area was soon forgotten as the stairs ceased, replaced
by stone tunnels, which we climbed through on our haunches. I felt
as though I was descending further and further away from safety,
and imagined the ceilings coming down on us, where we’d be stuck,
until the end.

 

The dry chill of morning refreshed me, as we walked through long
dry grass, on stony paths. The sun’s soft rays teased me, then were
gone. The unearthly protrusions that dominated my view were no
longer just an uncanny sight. They were an atmosphere that
permeated: inspiring, bewildering, ambiguous.

We reached Göreme’s Open Air Museum, one of Cappadocia’s best
preserved ancient settlements. Wandering through a communal space
where people co-existed had never been so vivid. Beyond the blank
fairy chimney facades, the secrets of these cave dwellers were
unearthed.

Rock cut churches and monasteries, with geometric designs of
red, white and yellow, adorned the interiors of grey caves. The
Karanlik Kilise (Dark Church) and the Tokali Kilise (Buckle Church)
were filled with rich frescoes that stained the domed ceilings,
featuring Christ and other biblical figures.

Christianity came early to the region, brought by St Paul on his
way to Ankara. By the 4th century a monastic centre was
established. The often harsh climate and the remote landscape
fostered an ascetic existence in which hardship was thought to
bring one closer to God.

Defrosting ourselves beside the fire, we whiled away our last
afternoon with Mustafa, traditional Turkish music and a million
glasses of çay. The same CD played on repeat at the restaurant
every day, and the atmosphere it emanated left us craving more.

Poignant melodies drifted like smoke from an oboe, in melancholy
minor key. A lone woman sung haunting tales of unknown woe, her
words a mystery. Pregnant notes hung heavy in time, violins
mourned, and Cappadocia was captured in a symphony of ambiguity,
entrancing us. An accordion, a tambourine: rhythms hastened. Hands
were clapping. I imagined jolly dancing. The wind blew silently
outside, it stole a scarf in its gust. The music played on. I was
happy.










Chapter 4
Aleppo


Aleppo

By Iain

 

I woke as we neared the Syrian border, my left cheek clammy and
wrinkled. Saliva had collected on the headrest of my reclined bus
seat, and gone cold. I rubbed life back into rubbery skin, and
looked outside. The land was drier than yesterday, when I had
watched the sun set over central Turkey through the same window.
Olive trees clung to brittle soil, their roots shabbily exposed.
Adding theirs to other muted greens, they pushed a withered face
above the ground’s gradual undulations.

At immigration, Claire and I – the only tourists on our Syrian
owned bus – were treated with suspicion. A man sporting dirty
fatigues and an oily black moustache examined my passport, close to
his nose at first, and then, after slowly extending his arms, from
a great distance. He punched something into the computer before
him, eyelids narrowing over already strained eyeballs, and hailed a
superior.

“France?” the superior asked.

“No, South Africa,” I replied. The superior gestured
dismissively to his underling. The underling, his still narrowing
eyes now almost completely shut, started to type, hitting the keys
with undisguised aggression.

“Germany?” the superior pleaded, when this fresh attempt to
persuade the computer of my nationality failed.

“No, South Africa,” I repeated slowly, exaggerating the
syllables.

The underling bashed more keys.

“Where Place of Issue?” the superior barked, now angry.

“The Department of Home Affairs.” My voice was tinged with
irritation, which disguised the beginnings of concern.

“No! Where place of issue?”

“The Department of Home Affairs.” South African passports do not
actually mention a Place of Issue. They refer, instead, to an
Authority, and mine, as my passport clearly stated, was issued
under the authority of the Department of Home Affairs. But this
answer was obviously unacceptable. “In Pretoria!” I added, guessing
the bureaucratic difficulty.

The muscles around the underling’s eyes relaxed after a few
brutal keystrokes. He wrote six cryptic letters on page one of my
passport, above the South African President’s request that I be
allowed to “pass freely without let or hindrance”, and grudgingly
welcomed us into Syria.

We entered Aleppo through a cloud of slow moving traffic, past
posters tied doggedly to every streetlight, beaming a “welcome”
more earnest than the immigration official’s, and flat roofed, ugly
homes, resembling bomb shelters. Past huge all-seeing portraits of
Bashar al-Assad, the President, and his late father, Hafez, the
former President-for-life.

The conductor, muttering his best wishes and a few garbled
directions, let us off on a busy street. We walked the first few
metres on our own, but were quickly surrounded. A crowd – some
adults and many children – gathered around us, speaking all at once
in Arabic.

“Nejm Illahdar?” I asked. The name of our hotel produced
giggles. Children, fingers hanging from their bottom lips, started
to gleefully repeat my words.

“Nejm Illahdar? Hotel?” I asked again. A man wearing a knitted
skullcap and long sleeved tunic pointed past us, to a dilapidated
building across a chaotic intersection, it’s Arabic sign glowing a
dirty green.

The room contained two far apart single beds, a shower cubicle
(no toilet), tired looking plastic sandals (to be used when
standing on the shower’s greasy floor) and a large, quite probably
antique, wooden closet. Closed curtains, hiding a broken window
pane, shut out most of Aleppo’s already dreary winter light; a
single low voltage bulb was expected to compensate. We took it,
assuming the room was one of the city’s cheapest, knowing, more
importantly, that it was the one we had already found. The owner –
who wore a shock of thinning, wiry hair with threadbare traditional
clothes and smoked continuously, recklessly scattering ash over
himself, the floor, the furniture and, occasionally, me – spoke
English in a low but just comprehensible hum. He would also,
because the hotel was mentioned in our Lonely Planet, be familiar
with the requests of Western tourists.

Outside, at the intersection of the new and old cities, young
boys pushed heavily laden carts between falafel stands, ignoring
freshly chopped tomatoes and the protests of bubbling oil. Past
bright bolts of fabric and military surplus stores – their eyes now
wandering, drifting to the uniforms they must one day wear – they
continued, working casually, too young to be conscious of their
labour.

We followed in their wake, and overtook. Passing beneath a long
stretch of gentle gothic arches, we entered Aleppo’s World Heritage
listed souqs, where pedestrians battled donkeys and donkeys battled
trucks. “Welcome!” hailed a barber, his razor blade steady over
another man’s throat. “Salaam!” wailed a butcher, his toothless
grin visible behind chunks of hanging offal – liver attached to
lungs, lungs attached to heart and spongy stomach, its inside
out.

Deeper, past the end of natural light, we were stopped by the
purveyors of cloth and trinkets.

“What country?” one asked.

“South Africa,” Claire replied.

Another grin, toothy this time. The man leant over, shuffled his
wares, and produced a dagger, its curved blade atop a brass hilt.
Behind that he brought up a placard.

“’n Geskenk vir jou skoonma?” it asked. “A gift for
your mother in law?” in Afrikaans, the relatively arcane South
African language derived from Dutch that I refused to learn through
twelve years of teaching. The man must have had a pile of these
placards, written by every foreigner to visit his store. But the
dagger hadn’t sold; its humour was incongruous in a country where
women were mute: much less likely to be literate than men,
particularly those old enough to be mothers in law.

Lost under the patterned high roof, we glimpsed men silently
carding cotton. We gave way to manually drawn carts, carrying that
cotton, and stood mesmerised, observing the clickety-clack of a
large handloom. Everywhere – amongst all of the slow fading
subdivisions, where men sold jewellery or underwear, underwear or
soft green bars of olive oil soap – people greeted us. Some
demanded we take their photo, others offered tea. All gave us a
flattered, insistent welcome.

Later, using the pen a stationer had given me, with the words
“Syria, South Africa: Salaam, Salaam,” I attempted to define a
single of the afternoon’s sensations – Aleppo’s layers of exotic
sound – in my journal:

 

The rustle of a veil is drowned by clicking worry beads,
pushed endlessly through a palm. Both succumb to the flick and
grind of a blender at a juice bar, to the Arabic grunt of an order
(any possible combination of orange, mango, kiwi, pomegranate,
apple, carrot, strawberry, sugar, honey, nuts, and others, beyond
my tourist’s radar). The tap tap tap of a cobbler on a street
corner, resoling shoes. The hiss and drip of rows of chickens,
turned manually around a wood fire. The laughter of men clustered
around a blaring television. The clatter of metal doors rolling
closed. The imperious yells of a wrinkly old man directing
oblivious traffic with his shepherd’s crook. And the hoot that
punctuates all, defining each maddening crescendo

.

We had entered the Orient, I decided. Turkey, the squat bridge
leading to Asia, could be grasped and fathomed. But here, just over
its southern border, I sensed the beginnings of an
incomprehensibility. Past the debris of forgotten buildings and the
battered motor vehicles – a visible absence of wealth, the most
obvious change – I detected permanence and clung-to traditions, new
ideas of family and the individual.

 

“Three hundred people call my grandmother Grandmother,” said
Jassem. “And I have more than five hundred cousins.” I paused,
processing this complicated generational mathematics. The Arabic
definition of grandmother must be loose, or this matriarch and her
progeny had the ridiculous average of seventeen children per
person.

We had met Jassem in the depths of a souq. He stopped us,
introduced himself, and quickly suggested we meet that evening for
tea – at the citadel, which we could easily find. He spoke English
well, looked about our age, was a student, and wore familiar, if
slightly too formal, Western clothes. We had just as quickly
agreed, and were now smoking a nargileh, drinking tea,
more and more sweet black tea, near the proud mouth of a perfectly
circular thirteenth century fortification. Its dull geometry and
neat limestone bricks – without turrets and crenulations, the
signifiers of romantic excess – looked grindingly utilitarian,
almost modern, and made my imagination work harder.

Jassem was studying European languages: English, German and
French. Through these languages (and a few visiting European
ladies), he had encountered much of the West’s history and thought;
this until recently devout Muslim now reserved his tones of
reverence for the likes of Plato, Descartes and Kant. He quizzed us
on South Africa, which he had obviously researched after we
arranged to meet, and described an urgent desire to visit the homes
of the tourists he’d befriended, to share their lives as they had
shared his.

But Jassem’s family, affluent nomads from the country’s east,
wanted him to marry. “I am 25,” he explained, “and they have found
me a wife. She is from a good family, so they will pay a good
price.”

“A good price!” I choked. “How much?”

“$3000.” The transaction would obviously not be made in Syria’s
erratic pound. “$1500 is normal.”

Jassem, in spite of himself, looked proud. He did not want this
veiled bride. He wanted to travel, and had developed an
appreciation for “strong women” – who smoked nargileh, he told us,
like Claire. He did not want the bland, traditional life of his
forefathers, but could not conceal his respect for the family’s
hard earned status. This respect might make it difficult for him to
leave home, as he planned to, and go to Europe, to work illegally,
as he planned to.

“My family have told me to come home and get married. If I
don’t,” Jassem absently struck and restruck my lighter, “we will be
finished, I must not return. And they will not pay for my studies
anymore.”

“Have you told them that you want to leave Syria?” Claire
asked.

“They know,” Jassem was now twisting the string on his tea bag,
round and round until the paper label broke, “and they will try to
stop me.” A friend in Belgium had offered to accommodate him, but
even getting a tourist visa, and leaving Syria, would be
difficult.

Every Syrian man is obligated to spend two years serving in the
country’s military. Jassem, because he was a student, had been
allowed to defer conscription. The government required only some
routine paperwork; but his brother, somehow responsible for these
forms, had refused to submit them this year. Jassem would be
stopped at the border and forced to serve.

“It is the worst two years of your life,” he spat.

“You’ll be an officer,” I suggested, wondering how bad it could
really be.

“Officer! Pweh!” His lips curled back in revulsion. “I will be
paid one dollar a month and get only two days leave – no weekends.
It is a prison!” And, by extension, so was Syria.

Sensing our disinterest, the café’s staff, carrying hot braziers
past the rickety tables, no longer replaced the small chunks of red
coal at our nargileh’s top; it had long since gone cold.
We slurped the last of our tea, left the protection of our table’s
pale umbrella, and entered the slowly falling rain. We watched
Jassem’s light blue top darken with every drip, watched him recede
from the light, turn, and wave.

He had helped us arrange to visit the time blackened remains of
Qa’alat al Samaan the next day. This Byzantine cathedral was built
to honour St Simeon, an extravagant monk who spent 43 non-stop
years here, sitting atop a pillar. Initially a little over four
metres, the pillar grew and grew; by the end of Simeon’s life it
was measured at a silly 28 cubits: exactly 40 metres.

I had struggled to trust Jassem. He seemed on edge, shifty.
Perhaps understandably, but my South African’s imagination dwelt on
the worst. I thought of unlikely, but possible, incidents. He now
knew where we were staying. Knew that there was a laptop, and
probably money, in our room. Knew, while we were with him, that we
were not in that room. He made a call, punched a number into his
too fiddled with mobile phone, and I wondered.

When he offered to help us arrange a visit to Qa’alat al Samaan,
I felt relieved. I could now understand his friendliness, knew why
he had shown such an unselfish interest in us, and our journey.
Jassem would add commission onto the taxi driver’s price; he would
be happy and so, he thought, would we. But, after he had made a few
enquiries, I realised Jassem was more interested in finding us a
reliable driver, at a rate we could not have negotiated alone.

My suspicion must have stemmed at least partly from guilt.
Jassem had less than us. He wanted to travel, but might soon be cut
off from his parents, and would not, like us, have the money.

I entertained these tired justifications while we walked wet
shoed through Aleppo’s now dark, empty streets, amongst its
shuttered shops and battered homes. Claire clung to my hand and our
pace quickened. We walked fast, without talking, until inside our
hotel, where the owner waved his cigarette wildly past me, offering
tea.

 

Bashar al-Assad, smiling but distant, was comfortably enveloped
by his chair. Across from the President, on a longer, less
thoroughly cushioned seat, sat Reverend Warren. The men had met –
according to the Syrian Times, a government daily published in
English for uncertain reasons – to discuss “Syria-US
relations.”

“The US delegation,” meaning Reverend Warren, a Protestant of
otherwise unknown provenance, had apparently “underlined the wrong
US administration’s position not to open dialogue with Syria.”
Would the election of Democrats warrant the description of
America’s government as the “the right US administration” I
wondered, while sipping a much hunted for espresso.

Mr al-Assad was featured daily, always on the front page,
usually at its top left. He met with victorious schoolchildren, the
truly aged, and a wide variety of sympathetic foreigners. His close
lipped smile appeared amongst columns detailing the release of “I
Hate Israel”, a song from the already successful play, and dubious
foreign reporting. These few poorly printed pages suggested that Mr
al-Assad, while working hard for his people, was an important
player, a star on the international stage.

Claire and I had searched the new city, where burka-ed
ladies gazed lustfully through shop windows – at a mannequin, on
one occasion, wearing suspenders and a lacy thong. We had scoured
the Armenian Quarter, where sombre churches wore a fluorescent
cross, intimating the nearby presence of Aleppo’s only bars. Past
that, in a small stone walled room – after cinnamon tea with the
owner of Orient House, a shop hung with rusting antiques – we found
espresso, good cheap espresso, and could satisfy a craving built
through our months in continental Europe.










Chapter 5
Damascus


Part I


Damascus:
Part I & II

By Claire

 

Sharia ath-Thawra was a jumble of shining yellow taxis,
fearlessly zipping between moving metal. Their drivers rested weary
elbows on horns, hooting, blind to all but their destination. A
pedestrian flyover was visible in the distance, beyond a mammoth
neon Sony sign, about a ten minute walk away. But Iain and I had
slept too late; we had things to see, a city to explore, and so
stood, peering onto the street, waiting for a gap. A truck chugged
along further down – at a safe speed, it seemed. We took the
chance, darted across the road, and began a sprint as one of the
faceless yellow vehicles sped toward us, its horn hooting
profanities. A leap forward and we were out of its path, balancing
on a white line. Cars swished behind and in front of us, displacing
bulks of air that slapped you in the face; ‘idiot’ they
screamed. I exhaled, stood jelly legged in between the two rows of
speeding traffic, and clutched Iain’s hand in terrified
futility.

Across the road, vegetables were laid out on pieces of sacking,
spread over the bare tarmac. Women sat in front of a few shrivelled
vegetables, headscarves hanging over their foreheads as they stared
at me, blank. Hundreds of people manned a makeshift market place
that curved along the pavements and led to a wider avenue of street
sellers. Arranged before them, on tables or the street, were
bundles of shoelaces, polyester socks, flimsy plastic toys or seed
bars: a handful of meagre items formed their livelihood. Men
squeezed lemon juice into yellowed glasses and water was doused
onto tired cucumber slices, refreshing their chance of purchase.
All around me, people stood or sat, hoping to make a sale, and a
living.

Rows of tiny workshops with busy men inside, welding metal, made
sparks fly. Then began the rows of butchers, their wares hung
outside on hooks: cow carcasses, whole chickens, ballooned
intestines, ready to pop. Trades clustered together, juice bars
with juice bars, pastry shops with pastry shops, shoe shops with
shoe shop; why, I couldn’t fathom. Surely spreading themselves out
would lessen competition?

We continued through the market, further from the skyscrapers of
modern Damascus, feeling more and more conspicuous. My trousers,
long Turkish tunic, and modestly tied up hair were not enough to
keep the scrutinising looks at bay. I smiled meekly, walking
through the sea of Arab faces, and wondered what compelled them to
stare, what they were thinking, and what made me so different in
their eyes.

Iain fancied that his relatively dark looks – tanned skin, brown
hair and eyes – allowed him to pass as a Syrian, despite his height
and tattered jeans. But it wasn’t racial characteristics that
separated us from the hundreds that we passed: many Syrians’ eyes
were as blue as mine. But mine was the only uncovered female head
in sight, gliding through a rainbow of headscarves, speckled with
black burqa-ed faces. Perhaps the way I walked; self
confident, independent – regardless of my sex – oozed immodesty in
the eyes of these market people.

Beside the citadel, we found the entrance to the Souq
al-Hamidiyya, the city’s main bazaar. Built in the 19th century,
the souq’s curved metal ceiling soared sky high, punctuated by
bullet holes which let in streams of dusty light. The bullet holes
were left by the French, who occupied Syria – with League of
Nations approval – from 1920 until 1946.

Strolling with scores of shoppers, I snatched glances at
brightly coloured tunics and dresses, sparkling in glittery excess.
I passed jeans, knit wear and Lycra – the clothes of home –
handmade perfume stores and shoe shops, chock full with ‘Nika’ and
‘Rebok’, two pounds sterling a pair.

We came across a shop dedicated to the sale of women’s
headscarves. Rows of mannequin heads modelled all number of colours
and fabrics, and each headscarf was displayed with its matching
counterpart: a wide headband of the same colour to be worn
underneath, lest a strand of disobedient hair reveal itself.

A girl about my age strutted up to the shop to browse. She wore
skin tight jeans, a figure hugging sweater and maroon leather
boots, knee-high. A black headscarf was stylishly draped over her
head and chestnut wisps floated about her face. I wondered: would a
token headscarf redeem me too?

Daylight shone onto an archway, glowing white at the end of the
souq. We exited, into a square, and were confronted by several
ornate columns, standing independently, supporting nothing but a
decorated lintel: the remains of the 3rd century Roman Temple of
Jupiter’s western gate. Beach umbrellas in primary colours shaded
parts of the square, and tinsel-decorated stalls sold books and
mother of pearl treasure chests. Men’s vests and sesame bread rings
were stacked up on wagons, balanced between people and palm trees.
A pomegranate juice vendor served us a chilled glass, freshly
squeezed; a deep burgundy colour that stained my fingers. We sat
sipping liquid health, beneath the columns of ancient ancestors,
watching the bustle, mesmerised.

Umayyad Mosque stood across the square, behind a high wall,
amongst the Temple of Jupiter’s ruins. The temple had become a
Byzantine cathedral, and then a mosque. It had a rather staid
appearance from where we stood, outside the wall. No graceful domes
rose skyward and, at first glance, only the minarets that had been
added to the original architecture signified a Muslim place of
worship.

We had inadvertently entered the old city through the souq and
now weaved our way into the narrows of old Damascus. A few random
turns and we were in a maze of impossibly interlaced homes, their
doorways hidden amongst dim alleys. We stooped under an archway,
layered with black basalt and white limestone stripes: typically
Damascene. Continuing beneath gothic arches we crept through the
peaceful quietude, as lost as in Venice’s
winding streets. This city within a city had the pleasant isolation
of an island: beyond the souq, its pulse was unhurried; these
residential streets were free of cars, and the web of alleys was
left alone to float in the centre of traffic-crazed modern
Damascus.

Wading through the muted light, we followed the brisk steps of a
slight woman, down an anonymous lane. She wore a brown trench coat,
a black headscarf tight around her bowed head, and clutched the
shoulder strap of a handbag closely. Daylight streamed towards us
as we were spat out into a busy shopping street, leaving the
shadowy afternoon behind us. The lady disappeared into the flocks
of shoppers, many wearing the ubiquitous trench coats: an autumn
solution to the figure disguising that Islam dictates – for
women.

Plastic containers of all shapes and sizes were stacked high,
spilling onto the pavement outside a shop, scattered with other
locally made cheap odds and ends. A million potions and lotions
lined the shelves of a shop clucking with cloaked ladies. We
retreated into the quainter depths of the city’s old part, and
found our way back to Umayyad Mosque, which we intended to
visit.

The stone paved streets returned and a distant melody wafted
towards us, plucked nimbly from a guitar we could not see. We
followed the mosque’s eastern wall, where in its shadow, a group of
young men sat smoking a bubbling nargileh and drinking
chai with a pony-tailed guitarist.

Across from the group was a teashop with a few outdoor stools,
from where we could savour the music. The pony-tailed man played
Spanish guitar beautifully, and for a minute my mind drifted back
to Santiago,
where a midnight musician had played Iain and I an impromptu tune.
Our chai arrived, tannic and strong. The tea leaves merged
with fresh mint; the ultimate refreshment.

“Ek-skews me,” said a strange voice; gruff, yet somehow shrill.
“My name…” The man drew breath. “…is Hussein. Professor Hussein…
Mohaaammed. I am… a teacher.” He spoke with a long drawl, which
flavoured his words with the tinge of an American accent. We
introduced ourselves and repositioned our stools closer to his. He
obviously fancied a chat.

“Thees cafay… its name… it is Khabini. It meens… hide me… where
nobody… can find me.” He wheezed and brought a cigarette closer to
his lips. “Hide me… where nobody… can find me.” The café had
apparently sheltered several Syrians when the French, in 1925,
reacted to nationalist agitation with violence – hence its
name.

Hussein looked about sixty, wore a tired navy blue blazer, black
trousers and a peaked cap. Stark black eyebrows framed his hooded
eyelids and a thin black moustache was streaked onto his pulpy tan
coloured skin.

“I am an Eengleesh teacher,” he told us proudly. “An’ Arabic…
French, Spaneesh… an’ geetar. I teach the geetar… but I am retired
now,” he continued. “You have good hands for the geetar,” Hussein
told Iain. “Good long fingers…good for reeching the chords… the
notes… the harmonies.”

Hussein’s own left hand had two badly damaged fingers. One had a
gnarled stump of a nail, the other was amputated at the first
joint.

We chatted for a while, and he suggested we go for tea at his
house the next day. “But my seester… she has not cleaned my house…
my house is vary dirty now…”

Instead, we agreed to meet him at Khabini at the same time the
following day, and left.

Back in our hotel’s pedestrianed street, the barber was shutting
his doors and the tailor kept on sewing. Chickpea balls were being
dunked into hot oil at a regular, unhurried pace at the falafel
stall, and further down, a few street-side tables and chairs seated
hungry men. We sat down beside an urn of chai, its tap
waiting to be turned, and I ordered the meal on offer:
fatta, it was called. Within minutes, a bowl arrived,
filled with pita bread that had been baked into layers of chickpeas
and hummus with olive oil drizzled on top. I ate with relish,
scooping the hot creamy hummus up with bread, served on the side.
Curious as to how tasty such a sloppy vegetarian dish could be
tasty, Iain sceptically dipped a piece of bread into the bowl. A
virtual carnivore who had recently discovered the joys of falafel –
turning up his snout at any vegetable that wasn’t a potato – Iain
began dunking the bread into my bowl until I was forced to restrain
him, and order another.

Dusk was creeping up on what is debatably the world’s oldest
continually inhabited city; this vibrant gem of frozen tradition
that simultaneously sprouts emblems of modernity. The city’s
multiple identities stare each other in the face and warped mirror
images are reflected back, to look at one another with
curiosity.












Part II


It was a crisp, cool morning, and Star Crossed Lovers café –
where we had drunk our last chai the night before – was
already awake. Wooden tree stumps were laid out in the spreading
sunlight and the café’s dwarfish owner, wild curls on his balding
head, noticed us immediately.

“Good morning!” he called, bustling about the café’s matchbox
sized kitchen. “You take chai?” he offered, smiling at us.

“Well…” I looked at Iain. “We’re on our way to see Umayyad
mosque,” I told the man, with purpose. He didn’t consider this an
answer.

“No charge!” he said, his grin growing.

To refuse an offer of tea in Syria is considered strange, and
decidedly antisocial.

“Well… we’ve got time for some chai Iain, don’t we?”

A delicately carved wooden treasure chest lay open on a low
table, containing various herbal teas. We went for the original
Arabic sort, served in tiny gold rimmed glasses, always black,
sugary and strong.

“You take fruit,” the owner said, and gestured toward a bowl of
bananas and oranges beside the wooden box.

We slurped the tea, politely declined a second glass, and set
off toward the mosque, taking the same route as on the previous
day. We crossed manic Sharia ath-Thawra, this time using two
unsuspecting men as human shields, darting parallel to their every
move. Then through the market and into the souq, where Iain strode
briskly and I scurried behind, slowing at the dripping gold
jewellery that flashed past in shop windows.

Umayyad Mosque had a flurry of people at its entrance, all eager
to make it inside for the day’s third prayer, which the
muezzin had just loudly declared from the top of a
minaret. Prayer times differ by a few minutes each day – according
to the exact position of the sun – and the third call resounded
through the square at a few minutes past eleven that morning.
Gaping at the mosque during people’s prostrations would be
disrespectful, we thought, and decided to postpone our visit. We
skirted the mosques walls and followed a beautiful cobbled street,
covered by an autumnal awning of red creepers that dangled from the
electric wires above.

A miniature wooden camel and a pair of brass palm trees were
arranged outside a shop, draped with glittering patchwork wall
hangings, beside a case of stone studded jewellery and a tall
teapot with a slender silver spout.

“You like to have a look?” the man outside the shop called
softly.

“No thank you,” I answered, half waiting for a second more
persuasive invitation, but he just smiled and I continued on my
way.

Bags of oranges hung from a canopy adorned with crisp maroon
leaves. Shaded by the canopy was a fruit juice counter with a man
in a white crocheted skullcap behind it.

“Salaam ‘alaykum!” the man said.

“Alaykum salaam,” I said hesitantly, suspecting that this was a
word or two short of accurate. My attempt was nonetheless enough to
produce a smile wide enough to fit one of his oranges in. We
succumbed to a glass of fresh juice: a blend of everything, from
carrots to pomegranates, like we’d sampled in Aleppo. A call came
through on Iain’s phone – it was Jassem. He had arrived in Damascus
a few days before, and wondered if we were free to meet.

“What you think of Damascus?” Jassem asked excitedly, as the
three of us sat in a wood furnished teahouse, snug with rich
coloured rugs. He was in the capital to start the process of
applying for the elusive European visa that would be his ticket out
of Syria.

“We love it!” I exclaimed. He smiled and nodded, pleased;
unsurprised.

“It’s very different to Aleppo,” Iain added. “Not as
traditional, like you said.”

Iain produced a book he had just bought in a nearby shop: ‘What
Went Wrong? The Clash of Islam and Modernity,’ its flimsy cover
said. Jassem began to flick through its photocopied pages, not
commenting on the book being so obviously pirated.

“Aren’t there any copyright laws here?” I asked him, amazed that
shelves of reproduced books had been on sale in broad daylight.

“Yes,” he said, looking at me, straight faced. He gave in and
smiled when the confused look on my face did not go. “But not
really.”

Certain laws were relative in Syria, it seemed, and many locals
couldn’t afford books imported from the West.

The book spurred a political discussion between Iain and Jassem.
And despite their respective pursuits in reading unbiased history,
both found one of each other’s ‘facts’ utterly preposterous. Jassem
could not accept as true that Mohammed had ever had Jews executed,
and Iain simply wouldn’t believe that the crusaders had eaten the
babies of their enemies.

Iain and I had decided not to disclose our intentions to visit
Israel to any Syrian, given the hostile relationship between the
two countries. The presence of an Israeli entry stamp in your
passport – which implies recognition of Israel – means that entry
to Syria is forbidden. Begging the Israelis not to stamp your
passport is a trick that no longer fools Syrian border officials:
an exit stamp from Taba, where Egypt and Israel meet, could give
you away. Syria’s immigration officials are, in any case, entitled
to search your possessions for any evidence of a trip to Israel,
such as a hotel receipt or stray shekel.

Although we’d avoided the topic so far, we now knew Jassem
fairly well, and, recognising his open mindedness, wanted an
opinion on the relative safety of visiting the country. It was a
topic so tricky that we swayed from day to day between avoiding a
visit completely, and just going.

“If you had the chance…” I began, “and the situation in Israel
was as it is now… would you go there?” I asked him.

“I am Syrian,” he said with a smile. “I cannot go.” He looked
around, as if to see whether anyone was listening. “If I was not
Syrian,” his voice was softer, “if I get a different passport, then
of course I would go. It is a very important place.”

Jassem lived in a country where the media coverage of Israeli
military aggression is near excessive. But he didn’t consider
sporadic violence a deterrent to visiting to the world’s most
controversial country. He was either braver than me, or less naïve,
I reasoned. And then I remembered how Syria’s misrepresentation in
the media had almost prevented me from visiting this fascinating
country, and how my fear of the country’s proximity to other
‘volatile’ Middle Eastern regions had made me categorise it as
‘untravellable’, at first.

I thought back to the words of an antique shop owner in Aleppo,
spoken over a cup of cinnamon chai:

“There are not many tourists here in Aleppo. I think people are
scared to come to Syria. Many people they go to Jordan and to
Egypt, even with the bombs that were there. Egypt, she has had the
most bombs, but also the most tourists. Jordan has three bombs in
big hotels, but many people they go to see Petra. Syria has not had
any bombs, any terrorism in this country… but still, the people are
scared to come.”

Jassem, Iain and I whiled away most of the afternoon with strong
chai and good conversation, until it was time to meet
Hussein at the Khabini teahouse. Jassem said he’d prefer to avoid
meeting the odd man we’d described, and agreed to stop by the
teahouse in about half an hour, should we need rescuing.

Hussein was planted on a stool in the middle of the stone
paving, across from Khabini, with the guitarist and his friends
from the day before.

“Hello frens,” he said, rising to shake our hands. “It is my
frens from Cape Towwn… Cape Towwn in Sowwth Africa. You have come
to meet me…” he drawled in a smoky voice. “Yesterday we arranged to
meet… an’ now you are here.”

“Yes,” I said, nodding.

Chairs appeared, and we sat down. The chai was already on
the way.

He asked us what we had seen of Damascus so far, and Iain began
outlining our pleasant day.

Hussein soon looked distracted. He gazed at the guitarist
longingly, and sung a few hoarse words of the tune being played.
Iain’s words trickled to a halt.

“I am… a geetar teacher,” Hussein began. The pony-tailed
guitarist smiled and continued plucking. “An’ Arabic… Franch,
Spaneesh… an’ Eengleesh…” His voice creaked like the engine of an
old rust bucket.“Thees cafay… its name… it is Khabini. It meens…
hide me…” he gasped, “where nobody… can find me… Hide me… where
nobody… can find me.” And then the easy laugh of the truly mad.

A young man approached, and greeted Hussein with a firm hug. He
was of medium height and muscular build, with shiny black
shoulder-length hair that swung as he moved. Hussein announced that
this was one of his former English students, though the young man’s
use of the language surpassed his tutor’s.

He introduced himself as Salah ad-Din – the name popularly
anglicised to ‘Saladin’ – but everybody called him Salah. We
chatted to him, Hussein occasionally interjecting, until Jassem
strutted up, hands in his pockets.

“Hi,” Iain called, and offered him a chair (not part of the
plan, Jassem’s reluctant expression reminded us). He sat down
cautiously, looking to us for a signal.

We introduced him to everybody and tried to convince him to have
a glass of chai, but he declined, and sat quietly waiting
for us to finish chatting. We politely excused ourselves, saying we
hoped we’d bump into the group again. It was Friday, Salah pointed
out: the best night for the Cave Bar, a club in the Christian
quarter of the old city. Happily, we agreed to meet him there that
night.

Near eleven that evening, in the Christian quarter of the city,
a bakery churned out manaeesh: a crispy pizza-like bread,
smeared with zataar (sun-dried thyme, sesame seeds and
olive oil). We passed a bustling kebab stall, turned right, and
found the Cave Bar at the bottom of a deserted street, identifiable
from the presence of a chunky bouncer who manned a small wooden
door. Jassem pulled his wallet out of his pocket and leaned toward
the doorman, speaking in Arabic. I had anticipated this, and
swiftly handed over the correct entrance fee for the three of us,
refusing his protestations. Always fighting for the bill, because
we were “guests in his country”, Jassem had taught me that Syrians
love to pay.

It was a typically darkened club with a crowded bar in one
corner and a small dance floor in the centre. A seating area of
plush couches was arranged around the club’s themed rocky walls.
The amount of Westerners inside was uncanny. We could have been in
a nightclub in any modern metropolis. But we weren’t; we were in a
tiny crevice of an ancient, enchanted city, whose centuries were
reflected in every cobble stone. A city that lived and breathed
vitality – and a diversity that became apparent that night – which
captivated me further.

Salah had brought his French wife, who stood at the bar chatting
to a friend from Bologna. Travelling Spaniards were shooting
tequila beside a German would-be politician, about our age, who was
spending a year in Damascus for his latest language pursuit,
Arabic. He had recently lived in Shanghai for a year, studying
Mandarin, which he added to a repartee of English, French and
German. Arabic was one of the most valuable languages of the
future, he felt.

The entrance fee had included two drinks each, which we had
already consumed. Beer number three was going down nicely, when
Jassem declared himself drunk.

“I drink beer some times before,” he bellowed into my ear. “My
British girlfriend, she liked to drink wine… and I drink a beer
sometimes with her,” he went on. “I have had two beers before, but
not three… This is my first time for three.”

“Oh,” I shouted back, trying to remember what that first wave of
tipsiness felt like, when it was still exciting. “Oh! I love this
song!” I exclaimed. “Let’s go and dance,” I said, heading for the
dance floor. Jassem hesitated, shouted something in Iain’s ear (who
was chatting with a Syrian currently filming a documentary in
Palestine) and followed me, grinning nervously.

We danced to the usual Western mix of R&B, pop and house
tunes and Jassem’s eyes scanned the crowd as we bounced along with
the throng of strobe-fragmented bodies. The females wore strappy
tops and above the knee skirts – the kind of clothing that had been
buried deep in my backpack since I reached Turkey – and looked
guiltlessly sexy.

“Is my dancing okay?” asked Jassem suddenly, as we stood on the
edge of the dance floor.

“Yes, of course,” I answered, somewhat surprised at such a
candid question.

“All the dancing I have done, it is traditional dancing,” he
explained. “There are certain steps that you have to learn. This
dancing, I don’t know any steps, I think the people just do
whatever they want. So I want to know, am I doing it right?”

I assured him that his dancing was fine, and could see that he
enjoyed the dance floor as much as me, so I waved to Iain to bring
some more beers and join us.

It was 4am when the club shut, and we walked with Jassem to a
crossroads, from where he would get a bus back to Aleppo, and we
would get a taxi back to our hotel. He was firm about leaving for
Aleppo that night, despite our offer of the extra bed in our hotel
room – Iain and I usually shared one of the two singles anyway. We
hugged him goodbye, promised to stay in touch, and perhaps to meet
in India in the next few months, should he make it there. And so –
still wearing the clothes he had arrived in three days earlier, and
carrying nothing but himself – he turned and left. I was sad to see
a good friend go.

A hangover hit me the next morning like rarely before. Three
weeks of replacing beer with chai, and the toxins danced
about in my recently detoxed head, which groaned in protest,
begging me to revert to my tea totalling ways. Another symptom of
the past returned: the appetite of ten men for the one hangover
cure that never fails, an English breakfast at a greasy spoon
café.

Ahmed’s café, opposite Star Crossed Lovers, was the closet thing
to a greasy spoon I could find. He had cooked his way illegally
through western Europe, and served as authentic an English
breakfast as is acceptable in a Muslim country. Beef chipolata
sausages half made up for the lack of bacon, and the meal began to
slowly revive me.

Umayyad Mosque loomed before us in a final confrontation. That
day – our last of seven in Damascus – we would finally enter its
walls. I glided past the chocolate croissants flaunted on a wagon,
determined to bypass all temptations in my still vulnerable state –
treats or offers of chai from chatty Syrians especially,
which had a particular knack of luring me.

For days we had devoured the enchantment of Damascus, finding
delight in every cobbled nook and cranny. Strangers had listened to
our travel tales with the interest of a close friend or relative.
And when asked, “Do you like Damascus?” we couldn’t begin to name
all the Syrian subtleties that had made us fall for the city, nor
explain the vibrance that floats inside the old city’s walls.

“Why don’t you stay here and teach, instead of going to
Shanghai?” Jassem had asked us plainly one day.

When Iain’s mother heard what a wonderful time we were having,
she’d joked, “You could always slowly change London to
Shanghai to London to Damascus.” Both had eight
letters; it would work.

We didn’t have any real answer, any concrete explanation as to
why, in fact, we couldn’t stay. But I felt a firm pull eastwards; a
pull that, by then, had begun to move us across Asia.










Chapter 6
Amman and the Dead Sea


Amman
and the Dead Sea

By Iain

 

Heavy water rolled gently towards my toes, over thick layers of
caked salt, like rock candy, which had sunk to the seafloor. I
stepped gingerly forward, avoiding the sharp edges of broken salt,
and the water got quickly deeper, along a slip sliding slope. Soon,
I was in disorienting suspension, legs kicking the air, laughing at
my own attempts to swim.

Israel was across the water; its dry, sinuous hills rose quickly
past brown gravel beaches, identical to the small, Jordanian owned
stretch of equally course sand behind me, where Claire lazed
beneath a hexagonal wooden umbrella, with only her legs extending
into the weak winter sun. The Dead Sea was Yam ha-Mavet there and
al-Bahr al-Mayyit here; the Hebrew and Arabic words for death also
resembled each other closely.

This stretch of water must be patrolled, I thought. Israel must
protect itself: two thirds of Jordan’s population were dispossessed
Palestinians. And Jordan must remember 1967, when it lost half of
Jerusalem and half of the Dead Sea in a swift six day war. Did they
use boats? Did the boats have to be adapted, made heavier to
counteract this sea’s absurd buoyancy, with engines hardened
against such salty corrosion?

The Dead Sea is so called because it supports no life (other
than small numbers of very hardy bacteria). It is a geographic
anomaly: at 418m below sea level, the beach I had just left was the
world’s lowest dry point; the rubbery water I was now jumping up
and down in – to measure how much of my legs emerged – was the
world’s second saltiest, after an unheard of lake in Djibouti.
According to my guidebook, “the
Dead Sea has 20 times more bromine, 15 times more magnesium and 10
times more iodine” than ocean water. “Bromine, a component of many
sedatives, relaxes the nerves; magnesium counteracts skin allergies
and clears bronchial passages; iodine, which is essential to good
health, has a beneficial effect on thyroid functions.” And, because
the Dead Sea is so far below sea level, atmospheric pressure is
much higher, there is less ultraviolet radiation in the sunlight,
and less irritating pollens in the air – which is good for
respiratory problems, and skin diseases like psoriasis, which
benefit from time in the sun.

“Do you believe this… this water has medical benefits?” asked a
man with a bushy, salt encrusted moustache and long white patches –
more salt – running down his cheeks and neck.

“It’s supposed to,” I replied. “Do you?”

The man’s bottom lip went out, grasping at his salty moustache.
He shrugged, and asked where I was from.

I told him; he looked surprised.

“The supervisor at my hospital is from South Africa, but you
sound different to her – your accent is different.”

The remark was familiar: after two years in England I flatten
less vowels and roll fewer ‘r’s than many South Africans. I ignored
it, not wanting to repeat tired explanations. “Where is your
hospital?”

“In Melbourne, but I’m from Iraq. I am a doctor.”

“Oh,” I said, not sure which aspect of his answer I wanted to
pursue first. “And as a doctor, you don’t believe the Dead Sea has
medical benefits?”

“We have a lot of problems with traditional medicine in
Australia. People, especially Chinese people, go for these
treatments first, and only come to us afterwards. Sometimes it is
too late.”

“Only Chinese people?”

“Also Arabs.” The man laughed. “And Italians – a lot like Arabs,
Italians.”

Two men with identical moustaches – obviously the doctor’s
companions – bobbed past, chanting “Bush! Bush! We love George
Bush!” and fumbling a silver camera. Their fuzzy, self-conscious
pronunciation – Boosh! Boosh! We luf Jhoj Boosh! – gave
the words an awful quality: the men seemed insincere, even coached.
They started to giggle.

“He is my brother,” said the doctor, pointing, “the other one is
my cousin. They think you are from England.”

“Bleh! Bleh! We luf Tonny Bleh!” they continued. More giggles
destabilised them; they slipped and rolled on the water’s hard,
oily surface, trying to protect the camera with extended arms.

“They do not speak English,” the doctor continued, “but they are
grateful to Bush and Blair. We are Shiis from Basra, in the south,
and things are much better for us now. Saddam was Sunni – he
preferred the Sunnis. People say he did not, that at least the
religion was not so divided under Saddam, but that is not true.
These men are both pharmacists. Before they earned $3 a month, now
they earn $700. Before they could not travel, now we are here.”

I was surprised. Images of jubilant Iraqis toppling large,
carefully sculpted Saddams and burning his oily portraits had long
ago been replaced, in my mind, by exhausted and unpopular American
soldiers patrolling unruly streets, in a country sliding quickly
towards a particularly violent chaos. I expected to find overt
support for the “War on Terror” just over the water, in Israel, but
not anywhere else in the Middle East, and particularly not from
Iraqis. I said as much.

“Syria, Jordan and Saudi Arabia all liked Saddam, because he was
Sunni. They are scared, these kings and dictators. In five or ten
years there will be real democracy in Iraq, and they are scared of
a democracy in the Middle East.”

“So why,” I asked “is there such violent opposition to America’s
presence in Iraq? You have to feel quite strongly about something
to commit suicide for it.”

“The people who explode themselves, even in Iraq, are from
Palestine.” The doctor stopped, turned, and shouted in Arabic to
his companions, who had by now drifted far past us. “You must be
careful of these people. There are many here – most of the taxi
drivers are from Palestine.” His Iraqi accent could apparently be
distinguished, and taxi drivers, amongst others, often tried to
cheat him.

“Why just Palestinians?” I asked, unsure that Jordanian (or any
nationality’s) taxi drivers were more honest.

“The Palestinians have suffered very much, this is why they act
this way,” said the doctor, as if in closing. He summoned his
brother and cousin with one arm, shook my hand with the other, and
got out.

I lay on my back, submerged my ears, and floated silently atop
the warm amniotic solution, moving only occasionally, to splash
water too salty to swallow, or allow into my eyes, over the exposed
parts of my face. I was near the end of Skinny Legs and All, by Tom
Robbins. The book approaches its conclusion with a
revelation-inducing belly dance, performed in a crowded bar by a
veil dropping 16 year old named Salome. The cliché shattering
prose, and the last of seven revelations, which arrive with each
fall of Salome’s veils, returned to me:

 

Consider the anatomy of the Middle East, said the inner
voice. Hasn’t it been called the Fertile Crescent, the primordial
uterus from which the human race emerged? Well, look at it today,
consider it now. Of all the places on the planet, it is the most
feverish, hot, pain-racked, tense, dilated, bloody, traumatised,
stretched to the point of ripping. Remind you of something? The
‘trouble’ is nothing but natal contractions. The world is in
labour, and the Middle East, quite obviously, is the vagina out of
which, if it doesn’t abort, the new order of humanity must be born.
The labour is difficult and long, and it may get worse before the
vagitus is heard, but don’t despair over the Middle East: something
great, something wondrous, something completely unimaginable is
there aborning.

 

I got out, felt my body’s familiar weight, and dawdled in the
sun. Before long I could strip the salt from my skin and shake it
from my hair; swimming shorts hung stiffly from my itching hips,
like a too starched collar, and my cheeks burned. I found a shower,
rinsed, and wrung out my shorts.

The taxi driver who had brought us to the beach from a bus stop
in Suweimeh, about an hour from Amman, returned at five to collect
us. He made predictable small talk – had we had enjoyed our day,
were we enjoying Jordan – and the predictable offer to drive us all
the way back to Amman. He stopped, we paid him; when Claire opened
the door to get out, he glanced at us warmly in the rear view
mirror and said, “You stay my village, my house tonight. Tomorrow
you come back, take bus.”

I stumbled through the start of an apologetic thanks. Claire
lifted our bottle of mineral water into view and started to tap it.
“We don’t have our things: no clothes, no toothbrush, no water,”
she said – but we felt unadventurous and rude. We had been given
the opportunity to stay with a family, in a village off the beaten
track, and been too lazy, awkward and afraid to take it. I mumbled
a final thank you, we got out of the taxi, and, after watching the
man drive away, discovered that there were no more busses to
Amman.

Ragtag groups were being assembled, to split the cost of a
minibus to the city. From across the road, a man with sharp,
darting eyes below a dishevelled keffiyeh approached us.
“Amman?” he asked. “Yes,” we said, and he ushered us to an almost
full vehicle, suggesting we pay the driver twelve Jordanian Dinars
– which we did, despite suspecting that the charge included our
sharp eyed assistant’s fare.

After Aleppo
and Damascus,
Amman was ordinary and unromantic; its Roman ruins seemed
improbable. Downtown, boys dressed like hip hop players sold
pirated DVDs for a pittance, and balding men with beefy hands
pressed ground meat into long kebabs. Concrete buildings lined
every street; small square windows marked their few identical
floors, heavy clusters of Arabic signage gave life to their
stillborn walls.

The remains of ancient Philadelphia hid behind this dull grey
modernity. An earthquake, and neglect, have destroyed the traces of
Amman’s less significant medieval past. Bereft of this transitional
space, the ruins of antiquity are often indistinct from new but
already decrepit modern buildings, put up to quickly accommodate
successive waves of refugees from Palestine, Kuwait and Iraq.

The Cliff Hotel, up a long flight of dirty stairs, had a framed
picture of the Dome of the Rock at its entrance. It was run by an
emaciated Palestinian, who looked at you blearily through dirty
spectacles, and often fell asleep on a couch in the communal
sitting room.

We had spent our first night in the city at the Palace Hotel, a
relative haven of clean rooms and happy service. It was attached to
an internet café, where I had watched the owner explain his webcams
to a patient American. “You can listen and see the person, and
talk. It is amazing, the future. I think soon there will be another
thing that changes our lives,” he said, before leaving the room. On
his way out he paused to ask the American, “How is your president,
George bin Laden, Bush bin Laden?” and burst into a malicious
laugh.

But the Palace Hotel’s rooms were 12JD per night (the Jordanian
Dinar’s value is equal, roughly, to the British Pound’s), and the
Cliff Hotel’s only 7JD. Once again, The Budget made a difficult
decision for us.

 

We arranged our Indian visas in Amman. At the embassy, a smiling
lady wearing a royal blue sari waved away our armfuls of
photocopied paper and issued two six month, multiple entry visas.
As we left, skipping back to a waiting taxi, she asked my height.
The question normally exhausts me, but this woman in the foreign
clothes of a country I would soon visit made the question sound
fresh, and I answered in both feet and metres.

Our taxi driver, Mohammed, had wedged himself and his prayer mat
between the car and a wall. We were nearly on top of him before we
realised he was praying, and dashed back across the road; to stand
and wait at a respectful distance, with the meter running.

Mohammed was Jordanian. He had lived in America, and chatted in
easy English as we passed the Grand Hyatt, where a suicide bomber
killed nine people in 2006 (on 9 November, or 09/11). Bombs were
simultaneously detonated at the Radisson SAS and Days Inn, also by
suicide bombers. The death toll reached 60, 115 people were
injured. “39 CIA and Mossad agents also died in the attack,” said
Mohammed, “but their names have not been disclosed.”

I asked who he thought was responsible.

“They say al Qaeda did it, but I don’t believe it. The bomb at
the Radisson exploded at a wedding party: it killed the bride’s
father, and the groom’s. It’s just a name al Qaeda, someone to
blame.” Mohammed shuffled through his pockets for a cigarette. He
offered me one: they were long, with a thick strip of gold paper
wrapped just above the filter. I accepted. “The police caught one
of them. A woman, the wife of the man who bombed the Radisson. She
says her bomb didn’t work, that she couldn’t make it detonate. I
think she got scared.”

“Where was she from?” I asked.

“Iraq. They all came from Iraq.” Mohammed hooted at an
indecisive pedestrian, flicked some ash from his window and
navigated us through a large traffic circle. “The American invasion
was organised from Amman, and the Iraqis are angry. Many Jordanians
are also angry.”

We were passing the Royal Palace when Mohammed, looking at
Claire in his rear view mirror, told her she looked just like
Jordan’s Queen. “She is American,” he added. “You have the same
eyes, and pale skin.” Queen Noor, we were told, had converted to
Islam before marrying the present king’s father, Hussein. King
Hussein’s fourth wife, she had kept the title “Queen” because she
was only his eldest son’s stepmother, and could not adopt the more
staid “Queen Mother” after her husband’s death.

“Does she wear a veil?” I asked.

“No,” said Mohammed.

A few days before, Claire and I, searching for a view of the
city that included it’s Roman amphitheatre, had found ourselves in
dusty backstreets. At a dead end, we turned to find a small boy at
our feet, trying to communicate. The boy’s mother stood completely
veiled at the entrance to her nearby home – only her timid eyes
were visible – and had appointed the child as her emissary. We
could not decipher his gestures, he was too young, and the mother’s
veil hid her motives; she would be impossible to befriend. We left
without the view, pursued by a gaggle of dirty children screaming
“Photo!”, who had cornered us at the next dead end.

“I think veils stifle women,” I said to Mohammed. “It prevents
them from being complete people.”

“A woman is not obligated to cover her face. It is her choice.
The only time a woman should cover her face is if she is so
beautiful that her face alone could lead men to…”

“Sexual thought?” I suggested.

“Yes, sexual thoughts.”

“Are the thoughts alone a sin?”

“No, the thoughts are not a sin.”

 

A little to the south of Abdoun Circle, where Amman is moneyed
and brash, we found “The Big Fella”. It was an opulent, but
otherwise perfectly imitated, Irish pub. Whiskey bottles cowered
beneath tall gothic arches framing mirrored shelves. Through them
idle Guinness taps were reflected, and the much harder working
spouts of local brew. These were attached to a bar of strikingly
dark wood; struts of the same wood formed a banister around the
overlooking second floor, and filled the enormous venue with a
forest of tables and chairs. “The Big Fella” was empty, but we
didn’t mind; Claire and I could add to our collection of unusually
located Irish pubs.

In Abdoun, we were supposed to find the Middle East at its most
progressive. Our guidebook gushed
over the area, calling Western Amman – of which Abdoun formed an
important part – “the preserve of leafy residential districts,
trendy cafés and bars, impressive contemporary art galleries and
young men and women openly walking arm in arm.”

On the circle, below a fluorescent sign glowing “White Shark” in
blue and white, we discovered a second bar. Doormen accepted our
coats and admitted us into a poky room, full of colourful lights,
loudly wailed music and fish tanks. Thick scrawls of blue eyeliner
marked the barwoman’s face – she was feeding olives to a middle
aged, bespectacled man. He opened his mouth; she extended her hand
slowly towards it. He edged forward, his tongue stiffening; she
dropped the olive onto it, and watched him chew with teasing,
contemptuous eyes.

I ordered two beers, which arrived with bar snacks. At a nearby
table, two men shared a bottle of Johnny Walker and a bucket of
ice. The drinks were poured by young women in low-cut jeans; they
stood beside the men’s puffy armchairs and danced, when required,
or sat on laps. Upstairs, outside the toilets, an attendant stood
squarely between the ladies and gents, offering fragrances and a
towel; blocking a thin, dark passage which might, I thought, lead
to private rooms.

We drank our beers, and asked uncertainly for the bill. It came
to 30JD. We emerged gasping into empty streets, got into a lonely
taxi, and bargained hard.










Chapter 7
Petra


Petra

By Claire

 

Deep in the desert of Jordan we roamed, 

In a rose tinted city named Petra, borne from stone. 

Three hundred years before Christ it was built, 

The Nabataeans mastered carving, the heat did nought but
wilt. 

 

Spice and silk passed through Petra to the East, 

Trade was commanded by the Nabataeans, long deceased. 

Earthquakes shook the city, and people fled

But stone refused surrender, and the city remained unbent.

 

We entered through a passage, dark,

A quake-formed canyon: Nature’s defiant lack of calm.

And at the end of that long passage,

Standing witness to the tremors

Was Al-Khazneh: a treasury.

The rock had parted to its glory.

 

Corinthian columns were smooth and stable,

Peach sculpture danced beyond camels waiting: saddled, able.

Tourists milled before masterpiece grown from rock,

Camel drivers pleaded: a ride is sure to beat the clock.

 

We walked on stones and those ground into sand, 

Perfect forms sprung from rock; once unruly, carved by hand.

Past temples, tombs and storerooms, still sturdy,

Pearly colours shone in the sun: mauves and pinks, quite
unearthly.

 

Through a columned market place, donkeys brayed

While working children rode; their whipping sticks
unrestrained.

We drank chai with a Bedouin lady

Whose desert-found coins were old enough for Dollar payment.

 

Climbing above a row of royal tombs

The rocks were swirling rainbows; iridescent in bright
light.

We watched sunset from high above Petra,

Beyond the careful carving, where the mountains stood
majestic

 

And the desert’s vastness swallowed all below.

The sun baked stone lay all around us

And, almost in shadow, hidden lintels stretched their legs in
the last warmth,

Watched only by Nature imperfect.










Chapter 8
Cairo


Cairo

By Iain

 

Ports are transitional: the places where countries merge, before
coexisting on boats. Men had staggered clumsily through the
pitching Ulysses, which took us from 
Rosslare to Cherbourg. They drank Guinness in the cabaret bar,
and watched wide smiling dancers perform can cans or off balance
jigs. On the less bumpy journey from Brindisi to Patras, men in
fitted suits fingered worry beads, and the ship’s menu offered
espressos and my first muddy Greek coffee.

At Aqaba, where we were to board a ferry for Nuweiba, two lazy
lines and the Red Sea met: Claire and I could see four countries.
To our south was Saudi Arabia. Egypt was visible across the water,
pulling us west, away from Shanghai; next to it was Israel. And we
were in Jordan, where shouting men moved household furniture and
awkward, heavy sacks from the roof of a bus to the trailers behind
a haggard tractor. The tractor belched greasy black smoke; it would
later drag these trailers to the ferry’s hull, where they would be
stacked behind trucks and a few out of place private cars.

We crossed. The ferry had no deck: all passengers were requested
to remain seated for the hour crossing, and craned their necks to
look from aeroplane seats through aeroplane windows. Two brothers,
Mike and Dave, middle aged and from America, were sitting in front
of us, twisting round to talk. Mike had travelled: he could speak
Russian, mentioned an interest in the Chinese alphabet, and would,
like us, soon leave the Middle East for India – where he, unlike
us, had been a few times before. I had read too much detailed
travel writing, and asked if India’s food or drink had made him
sick. “No, other than a little bit of, you-know, tourista,” he
replied, and rubbed his balding head. “I try not to eat meat in
vegetarian countries.” Dave, the older brother, had a thick grey
beard; often it was the only part of his face visible beneath a
wide brimmed cricketer’s hat. Dave hadn’t travelled: he spoke about
his family, which included children our age.

I sensed Africa immediately at Nuweiba, in the flies, dirt and
pandemonium, in the smell of the air and the stunted acacias –
perhaps because I was expecting to. Egypt was a detour, added onto
our itinerary because our Gulf Air flight from Amman to Mumbai
could be easily extended. It was also the closest to home that this
trip would take us.

Claire and I, and Mike and Dave, moved ourselves quickly from
ferry to port building to the bus station outside. The shouting men
were just behind us, forcing their awkward sacks through metal
detectors and narrow x-ray machines. We were asked for our
passports twice, inefficiently, and might, I thought, have entered
Egypt unrecorded. A uniformed man – less an immigration official
than a guard – had asked me “What country in South Africa?” before
waving us through, bemused.

Minibus drivers approached us outside, spitting destinations.
Mike and Dave were going to Dahab, a Red Sea resort town; they
found a driver and said good bye. A man wearing a dirty, black
check keffiyeh howled “Cairo!” – we followed him to a
vehicle with bright red doors on a rusting white body. Claire
negotiated a reasonable tourist’s price, and, because we had
emerged from the ferry first, the man gave us his front two
seats.

It took nearly two hours for the minibus to fill. I watched a
mangy cat run under cars – Egyptians used to worships cats – and
wrote in my journal about the teasing proximity and ease of home.
The driver signalled our departure by tying his keffiyeh
into a complicated knot. Claire was stuck between us on a hard
makeshift seat; he stretched past her, offered me a cigarette –
“Cleopatra! Egyptian cigarette!” – and drove gently from the
station, past laughing men in knitted skullcaps, sharing a
long-piped sheesha outside the concrete walls of a small
café. The journey, estimated at six hours, would take eight; the
instances of true, mortal fear would be frequent, and clustered
close together.

The man with the dirty keffiyeh, whose name I never
learnt, drove in the middle of the road, often, when night came,
with the headlights off. His right hand was always occupied, either
by a cigarette or mobile phone. He accelerated past signs which
suggested, in English and Arabic, that he slow down, and let the
vehicle’s enormous weight carry us with little control down long,
whistling slopes. He took the shortest path between two points: the
wrong way around traffic circles, blind corners on the wrong side
of the road.

I reminded myself, repeatedly, that the man drove this route
often. Only once, when he overtook on a blind corner, between large
sandstone walls, with the lights off and hooter wailing, did I
swear at him. Still accelerating, he turned to face me. I read both
hurt and bewilderment in his sagging moustache; the wet filter of a
cigarette dangled from his loose lipped mouth, but he said
nothing.

We stopped occasionally, to dispense urinating men into the
moonlit night. The desert became cold: Claire and I alternated
between the hard but warm middle seat, and the soft passenger seat,
exposed to gusts of icy cold air by the poorly fitted door. The
passenger seat had the minibus’s only safety belt; when in it, I
held my arm protectively, perhaps uselessly, in front of Claire,
and exhausted my legs by bracing them against the floor.

Checkpoints littered Egypt’s roads. Our driver obligingly told
soldiers that we were from “Saint Africa”; they grinned, said
“Welcome!” and let us pass. Outside Taba, a short man in civilian
clothes stopped us. He had sharp, menacing eyes and a gun at his
hip. He asked for passports, and swore and gesticulated while
inspecting the documents, offered quietly by the men in the back. A
thin, heavily bearded man was removed from the minibus; uniformed
soldiers escorted him to a corrugated tin shack nearby. There was a
problem, the driver told me – we would have to wait.

I got out. The short, sharp eyed man, still there, glared at me.
I walked two metres from the vehicle and bent over, to stretch. He
moved his right hand to his holster and pointed to the minibus with
his left. “You!” he shouted, “GET!” An argument was out of the
question: I muttered darkly, but got.

After half an hour the bearded man, now smiling, returned. Our
driver lit a cigarette, hooted happily at nothing in particular,
and we left.

The minibus arrived late that night at a makeshift station on
the outskirts of Cairo, far from the beginning of our guidebook’s
map. We transferred our bags to the roof of a taxi, argued a price
with its driver, and made our way through a still bustling Cairo to
Meramees Hostel. It was on the fifth floor of a fast decaying Art
Deco building, with an antiquated lift. The double rooms were all
full. There was space in the dorm, and in a room meant for four,
which we could sleep in, but would probably have to vacate the next
morning. Its ceilings were high, it had a balcony and what I
described with glee in my journal as “non-scratchy blankets.”

I deposited my bags and went immediately in search of soothing
beer, to return with three “safari-sized” Luxor lagers, which I
drank quietly, in the balcony’s half light.

 

Mohammed was a small, unassuming man. His hair, neatly shaved,
had retreated to the lower half of an oblong head. Wrinkles, and
absent teeth, revealed all of his 42 years. He had passed us on a
busy road – noses in our guidebook, trying to locate Sharia
al-Gamaliyya, a “once important medieval thoroughfare” – and
stopped, to offer assistance.

Mohammed taught English to six year olds. “It is Saturday,” he
said, presenting a copy of Harry Potter and the Philosophers
Stone. Its pages were a greasy yellow, and spread sharply out
from the spine. “Saturday is half day, so I read to the
children.”

Mohammed suggested we follow him: he had grown up in the area,
and lived in it now. “I walk here everyday,” he continued. “I am
only poor man, no car. But I like walking. I like also to make
friends in many countries, and to speak English.” We followed him,
and, after he described it as “very beautiful, with very good
people,” agreed to visit his mosque.

I fell behind, to take photos, Claire chatted, and Mohammed led.
Garbage was smouldering in isolated piles, choking the medieval
streets. From flat-topped carts, men in turbans and
galabiyyas – long robes which extend from neck to ankle,
and cuff – sold coal and cucumber, cauliflower and metal scrap.
After pausing for trade, they whipped flap-eared donkeys and
hissed, to move the animals and, with them, their goods. Boys
carried baskets of still hot, balloon-like bread on their heads,
and set them down seemingly at random, to sell to passers-by. In
filthy rooms with blackened floors, men drank tea – Egyptian
shai – and fed coal to clattering machines.

At Mohammed’s mosque, entrance cost E£10. It was a donation: we
were led ceremoniously to a locked wooden box, and told to insert
the money. God would notice, claimed Mohammed, “and keep us safe in
India and China.” Entrance to the minaret – highly recommended –
required another E£10 donation.

We milled in the courtyard of the mosque. High gothic arches
blurred the distinction between inside and out; a carved wooden
screen drew the permeable line. Tourists, because they had paid,
became intrusive, and set tripods down on carpeted floors, to
photograph men at prayer. We entered, and sat cross legged on the
floor. Mohammed, kindly playing the host, ran behind us, to offer
sun bleached plastic chairs.

Megaphones had long replaced a wailing man at the minaret’s top,
up a dizzy spiral of stone stairs. I climbed them with my hands
outstretched, grasping the wall and a central column, and was
immediately reminded of York’s
Minster, where 295 very similar steps lead to the tower’s top,
and views of a greener sprawl. Such literal immersion at last made
obvious the minaret and belfry’s connection, and identical
functions.

Both were medieval, and announced the religious buildings at a
community’s centre. They raised brick fingers to heaven, and called
the faithful to prayer. They told, and still tell the time, with
the ringing of bells and muezzin’s cry. Only their numbers seemed
different: Cairo bristled with minarets; the narrow cylinders
appeared in all directions, punctuating the sky.

We moved slowly down the stairs while Mohammed fussed: patting
his head and referring to mine. I was hungry, and suggested we eat.
Mohammed knew a good restaurant, clean, apparently, and frequented
by actors and local politicians. I worried that it would be
expensive. “Little bit expensive,” he said, “but I rather pay E£5
more and eat quality.”

The restaurant was dark, and off the same dirty streets. Old men
sat stupefied before a crackling television, flicking their wrists
to deter flies. Mohammed said he would help us order, but could not
afford to eat. I was annoyed, but insisted he join us, and offered
to pay. He refused. He was happy, he said, for the opportunity to
speak English. Claire insisted he join us. He refused. I said we
would like to repay his hospitality, and explained how rude we
would feel eating alone. He relented, and helped me to order two
portions of shish kebab (chunks of meat, in this case
beef, char grilled on a skewer) and one of kofte kebab
(finely ground meat, again beef, spiced, also char grilled on a
skewer). It arrived with parsley, onions and chopped tomatoes,
fresh pita bread – from the baker next door – and bowlfuls of thick
tahini.

Mohammed ate with reticence, and spoke of his family. He was
married to a woman 16 years his junior. “I am almost like her
father,” he grinned. His wife was an Arabic teacher, and they
worked at the same school. “She is very good woman, never asks
anything. Even before festival, when I say ‘It is festival, what I
can buy you’ she never asks anything. Only are you okay.”

The wedding was a product of Mohammed’s second engagement. His
ex-fiancé, he said, tearing a pita and rubbing it in
tahini, was a “very beautiful woman, with big strong
arms.” He broke apart a kofte and placed it, with some
salad, inside the pita. “Bad woman,” he said, “crazy for money,”
and plopped the morsel into his mostly toothless mouth.

Mohammed had bought his ex-fiancé a watch. The woman had given
the watch to her mother; when Mohammed noticed it was absent, she
claimed to have lost it. “I see her mother wearing the watch,” he
said, “but I don’t say anything.” He had, instead, ended their
engagement. “But my wife,” he reminded us, “she is quiet. Never
asks me anything.”

Claire looked up from her food. “Your wife is a teacher,” she
pointed out, “she must also be intelligent.” Mohammed shrugged, but
didn’t look up from his food.

We finished the meal. I had not anticipated Mohammed’s small
appetite, and ordered too much. Excess tomatoes and broken bread
remained beside forlorn pieces of meat on cold platters. The
tahini was gone: what Mohammed had left, Claire and I
devoured.

Mohammed insisted we have “proper Egyptian tea.” He took us
across the road, to an equally dark room, where wet sawdust covered
the concrete floor. The tea, apparently good for “relaxing the
stomach, cleaning the body,” was yellow, and tasted like pumpkin
soup.

Mohammed had recently been very sick. “I was in bed. I couldn’t
work. My friends, relatives, they all came to visit me. They
thought I would die.”

“What was wrong?” I asked.

He said kidney stones, but seemed unsure. The cure he called spice
medicine; it had come from a nearby bazaar.

“Why didn’t you go to a doctor?”

“Doctor is too expensive.” Mohammed had three young children. I
thought him irresponsible. “But spice man is different, a good man.
If you can’t pay, he gives you medicine for free.”

He said the spice doctor was a friend, and offered to take us to
his stall.

Claire and I had, by now, surrendered to Mohammed’s hospitality,
and once again found ourselves following the short man’s steps.

The spice doctor was a fat, bespectacled man in a woollen
jersey. He stood in front of a wall of shelves, lined with green
and gold patterned tins. Between them were vials. Most contained
yellow liquids, olive oil perhaps, maybe honey; others were green
or blue or a murky red.

Mohammed sat us down and called for spices. We were told to
sniff nutmeg and taste cinnamon; cloves appeared, as did cardamom.
The doctor spoke no English. He gestured that eyes and ears were
the only things he could not fix, and produced a book. In it, an
article about him from the Egyptian Gazette, entitled “The Attar’s
Bazaar,” suggested spices might return balance to the body. A
letter, written in English, too authentically imperfect to have
been imitated, requested more of the medicine a Dutch man thought
had healed his cancer.

 

At the Pyramids, a long slope, thick with touts, led to the
ticket counter. Men offered horses or camels, and to take us
through the desert, around the gates – we needn’t pay to enter. An
emaciated horse lay in the sun below us, near stables, still
attached to its cart. It breathed erratically: thick, visible ribs
expanded slowly, and were grudgingly released.

We had resolved to confuse the touts by speaking only in
Afrikaans. Men brutally demanding we ride their camel, in English,
German and French, were told “Ons kan nie Engels praat nie,”
repeatedly, until their faces crumpled in confusion. Boys swinging
whips, who offered us a scarred horse, met our ignorance with
suspicion, but soon moved on.

At a viewpoint, Bedouin men crept into tour group’s photos, and
immediately demanded baksheesh. Russians posed side on, with coy
expressions and legs astride. Japanese held flat hands below each
Pyramid and smiled: in the photo they would appear to be holding
the buildings, like a waiter carrying a tray. It was a history
destroying circus that left only visual appeal: large, unusually
shaped buildings emerging the same colour as the sand.

On our way past the Sphinx, a Russian woman, wearing hot pants
that revealed her firm, self-tanned buttocks, walked in front of
us, holding her boyfriends hand. I gawked, so did Claire. We had
tried, as far as possible, to be culturally sensitive in the Middle
East. Claire wore long sleeved tunics and heavy trousers in the
desert sun. Outward signs of affection were taboo: publicly, I
never held her hand. The woman noticed our attention, and
exaggerated her hip swaying, buttock grinding walk. She turned to
face us, and winked.
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A train deposited Iain and I in Aswan four hours behind
schedule. A crowd of soldiers in combat uniforms guarded the
platform, torso sized shields in their fists. A large group of
convicts had been transported in the train that had taken us
overnight from Cairo.

“We must hurry now,” said Omar, who strode through the station
lobby, looking back to see if we were keeping up. “The bus to Aswan
Dam will be waiting for you.” We had somewhat reluctantly booked a
week long trip from Aswan to Luxor, including a night in a
felucca on the Nile and visits to various ancient sites.
Police escorted convoys have become compulsory for tourists
travelling between the two cities because of Egypt’s recent
terrorist attacks. It is difficult and time consuming for
independent travellers to join these convoys, and most surrender to
a package tour. And so it was that we became two among a group to
be shepherded along this over-trodden tourist trail. Already it
felt against the grain.

We followed behind Omar closely, my backpack weighing down on a
hungry, exhausted body. The ‘Tourist Breakfast’ on the train had
been obscenely overpriced; we avoided it. Sleeping sitting up had
only been as comfortable as, well, sleeping sitting up. A meal and
a shower were foremost in my mind. And there would be enough time
for both, Omar promised, even if lunch was a takeaway eaten on the
bus.

At the station exit, he stopped, and turned to face the
passengers still making their way from the train. “Excuse me,
lovely hotel, three stars, attached bath…Excuse me ma’am, I have a
lovely hotel, three stars… ” Hotel business cards were fanned from
his fists at each white face which hurried toward the exit, their
heads shaking. We watched him for a moment, stunned, as he
continued to solicit business from every tourist that passed, until
eventually Iain spoke.

“I thought we were in a big hurry to catch this bus,” he said,
annoyed, as we stood, laden.

“Yes, this train is four hours late. It is a government
problem,” Omar said. He glanced at his watch symbolically, but
continued to flag down every disinterested tourist in sight for the
next five minutes, determined to pack more bodies into the bus.

Two minutes in the hotel shower had to suffice, after which we
ran down the stairs to buy a takeaway kebab from the stall across
the road. But there was Omar, outside our hotel, clapping his hands
like seal, shouting “Hurry, hurry, the bus is leaving!” It was two
in the afternoon and viewing the Aswan Dam had become less
essential than putting something in my stomach. I told Omar as
much. “No, no,” he insisted, “You can eat anything when
you get there, there are many places.” So into the bus we were
piled, toward the Aswan Dam, Iain cursing our package tour decision
under his breath.

An hour later we arrived at the most unspectacular site I have
ever travelled to see. A kiosk stood on the side of the road,
beside the dam, selling nothing but crisps, chocolates and mineral
water for exactly five times the price of anywhere in Cairo I’d
been. I was livid. But there was another site to be seen that day,
our offhand tour guide told me, so I opted to wait until there,
where surely Omar’s array of restaurants would materialise.

The Temple of Philae stands on Aglikia Island, which we reached
by boat after another hour’s bus ride. It was dedicated to Isis,
who, according to legend, found the heart of her slain brother
Osiris on Philae Island, where the temple was originally built. The
damming of the Nile had made submerging Philae Island inevitable,
and the temple was relocated to nearby Aglikia Island.

Our tour guide was an annoyingly fast-spoken man, of the belief
that he speaks English well. His monotone, rote-learnt mythology
blurbs were either difficult to make out, or completely
incomprehensible. Any request for clarification was met with
impatience, annoyance, and a hasty repetition of the last sentence
he had uttered.

“This columns was made in Roman era, with the hieroglyphs
representing the magic words, symbols and spells of the ancient
Egyptians.” But every hieroglyph we encountered represented “the
magic words, symbols and spells of the ancient Egyptians.”

He led us from section to section of the vast temple structure,
sparing a couple of minutes in each to rattle off unintelligible
‘facts’ or Egyptian myths before clapping his hands for us to
follow him into the next area. Pausing after the crowds had
dispersed – to snatch a glimpse at any of the fascinating history
that lay before us – was not included in his ‘tick each temple off
the list’ program.

We left, our hunger replaced by infuriation as smug men quoted
unreasonable first and even second prices for a packet of Marie
biscuits; the only edible item on the island.

Iain wolfed down his breakfast the next morning – having
overslept slightly – so as to be ready in the lobby for our
felucca trip at “9am sharp”, on Omar’s instruction. Omar
strolled in at 9:30 and led us the few minutes down the street to
the felucca dock; an extra journey for him, he reminded
us, because the rest of the group had been left there after their
trip to Abu Simbel that morning. We had declined the 4am departure
to drive two hours in convoy, each way, to see this temple, much to
Omar’s annoyance. “All the tourists go Abu Simbel,” he said in
disbelief.

We joined two yawning Australians on the white painted wooden
boat, stored our luggage in a hold and sprawled out in the sun,
where a mattress covered the wooden deck. Within an hour, a French
and a Spanish couple clambered aboard, and we were off along the
longest river in the world, to escape all but the Nile’s beauty,
and tranquil repose.

Sailing slowly in the felucca, the waters swept softly
all around us; the wind nudged gently at the sail, then retreated,
leaving us floating inch by inch through the Nile. The current
seemed stilled. We passed canoes with solitary fisherman inside and
tall minaret’s towers that peeked over thick clusters of slender
palms, stretching their necks in the sun. The beige sail swayed in
the wind’s erratic breath, winding the boat vaguely in the
direction of Luxor, along unhurried curves and bends.

Pages of novels were turned; the chatter on the felucca
was soft. This was forced relaxation: nothing could become a chore,
or grounds for frustration.

The felucca’s captain began to confirm our itineraries.
These varied from couple to couple: some would spend two nights
onboard, some one, according to their respective tour company’s
package. The young Australians had been booked on for two nights,
which vaguely surprised them; they had been unsure what exactly
they were paying for. The French couple’s two nights were
confirmed, along with one night for us and the Spaniards. But the
Spaniards insisted they be sailed to the location of the Temple of
Sobek and Haroeris, in Kom Ombo – for which they had already
paid.

The captain laughed. Kom Ombo was an hour’s drive away from the
point where the Spaniards, Iain and I would disembark the next
morning; it could take a day or more to sail that far. Our tour
company had arranged for a minibus to transport us to the temple,
but the Spaniards’ tour company had promised their arrival by
felucca. They would have to pay for their own transport,
in our prepaid minibus, the captain explained.

The frizzy haired Spanish woman – the English speaker of the
couple – argued with the captain to no avail. Their tour company
had promised them a felucca trip to Kom Ombo. The captain
repeated, calmly, firmly, that on an overnight felucca
trip, this was a physical impossibility.

“They said to Kom Ombo… ” she pressed; a final
exasperated moan. But she could argue no more: the captain had
spoken.

The Spaniards murmured to one another; the woman could not hide
her annoyance at the extra cost of transport to the site.
“Cheating… lying…” she muttered amidst Spanish phrases, scowling at
the captain openly. The peaceful atmosphere on the boat was far
from retrievable.

Silently, we watched the sun set over the pink dusky water. The
fertile lips of the river darkened in the shadow, and beyond its
banks, the dusty desert disappeared. A flying ‘V’ of Egyptian geese
sailed past the setting sun, and the waters froze; a perfect
mirror.

The captain – Captain Cool, he insisted we call him – was
unperturbed by the hostility from the Spanish woman. The
Australians and the French were set to spend a second night, which
we could still be sold.

“Tomorrow will be very good,” Captain Cool promised. “We go to
camel fair, we dance, we drink beer, very good tomorrow!” He
produced a crumpled book containing travellers’ testimonies to the
wonderful time they’d had on the captain’s boat.

Captain Cool IS cool! a Brit had written.

The camel fair was so much fun! exclaimed an
Australian.

“We get camel meat,” the captain said, “we get beers… You give
little extra money for this things. We do not get paid money by the
agency – only what tips we get.” He expected me to believe that the
tour companies did not provide a per head payment, out of which
food was bought and earnings were taken; a lie so pathetic it
didn’t deserve challenging. His deceit meant little; we did not
want to leave the languid waters.

He dialled our tour company’s number on his mobile phone, and
passed it to me. “You say there is only you and your friend on the
boat,” he added hastily, and shot an anxious look in my
direction.

Another day on the felucca seemed an idyllic substitute
to rushed temple tours and salespeople touting for business. But
our place in the convoy had already been booked, the tour
representative told us; we would have to follow our original
schedule.

After some scraping and shuffling at the front of the
felucca, supper was produced: a plate of falafel, a pita
each and a few cucumber slices; this was to be shared between the
eight of us. Everyone tentatively half-filled their pitas with
falafel and a few slices of cucumber, so that the paltry meal might
be shared by us all. Nobody asked if more was available, we were
sure it was not.

“Food is good?” Captain Cool asked cheerfully.

“Yes,” we all nodded; the food’s flavour could not be
faulted.

“Felucca is good?” Now he pre-empted us, his head nodding.

Nobody, besides the Spaniards, had any reason to be unhappy, and
now we had admitted this; he would remember at the end of the ride
when he collected his baksheesh.

Already moored on the Nile’s bank the next morning, we were
woken with bread, jam and Nile water tea. We gobbled the breakfast,
and clambered onto the shore to perform our morning ablutions in
whatever foliage presented itself. Captain Cool stood ashore,
waiting. Iain had, ready in his pocket, our tip for the cook and
the captain, which he handed to Captain Cool, thanking him. The
captain looked down at the notes and counted them.

“And for the cook?” he asked, artlessly.

“This is for you and the cook,” Iain replied, confident that we
had tipped generously. Such open ungratefulness did not come as
much of a surprise: we had encountered greediness and – what was to
us – blatant rudeness elsewhere in Egypt; by now we almost expected
it.

A minibus drove us the remainder of the way to Kom Ombo, the
site of the Temple of Sobek and Haroeris, where we were offloaded
about 200 metres away from the entrance. We waded through a row of
shouting souvenir sellers: “Fifty! FIFTY!” they screamed fiercely.
One man began his hustle with the familiar, “Just look, have a look
here,” and proceeded to follow beside me while the last scrap of
politeness I had in me persisted, “No thank you… No, no thank you.”
I sped up when he didn’t relent, but he too picked up pace, finally
flinging the white tunic he was holding in front of my face,
forcing me to trail headfirst through it until the garment, and he,
were behind me. In your face was literal here.

Dedicated to the falcon-headed sky god and the local crocodile
god – sacred crocodiles basked on the river bank here in ancient
times – the temple occupies an outcrop at a bend in the Nile; a
spectacular location. We wandered through the large temple
structure, marvelling at sculpture so elaborate and well-preserved
its age was difficult to comprehend. The hieroglyphs – tiny raised
stone reliefs, or carved indents – showed bird’s profiles, axes and
water bearing women: all intricate elements of a mysterious
language, blended with art. In hieroglyphics, a vulture represents
the Upper Kingdom: Egypt’s modern day South. Some vulture images we
saw carried an ankh in their claws; the ankh symbolises eternity.
Hieroglyphics are comprised of a cornucopia of complex symbols; an
encoded language still not fully deciphered today.

I stood there, trying with every aspect of my self to imagine
the era out of which the stonework enveloping me had come; to
visualise the kind of people who had created this magnificence. I
begged myself to let go of modern Egypt and its depravity, so I
could ponder the Egyptians that came before them, and the
tragically lost civilisation of that land.

Our visiting time had been severely limited, and we reluctantly
made our way back to the bus, where the driver had rudely ordered
the group to meet by eleven o’ clock sharp, in time for the next
convoy. We sat in the full tourist vehicle while the driver
wandered around outside – talking on his phone, chatting to other
drivers – until twenty minutes past eleven, when we pulled
away.

At Edfu’s Temple of Horus, a short drive away, Iain and I
followed the signs to a toilet, past refreshment stalls where men
yelled, “Coca Cola! Coca Cola! COCA COLA!” Their voices revealed
confusion: they reformed the syllables, as if to ensure our
comprehension. Their annoyance was audible too: we were tourists;
they knew we drank this product, but why were we not then
purchasing it from them, consuming it, as tourists do?

The toilet block lay a few metres ahead of me, just beyond a
wooden sign that read ‘Toilet’. Beside the sign, stood a man who
regarded me, announced “TOILET”, pointed in the direction of the
sign, and held out his hand for baksheesh.

“25 minutes!” the driver had barked as we arrived at the site,
an enormous structure that is considered Egypt’s best preserved
temple; it took 200 years to complete. The time allocated was
preposterous. We were as furious as the other tourists on the bus,
and so had all agreed to meet 15 minutes after the driver’s imposed
deadline, anticipating his disrespect for any time of ours he may
choose to waste. We whipped around the location, taking in what we
could, and returned to the bus, to wait for another delayed
departure.

Our Luxor hotel, declared “three star” by our tour company,
greeted us with a familiar noise: the beeping of its metal detector
as we passed through it. Metal detectors were ubiquitous in Egypt:
they were at museums, historical sites, the train station; but
their beeping was almost always ignored. We were shown to our third
storey room, where a louder beeping thundered through the window:
the crazed incessant hooting of Egyptian drivers, which would parp
us to sleep for the next two nights.

Besides old, holey linen and grubby carpets, the room had a
bath. And despite the heat, this was a most exciting fixture to a
backpacker who hadn’t seen the sight of one in months. Iain
suggested I relax in a bath, and ran me one. A tub of grit covered
water awaited me; the bathtub had not been cleaned. I let out the
water, wiped the bath and started again. I supposed it must be the
mere existence of this bath, and the hotel pool – identical in its
water’s gritty surface – that allowed this run down place its three
star rating; upkeep did not factor.

Iain went to a nearby shop to buy us a bottle of water and
returned half an hour later, having visited four shops in order to
find one charging an honest price. Luxor was chaos, he said.
Scrawny horses dragged carts driven by men begging him to have a
ride, offering marijuana on the side; a man had strode up to Iain
shouting “Excuse me!” and demanded that he write a letter for him,
in English. A similar sounding scam was described in our guidebook.
Usually, the content of the letter is an anguished tale of poverty
and misfortune; it is hoped the writer will take pity. This
particular man was not only relatively well dressed, but was
certainly not granted Iain’s attention by yelling at him in
arrogance.

After a morning of visiting both the Valley of Kings and Queens,
we spent the afternoon dodging Luxor’s tenacious touts. “Horse
cart, horse cart… Where you going? Have a look… EXCUSE ME!” Men
stared as I walked down the street, unrestrained by intentionally
modest attire; longing was not their shame.

We returned to a shop where we had deemed the owner decent,
after he had sold us a bottle of mineral water for E£4 the day
before. “E£6,” he said, as we put the bottle down on the counter.
Puzzled, we informed him that he had charged us only E£4, just the
day before. He shrugged, and repeated the price of that day’s
mood.

 

The owner of the Nubian Oasis hotel stood silently tallying the
calls for beer that resounded from the group of Westerners, of
which we were a part. We had met the three couples in that
morning’s minibus: a talkative, travelled pair of New Zealanders,
an American with a blonde Mohawk and his Australian girlfriend, and
a pale, pretty Mexican – born to American parents – with her
attractive olive-skinned boyfriend from Columbia. They were joined
by three Brits; beer swilling louts, well-assured that they were
permitted the chauvinistic discourtesy they indulged in. “Why does
he have to fetch us one beer each at a time?” one bellowed, sending
the owner down the stairs to the nearby shop, hastening to quench
his customers’ thirst. The soft-spoken hotel owner had been
cautious with his beer stock all evening, choosing to supply only
the amount ordered – and to dart to the shop at intervals – rather
than risk the futile refrigeration of his cash flow, in a too empty
hotel.

All present had been reluctantly subjected to the drill of a
package tour. And all were quite exhausted by the perpetual
pestering of this Nile trail’s army of touts, surely among the
world’s most belligerent. To walk the streets of Luxor was to
become a walking wallet; an easy target for multiple monetary
demands, demands made with no pretence of respect. It was on all of
our minds. We discussed, protested, and shared stories that could
only become comedy, given our presence on a hotel rooftop, high
above the madness.

We discussed the scrawny cart horses, continually whipped by
their masters, which were ubiquitous, at every temple or site, and
on every corner of Luxor’s filth lined streets. We sat, mourning
the inescapable sight, venting our shared frustration. The
Mowhawked American spoke, a yell: “I’m gonna get a t-shirt printed
that says STOP WHIPPING YOUR FUCKING HORSE!” We all laughed; there
was nothing else for it.

Iain and I became involved in conversation with the
Mexican-Columbian couple, Cecilia and Ricci. Just two weeks before,
they had packed up and moved to Cairo without ever having visited
Egypt. The gripes about Egyptians had become increasingly loud: the
American and the three Brits were, by now, indulging in some hearty
Egyptian-bashing.

“We don’t even let them speak anymore…” one of the Brits
boasted, “We just start with FUCK OFF!” The other two Brits and the
American roared with laughter.

“Let’s fly back to Dahab and leave this dump,” another said.

“Or fly to Petra and be done with Egypt,” the first said. There
is no airport in Wadi Musa, the tiny town that had sprung up around
Petra. I bit my lip.

Both intelligent and soft spoken, Cecilia and Ricci had come to
the country intent on learning Arabic. They had chosen Egypt for
the more neutral, widely understood dialect of Arabic spoken in the
country. Their new jobs – teaching English and Spanish,
respectively – would commence in a week. The tour had been intended
as an introduction to Egypt’s ancient culture, and, although
disheartened by the tainted ambience of the over-trodden trail,
they remained positive; eager to be enriched by their new
endeavour.

Egypt is a particularly sad example of a country butchered by
tourism, the four of us agreed. Iain felt that because Egypt has
had tourists for so long, its people couldn’t imagine ever losing
them: tourists can be treated however the Egyptians like. The first
tour to Egypt was launched in the 1860’s, by Thomas Cook. The
company’s influence became such that from the 1930’s, it was a
principle employer in Egypt, involved in shipping, transport and
touring operations.

The chartered holiday is central to Egypt’s tourism today: 90%
of its nearly 9 million tourists come in on charter flights, and in
large groups. Despite the terrorist attacks that took more lives
between 2004 and 2006 than in the ten previous years combined, the
country enjoyed record tourist numbers in 2005. Playing a huge role
is the fact that Egypt is one of the cheapest travel destinations
in the world.

Apart from loss of local culture, and a false sense of economic
security that the fragile tourist industry promotes, tourism all
too often reveals greed and deceit in a country’s national psyche.
But still the Egyptology craze grows; the flights only get
cheaper.










Chapter 10
Jerusalem


Jerusalem

By Claire

 

A predawn haze lit the kilometre of road before us. We trudged
along it, still groggy from the half hearted slumber of our bus
ride from Cairo. Through a small strip ‘of no man’s land’ we
entered Israel, and left Egypt behind us.

The immigration office was small, with gleaming white tiles on
the floor and large cardboard posters dangling on strings from the
ceiling. Grinning people were pasted onto the almost life-size cut
outs – comically posing: hands on their hips – with their names
below in colourful bubble letters.

We came face to face with one of the poster pinups: a large,
stern-faced woman in a khaki uniform. She bore no resemblance to
the cheerful photo that hung above her scowling face. “Passports,”
she growled, holding her hand out impatiently. She flicked through
the pages. “What you have been doing in Syria?”

“Travelling,” I answered, matter of factly.

She glared at me. “What you have been doing there?
Where you have been there?” Her voice demanded an answer. It was
louder now.

“Petra…” I began.

“Where in Syria!” she bellowed. I had slipped up: Petra
was the famous archaeological site we’d visited in Jordan, not
Syria. Her voice, the speed of her questions, her scowl: they were
all designed to make me nervous, to make me slip up. I had nothing
to hide, but felt guilty.

“Palmyra, I mean…” I stammered. “We visited Palmyra. And Aleppo,
Damascus, Crac de Chevaliers…” She cut me short.

“But why you have been there?” She spat the words out;
her disgust with Syria, her nation’s enemy neighbour, was
clear.

“We went to Syria to travel, to visit these places…” I offered,
wondering what it was she wanted to hear, when all I could provide
was the truth. She did not respond.

“And where in Israel you want to go?”

“To Jerusalem,” I answered confidently. “Just Jerusalem. We have
very little time unfortunately… we fly to India on Friday.”

She cocked her head toward Iain. “Does he speak?” There was
repulsion in her voice.

“I do indeed,” he answered brusquely, offended.

“Why you want to go to Jerusalem?” she continued,
suspiciously.

“It is a very historical place,” I said flatly. Surely this was
obvious.

“But what is there for you?” She was emotional now; she
shouted the question. Beyond knowing what to say, I mumbled,
shrugged, and gave up. We were admitted to the baggage scanning
area.

Our backpacks passed through the x-ray machine. Three junior
immigration officials – a young man and two women – began slowly
unpacking them, one item at a time, scrutinizing everything that
they retrieved. One of the women ran a pencil sized detector of
some sort over certain items, which appeared to be randomly chosen.
They worked silently, solemnly; this act of searching was important
to them: we were a potential threat to their country, and they
played a vital role in Israel’s national security. They could not
have been older than twenty one.

One of the young women had removed our laptop from the smaller
of Iain’s backpacks, and now retrieved an old, sweat stained
newspaper which he had used to protect the computer. She walked
over to her superior, the large woman who had interrogated us, and
handed it to her. It was a copy of the Jordanian Times; on it’s
front page was an article about an Israeli attack on Palestine.

“Why you keep this?” the woman demanded, angry.

Iain explained that it was to protect the laptop, which
travelled with us everywhere. He had not kept the newspaper for any
particular reason: it had been bought in Jordan, read, and then
used to replace the tired paper that had protected the laptop
before. But the woman’s suspicion was real now. I mentally scanned
the contents of our bags. If a newspaper was dubious, what else
could we be carrying that would be deemed the same? My mind jumped
to one of the books that Iain was carrying: a gift from Oughzan, a
friend we’d made in Istanbul. ‘Learn to Love Him’, it was called: a
devotional Muslim book about Mohammed, which Iain had hesitated to
leave behind, only because it had been a gift. Our bags continued
to be searched. The book was not found. Silently, I thanked
Oughzan’s God.

But then, the woman began grilling us with the same questions
all over again. Why you go Syria? What you were doing
there? Why you want to go to Jerusalem?

I was beginning to wonder what we were doing there, at the
Israeli border, trying to enter a country that clearly didn’t want
us. We had come from the Arab world, which had mesmerised and
enchanted us, shown us hospitality we could never imagine. And now
we were entering the land of their enemy; a country which doubted
us because we had so much as visited its Muslim neighbour.

Finally, we were allowed to approach the counter where the
dreaded visa would be issued. The presence of an Israeli entry
stamp in your passport is enough to bar you from visiting several
of the world’s Muslim countries. A more polite woman manned the
counter, and asked us the same questions, with a little less
vigour. We requested that she stamp a piece of paper, rather than
our passports, as we may like to visit Pakistan.

“We don’t do that anymore,” she replied, sounding slightly
unsure, perhaps expecting an argument. She took our passports away
and we were asked us to sit down while someone decided whether or
not to let us into the Promised Land.

 

An hour’s wait, and a four hour bus ride later, we reached
Jerusalem – Jeru Salem: City of Peace – where we alighted
in the basement of a shopping mall. We passed through metal
detectors, queued to have my handbag searched, and entered. Inside,
exclusive designer stores were lined up beside shops with familiar
European brand names, fast food outlets, and escalators: the things
we’d left behind in the West months before. Wealthy Jews were
dripping in designer chic, strutting through the mall, parcels in
hand. Teenage mall rats spent their parents’ money.

We were passed on the escalator by an adolescent girl in
military uniform, balancing a very cool, very expensive looking
pair of shades on her head. She wore a small backpack and juggled
at least half a dozen shopping bags. One of the bags slipped, and
as she bent to pick it up, so did the rifle that was casually slung
over her shoulder.

Another bus dropped us off on the outskirts of Jerusalem’s
ancient walls, at Damascus Gate. Beyond the gates, in the city’s
Muslim quarter, we were swallowed up by a quintessential Middle
Eastern souq – a labyrinthine arrangement of bustling stalls and
shops organised by trade: jewellery, sticky sweets, spices,
hardware, meat – which we weaved our way through with familiarity.
The map to our hostel led us through the butchers’ lane with its
strange damp smells, slippery with blood, until we came to a small
delivery truck that blocked our narrow path. The truck’s back doors
were open, and from inside, furry sheep’s heads were being tossed
into a crate on the ground; the pointed jaws of skulls knocked
together, bone on bone. We squeezed through the narrow gap between
the truck and the wall, the sheep’s bulging eyes staring at me. A
soft groan came from Iain: one of the flying furry heads had
squirted blood onto his trousers. We pushed on, imitating
indifference, eager to reach the shelter of that night’s home.

We checked into Citadel Hostel – a friendly Palestinian run
place with a cosy sitting area where we could access free wireless
internet – and waited eagerly for their geyser to heat up the
water. Our overnight bus from Cairo had been preceded by an
overnight train from Luxor: it had been more than two days since
we’d had the privilege of a shower. Iain climbed the hostel’s four
storeys to the rooftop, and quickly skipped back down, imploring me
to join him. Below the hostel’s flat topped roof was a vision that,
in a glimpse, epitomised the loaded complexity and enchantment of
Jerusalem; the world’s most revered, most contentious city.

Flat roofed homes sprawled into the distance; tiny square
windows were sprinkled onto their dusty, desert coloured walls. The
sunlight greyed the green of the fir trees, and clumps of dry bush
grew in pleasing patterns on the pale parched earth. A trio of
golden onion-shaped domes shone up towards heaven; gleaming gold
crosses clung to each dome’s elegant tip. Mosques’ towering
minarets – steely blue or white – swept through the cloudless
cobalt sky, speckling the cityscape, pointing their way to
paradise. I sensed a buzz of energy in the city, a flurry of
movement that was contained within the crenulated stone walls that
framed imagined scenes below, built by Sűleyman the Magnificent;
the centuries old walls of ancient Jerusalem. And, dominating our
view, in the centre of it all, was the Dome of the Rock: Islam’s
third holiest place. The enormous nugget of a dome blazed in the
sun’s rays, reflecting a gleaming gold so dazzling I wanted to
avert my gaze, but could not. Intricate designs in blues and greens
adorned the base of the mosque; it was absolutely beautiful.

 

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre is believed by the Catholic,
Greek Orthodox, Coptic and Ethiopian churches to be the site where
Jesus was crucified. We wandered through its dark interior, under
grey gothic arches and over stone slabs, smoothed and cracked;
aesthetic authentication that centuries of pious feet had trod
their surface. Low ceilings and long narrow passages led us through
the cavernous structure, until we reached a stone memorial marking
the exact spot where Jesus’ crucifixion is said to have happened.
The devout knelt and touched the stone, then their foreheads and
chest: the shape of a crucifix; the father, the son and the
holy spirit.

The church’s central area was full of bearded orthodox priests
hurriedly swishing containers of incense in unfathomable ceremony.
Tourists took photos. Several got in the priests’ unpredictable
path while doing so, and were shoed away in shame. The church had
an evocative sense of history. It conjured up memories of bible
stories, which seemed less like fiction inside the ancient edifice.
Snippets from ‘religious instruction’ at school came back to me;
the teachers’ words once as good as the words of God Himself; but
the familiar ill at ease ambience of church soon returned, and
brought me back to my more complicated, sceptical present.

 

We came across the Wailing Wall (or Western Wall) by chance,
while wandering through the Old City’s Jewish quarter, where
Hassidic Jews strode through the streets, their plaits swinging
beneath black hats. This part of the city was completely rebuilt
after being flattened during the siege of Jerusalem: the Arab
reaction to the partition of Palestine into Jewish and Arabs
states, between 1946 and 1949.

Metal detectors and bag searchers guarded the entrance to the
Wall. I passed through, worrying that despite the stringent
security measures, the site was an obvious target for terrorism.
The city had already enchanted me with its wonderfully surreal
quality, but a sense of fear – paranoia even – would not leave me.
I stared at the Wall’s designated female area, and wanted to enter;
to immerse myself in the unfathomable ritual before me, but was
hesitant: proximity to a cluster of hundreds of Jews would put me
in their potential danger zone. I stood there, struggling to
separate rational from irrational thought, and eventually walked
through the gate, into the sacred area, but silently prayed – to
whom I did not know – that I would not die in this place.

I watched women work themselves into a righteous state of
despair. Sobbing and swaying, a woman not far from me held herself
tightly, mourning the destruction of Judaism’s holiest shrine, of
which the only remnant is this retaining wall of the Second Temple
– built in 515 BCE, destroyed by the Romans in 70CE.

Slowly, women walked backwards, not wanting to turn their back
on the Wall. I did the same, purely out of respect, and wondered
whether a devout, nationalistic upbringing would make me bewail my
own fate, and revere a pile of bricks. This holy Jewish wall still
serves to retain the nearby Temple Mount – a site that is holy for
Muslims, Jews and Christians.

We wound our way through a maze of streets and reached The
Temple Mount, or Haram ash-Sharif: the icon of the Middle East. The
mount is essentially an enormous stone platform which was built
over the biblical Mt Moriah, the site of Solomon’s first and
Herod’s second temples: the place where Abraham was instructed by
God to sacrifice his son Isaac in a test of his faith.

The Dome of the Rock mosque stands majestically atop the mount.
It was the most awe-inspiring structure visible from our hostel’s
rooftop, and even more beautiful up close. It’s ceramic blue-green
designs are magnificent, geometrically framing one another with
unsurpassable intricacy. Delicate silvery Arabic script is curved
in a row above the entrance, to which, sadly, despite wearing a
headscarf, we were not permitted access.

The smaller, Al-Aqsa mosque stands beside the Dome (which serves
more as a figurehead) and is the mount’s functioning house of
worship, but it did not permit non-Muslims either. A well dressed
man stood at the entrance, and politely prevented us from
entering.

“Can I ask why?” Iain said.

“You can,” he began. A faint frown crinkled onto his brow. “In
2000 Sharon came up here with 6000 troupes. Since then no tourists
are allowed. It is our third most holy place.” Because of the
fragility of Palestine’s government, the site is administered by
the Kingdom of Jordan, he told us. Jordan’s King Hussein had sold a
property in London to buy the gold now plastered over the dome
behind us. It had been plated before, but the gold was now thick,
making it shine in the light from all angles of the city.

“It’s beautiful,” Iain remarked.

He shook his head. “There are so many people with no food, no
homes. This money could have been used on them.” He apologised
sincerely for us not being allowed inside the mosques and, as we
turned to leave, shook his head again.

“This world makes me very sad.” He said it as though he believed
in another, better world to follow.

As Arabs and Jews attempt to stake their sovereignty on the
Temple Mount, Jewish plans to destroy the mosques and build a third
temple in their place persist.

 

Iain and I sat in our hostel’s kitchen, eating kebabs from the
souq, beside a French girl who tossed a salad, and Josh, an
American, who worked his way through a dinner of sealed army
rations. Avi, a young Jew who lived in Jerusalem, sat drinking the
hostel’s free supply of instant coffee. He had wanted a “break”, he
told us, so had come to spend a few nights in the hostel dormitory,
where we would all sleep that night.

Josh was the most devout Christian I had ever met. His father
was a missionary who found God after he kicked a serious cocaine
problem, and now lectured at a Christian college on the
non-existence of evolution. Josh was a sweet young man who was
thrilled to be in Jerusalem, and equally thrilled to be joining
Avi, Iain and I for a drink at a nearby pub that night: he was
under 21, and couldn’t drink in the States.

As the subject of religion had already been broached, Avi saw no
harm in casually asking the French girl if she believed in God. She
munched at her salad, hastily jabbing her fork into fresh leaves,
talking and eating simultaneously, with the finesse that only a
beautiful young French woman could achieve. “No,” she said bluntly,
still crunching away.

“Avi persisted: “But how can you not believe in God?” he
asked.

“Religion ees stoopid,” she snapped. Her fork had been laid
down; her arms waved around. “Look at what religion has caused in
thees place!” The French girl’s eyes flashed with an intensity I
could not identify. “My grandparents were killed!” she shouted.
“Their homes in Palestine were bulldozed. My mother is French, my
father is Arab: they are Christians; I am half Palestinian.” She
shot Avi a look of revulsion; her big dark eyes were glossy.

 

That night, Avi took Iain, Josh and I to a very stylish ‘Irish
pub’ in Jerusalem’s modern, trendy district. He insisted on paying
the hefty entrance fee; we consented. Josh ogled at the beer menu:
an impressive four page array of international brands. Iain and I
scanned it, debating our favourite brews aloud. Josh had had no
idea that there were so many varieties of beer, he admitted, and
looked to us for advice.

“Well,” I said, “My favourite of all these is the Leffe Blonde,
which is a wheat beer. It’s very crisp, but quite strong. Eight
percent, I think.”

“Okay,” said Josh, smiling. “That one sounds nice… but I’ll just
have a small one. It’s okay for me to drink, but I’m not allowed to
get drunk,” he explained. He mentioned some of the volunteer work
he’d been doing for the police force: ordering alcohol at bars and
reporting the bartenders who didn’t request identification before
serving him. “Man’s law is God’s law,” he said, chirpily.

The ‘small’ beers turned out to be pint sized, and the ‘large’
ones that Avi, Iain and I had ordered, double the size. Josh had
neared the end of his glass, and now sucked on a thin cherry cigar,
his face rosy. Avi leaned heavily on an elbow, his black rimmed
glasses obscured his eyes. Iain and I told him and Josh about our
website, and our intentions to write about our time in Jerusalem.
Avi had recently had a book published, he divulged. It was a kind
of philosophy – his thoughts – he said, but did not seem keen to
elaborate. He looked tired, worn.

“If you want to write about Jerusalem… you must understand it,”
he said, sighing. “You must understand that everybody,
everybody is so fucking tired of fighting. We want peace.”
He exhaled a long, slow breath.

Military service is compulsory for Israelis once they finish
school: three years for men, and 20 months for women. We had seen
the hoards of adolescent soldiers in the Jewish quarters of the
city, in poorly ironed uniforms, the girls’ hair tied into messy
ponytails.

Iain asked him about the number of very large guns we had seen,
casually slung over the shoulders of civilians.

“They must carry these because of the suicide bombers… the
terrorists,” he replied, without expression.

The only way for able-bodied youths to avoid conscription is to
claim mental fragility. The potential trauma of participating in a
struggle for the right of what Jews deem their Promised Land is
obvious. Avi’s brother had completed his three years, we were told,
after which he had taken his own life.

Avi said goodnight, and we agreed to meet the next day. We had
borrowed money the night before, when a hefty bill arrived, and
wanted to pay him back. But, the next morning, when we woke in our
dormitory, his bed was empty. He did not return.
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Chapter 1 A
Passage to India (with apologies to E.M. Forster)



A Passage to India (with apologies to E.M.
Forster)

By Iain

  

The brown skins, the bare feet, the nose-rings, the
humped bullocks – all these things were foreseeable, seemed obvious
and familiar from the moment of landing. The really odd, unexpected
thing about Bombay was its birds. There are more birds in the
streets of this million-peopled city than in an English
woodland.

Aldous Huxley, Jesting
Pilate: An Intellectual
Holiday 

 

A man unrolled his patterned carpet beside a metal detector.
Neatly dressed, in a wool suit, he would, like us, soon leave Amman
from the city’s international airport. He raised his open hands to
shoulder level, looked up through simply framed spectacles, and
bent from the knee, down, until his head and hands touched the
floor. I recorded him in my journal, amongst other, final
impressions of the Middle East: of people praying publicly, next to
taxis and behind shop counters, oblivious to customers waiting to
be served, outside full mosques on Friday and on the edge of a
felucca, divining Mecca through a long relationship with the Nile.
Three months before, I might have panicked. Airport, metal
detector, Muslim. But I recorded no fear; what I wrote, instead,
was a conclusion.

Claire and I had intended a journey with only one conclusion:
Shanghai; but Shanghai was not our destination. We were to fly from
Amman to Muscat and from Muscat to Mumbai, bypassing Iran and
Pakistan to enter India over the Arabian Sea. The aeroplane tickets
were old. We had bought them in Cape Town, before the journey
began, to satisfy visa requirements, fretting family, and a few
friends.

By travelling over land and making only slow transitions, we had
hoped to witness the connection between cultures, and gain some
understanding of the whole. The local bus, dispensing and
collecting en route, makes its own slow transition – as does the
overnight train. Languages change at the border; memories of the
place just visited can be carried with you. Flights move too far
too fast. It is as if your memories cannot keep up and are lost,
amongst too swift impressions of the utterly new.

We boarded our first plane, to Muscat. I slept slack jawed on
the in-flight table; the two hour journey passed unremarkably.

Already, we regretted not going to Iran; less so Pakistan. It
was our journey’s largest flaw. It has become our flaw, because the
journey, for this period of our lives, has become us.

Iran conquered far past its modern borders. It reached Egypt to
the south, Greece to the west and controlled long swathes of north
India. Much later, when Islam spread from the Middle East to India
(and modern day Pakistan), it came, in part, through already
converted Iran.

There were consolations. Iran and Pakistan would have drawn us
quickly through Turkey: we could not have travelled south, past the
Aegean, to discover the Middle East. Egypt and India have close
historical links: they first traded in about 2500 BCE. Commerce
continued, through the Suez Canal and its ancient predecessor,
built as early as 1500 BCE: a thin line on maps, snaking east from
the heart of the Nile.

More tangibly, Iranian visas are notoriously difficult for
independent travellers to obtain. We would require an invitation,
but did not know any Iranians. Had we applied, we might have been
disappointed by an unconquerable bureaucracy.

We had feared Iran; it was unknown. Syria, also unknown, Muslim
and a pariah, cured us of this fear. In Damascus, we met Kathryn,
who had travelled our route in reverse, from China to the Middle
East, alone. Iran had been her favourite country. She told us of
tremendous hospitality; restaurant meals had been paid for by
anonymous benefactors, to reward her faith in the unfamiliar.

At Muscat’s airport, people waited. Dark skinned men extended
stringy muscles and slept, somehow oblivious to hard ridged,
uncomfortable seats, duty free trade and incessant, chimed-in
announcements. Gulf Air flew cheaply through this airport,
encouraging awkward, often long connections.

I smoked a cigarette in an overflowing room. Condensation turned
yellow as it trickled down the window, staining the white frames.
Smoke escaped from the open door, to be smelt long before it was
seen. The people around me were unmistakably Indian, returning from
hard work with hard currency, from countries made indolent by oil.
They smoked their cigarettes – short, with stub filters –
exuberantly, pulling them quickly from their faces before opening
their mouths wide, to inhale deeply.

Our flight started to seem appropriate. In Damascus, a barber
had told me, while his razor skirted my throat, “you been India you
understand life. You no been India, you no understand life.” Long
tufts of ginger hair protruded from his sunburnt scalp. The few
teeth left in his gabbing mouth were rotting, and extended out,
towards the mirror. I could see him move, flick foam and hair from
the blade. He seemed a man who knew life like I might never. In
Luxor, Paul, a wild haired Kiwi, described defecating in Delhi’s
streets. “I couldn’t help it, I had the shits real bad. But I
didn’t feel outta place.” He said Mumbai was not an Indian city,
because there were no cows to obstruct its traffic.

Other travellers had told me that India required “at least a
month” of acclimatisation; but they had arrived from places like
London and Sydney. I felt prepared, as did Claire. She had sat
beside me at Amman’s airport, writing her own conclusion.

The second flight left at 1:10am. We had lost two hours between
Amman and Muscat. We would lose another one and a half before
arriving in Mumbai at 5:05am. The plane was familiar: medium sized,
modern – but not new, without televisions; the kind used for short
hops. I had travelled from Johannesburg to Cape Town in these
planes, to see my father during school holidays.

Hostesses handed out blindfolds, earplugs and blankets, then
offered coffee. I made no effort to sleep, but packed away the
blindfold and earplugs, for later use.

It was dark when we landed; seemed darker still when we emerged
from the bright airport building. Taxi drivers pressed against a
barrier at the exit, an incomprehensible mass of shouts and waving
arms. One held a scrap of cardboard close to his chest, “Manley”
written in hasty strokes of black ink upon it. He was there to
collect us; apprehension had led us to book an over priced airport
transfer.

I pushed the luggage trolley after him, to a small white
hatchback. A diagonal crack stretched to opposite ends of its
windscreen. Grey uniformed men had followed us, offering to push
the trolley. We declined; they followed us still. Our driver opened
the boot. Quickly, the men grasped our bags and threw them in, then
turned, and demanded baksheesh. I said we had no rupees. “English
pounds, okay,” said one. I said we had no pounds; we weren’t
English. “Okay dollars,” said the other. I ignored them, and
climbed quickly into the car. The men seemed unsurprised; they
collected the empty trolley and left.

It was 6am. We drove through the last of the night, through the
disorientation of a new city. A woman, unkempt, obviously just
awake, emerged from her pavement shack to empty a chamber pot into
the road. Her home, and others like it, lit by yellow street
lights, were unlike South Africa’s ‘tin shacks’: most were made of
wood and pilfered plastic, some stood two short stories high; they
did not sprawl on the city’s outskirts, but appeared for short
bursts inside it, arranged in an uncomfortable single file.

Hotel Samrat was dark. A man was asleep on the reception area’s
single couch. He rose slowly, lit and waved incense before a
shrine, turned on the lights. He hawked. Phlegm moved from the base
of his lungs to his puckered mouth. He walked outside and spat,
returned and retrieved an enormous ledger. “Good Morning!” he said.
“Welcome to India. Could I have your passports please?”

A notice board in reception was covered by still bright
photographs of white skinned foreigners. Beds at Hotel Samrat could
be reserved on Hostel
World. Later, on the same website, they could be reviewed. The
results were proudly displayed below the photographs: “Better than
I had expected, ” said Gillian Muir from Canada. “Fairly clean, and
I feel rather safe,” said Ying Tan, from China.

Our room was large. White, blue monogrammed linen covered the
double bed. Irregular, rust coloured stains marked the coffee and
other spillages of previous patrons. Beside the bed was a couch,
above the bed a hook, and precariously swinging from it, a fan. At
the room’s far end was a small, barred window and, adjacent to
that, the bathroom door. There would be hot water only until 9am.
After that, we would have to wait until 6am the next day.

We showered. Claire slept. I stood at the window and watched
pink light thread itself gently between deep green leaves. A large
tree pressed against the hotel’s wall; it stretched up, past our
room on the third floor, and out, to shade a strip of narrow shacks
below. Parallel lines of rail ran close to the shack doors; we were
near a station. I could hear announcements – a woman’s hollow,
recorded voice – and the screech of braking trains.

On the tree’s branches, drooping in the damp air, house crows
bounced and cawed. Hard black beaks, parted, took the shape of a
katar: Indian daggers capable of a disembowelling scissor
action. Black continued past the birds’ black eyes, then stopped,
and gave way to a soft, pigeon grey, which covered their breasts.
The birds’ wings, again black, beat an oily purple in the morning’s
first light. There were ten or fifteen in the tree: the collective
noun for crows is murder, ‘a murder of crows’.

Discernable in the shadowy thick of the tree were two parakeets.
A shade lighter than the surrounding foliage, I imagined the pair
cowering, afraid, too scared to sing.

I decided to go downstairs. I would have a last cigarette and
then, hopefully, fall asleep. A man in the hotel’s maroon and grey
uniform joined me in the corridor. “Massaj sir? You like massaj?” I
said no, thank you. The man followed me into the elevator. “Very
good massaj! Very cheap!” Again, I declined. “Head massaj, shoulder
massaj, whole body massaj.” The man’s fingers contracted as he
spoke. He reached out, grabbed my shoulder, squeezed it hard. At
the ground floor, I left the elevator. The man followed me through
reception, outside. “Massaj very relaxing! Very cheap!” I said no
firmly, lit my cigarette and turned away. The man lingered, but
eventually left.

About thirty men loitered opposite me, squatting and standing
across the single lane road. The men – all of them – studied me. I
paced outside the hotel’s doors, perturbed by their oscillating
heads. A passing cow might interrupt their gaze, but never their
attention. The men conversed; I was afraid. Not of these men, but
of their unfamiliar, crowded world. I finished my cigarette and
went to bed, glad I did not have to confront it yet.










Chapter 2
Mumbai


Mumbai

By Iain

 

“An individual-to-individual callousness… is still so strong in
the country that it is the greatest danger for a foreigner living
in India, for it is a frighteningly easy thing to find it creeping
into one’s soul.”

A.M. Rosenthal, The Future in
Retrospective

 

I stepped, not looking, and slid; swayed backwards, snapped
forward, and stopped. A smear of yellow brown behind me led to a
large, fresh, now trampled, cowpat. It had been spread thickly over
my sandal, and, despite thinning at the heel, continued up to reach
my calf. A nearby woman – wrinkled, squatting, bony arms wrapped
around her bony knees – noticed me: tall, white, with a soiled foot
raised gingerly for inspection; she grimaced, then spat.

Khar Road had surprised us. The area, ten stops north of
Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus, Mumbai’s epicentre, is ugly: a sprawl
held messily together by a busy suburban rail station. A few
mildewed hotels have assembled near the station – including Hotel
Samrat, our hotel, at the long end of the motley strip. It offered
a service so identical to its neighbour that the two hotels shared
one reception area. Inside, different men staffed different
desks.

Mumbai, Claire and I had thought, was an easy way to enter
India. It was said by Paul, the wild haired Kiwi, to not be
properly an Indian city, because there were no cows to obstruct its
traffic. Proper or not, it was India’s largest, most cosmopolitan
city, and this appealed to us; it eased our fear of an anticipated
shock: of a vast unknown, of abject poverty and assured stomach
infections. Mumbai, after all, had not long ago been Bombay, an
entirely British invention.

But Paul was wrong: herds of cattle roamed Khar’s streets. The
animals were large, horns long and haphazardly twisted, or small,
with the stubby, pointed horns of imps. Owners milked and
presumably fed the cows each morning. Then, allowed to wander, the
animals, to feed four stomachs, snuffled amongst Mumbai’s festering
waste and watched shopkeepers; shopkeepers – particularly the men
who spent long days standing in the street, behind carts laden with
fruit – watched the cows, because the cows, able to spot an
unmanned stall, might lumber over, and, tongues flapping spittle,
gleefully help themselves.

The cows are sacred – to extract a blessing, Hindus occasionally
offered a treat, touched the animal’s forehead and then their own –
and have equal right to pavements and roads.

Outside Khar’s station was a small traffic circle, serving three
roads. Auto-rickshaws – modified scooters with two rear wheels and
a black canvas top – lined up at this circle, to wait for fares.
Disembarked train passengers flooded its boundary, the pavement,
demarcated by informal shops. Stray dogs – and once,
heartbreakingly, a loping pup – crossed here, and demonstrated by
limps or the progression of mange their varying states of neglect.
It was not a terrifically busy intersection: traffic was
restricted, mostly, to auto-rickshaws and motorbikes. Cars were
infrequent, trucks and busses rare. But this encouraged people to
swarm across it, and cows, some of them humped and impossibly white
amongst so much grime and grit, to lie down, impassive amidst the
tonk and squeal of obstructed drivers.

It was past this circle that I now walked, unhappily, squelching
faeces at the heel of my shoe. I considered the old woman’s
grimace: I had anticipated laughter straight after I slipped.
People slept tightly packed on Khar’s pavements; thin, dirty sheets
between gaunt bodies and the cracked cement. Perhaps I had ground
the cowpat into this women’s small piece of earth, the piece she
claimed as her own each night. Now, because of me, she would have
to clean it. Perhaps, because Indians use dried cow dung as fuel,
to cook, and because people also lived on these pavements, boiled
tea and rice for their naked children, I had destroyed something
she planned to collect. My inconvenience might, for very different
reasons, have also been hers.

I scraped clean my shoe near the entrance to Hotel Samrat. Paul
had suggested we stay in Mumbai for two or three days: rest, and
maybe see it’s most important sites – but then quickly leave. We
stayed for ten, and made plans to return.

 

I clutched close a bottle of Kingfisher, Indian lager, and
attempted to step out of Hotel Samrat, to stand and smoke. The
security guard, a young, wide smiling Sikh, opened the door;
Toadman, the receptionist, stopped me. “It is illegal to drink
publicly in India sir,” he croaked, and waved a chubby finger.

Neither Claire, who had christened Toadman, nor I learnt his
real name. He had drooping jowls and a just discernable chin. He
sat marathons behind his desk, on a stool, completely hunched – and
rested his arms, at the elbow, on trousered thighs. To compensate
for his bent back, when eye contact with a standing customer was
required, Toadman would lift his head, stretch his neck and raise
his bulging eyes – then talk through flapping jowls.

I accepted Toadman’s superior knowledge and positioned myself
instead behind the only table in reception. The Times of
India – on the table, in sections – had two women, separately
photographed, in headscarves and lycra cat suits, on its front. Out
of focus, behind the obviously Muslim athletes, were other women,
also athletes, in ski-pants and crop-tops. The pun-heavy caption,
“The Gulf between Hot Couture and Cool Couture,” led my eyes down
further, to an article of obvious lament: India’s female to male
ratio had declined. India now has 927 women for every thousand men.
The imbalance is no longer a product of rural ignorance: the
disparity is greatest in urban areas, where access to prenatal
technology is easier. Only China is more awkwardly male: there are
832 women for every thousand men. China and India: one third of the
world’s population; it meant more than 500 million men might never
find brides.

The Times of India is sold in stupendous bulk: more
than two and a half million copies are distributed daily. It the
world’s most circulated English language broadsheet, and its editor
has, because he believes its use inflates egos, abandoned the
capital ‘I’.

Further into the paper, amongst the business pages, was “Biz
Next: Talk soft, laugh light, dress right.” Etiquette institutes
had begun to appear in Mumbai, said the article, because “if a
senior manager gingerly balances a pea on a knife and tries to push
it down his throat, he clearly needs a crash course in etiquette.
(A 43 year-old top executive was recently watched doing precisely
that. A tip: he could have done his country proud by elegantly
eating straight out of his hands).”

India’s development, its unfamiliar strength, meant sending
uninitiated executives to do business in the West. “The Indian
executive increasingly travels on business, does stints abroad and
entertains foreign clients at home. Now, if only he spoke a little
softly, laughed a little less loudly and asked fellow diners if he
could smoke before lighting up, the executive would have that
personal edge too.”

It reminded me of an advert we’d seen pasted to a crumbling
wall. Dr Rajesh D. Bhujle, “a miracle, the ninth wonder in
English,” could, the advert suggested, teach us to “speak English
like James Bond (007)… According to him [Dr Bhujle] there are two
class (sic), first and no class. We have to develop the first.”

The Times article, and the etiquette institutes,
suggested that “the big Indian failing… is absence of regard for
others. The way executives behave in the boardroom, at airports or
with clients is an offshoot of this callous attitude.” And many
Indians, I had quickly discovered, are callous – particularly the
professional elite, the “first” class.

Earlier that week, Claire and I had found Dominos selling pizzas
for 500 rupees (£6) – meals in Mumbai could be had for as little as
ten rupees, perhaps 15 – past a line of homeless, fly plagued
people, and a child defecating in the street. Boards outside
announced Domino’s delivery service, named the “Hunger
Helpline.”

Claire had boarded the ladies only carriage of a metropolitan
train past a woman lying, seemingly asleep, on the carriage floor.
The woman, Claire said, was old, tiny: a bundle of rags. A guard
appeared. He poked the woman with his lathi, a heavy,
medium length stick. She didn’t stir. The guard felt her pulse,
then her side. He called another man. The men picked the woman up
and deposited her on the dirty platform. Still, she didn’t stir.
Claire heard two passengers conversing. One, just boarding, asked
another about the commotion. “Oh, there was a lady, she was
sleeping here,” replied the other, then kicked the woman’s sandals
and water bottle off the train.

Even so, I felt sympathy for the uninitiated executives.
Protocol required a professional face in a world as – and perhaps
more – uncomfortable and unfamiliar as the one in which I found
myself now.

My beer was by now finished. Toadman, mouth pursed, eyes
bulging, looked, I thought, as if he had captured a large fly. I
approached his desk to ask if there were any cinemas nearby. Mumbai
is Bollywood’s home – the ‘Bo’ came from Bombay – and it seemed
important that we watch a local film.

Toadman, head waggling (an affirmative side-to-side), said
“You’ll need to take an auto-rickshaw sir. Tell them you want to go
to the Gaity-Glaxy.”

“The Gaity-Glaxy,” I repeated. “How much should it cost?”

“The driver will use a meter sir. It is only ten minutes.”

Claire had appeared in reception a few minutes before. I thanked
Toadman and we left.

The cinema, a tall, square building, its walls painted cream and
peach, had seven screens. The screens – and I now understood
Toadman’s “Gaity Glaxy” – had been named: the Grace, the Gemini,
the Gossip, the Glamour, the Gem, the Gaiety and the Galaxy. These
names were declared across the building’s front, near the
appropriate door, in sturdy blue letters. Above the names were
posters, advertising the films being screened.

I had bought Mumbai’s Time Out, a franchise of the
London based magazine, and read an interview with Baabul’s
director. The film, I gathered, was to be taken seriously – so it
was Baabul, being screened at the Gaiety, that we decided
to see.

Every screen had two ticket windows: one for advance purchases,
another for that night. It had taken us a while, confusedly
wandering in the direction ticket clerks pointed, to establish
this. Another queue had to be joined before entering the cinema. A
man just behind us in this queue – neatly dressed, standing beside
his equally neat wife – addressed us.

“Are you able to understand a Hindi film?” The man’s thin grey
hair and neat but informal clothes suggested a pensioner – as did
the evening: a Monday night.

“No,” I said. “Are there no subtitles?” I had thought there may
be, because the cinema screened films in three languages: Hindi,
India’s most widely spoken language and the language of government,
Marathi, the local language, and English. None of the three, the
man explained, had subtitles. I though it appropriate, then,
because of Dr Bhujle, the “ninth wonder in English,” that the
Hollywood film being advertised was Casino Royale, James
Bond’s latest instalment.

“A baabul,” the man said – he seemed concerned now that we would
not understand and appreciate the film – “is the father of a
married daughter.”

“Like a father in law?” I asked, underestimating his
English.

“No. It is a man whose daughter has been married. I do not think
there is an English word.”

Inside, a uniformed porter led us to our seats. He was needed;
the tickets were printed in Hindi. The theatre was as large as any
I’ve been into. Adverts were already playing on the curved screen:
a family, out for the day, happily scattered rubbish and spat, then
returned, incredulous, to a foul smelling, litter filled home; a
woman, a mother, cried for the camera and asked us to “make Mumbai
unbreakable,” because her son had died in the city’s most recent
terrorist attack. The national anthem was played, the Indian flag
was projected, and people stood.

Baabul began. I had encountered Bollywood at
university, where I dabbled in film; I remember long, excruciating
dance sequences and little else. Initially, Baabul
surprised me. It presented an unrecognisable Mumbai: clean,
wealthy, sanitised. A father and son raced through organised
streets. The father drove a silver sedan, the son a bright red,
just presented sports car; neither wore seatbelts. It then feigned
cool: pale skinned Indians and posturing, bikinied white girls
danced to music influenced by rap.

The plot seemed simple: son returns home from studying abroad
and is groomed to replace father at father’s successful business;
son meets, courts and marries a beautiful, artistic woman; woman
goes to live in son’s family home (with son’s parents – the Indian
norm) and immediately abandons fashionable Western clothes –
instead she wears the sari of a good Indian wife; son and wife have
child; son assumes greater responsibility at father’s business and
travels, for business, to London; son is killed, upon his return,
in a road accident; wife mourns, becomes irrational; father
travels, to London again, and finds wife’s former good male friend,
now a pop icon; pop icon returns to India, courts wife, is liked by
child; father suggests pop icon marry wife and, controversially, he
does.

The film, spread over three hours, was broken by a short
intermission. We considered leaving then, because we were only
there to experience a Hindi film and an Indian cinema – and we had
done that: the audience laughed loudly (informing us of the humour,
in Hindi, we missed) and cheered and clapped, answered mobile
phones, swapped places and ignored the film, to chat. But the son
had just been hit, unexpectedly, by a car, and it was not yet clear
if he had lived.

Afterwards, outside the cinema, the neatly dressed pensioner
found us. “Did you enjoy the movie?” he asked.

“Yes,” said Claire. “More than we expected to.”

“It’s very controversial in India you know,” he said, and told
us that the lives of orthodox Hindu widows, are, even today,
considered over. The unfortunate women keep short hair and wear
only white (and I now understood the film’s inexplicably solemn
figure, a beautiful woman dressed in white). Neither able to
remarry or work, the women live silent lives, anticipating nothing
but death.

The pensioner, his wife still elegant and silent beside him,
became excited. “The father is a brave man, a reformer!” The
father, I realised, was the film’s baabul – and the term was heavy
with patriarchal respect – because he had arranged the marriage of
his son’s widow: he had treated his daughter-in-law like his own
daughter. “He is quite right!” said the pensioner. “She has to have
her own life, you know. And she must be happy and have lots of
joy!”

 

Our train, a line of brown carriages and barred windows,
approached the platform. It slowed – men ran at it, grabbed hold –
and stopped. The carriage entrances, wide, divided by a single,
much clutched pole, were a mess of brown skin and hard packed, wiry
limbs. Men shouted. Forced between bodies, the individual shouts
echoed and merged. Men pushed and came out: narrow, ragged, luggage
swaying above their bent heads.

I wavered, but Claire moved, past one, two, then three
carriages. All, she said, were impassably full. The shouts stopped,
the echoes faded, and, behind us, new cries were assumed. Again,
men pushed. I was caught in their momentum and, at the gap between
carriage and platform, was forced to leap into a squash of bodies,
a somehow penetrable space.

Claire, on the platform, carefully aside, immobile, said I
should get off. I couldn’t, I had immediately been pushed back –
and still people continued to board. The train screeched, then
limped: a slow unsteady pace, but forward, imposing decision.
Hands, the hands of the five people hanging at the entrance’s three
person width, extended out. Claire grasped two, the hands of
different men, and was pulled up, a sixth person in the three
person width – then pushed through the carriage to stand beside
me.

“Where you going?” a man asked. I could not, anywhere on the
carriage, see women.

The man’s head was immediately beneath my chin, I could not look
at him to respond. “To Victoria Terminus,” I said, “V.T.”

“Go in, go in,” said the man.

V.T. was the final stop. The man was suggesting we somehow move
further into the carriage, because we would be amongst the last to
get off. The train turned a soft, swinging arc. Handles, unheld,
clattered against the rusting roof. A grip, I discovered, was
unnecessary: we were supported by the press of flesh about us. I
thanked the man, but ignored him.

I could see nothing but bodies; they obscured the scenery at
windows and doors. The men wore short, oiled hair and singlets –
perhaps their shirts were stuck away, protected, because of the
inevitable rub against a neighbour’s sweat. White eyes, bright so
near to black moustaches, studied us: we had enlivened the
unpleasant commute.

I could smell our progress – a sulphurous, enveloping pong,
burning plastic, manure, its slow final mingle with spicy food –
and later, happy reading a book on the same route, above Indian
heads, measured the journey by these smells.

Officially, Victoria Terminus is Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus,
the epicentre of Mumbai. Above the platforms, hands tic-tocked
slowly through the face of a large, Roman numbered clock. The
clock, inconclusive evidence of our arrival at – according our
guidebook – “the city’s most exuberant Gothic building,” had been
superseded: at every platform, digital displays choreographed the
arrival and departure of Mumbai’s throngs. Old, white bearded
Muslims, in white robes and white skullcaps, stumbled toward
trains, leaning on sticks. Chubby women shuffled, and made bright
saris swish. Young men swaggered in tight trousers, swinging skinny
hips. People appeared, boarded, and disappeared, obeying the bright
yellow numbers displayed against black. Victoria Terminus was,
quite obviously, Mumbai’s many-ventricled heart, and the digital
displays dictated its pulse.

Two girls, hip-high, possibly sisters, pursued us through the
station, insisting we distribute rupees. The eldest fingered soft
hair, opened a mouth of gleaming white teeth – her dress, by
immediate contrast, was extravagantly dirty – and stuck out a
confident hand. We gave a few meaningless coins.

Outside, our guidebook’s description was justified. A four metre
high toga-ed figure called “Progress,” resembling Manhattan’s
“Liberty,” stood above the station’s brown-bricked, broadly Gothic
building. I say broadly Gothic because its mishmash of Roman,
Hindu, Gothic, Venetian and Damascene arches, all of them
time-blackened and industrial, were also frantic and
uncomfortable.

A three pronged radio antenna extended beyond Progress’s crown.
It was a small sign, besides the soot, that this was not 1887, and
Victoria Terminus had not just been built. The station became
Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus in 1998, two years after Bombay became
Mumbai; but it is still referred to as V.T., just as Mumbai is
still referred to as Bombay.

We walked south through a subway, below an impassable road of
red, double-decker busses, yellow-black taxis and shrill, incessant
hoots. At a distance, the Victoria Terminus was symmetrical and
perfectly confident, a statement of Victorian certainty. Near
Mahatma Ghandi Road we forked right, and slowly passed the Oval
Maidan where cricket was being played in perfect whites. We entered
the confusion and stacked paper of the city’s High Court.
Barristers dressed in British robes, but forgot the silly wigs.
Next door was Mumbai University, a palm fringed transplant from
Oxford, built to imitate “14th century Gothic.” We lingered at the
journalism department’s newspapered wall; front pages remembered
men on the moon and the assassination of two Ghandis.

At last, through Colaba, we arrived at the Gateway of India and
could walk no further: a harbour full of fishing boats began.
Beggars, fishermen and balloon sellers swarmed at the Gateway’s
base. Next to it stood the Taj, a luxury hotel in a Mogul
influenced concrete tower block. It made the Gateway look small.
J.N. Tata, an industrialist, had the Taj built because European
owned hotels denied him entrance: he was a ‘native’.

The Gateway had no walls. It was a notion, a magical portal –
and it might transfer people into a magical world. But the magical
world had limits, and the limits, like the Gateway’s narrow arch,
were British made. It was the beginning and end of British India.
British troops arrived here, after long months of sea, and it was
through the Gateway, on 28 February 1948, that the remnants of
British government ceremonially left.










Chapter 3
Matheran


Matheran

By Claire

 

The miniature train, royal blue with shiny red trimmings, known
fondly as the ‘toy train’, waited patiently on its narrow tracks at
Neral Junction. We boarded, and began the slow, winding 800 metre
ascent to Matheran, a small town set amidst mountains and forest –
its name means ‘jungle topped’.

We sat opposite two Indian women: a mother in her mid-forties,
wearing a pale pink sweatshirt and Capri pants, and her
daughter-in-law, in jeans and a t-shirt. Iain’s backpack stood in
the aisle, leaning against his legs, which poked awkwardly into the
tiny train’s aisle. He had positioned the bag near the train’s
door, where there was an area of unused space, but a woman in a
green sari with a bright red bindi on her forehead had
scowled at him and rattled off complaints in Hindi.

The lady in pink noticed the length of Iain’s uncomfortable
looking legs, summoned her son, and watched as he moved Iain’s
backpack to the end of carriage, in that same space beside the
door. The sari wearer muttered, shaking her head.

“Just ignore these people!” the woman in pink said
loudly, smiling at us. “Now you will be slightly more comfortable.”
She was visiting Matheran for the weekend, with her son, his new
wife, and her other daughter-in-law, who sat beside her. “We are
Christians from Bombay,” she said proudly, in only faintly accented
English. “And where are you from?”

We chatted to them sporadically, gazing out of the window as the
train chugged above a dry reddish landscape, where dark green grew
in thick clumps. “Isn’t this just wonderful?” the woman exclaimed.
It would be her first visit to Matheran, she said, but her son went
there often, as did many of her friends. Only a few hours from
Mumbai, the hill station is many a Mumbaiker’s weekend
paradise.

The train halted at a small platform, where a man squeezed
lemons into glasses of water from behind a wagon. “I wouldn’t trust
the water thosedrinks are made with,” said the
mother-in-law and, turning to her son, who sat at the window where
a drinks vendor had appeared, asked “Do they have Appy?”

Mountains receded into the distance; we had begun moving again.
I watched the daughter-in-law opposite us clutch her empty juice
box awkwardly, and say, “What are we going to do with these?” to no
one in particular. The mother-in-law loudly declared that she had a
plastic bag that they could be kept in. But the bag never appeared,
and, a few minutes later, out of the corner of my eye, I saw the
boxes being tossed out of the window, to lie amidst the unspoilt
beauty that everyone had travelled to see.

We reached Matheran, a hill top town with a population of 5000,
where motor vehicles and even bicycles are banned; a shady haven to
rest the ears and lungs after the chaos of Mumbai. A huge portion
of the town’s residents are dogs who sleep the day away, bundles of
mongrel pups, sacred cows with calves, goats and bleeting kids,
hens hiding chicks under maternal wings, horses, ponies and cats;
it is a kind of giant petting zoo. And high up in the trees, are
hundreds of mischievous monkeys, picking through the fur behind
their babies’ outsized pink ears, bounding through the town, or
sauntering into an unguarded home, to steal food which they
greedily stuff into their cheeks for later.

A young man in a shirt and brown high-waisted trousers greeted
us outside the small train station.

“Where are you going?” he enquired politely.

“To Pramod Lodge,” I told him. I had spoken to Santosh, Pramod
Lodge’s owner, on the telephone the day before.

“Aah, yes, Pramod. I am Santosh’s brother,” he said smiling.

“Oh,” I said, surprised, but somewhat glad that he was there to
direct us to the guest house, described as difficult to find in our
guidebook.

We walked with him, making polite small talk: he asked where we
were from; I enquired about the guest house. Halfway down a narrow
dirt road, he pointed to the door of a small semi-detached room,
with peeling blue paint and a porch. “I am very sorry,” he said.
“But we are full at Pramod. Santosh asked me to give you this
place.”

I was surprised by our naivety. In India, as in Egypt, the
likelihood of the polite, helpful man that appears outside the
train station being honest – and not seeking a commission from the
hotel he escorts you to – is slim.

We found our own way to Pramod Lodge, where Santosh confirmed
that he did not have a brother in Matheran, and that our room was
waiting for us.

That evening, Main Bazaar, the town’s central red dirt road, was
alit with fairy lights. Indian tourists wandered past stalls
selling plastic toys that spun up into the sky, glasses of rainbow
coloured sugary cordial, and the most beautiful handmade leather
sandals I had ever seen. It was a carnivalesque scene: people
wandered by, wearing luminous rubber necklaces that glowed in the
dark; groups of girls strolled arm in arm, enjoying their new found
freedom from hooting cars and zipping auto-rickshaws. The road was
clean and litter free, thanks to the eco-minded town council, who
have imposed a complete ban on plastic bags. ‘This place is
pretty much Mumbai’s antithesis…’ I wrote in my journal that
evening.

 

At five thirty the next morning, Ganesh, the man with whom we’d
organised an early morning horse ride, knocked on our door. “Best
time early morning, empty stomach,” he had said. The air was crisp
and cool, and the only people we saw along Main Bazaar were other
riders, mostly Indian tourists being led by their horse’s
reins.

Matheran’s horses are in excellent condition – several also work
as racehorses. Underneath their saddles, they all wear red cotton
cloth draped over their middles, with their names hand-sewn in
coloured letters: Amit and Abishek, our horses, were named after
two of India’s most worshipped Bollywood stars.

Following Ganesh, who rode a small well-trained horse, we
trotted until Little Chouk Point. A man in a small kiosk offered us
chai or coffee, but we hadn’t brought any money. We joined the
other riders on the edge of the cliff, to see the view. A fine mist
obscured much of the valley ahead, but a few metres below the
cliff’s edge, we could see clearly the piles of multi-coloured
litter that lay on the ground, almost out of sight. Indian tourists
took “snaps” with black film-fed cameras and mobile phones, posing
in tracksuits.

We left the groups of riders lingering at the view point, and
began a gentle canter along a path through dense woodland, a thick
canopy of trees above us. The forest was a deep emerald green,
shadowy with glimpses of yellow sunlight streaming through dark
leaves. Ganesh released my horse’s reins and we cantered back to
town.

Flocks of tiny school children were on their way to school,
wearing boxy oversized satchels, white shirts, and navy shorts, or
skirts. The girls had red ribbons in their plaits, and
silver-belled anklets tinkled on their flip-flopped feet. They
giggled and screeched when they saw us. “Hello! How are you? What
is your name? What is your country?” and burst into laughter as we
turned to answer.

At Main Bazaar, more Indian tourists were arriving; we were yet
to see a foreign tourist in Matheran. Large ladies and their
husbands were carted in by hand-pulled rickshaws, pulled by young
swaggering men. Some arrived on horseback, followed by male and
female porters, camouflage suitcases balanced on their heads. A
group of ponies ambled along the dusty main road with gas canisters
strapped to either side of their bodies and a hungry black cow
poked its head into a dustbin that was mounted onto a pole; the bin
was only fastened on one side, so it swung back and forth as the
cow’s head searched deeper in the bin for breakfast.

After our own breakfast, we took a random route into the village
that lay behind Pramod Lodge; it soon seemed like a route that few
foreigners take. The villagers stared at us as we wandered slowly
past their quaint homes; some retreated shyly inside.

A woman in a bright red sari stood in front of a tall tree, its
big, gnarled roots exposed, cutting a bundle of wood into small
pieces with a long dirty knife. Behind her, perched higher up, was
a tiny sky blue temple, with a square base and a dome in the middle
of its flat roof. We peeked through the bars that blocked the
temple’s entrance, and saw a shrine of sorts: a poster of a bald
man wearing glasses, his one arm raised, palm forward, adorned with
marigold garlands and surrounded by small brass containers with lit
candle wicks burning in oil, and incense sticks.

The homes on that narrow lane were mostly small, tin
constructions – often rusted in parts – but were brightly painted,
and had been built carefully, producing a pretty, homely-looking
result. Burnt metal drums stood outside, surrounded by metal
crockery sets, ready to be washed at the outdoor water pump by
housewives on their haunches.

We passed a man painting his wooden rickshaw bright red and
orange. He smiled and greeted us as we passed, asked for his
picture to be taken, and posed, grinning, proudly holding his
paintbrush.

Hay bales were stacked in golden bundles onto the roof of one of
the village’s stables. It was the stable where one of the horse
riding guides we’d met slept for eight months of the year; he went
home to his family in Bangalore during the monsoon.

An old woman lay outside in the shade, on a charpoi: a
wooden bed frame strung with criss-crossing pieces of leather or
rope. Beyond the tiled entrance pillars to her home – Lakshmi, the
Hindu goddess of wealth, was featured on a central tile – were
potted plants and a brightly painted fence. The house next door was
creamy beige. Artificial marigold garlands hung over the doorframe,
bordered by brown painted swastikas. The swastika is an ancient
Hindu symbol, with multiple positive meanings, including ‘Good
Luck’ – also painted, in large brown letters, beside the door.

A few houses down, a balding man of about sixty, with a thick
white beard, sat on a chair outside his front door. “Good morning!”
he called, as we walked past. “Would you like to come inside?”

We entered a small room with a beige patterned linoleum floor,
peach walls, a bookshelf, and a single bed, which the man gestured
for us to sit on. Slowly, he brought his chair from outside and sat
down.

“My name is Karim Sheikh,” he said from his chair. “Where are
you both from, England?”

“South Africa,” I told him. “But we have lived in England.”

“I am very famous in London and Sydney,” he began. “At BA and
Quantas.”

He told us proudly that Matheran’s toy train had been featured
on British television. “I have many important people coming to
visit me here,” he said. “From London and Sydney. They all know me
at BA and Quantas.”

Apparently an enormous annual horserace attracted Mumbaikers and
Brits alike to Matheran, when the town’s grand horseracing track,
left over from the Raj, was put to use again during a week long
carnival.

Karim lived with his wife and grandson, who had been sent to
Matheran by his parents to attend an excellent English-medium
missionary school. The child was about five, and had already made
his presence known to us by throwing an unusually heavy toy truck
at my legs. His catapult lay on the floor of Karim’s bedroom, where
the boy slept on a mattress on the floor at night.

Matheran’s population had recently declined, Karim told us
sadly. “Now there are not enough Muslims to eat a whole cow. We
cannot keep it more than one day, so we have no beef.”

His grandson announced his presence again by throwing the truck
at me with all his might. Karim laughed, and did nothing. We
decided it was time to leave.

 

Muscles aching from a week of horse riding, we dismounted after
a sunset ride, and prepared to leave Matheran for Goa. We had
tickets for the Konkan Kanya Express, which departed Mumbai at
11pm, and planned to catch the last train to Mumbai from Neral
Junction at 7pm. As Matheran is a vehicle-free town, the taxi
stand, from where we would be driven down to Neral Junction, is
located three kilometres away from the town’s Main Bazaar. Horses
and porters plied the route, but cost money, and were no faster
than walking.

We reckoned we had an hour to spare before leaving; enough time
for a beer. I fetched two green 660ml bottles of Kingfisher from
Santosh’s restaurant-cum-bar, wrapped in brown paper bags, and we
drank them on Pramod Lodge’s balcony, looking out onto the dusky
plains below.

Beers finished, we strapped our packs on and started walking to
the taxi stand. We’d walked a few minutes through the town when I
realised I’d left my flip flops in the guest house room. I went
back for them, but the room was locked and I could not find any
staff to open it for me. I ran to Santosh’s restaurant, and he
followed me back to the room, bringing its key. Ten minutes had
been wasted when I arrived back at the spot where Iain had been
waiting with our bags.

It took five minutes and the start of complete darkness for us
to realise what exactly we were walking through: a deserted forest
where our horse riding guide assured us he had seen several cobras,
one tiger, and a few panthers in his five years in Matheran. We
began to make a noise: stomping our feet and raising our voices,
hoping to scare off anything that we might bump into en route.

The path forked unexpectedly. I could see the lights of a nearby
guesthouse, and ran up to it, ignoring shoulder muscles that
groaned: my backpack’s twelve kilograms had begun to weigh me down.
“Go straight,” a man on the guest house patio said. “Twenty minutes
more.” Twenty minutes more and we might miss our train.

We began to walk fast – as fast as we could – each swinging our
water bottles upwards by the handles to land on our moving legs
with a loud thump. Predators didn’t like noise, we reasoned,
neither did snakes. Nothing was going to come looking for what
sounded like a crowd of people. So, a crowd we became: shouting and
singing as we tore through the forest in a paranoid frenzy, our
torch waving from side to side before us, surveying the bushes.

The path continued, with no sign of light. I thought of the long
sweaty hour we had spent in a Mumbai train station, queuing for our
tickets to Goa, and of the hefty waiting list that every train for
the next few weeks had. Another fork appeared. We argued over a
route, chose one, and a few dark metres down, realised that it led
to nothing. Cursing, we ran back to the fork, by now soaked with
sweat from this never-ending journey, and took the other branch, at
the end of which shone the yellow lights of the share taxis to the
train station – all empty.

“Neral Junction!” I called to the nearest driver, gasping for
breath. We would have to pay for the full vehicle; there was no one
to share the taxi with.

“Two hundred and fifty Rupees,” he said solemnly.

“Yes, yes!” I panted, trying to open a door.

“Two hundred fifty,” he repeated, his eyes wide.

“Yes, yes, lets go! Very fast to Neral Junction!”

We reached the first of a series of hairpin bends on the dirt
track that wound sharply down toward Neral. Headlights flickering
wildly, the vehicle tore round the unbarricaded corner into
complete darkness, its horn honking loudly at any oncoming traffic
we might meet. And thus, the journey continued, for twenty
teeth-clenching minutes (our guidebook estimated forty), until we
reached the train station.

There were four minutes until the train to Mumbai departed; it
was the last train that would get us there in time. We were at the
ticket counter when I realised I would not last the two hour
journey without a toilet. I left my bags with Iain and sprinted
down the platform, searching for any sign of a toilet. A
middle-aged woman noticed my panic, and approached me, miming an
enquiry. “Toilet, toilet!” I said, and followed her as she darted
across the tracks and pointed to a small concrete building. Two
perpendicular walls, each about two metres square, formed a corner
in front of a locked door. Whether or not the woman had realised
that the door – presumably to a toilet – was locked or not, I did
not know, or care. I was concealed behind the concrete, which, I
imagined, was a better place than the toilet itself, sure to be
vile. When the woman reappeared, poking her head round the concrete
corner, neither of us flinched.

I dashed back across the tracks, and onto the train with Iain.
We slumped onto a hard seat in one of the third class carriages,
and noticed the fine layer of Matheran’s pink dust that coated our
bodies; our shoes took on a dusky hue. Streaks of dark red had
formed where dust met sweat on our legs. Adrenalin still surged
through my blood, but my body had begun to give way to complete
exhaustion.

Mumbai’s Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus – still known as ‘V.T’
(Victoria Terminus) by many abbreviation-loving Indians – was
heaving with people. We dumped our bags at a pillar in the station
and I sat on my backpack, guarding our belongings. Iain went to
ascertain our train’s departure platform.

Entire families were sprawled out on the station floor, lying on
large squares of cloth, or asleep, barefoot, with their head on
their sandals. Some were surrounded by bulky canvas-wrapped
packages, others appeared possession-less. Ladies spooned curry
into chapatis spread out in their palms. A man clasped a
small mirror, and shaved his white foamy face.

Tiny beggars in rags trudged through the station aimlessly. Men
wearing only strips of grubby white cotton wrapped around their
miniature builds plodded through the station, carrying small
bundles. I knew nothing about Indian dress codes: they all might
have been beggars, as might none of them. I sat, concentrating on
the ground before me, hoping to deter the aggressive beggars I had
already encountered in this city, intermittently flicking my head
left, then right, to check that our four pieces of luggage still
surrounded me.

Iain returned, saying a porter had informed him that platform
number four was our departure point. A uniformed man escorted us to
sleeper car one. Sleeper class is the fourth of five descending
classes, and less than half the price of the next class up, which
is air conditioned. More than this, we did not know.

Our overnight travels had thus far been on buses in the Middle
East, which had been clean and comfortable. We’d taken one
overnight train in Turkey, and one in Egypt, both in carriages with
plush reclining seats. Journeys within Western Europe had been
short; our only other overnight train experience had been on a
Swiss-run express from Barcelona to Geneva, complete with white
sheets, hospital corners, a basin in each single sex four bed
compartment, complementary earplugs, mineral water, and a reading
lamp. It had been one of the best night’s sleep we’d had in
Europe.

I stepped onto the carriage, and strode past noisy passengers
who overflowed into the passageway, from beside padded blue
shelves, triple tiered, where they were arranging their luggage.
Searched for a compartment, I noticed our berth numbers, 54 and 55,
nailed beside two of the padded shelves, one above the other, in
the middle of the unpartitioned carriage, where about eighty others
would sleep that night.

“Oh my god… This is it?” I said to Iain. “It can’t be… I thought
we were in compartments.”

We shoved our bags under the bottom bunk, onto the filthy floor,
and sat down, caked with our coating of pink dust. I ran my hand
over the bunk; it hadn’t seen a wipe in a while, and was left with
a hand as dusty as the floor. Iain chained our bags together, while
I retrieved a bar of soap and washed my hands and face in the
toilet’s basin, careful not to let the soap touch the
unidentifiable slop on the basin’s edges. The train began to move,
past what smelled like a sewage farm, but could not have been: the
smell remained potent – toe-curling, Iain called it – for some
time, and when I peeked through the shutters to identify its
source, I saw that we were travelling along the banks of a
river.

Iain took the bottom bunk to keep me further from reach of any
potential misdemeanours: a friend we’d made in Luxor had woken on
an Indian train to his girlfriend screaming as a man climbed into
her bed.

The berths were about five foot long, which left over a foot and
a half of Iain to be contorted into some form of repose. The sound
of chai wallahs, selling tea, traipsing up and down the
carriage, howling, “Chai chaaai-ya! Chai chaaai-ya!” sent us into
agitated, intermittent slumber. The same sound woke us at four the
next morning, as the wallahs leaned over, toward our ears,
offering chai in wails that resonated through the sleeping
carriage.
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Goa

By Claire

 

Vagator, one of Goa’s coastal tourist towns, was said by our
guidebook to have “long been the hot location for the outdoor rave
parties that made the Goa party scene famous.” But on the day that
we arrived, with only a week till Christmas, and accommodation
supposedly jam-packed, it was deserted.

The restaurants were all empty, and shiny Christmas decorations
hung feebly from the rafters. Rows of clothes and souvenir stalls
stood redundant, their proprietors calling out from shaded straw
mats, “Hey, how you doing? Just have a look…” in feigned American
twangs, or “Yes yes, have a look… please madam!”

The guesthouses and hotels were only half full, but still
charged exorbitant “high high season” rates – the locals
believed that the regular horde was still on its way. We settled
into a spacious tiled room, bright and clean; a delight compared to
Mumbai’s Samrat hotel and its midnight vermin visitors.

I devoured prawn vindaloo, authentically Goan enough to make my
sinuses march in protest. After lunch, we attempted to explore the
small town, but soon retreated to our guesthouse. Besides endless
rows of desperate stall owners, empty restaurants and small shops
stocked with imported Western comforts, there was nothing to see.
In fact there was nothing particularly Indian about the town at
all, apart from the locals who manned the superfluous shops and
stalls. Mumbai’s exoticism had provided hours of exploratory
entertainment, and now, having gone through a kind of
acclimatisation to India’s manic, colourful world, we felt
disappointed with Vagator, and longed to be dumped back into the
middle of the sub-continental madness.

At Vagator’s Main Beach, we found a small morsel of it. A
hundred sari clad women ran into the sea shrieking, and stopped
waist deep before hauling themselves out, saris weighed down by the
water. Tour buses waited until the rainbow coloured ladies dried
out in the sun, and drove them away with their husbands, outlines
of soggy wet underpants visible on their trouser seats.

Further along the coast, Little Vagator Beach was a palm-fringed
picture of foreigners sun-tanning, swimming, or playing with beach
bats. Restaurants had been set up at intervals, just beyond a long
row of deck chairs where people tanned, and ordered seafood
lunches. Ladies with heavy baskets on their heads called out
“Papayaaa! Pineapple! Mango!” and plonked themselves at the end of
deck chairs to deliver dripping pieces of fruit, sliced with a
shiny knife.

Intrepid cows casually sauntered up to the row of tourists,
following their noses; one buried its snout in my bag of pineapple
slices while my back was turned. Wandering cows were ubiquitous in
India, and Little Vagator Beach was a glossy-brochure illusion that
their arbitrariness defied.

“Sarong! Sarong!” a young woman called, carrying a pile of vivid
cloth on her head. A tourist called out to her, began rummaging
through the pile and asked the price, an eyebrow raised.

“One hundred,” said the sarong lady softly.

The tourist dropped the sarong she’d been holding and looked
away.

“Okay, how much you give,” said the sarong lady said suddenly.
Her eyes pleaded.

“Thees is stoopid price,” said the tourist. “I not stoopid
tourist! Thees Fifty Rupees!”

The sarong lady lowered her head. “Fifty I no can do,” she said,
disappointed.

“Fifty!” said the tourist.

The sarong lady looked at her for another price: a compromise.
The tourist began reading her book, the sarong lady still perched
at the end of her deck chair.

“Seventy okay,” the sarong lady said.

“Fifty!” shouted the tourist.

Slowly wobbling her head from side to side, the sarong lady
released her grip from the sarong. The tourist handed her fifty
Rupees – less than 60p.

I met the sarong lady a few days later, when she sat down beside
my deck chair – just to rest she said; I had no need for a second
sarong. I asked her about her husband: the short line of crimson
powder she wore at the start of her middle parting classified her
as a married woman.

“He is in Tamil Nadu,” she told me. “I am Tamil. I come to Goa
to work, and go home during monsoon.” Thousands of Indians, Goan or
otherwise, relied on the seasonal tourist trade – and it was the
slowest season in years.

The beach, as far as we were concerned, was Vagator’s only
attraction, and so we began daily pursuing its simple pleasures:
sun, sea and sand. But after a few days of sun-worshipping, I began
to feel the guilt of doing nothing. I wasn’t in the frame of mind
to relax on the beach all day – it felt mundane. I kept
wandering, bored, through the town’s clothes stalls, which other –
I fancied – even more mundane tourists visited; not to browse, but
to reinvent their wardrobes, becoming almost identically dressed
hippy look-alikes, decked out in Indian cotton. In the evenings we
ate dinner after a sunset beer.

Goa had a reputation for weeks of outdoor trance parties during
its December-January season: 72 hour gatherings of international
ravers who stomped the nights away among hippies, druggies and
people like Iain and I, who just appreciated an interesting
party.

Summertime in Cape Town for us had always meant driving a few
kilometres out of the city to spend two or three days at some of
the world’s most renowned outdoor trance parties, set amongst
gorgeous orchards, below lush mountains. We had high expectations
for the Goa trance scene – but, so far, there was not even a rumour
of a party.

 

I clasped a cold Kingfisher, trying to ignore the ceaseless buzz
of mosquitoes at my ankles; they seemed immune to the potent
smelling coils that had been lit to deter them. My barstool faced
Vagator’s main road, darkened and quiet, save for the steady vroom
of scooters driving past. Most of Vagator’s male residents rode a
scooter and for tourists, a motorbike or scooter was the crucial
accessory to tattoos or dreadlocks. All the foreigners driving past
took a right turn down a narrow road we hadn’t explored, so, beers
finished, we decided to see where it led.

We walked for about fifteen minutes; thick shrubbery grew around
the few houses on either side of the road. It was unlit, so we
wouldn’t see a snake until we had practically stepped on it, Iain
joked, playing on my fear. The scooters continued to drive past us.
“There might just be a few guest houses down here,” I said to Iain.
“Let’s just turn back.” But we went a bit further, and heard a
faint bass beat in the distance.

Around the next bend was a swarm of people, bouncing gently in
time to the raging bass of trance tunes; strolling between bars,
restaurants and crowds that spilled into the street. Beers in hand,
people chatted animatedly. Some sat at restaurant tables passing
chillums that propelled marijuana smoke into the air, creating a
herby haze that wafted from group to group.

We took the last two outdoor seats at a tiny bar looking onto
the bustling street, and began excitedly gulping beers, astonished
by our find. Chapora, the town, was more of a village: Vagator’s
modest neighbour. It originally housed little more than a small
fishing community, and is almost adjoined to Vagator, only a twenty
minute walk away. The older brother of the two, and still a
functioning harbour, Chapora’s quaintness had somehow won the
crowds. Vagator – previously the guidebook’s favourite – had been
rejected and was left empty; it seemed a cruel spate of sibling
rivalry.

A short, stocky Brit in his fifties strode up to a battered
black hifi and changed the CD: The Doors blared through the bar,
and he pulled up a chair beside us. He wore ordinary Western
clothes: jeans and a t-shirt; not the faded hippy garb of the
Chapora crowd.

His name was Dave, and he’d visited Chapora every year for the
last 32. “That’s longer than any of these people,” he
said, in a sharp accent from London’s East End, motioning toward
the other bars. “The Old Man of Chapora they calls me.” But there
was no one around who might have called him that, at least that
night; he was without company.

“I was the bus driver on the original Magic Bus,” he said
brashly. “It stopped in India on the way to Kathmandu. Let me tell
you, this place wasn’t always like this. There were no foreigners,
no shops, no hotels. Lived on bananas, bread and peanut brittle for
a month we did.” His tone was almost aggressive.

“You must have witnessed a lot of change here,” I said, and
tried not to sound patronising.

He ranted on, telling us angrily, “If I see something… a
problem… I fix it! You take my meaning? I fix
it!” He showed us a tube of mange treatment he carried around with
him, and insisted that it was only Goa’s animals that needed help.
“All these women begging on the street, with the babies in their
arms – it’s all a scam I’m telling you,” he announced,
irritated.

“They asks you for money for milk, you buy them the milk at the
tourist price, and they goes back to the shop and gets the money
back.”

“What do they use the money for then?” I asked tentatively.

“Oh, they don’t feed the baby. They rents those babies from
mothers coz they earn more that way!” He was shouting
now.

We drank up and moved on, eager to find gentler company. A few
metres down the road tables and chairs overflowed into the street
outside a tiny shop, which was doing a brisk trade in Kings beers
for only Rs25 – less than 30p. Sanjeev, the owner, wore a white
vest and a sarong, and served purified ice with his gin and tonics,
all out of this shoebox of a shop. It was little more than a corner
shop, with a meagre stock of biscuits and crisps, two large
stainless steel fridges, and the chairs and tables outside,
brimming mostly with Germans. Next door, also brimming, was
apparently full of Italians.

We met Achie, a slender effeminate man with a waist-length
ponytail, who pursed his lips when we mentioned the aggressive Old
Man of Chapora. “The one who zinks he know everything? I know zis
man. Nobody likes zis man,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “We are
coming here every season and are happy to see all the people again,
but not zis man.”

Achie had spent every season in Goa for the past 26 years, and
now lived in Chapora in an air conditioned house down the road. “I
have been very lucky,” he said, when we asked what he did for a
living. “I go back to Germany in June every year, for summer,
because it is terrible here at that time –so so hot! Your clothes
grow mould, there is never any wind, your skin is wet
all the time – it is terrible.” His tanned face
wrinkled.

We asked him about Vagator’s empty restaurants, the owners and
staff standing forlornly outside. I thought that a fear of
terrorism may have deterred people: only a few weeks before, a
group of Pakistanis were arrested carrying bomb-making equipment on
an Indian train – they were on their way to Goa.

Achie had his own explanation. “There are no parties,” he told
us, despondent. Apparently the Goan police had begun enforcing a
late night music ban. The nature of Indian law enforcement meant
that late night parties could still happen, but ever more baksheesh
was required to keep them from being shut down. Many new age
hippies considered paying an entrance fee to an outdoor trance
party – which went towards baksheesh for the police – unthinkable.
Paying heartless currency to bask in the moonlight on the beach in
an act of peace-loving unity under Mother Earth’s sky is very
un-hippy-like, I supposed.

“This year I am leaving for Thailand on January 15th. The
parties there…” Achie smiled. “They know: full moon party,
new moon party, quarter moon party… All the time. It is very sad –
this will be the first time I leave Chapora before the season
ends.”

But not everyone had dismissed the threat of terrorism entirely:
there were virtually no Israelis in Goa. There is a huge trance
scene in Israel and many of the world’s best trance DJ’s are from
there. December usually brought them to Goa by the thousands – but
Israeli masses at an outdoor party would be an easy target for
Pakistani fanatics.

The straggly haired man beside him – German Swiss – had remained
silent throughout the conversation. Now, his artistry complete, he
soundlessly lit and passed us a beautiful tulip-shaped joint – the
petals delicately formed by the rolling paper which now kindled the
slowly burning orange tip.

 

Despite the good company we’d met in Chapora (Dave, the Old Man
of Chapora, excluded), the hippy-wannabes that zoomed around
Vagator on their very un-eco-friendly scooters had begun to annoy,
“lingering like a bad smell,” as Iain put it. We walked to Anjuna,
a town four kilometres away, where there was a market every
Wednesday. A few of the hippies had set up stalls there, alongside
the Indians: not all were economic refugees, there to escape the
necessity of work, in a warm climate, where the law could be
bought.

Goa’s bohemian tribe, obsessed by looking different – yet
wearing matching badges of belonging – were impossible to escape.
And Iain and I could not help but be condescending of this cult
that seemed to have no substance other than desperate
non-conformity, superficiality and arrogance.

Our objections stemmed, in part, from an intolerance of
attention-seeking show-offs, but mostly from our dismay at being
treated like we were in some competition of cool. This crowd
boasted about what drugs they took, turned their noses up at our
European travels, and scorned our conventional appearances. We were
made to feel, in some ridiculous way, inferior.

 

I clutched the bus roof’s sticky, swinging handle while the
driver bumped along the road, flinging me around as he screeched on
the breaks to pick up ever more passengers. My arms were shining
with sweat, which left nowhere to wipe my trickling forehead –
besides my shirt. I released the handle and wiped my brow, trying
to prevent the salty sting in my eyes, and instantly fell into the
man beside me who, luckily, stood only a few centimetres away. The
rusted local bus was on it’s way to Panaji, Goa’s capital, in this
skin soaking heat.

At Panaji’s bus station, it hooted the high-pitched tune of
Indian buses: a combination of grating notes that forces you to
seriously contemplate the bus driver’s murder. An artificial
marigold garland dangled from the top of the windshield, above a
framed picture of Ganesh, the Hindu elephant god, who always
ensured a safe journey. And it was the picture, I suspected, that
was supposed to protect our driver against his own refusal to stick
to the left hand side of the road, obey speed limits, fear blind
corners, and dodge oncoming traffic.

The bus station was a muddle of vendors selling sliced coconut,
samoosas, fruit and vegetables and crispy fried
dal (lentils). Men mixed the dal with onion,
tomato, chilli and lemon juice on a tray balanced on a wicker
stool, which they carried around on their heads. It was served in a
soggy bit of newspaper, with a torn off piece of cardboard, used to
scoop the tasty snack into your mouth.

Buses were parked in seemingly random places, and people
shuffled slowly out of the way when one drove in; they seemed
oblivious to the piercing hoots.

We walked toward the exit and passed a tiny structure that
housed a painted statue of Jesus, his arms raised. In front of the
statue stood an enormous red heart and a crucifix, marigold
garlands – traditionally hung as offerings to the gods in Hindu
temples – dangling from it. The building was lit up on the outside
with an electric blue crucifix, and the fluorescent words Holy
Cross.

The Church of the Lady of the Immaculate Conception stood,
brilliant white, at the end of two roads, a neat park in between
them. It was a majestic European presence in the midst of a dirty,
litter-filled Indian city. Consecrated in 1541, it was in pristine
condition, a silver bell gleaming from below the steeple, and had
been decorated with star shaped lanterns, made from crisp white
paper.

I noticed the unusual existence of pavements adjoining the wide,
Portuguese planned streets, and the occasional white-washed
building, incongruous, took me back to Lisbon, if only until a car
hooted by, or the smell of urine reached my nose.

Panaji was the first port of call for voyages from Lisbon, so it
was at this cathedral that the sailors gave thanks for a safe
journey before travelling to Old Goa, the original Portuguese
capital.

Old Goa, a short bus ride away, was once said to rival Lisbon in
magnificence, but this was difficult to imagine wandering around
the ex-capital, abandoned in 1843 after devastating malaria and
cholera epidemics struck. A bronze statue of Ghandi, with his
distinctive cotton khadi and stave, had replaced a statue
of Camoens, a proselytising Portuguese poet, in the centre of a
traffic circle, once a 16th century square.

The Basilica of Bom Jesus, famous throughout the Roman Catholic
world, is Old Goa’s major tourist attraction, frequented by
foreigners and middle class Indian tourists alike. It contains the
tomb and mortal remains of St Francis Xavier, who travelled
extensively throughout Asia spreading Christianity among the
subjects of Portuguese colonies; today he is Goa’s patron
saint.

Xavier’s three tiered marble tomb dominates the simple
cathedral. It is claimed that Xavier’s body – which has supposedly
been doused with quicklime – is incapable of rotting. Needless to
say, the incorruptible body has generated a variety of interest
over the centuries. His right arm, parts of a shoulder blade, and
all his internal organs now lie scattered throughout South East
Asia.

We wandered past enormous Roman Catholic cathedrals, many built
almost five hundred years ago. The Portuguese buildings appeared to
have been randomly planted in the tropical surroundings and little
more of the town remained. The absence of houses was unsurprising;
the population was sparse enough to give Old Goa the feel of a
ghost town. This piece of Europe had been so carefully built, by
people more than six months at sea from Portugal, and now it lay
eerily empty, the buildings and churches steadily decaying.

 

Sanjeev’s shoebox bar was humming; we sat down at the last empty
table. Achie floated from group to group, resting his chin on his
hand as he spoke. A well-built man and his nondescript friend –
both German Swiss – asked if they could join our table, as these
were the last two seats at Sanjeev’s. They had just returned from a
trance party at a large outdoor venue known as Hill Top: an
Indian-organised affair that charged Rs1000 entrance fee for
foreigners (about twelve pounds), but none for Indians. Close to
the opposite had apparently happened an Israeli-organised party:
they displayed ‘No Indians’ signs outside the entrance and the
party was broken up by police. Many of the hippies had boycotted
the Hill Top party that night; some had imitated the entrance stamp
on their wrists with ink.

The well-built man began dextrously rolling a joint, while he
smoked another. “I smoke joints like cigarettes,” he said, offering
us one. “I smoke 110 grams a week. That’s nearly 6000 in a
year.”

“Oh,” I said impassively. The Germanic efficiency that
characterised his habit was quite extraordinary.

The man’s skin was tightly drawn over a sharp jaw. He said he
was full of chemicals. He had been going to Goa for 17 years, every
December, and had brought his friend along this time.

Iain shrugged at the figures. “Grams don’t mean anything to us.
In South Africa, weed is sold in bank bags, and grown
outdoors.”

The man converted the weight into ounces, eager for us to fathom
the amount – it did not help.

“The charas here is not as good as what we get at
home,” he said, with confidence. “I have to smoke much more
here.”

His friend remained silent, nodding at what the well-built man
said, passively accepting the joints that he was perpetually
passed.

“Every year, after I am in Goa,” he continued, “I detox for a
week. Nothing. No charas, no hard drugs, no alcohol. This
way I keep my body strong.” I had to wonder how exactly it was that
he went about maintaining his muscular physique.

“So, what do you do in Switzerland?” I asked him, eager to
change the subject.

“Office work… It is a crappy job,” he said, just as eager to
talk about something else.

He began telling of tales of India, mentioning several of its
highlights. Now we listened intently.

“There is a temple where you can smoke charas… in the
North. And Hampi is a great place.”

“Where else would you recommend?” asked Iain. “You must have
seen a lot of the country in seventeen visits.”

The man looked down, and paused for a second before regaining
his air of certainty. “Oh, I have plenty of time,” he said. “I am
going to retire here in a few years.”

But he had never ventured beyond Goa. He flew in each year, and
was driven to his guest house by taxi. Still, he felt confident
telling us that he would retire there, at 45, and that our nine
days in Mumbai had definitely been too long.

Simon, sitting at the next table, was English, in his early
forties, and from somewhere supposedly green and beautiful between
Nottingham and Manchester. A stone mason for half the year, he
spent the other half living off his pounds in Chapora. His hair was
shoulder length and scraggly, and his one-tooth-short smile was
warm.

We told him about our journey, and although he had mentioned
travelling a lot, he seemed disinterested. “Yuh know, you’ll see…”
he spoke with a lagging lilt. “When yuh get home after a year or
two… or however long its been… people will listen to yuh talking
about the world, and what yuh’ve seen… They’ll listen for a while…
Boot fifteen minutes later they’ll be talking about what was on
telly last night… and that’ll be it.”

He was another escapee of the West, trying to break away from
his mundane life in England, but had nothing to fall back on:
finances, talent, ambition.

“How old are yuh now anyway?” he asked.

“Twenty four,” I replied.

“Well, there yuh go… When you’re older you’ll
understand… Yuh’re all optimistic now, but yuh’ll see… The best
thing you could do now is buy yuhself a big piece of gold – yer
from Souf Africa, right, it’s cheap there – and in a few
years yuh’ll have a nice chunk a’ cash for yuhselves.”

It was beyond amusing. After all, Simon did have about twenty
years on my twenty four: and during those twenty years, he’d come
to the realisation that he didn’t want to work anymore, and had
managed to deposit a few illegitimate kids over the planet. He may
have even had a stash of gold hidden in the bottom of his sock
drawer.

Fireworks sounded, and everyone turned to face a roof across
from Sanjeev’s. Two tiny Indian men ran around on top of it,
dodging sparks that spurted from the cheap, hastily lit Indian
fireworks, which flew recklessly out of flimsy holders. The crowd
that had assembled below the roof began backing away from the
flying sparks, laughing nervously at this alarmingly dangerous
display. “Happy New Year!” people shouted.

The sound of trance music and Westerners that surrounded me were
familiar, and I found myself wondering what kind of fireworks
displays were happening thousands of kilometres away: where Vasco
da Gama stopped en route to India, where the Indian ocean meets a
peninsula on Africa’s tip.
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Village Homestay, Karnataka

By Iain

 

A cock crowed, and crowed and crowed. I straightened, flopped my
legs from the end of our just-bigger-than-single bed, and stood. I
picked through a pile beside my bag, found a towel, toothbrush,
toothpaste and the plastic tub containing our soap. I left Claire
to sleep.

A sun-blackened man had slept in the next room. He was still
there, awake, folding a bobbled blue blanket. The man, I gathered,
was the family’s elder, the grandfather. He had arrived here, at
the family home, occupied by his son, his son’s wife and their
daughter, after dark, during our supper. The room he slept in was
the room where paying guests, like us, were fed. He had been
quietly greeted and, after adjusting his dhoti, had fitted
a stiff body between blanket and bed. He had let his head loll
sideways and, with weary eyes, had watched us eat.

I plodded past him, to the back of the house, out of the back
door, to the bathroom. The bathroom door – unequal, sharp-pointed
planks nailed to short, lateral struts – had a neatly uncoiled
coat-hanger latch. Dim morning light bubbled through the room,
lighting smoke in horizontal stacks. I had brought a torch: the
bathroom, like the house, had no electricity, or running water, and
below a vast clay urn – the geyser – a slow fire burned.

I lifted the urn’s metal cover, a disused plate, and washed. The
house sat amongst south India’s stubby mountains. Winter – now,
before the rise of a heavy sun – was just perceptible: jugfuls of
lukewarm, smoky water, slooshed from the urn across my body, became
quickly cold, and left a trail of rising hairs. The water’s smoke
stuck to me, despite my soap, and the smell – a vaguely familiar
farm mustiness – returned later that day, to remind me of a less
sterile age.

At the front of the house, steps led to the family’s fields: a
long basin of tanned stalks, dammed by hills and crowding trees.
Dawn had felt her rosy fingers past the trees, the thick trunks and
thicker leaves, to touch the fields and illuminate grains of rice,
bobbing on the stalks, bent by a morning breeze.

The basin was crisscrossed by tiny watersheds: grassy banks that
neatly divided the rectangular fields. In the rectangles to the
north, the stalks had been cut to stubble; to the south, they had
been bundled into sheaves. It was harvest time: silhouettes moved
amongst the bent but standing stalks near to me, then stooped,
swung archaic sickles, made and tied the sheaves.

It was not land I’d imagined supporting rice. The ground was
sodden, but not soaked – although water did collect at the edges of
some rectangles, in channels beside the grassy banks. The fields
looked like fields, not like the terraced paddies I thought would
resemble swamps. And they were fields: well irrigated, well
landscaped fields. A stream ran from south to north through the
basin – it was full of tiny fish and tadpoles, and was where our
dirty plates were washed – and could be tapped, if necessary, to
feed water to the crops.

Two-toned, course haired dogs, not far removed from jackals,
moved amongst the stooping people; cows picked at the banks and
cropped the stubbly fields. Other landowners from Galibeedu, a
village of thirty families, helped our hosts harvest their rice.
Tomorrow – maybe, because the work was hard, the day after – the
silhouettes would move, to swing sickles and tie sheaves in the
next family’s fields.

 

It was because of the harvest – steadily progressing: the rice,
still attached to its stalks, had been brought in from the fields –
that, at lunch, I found a chicken’s boiled ribs floating in my thin
curry sauce. Our hosts had so far fed us only vegetarian food, but
were, today, responsible for feeding the neighbours, because they
had spent the morning helping harvest our hosts’ crops. The harvest
was to be celebrated, and a celebration called for meat. A chicken
had been slaughtered, cooked, and sent to swim in my sauce. I hoped
it was the rooster.

Claire and I had returned for lunch from a hike to a nearby high
point – we had seen the ten or so houses at Galibeedu’s centre
through a hot, rising haze – led by Kieran, our guide.

Kieran did not live in Galibeedu. He had brought us to the farm
house the day before, left, and – on a bus from Madikeri, the
district’s major town – arrived again this morning. The family
seemed used to him – he was, at present, happily inspecting their
bee hives – and it seemed safe to assume that he accompanied
tourists here often.

Kieran had told us, while we walked, that the family planned to
have electricity brought to their home. It would cost 30 000 rupees
(£375) and require the construction of five pylons. It would
quickly alter the landscape I had been so enchanted by that
morning.

I couldn’t begrudge rural India’s acquisition of modern
amenities. It would, I knew, be a foolish, very Western hypocrisy.
Instead, I allowed myself a kind of reluctant sentimentality: the
scene I had thought so close to primeval that morning would now be
interrupted by power lines; the urn would be displaced; activity in
the kitchen would not make smoke drift through the house, and
nobody would read by candlelight, as I had done before bed the
previous evening. The distinction between day and night would
become less important and the connection with the land would, in
some ways, be lost.

The family, Kieran said, was one of Galibeedu’s wealthiest. It
owned the village’s only hotel – the grandfather, content to sleep
in a dining room, had returned from this hotel the previous evening
– and a home large and comfortable enough to accommodate foreign
tourists.

The granddaughter, a six year old I let scrawl in my notebook,
had been sent to an English medium primary school. The school –
private, probably expensive – was in Madikeri; this village girl,
her hair cut short and completely straight, trimmed, perhaps, by
placing on her head one of her mother’s shiny metal bowls, made the
hour long journey to and from the town on a crowded local bus.

No other member of the family could speak English – guides
translated our and other tourists’ requests – and the granddaughter
filled a few pages of my notebook with Kannada, her mother tongue,
repeating the words “Kannada writing” as she did.

The girl saw her grandfather – old and male, the patriarch in a
patriarchal society – moved from his bed by tourists, speaking
English. At a big school in a big town, teachers made her complete
English exercises in English workbooks; taught her an unfamiliar
language alongside an unfamiliar respect. Her eyes were large and
enquiring; innocent, but not entirely the eyes of a child. I
thought her “Kannada writing” a request: the girl wanted me to
acknowledge Kannada, to acknowledge the only language her family
spoke, and to acknowledge, perhaps, that she might also have
something to teach.

India has 18 official languages; most are older than English.
Kannada is the language of Karnataka, a south Indian state. The
state has a population of 52 million – larger than South Africa’s
45, near the United Kingdom’s 60 – and its language is whole:
Kannada has a unique script and a unique literature. The same can
be said about most of India’s other 17 official languages, although
a few share the Perso-Arabic script.

Parents barely able to afford private education send their
children to English medium schools; schools that might, if the
parents do not speak English, isolate fathers and, more often,
mothers from what the child learns. Every class but one – swift
instruction on the mother tongue – is taught in English. The
students are bewildered, made to understand new concepts at the
same time as a new vocabulary, and are always catching up, always
left behind.

Kieran had a bachelor’s degree. He had studied English and
History, but, near the shade of a wood that morning, said “look
this, look this plant,” knelt, and cleared soil from the stem of a
touch-me-not. It was a small plant, almost a grass, but had the
comb-like leaves of a fern. Kieran had touched one of these leaves;
it closed like a trap, comb tooth between comb tooth. “It does like
this to protect itself from cows, deers and this kind of animals,”
Kieran had said.

I looked through the granddaughter’s Year One Environmental
Studies workbook and found a poem:

 

Wait for your turn,

Follow the queue and enter the bus.

Do no run or push and rush.

Obey the rules and wait in a line,

This is the way to be happy and fine.

 

The language, the queues and the electricity: all were imported;
brought to India by the British, only arriving in Galibeedu now. It
seemed difficult for people to pick the package apart, to separate
a man’s language from his technology, discard one and adopt the
other. In Bangalore, Karnataka’s capital city, at the headquarters
of Infosys – a vast Indian owned IT company, a company that does
the jobs outsourced by the West – English is mandatory: spoken,
because no other language is permitted, by chairman, techie and
driver.

 

The harvest continued. Ready sheaves were thrashed two or three
at a time against hard-packed earth. The rustle, thump, rustle,
thump separated rice from its stalks; the grains fell in a widening
circle, until rice covered the area of a large room. The stalks
were stacked beside a cowshed, and the stack grew; it was,
eventually, taller than the men thrashing sheaves in front of it,
and longer than the cowshed beside it.

At seven that evening, the sun set. A gas lamp was carried
outside. An hour later, the rice was swept carefully swept into
baskets the size of car tyres. The baskets, once full, were
balanced on the perfectly still heads of the three people still
working – three people I had seen working at dawn and all through
the day – and moved through the house to a pantry. Basket after
basket moved through the house. I imagined the procession to be a
kind of relay race, and wanted to participate; but I was too wary
of dropping a basket and, with it, perhaps a weeks worth of rice.
An enormous pile accumulated in the scullery – enough, I assumed,
to feed the family and their many guests for another year – and the
harvest was complete.

Supper was served immediately afterwards: two curries, one
thick, the other watery, both vegetarian; poppadums; an omelette;
coconut chutney; and rice. The rice was short-grained and stuck
together in clumps. Near the centre of every grain was a pink
stripe, a vein. It was unpolished rice, from the fields outside,
and it had been served with every meal: with the chicken curry at
lunch, and with near identical curries and sides at supper the
previous evening. At breakfast, it had been ground into flour and
steamed, to make a sort-of rice bun, called an idli.

A Belgian family had arrived, escorted by a different guide, and
we shared the meal. Our hosts stood a few step away, hands clasped,
watching. The Belgians, a mother, father and three very blonde
children, were near the end of three months in India. The father
was a civil servant. He got six weeks of leave each year and took
two years allowance at once, dividing it neatly over New Year. He
did this every second year. The mother was self-employed. Their
children were young: nine, seven and five; two girls and a boy.

“It’s going to be difficult to convince them that knives and
forks are important,” I said, because the children were eating the
Indian meal – with their hands, the Indian way – more easily than
me.

“We say that we will have to start again,” said the mother. The
adults had Flemish accents; they ‘brayed’, a soft unrolling of the
‘r’ familiar to me because it is done in some Afrikaans speaking
parts of South Africa. The children did not speak English.

The family travelled on a budget. It had only been a problem
once, on an overnight train. No sleeper class tickets were
available. The classes above sleeper were too expensive, so the
parents had spent an entire night standing on a second class – the
lowest – carriage. The children had slept on luggage racks, almost
as precious as the hard wooden benches below, but only because
other passengers had moved.

I thought the parents very brave, and said so. Getting myself
across a road in India was difficult; escorting three young
children would be near impossible. And there was the spicy food,
and it’s reputation for making people sick. But the children, the
mother said, liked the food, and loved India; they didn’t want to
leave. The only real annoyance was Indian children, because they
had never seen blonde hair before and liked to pull it.

The couple had travelled through India twelve years ago, before
having the children. “It must have been easier then,” I
said. It came out like a question. I didn’t really expect an
answer.

“In some ways,” said the mother.

The father continued. “But people are much more helpful now,” he
said, “because they see us as a family. And the family is so
important in India.”

They seemed like responsible parents. The mother was rubbing
mosquito repellent onto her son’s thighs, muttering that she didn’t
do it often enough. The children had missed almost two months of
school, but had spent some of the afternoon – after their own long
hike – doing work that the parents would take back to teachers in
Belgium.

I was absorbed. It was polite to eat with only one hand (the
right hand). I could turn to face the couple, across the table to
my left. The scooping of each handful pushed my plate closer and
closer to the table’s edge; I didn’t notice it move until,
mid-sentence, the plate dropped, flipped, distributed its contents
unevenly, and clanged against the concrete floor. I had been saving
my omelette; it was lost. A puddle of rice, chopped vegetables and
oily sauce collected near my bare feet.

Our hosts – still clasping hands, still watching – looked
appalled. I battled to meet so many eyes. I was embarrassed,
heating up, talking fast, frantically. I stood up, asked for a
cloth. Rice was squelching below my toes and I thought I might be
hopping. Our hosts hadn’t eaten. Did they wait to see what was
left? The father had worked from dawn that day. He would be
ravenous, maybe angry.

The grandfather’s wrinkled face folded. He started to laugh. The
mother came forward with a cloth. I wasn’t allowed to use it. She
bent, scraped the food from the floor, and, smiling, brought me
another plate. I served myself another portion and, more carefully
this time, ate.
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Mysore

By Iain

 

The typical Indian bus resembles scrap. It is made of metal
sheets, generously dented, perhaps a metre wide. The sheets are
joined one to another by rivets, and this leaves a visible seam –
covered and reinforced, in places, by a strip of  dull-silver
steel. It has rectangular openings positioned along its sides. The
openings resemble windows, but cannot be shut. Three horizontal
bars, or two or one, dissect the openings, and appear to serve an
only incidental purpose: the bus gets enormously full, so full that
people clutch and ride its bloated sides, using the bars as
convenient handles. It is also chronically overused. The steel
strips spring away from bus’s sides and protrude at sharp,
bent-metal angles, making the vehicle look as if it is, quite
literally, bursting at the seams.

Three men are normally employed inside the typical Indian bus:
the driver, the conductor and the conductor’s assistant. The driver
hunches over a large steering wheel. He has brisk hands, hands that
swerve, hoot, smoke, grind gears, swirl. He knows his vehicle is
amongst the largest on the road. It is his advantage. The driver’s
seat is crudely sprung. It bounces, because India’s roads are bad:
narrow, potholed, often congested. The typical Indian bus covers
about one hundred kilometres every four hours.

The conductor is normally middle aged. He has risen to the
position. He organises banknotes between the fingers of his fist.
He instructs his assistant. The people outside the bus, clutching
its sides, pay the conductor a negotiable fare. This money is his,
a bonus. It might or might not be shared. The bus has a maximum
capacity, officially set, but ten to twenty extra people are
routinely squeezed into the isle. The conductor, because the
crowding is so routine, can pilfer only some of these fares.

The conductor’s assistant works mostly as a tout. He shouts
loud, difficult to hear destinations. He bangs metal sheets or
blows a whistle. The driver understands the thud and whistle, the
assistant’s sounds, and knows to stop or start the bus, or, guided
by dot-dash trills, to reverse it into a narrow berth.

Our bus from Madikeri to Mysore was typical. A land of rolling
hills and rice fields moved beyond the openings at its sides. Above
the windshield, to the driver’s left, a sticker told us to “Smile
Please.”

A bald, bespectacled Indian man nearby muttered in English to
his son. “Buddy, sit down. Please buddy.” He did not sound patient.
He sounded worn thin, tired. The son stood unsteadily in the aisle,
sullen faced. In front of his father there was an empty bench, but
the boy preferred to stand, clutching a pole, riding the potholes.
The father removed a handkerchief from his shirt pocket. He wiped
sweat from his bald head, turned, smiled at Claire and I, turned
back. The smile, an apology, became a grimace. “Buddy, the roads
here are not good. The bus does not have good brakes. If we stop
suddenly or go over a big hole you will fall and smash up your
spine. Or cut your head open, and bleed. Please buddy, sit
down.”

“Ah Dad, I won’t fall,” said the son. His accent was Australian.
It explained the odd scene: the English, the insolence and the
fretting father. Fathers on the typical Indian bus do not fret,
nobody does, and sons are not normally insolent. The pair were
NRIs: Non Resident Indians, allowed a small identity card and a
special acronym; allowed to enter India without a visa and
work.

The father seemed uncomfortable, nearly hysterical, in the land
still nominally his own. In Madikeri, he had skittered on and off,
on and off the bus, securing luggage, seats, snacks. He wiped sweat
constantly from his scalp and accorded other passengers an awkward,
scraping respect. I thought, because his accent was Indian, that he
might have been born and spent his childhood in India, perhaps
somewhere nearby. He might then have been a part of the educated,
car-owning, driver-hiring elite. The family he had left in India,
the family he might now be going to meet, did not travel on
typical, clattering buses; but time in the more egalitarian West
had made him forget, and he now looked, and seemed to feel, out of
place.

The bus stopped at a ragged, nowhere station. Passengers left to
find a toilet or tea and, through the half-barred openings, bandit
monkeys swung into the unoccupied seats. The animals scurried
squawking through the aisle, and picked at plastic and abandoned
fruit, and hissed.

The father slunk along his seat and sat rigid at the opening.
The son, still standing, took half steps to the right. A monkey
stopped, squatted. It inspected the boy. Eyes wide-afraid and
fascinated, the boy inspected it. “Don’t touch the monkeys buddy,”
said the father. And his voice cracked. “They are wild
animals!” The monkey’s arms dropped to the floor. It ambled towards
the boy. Another passenger, a man with a greasy black moustache,
noticed. He swung an empty hand at the animal, a human hand that
could, and often did, hold and throw a stone. It bared its teeth,
but left.

The bus entered Mysore at night. It passed the maharaja’s
palace, outlined by 97 000 bright light bulbs. The bulbs shone in
lines of independent dots, and made the palace seem bare: like a
hollow frame, or prop; like an image – as we looped through a
traffic circle, a statue at its centre installed between carved
pillars and a golden dome – from an Indian fairytale, or theme
park. The image was appropriate: Henry Irwin, an English architect,
designed the palace after its predecessor burnt to nothing in 1897.
Mysore was, at the time, the seat of a princely state, and that
gave Henry Irwin theme park, fairytale ideas.

The princely state, under Britain’s Raj, allowed a feudal lord –
often a maharaja, sometimes a nawab or nizam or rana – some, mostly
internal control over his chunk of India. The chunks, big, small
and in between, were many: in 1947, before independence and the end
of princely states, 565 had representatives in a chamber of India’s
legislative assembly.

The princely state was a neat compromise. Britain avoided petty
wars and had its pre-eminence acknowledged. It gained a puppet
maharaja – an ally, perhaps, against his mutinous peers – and found
a figure to attach to its most romantic ideas of Eastern excess.
The maharaja rode elephants and hunted tigers. He kept a harem and
had a thousand servants. He wore feminine clothes, even makeup, and
had strange, mystical beliefs. He was carried on ornate palanquins
and cooled by peacock feather fans. He was an idea, the epitome of
exotic, and the man that I thought had inspired Henry Irwin.

The light bulbs, said our guidebook, shone
once a week: on Sundays between seven and eight. The bus had
arrived in Mysore at seven. It stopped at the central bus stand a
few minutes later. I moved our luggage to an auto-rickshaw and
pre-paid; the driver pulled a rectangular black bar and the engine
buzzed. He drove us up a stiff straight road, past monuments and
concrete shops, through the same circle, palace lights still
twinkling behind it, and hurriedly to a hotel.

The hotel room had switches and plug sockets rusting above the
bed. It had hot water in the early morning, grey blankets, a
fluorescent light bulb and a landscape painting framed by dust. It
was near the palace but was overpriced; we accepted it and went
quickly out.

Food and balloons were being sold at the palace gates. Barely
head-high and ornamental, like those of a suburban home, the gates
opened below an enormous, grooved arch. It was theme park
frivolity: a huge entrance proved gratuitous by modest gates. And
the palace, this Sunday, had the theme park’s sense of collective
fun. A crowd outside considered cut watermelons and candy floss
hung on iron frames. Inside, families moved about happily stunned
by the lights. A young woman, purple sari pulled over her crossed
legs, leant over a body-sized sitar and plucked the beginnings of a
raga. Men pawing cheap cameras stopped us and asked bashfully for
“one snap,” then called family and friends, threw their arms around
us, and took three.

97 000 light bulbs went off. A more generous, sensible light
covered the palace. It had colours again: yellows, greens and
earthy reds. And depth. People stopped, regarded the building; many
turned towards the gate. Only the raga went on, its beat now
frenzied, near disjoint and a belated conclusion.

We left, passed food vendors shouting a final price, and idled
in the nearby roads. All the way around the trapezoid block, almost
directly behind our hotel, I noticed a noisy basement, suggesting
beer. We entered immediately, and were led by a miniature man – not
a child, not a dwarf, but a man not higher than my hip sporting a
perfectly formed moustache – to a table, its top a splatter of
peeling plastic.

The basement shut in smoke and shut out light. It had low
ceilings, embattled fans, and a big, roughly square floor, full of
tables. It was busy; men – only men – shared tall bottles of extra
strong beer, or mixed water and Indian whisky in grubby tumblers.
At the table next to us, Tibetan monks in red robes slurped a saucy
chicken chowmein.

The menu listed naan bread, ‘non-veg’ Punjabi curries and
‘Chindian’ dishes: fried rice, American chopsuey, chilli chicken.
It promised that the restaurant did not intend “to take advantage
over a Full tummy or fuddle headedness!” And reminded us that “to
err is human, but to forgive is divine.” I was sceptical. I
remembered Mike, on the ferry from Aqaba to Nuweiba. As did Claire.
He had suggested we avoid eating meat in vegetarian countries.
Particularly, I supposed, at smoky-dark drinking dens. I ordered
two tall bottles of regular strength Kingfisher. Claire continued
to scrutinise the menu.

Beers near empty, we decided to eat. Another miniature waiter –
the swift, table-high second, his child’s face also belied by a
thick moustache – took our order: naan, chicken kolhapuri (the
spiciest curry we had so far found) and a mutton handi. Mutton, in
India, meant goat.

Indian food, by now familiar, did not excite me until it arrived
at the table. And then, when it did, my hands were a blur – right,
grasping bread, pushed against the spoon held awkwardly in my left;
right moved bread, now steeped in oily red sauce, to my mouth;
left, spoon now discarded, extended to clutch a cold, cooling beer
– until the meal was greedily complete.

 

On a steep green hill two kilometres south of the maharaja’s
palace, the Hindu Goddess Chamundeswari is said to have battled and
slain Mahishasura, a demon king. Mysore, once Mahisuru, is said to
have been a part of Mahishasura’s kingdom – and it has inherited
his name. The hill is called Chamundi, after the goddess, and in
the 17th century a temple of unusual power and importance was built
upon its top, around a 12th century shrine.

A thousand stone cut stairs lead to the temple, interrupted,
about halfway up, by a tarred road. It took Claire and I by
surprise after five hundred slow midday steps. Busloads of noisy,
not-sweaty pilgrims rattled past, and looped along contours, away,
to a parking lot on the hill’s top.

Past the road, in a clearing, men juiced sugar cane beneath a
monolithic statue of Nandi, a much venerated bull. Pilgrims – the
sweaty purists, out-of-puff – stopped here, made offerings, rested,
and bought the cloudy green sap. Nandi, according to our guidebook, is a
symbol “of power and potency, justice and moral order.” He is a
vehicle, the magical animal that carries Shiva, perhaps Hinduism’s
most popular god.

The vast bull-shaped rock is coated in a paste of coconut
charcoal and ghee; a splash of bright-eyed white separates black
body from blackened pupils, and allows Nandi to smile, and see.
Long orange garlands – marigolds, already a little withered by the
heat – had been fastened to the big bull’s neck, or placed in
bundles at his feet. A brahmin in loose, gold-trimmed white, rang a
sturdy bell – it made a solid, school sound – and positioned the
garlands, coconuts or cash, offered by devotees.

Further up, boys stood above us on a saffron-painted rock that
the steps bent behind, smiled, and hurled stones. I shouted a
threat and passed, to emerge, at last, amongst shops on the hill’s
top. A line of carts had been rolled in front of the shops. From
these, proprietors sold hairclips, hairbands and bracelets; but
now, because the sun hovered overhead, business was slow, and the
proprietors sat underneath the carts and chatted, or slept.

Our shoes had to be surrendered at a stone paved square, far
from the temple’s entrance. A roughly torn piece of cardboard was
thrust, with dead flowers and a newspaper bundle, into my hands. I
needed the cardboard to collect our two out-of-place pairs of
shoes. The flowers and newspaper bundle, a pile of red powder
inside it, were to be offered inside the temple.

The temple has a seven storied gopuram. Eyes rise
easily along the slim pyramid, but stop, briefly, at all of the
seven increasingly narrow stories, to consider seven large breasted
goddesses, crossed legs party uncurled. The seven stories are
mentioned often – our guidebook added that the gopuram is
40m high – and must be considered exceptional; but the
gopuram did not seem to tower that midday, perhaps because
it cast no shadow.

A queue, close-packed inside a barricade, bent about the
temple’s lower floor. The male pilgrims wore a uniform: a black
lungi (an ankle length piece of cotton, wrapped around the
waist) and a strip of saffron above the knee: a black skirt and an
orange mini-skirt, and bare chests. At the barricades open end, we
let ourselves loosely into the queue, waited, and decided to eat
the bananas in my bag.

Claire, standing behind me, could reach the bag; I did not have
to remove it from my back. I stooped, she unzipped the bag and
rummaged through it. The queue shuffled slowly forward. We did not.
Two blackened bananas found, Claire zipped the bag carefully up. A
space had opened in front us and, as I moved forward to occupy it,
two men carrying a boy crashed past. The men looked smugly back at
me. One placed the boy triumphantly on his shoulders. I said
nothing.

It happened again a minute or two later. Our camera was not
allowed inside the temple and had be put away. Again I stooped,
again Claire unzipped and zipped up the bag. And again a small
space opened in front of us. Three young men clambered over the
barrier and inserted themselves into it. I muttered, stumbled
angrily over “manners” and “civility,” but was ignored.

The barriers continued up to, and surrounded, the central
shrine; but the queue degenerated immediately at the temple’s
entrance. The pilgrims became insensible. A woman knelt, ecstatic,
moaning, and rubbed small, silver footprints. A man prostrated
himself, pressed his bare chest to the dusty floor. People stood on
his extended limbs. The man that had pushed in still carried the
boy on his shoulders. He rushed forward, and the child’s head
slammed against a low arch. The child cried, but was ignored.

At the shrine, a khaki uniformed policeman tapped pilgrims into
neat, seething lines. His other hand, the hand not grasping a
lathi, banged a metal donation box. It made a metallic
thud. Thud-two-three-four. Thud-two-three-four. After every thud,
the line moved.

Thud. A pilgrim was pressed against the barrier, not too near
the shrine. Two. A brahmin, back turned, swirled a yellow flame.
The pilgrim cupped his hands, imagined the warmth, and moved it to
his head or heart. Three. An attendant sprinkled holy water into
the pilgrims cupped hands. Four. He drank the fuller drops, pressed
the remaining moisture into his hair, and was done. Thud. Two.
Three. Four.

I noticed a man past the barriers, an elaborate caste mark
painted on his forehead. He stood beside a woman and a child. The
man chatted to a brahmin, inside the shrine. He had trousers on,
and a collared shirt. He possessed a combination of money and caste
that enabled casual access to the divine.

The barriers forced us clockwise through the temple. The roof
dissolved, and disorder continued under the hot high sky. I noticed
more women now, women I had not seen in the line. Many must have
lingered, to gather the blessings they could not buy. A fire burnt
in a concrete bin, beside an uncrowded shrine. The women discarded
incense packets into it, or lit pills that produced acrid smoke and
a little flame. The pills, once lit, were placed on the shrine.
Hands, again cupped, groped the acrid smoke.

A holy man, body swathed in a lurid orange, stopped us near the
exit. He held out a finger dipped in ochre paste. It invited us to
stop, and participate. Pressed against our foreheads, the finger
would leave an ochre mark, a tilak. In his other hand, the
holy man held a plate. On it, bronze deities presided over a pile
of Indian coins. Accepting the tilak meant payment, a
contribution to the man’s collection of coins.

I accepted, as did Claire, and placed ten rupees on the plate. A
note. The only note. The holy man’s assistant – I had not, until
now, noticed he had an assistant – said, “not enough for two. Ten
rupees for one. Twenty rupees for two.” I don’t remember speaking.
Angry, dizzy and confused, Claire and I left.

I sat down outside, unhappily, on a short brown grass. Boys
stopped a game of cricket to demand pens, sweets, biscuits or South
African money. The instigator, and most importunate of the three,
fingered a new cricket bat. All the boys had nice, clean clothes
on. I told them to leave us alone.

The man who had thrust a dead flower and newspaper bundle into
my hands chose this moment to appear. “I am taking my lunch break,”
he said. “You must pay me. Fifty rupees. Now.”

The amount was ridiculous, intended to insult. The man had
refused to payment, and refused to take the items back. I had
discarded them inside the temple, just before stamping out. I told
him he could have two rupees, to return the insult. “Twenty
rupees,” he said, and I laughed. It had become a bargain. The man
was young. Perhaps my age. He wore tacky sunglasses, too big for
smirking his face. I shouted. He shouted. Claire shouted. The man,
outnumbered, stomped away.

The ochre tilak, still wet, itched between my eyes. I
rubbed it off.










Chapter 7
Cochin


Cochin

By Claire

 

The train rattled along, inducing in me the sluggish fatigue of
rock-rocking train travel and blanketing heat. I sat atop a wooden
luggage rack in third class, legs crossed, ankles pressed into the
hard wood, to prevent my mosquito bitten feet from dangling in the
faces of the people below. The man beside me sat hugging his knees.
He wore a mint green handkerchief, folded into a triangle, over his
mouth and nose, to prevent the dark coating of fine dust in his
nostrils that was ordinary after an Indian train journey.

Out of the window, in a luscious landscape of immodestly green
fields, palm trees stretched their necks in the sun. Waterlogged
rice paddies reflected the sunlight; a mirror of still silver water
and green stalks. A lazy stream wound itself between the green, and
as the train curved, we rode alongside the ocean, grey and choppy.
Kerala owes its fertility to 900km of waterways. Some flow far
inland, but all have mouths opening into the tide’s ebb and flow.
They are Kerala’s backwaters, and are a substantial part of the
state’s appeal.

 

In the relative cool of early morning, an old white Ambassador
heaved itself to a halt outside our guest house, with two Brits
inside, to collect us for a trip along the backwaters. Hannah and
Echo were mother and daughter, and had been lured to Kerala, not by
its lush landscape and watercourses, but by an ashram in Kerala’s
south. They had completed the two week long ‘yoga vacation’ the day
before and would spend their last few days in Cochin, sightseeing
and having clothes tailored in exotic Indian fabric, for peanuts.
They had decided that half a day was enough on the backwaters, and
would be leaving before lunch. There were clothes to be
tailored.

The heaviness of the day grew, and the Ambassador’s brown velour
upholstery became itchy, sticking to my damp limbs. After an hour
of driving, we arrived at the edge of a river, where small wooden
boats met us and other taxi loads of tourists.

Hannah, Echo, Iain and I waited for the groups of mostly French
and Israeli tourists to clamber aboard. Our patience was rewarded:
we were left the last of the boats, which was empty, save for the
slight Indian boatman who would punt us for the day, in a faded
orange lungi, folded above the knee, and a blue collared
shirt.

We slid through the silky green water, legs dangling off the
narrow wooden boat, stroked by soft slimy plants. Minute insects
buzzed above the glassy surface, then landed, making minute
ripples. The river banks were dense with palm trees, swaying
collectively in a sturdy bunch; green with yellow tips and a brown
cluster of coconuts in the middle. More like a sketch chalked onto
paper, their thin bendy trunks were a blur of grey-brown, with
white highlights smudged for effect.

With the wide river behind us, we took a turn down a dim stream,
curtained in by feathery green leaves that hung on either side. We
floated in tranquil quietude, through dense jungle, following this
hidden path amongst the lushness of bird territory. Brilliant
blue-tipped wings shone through the green, a long black beak
protruded, held in the air, and a white chest stood distinct from
the brown-black of a white-breasted Kingfisher.

We stopped at a small island, where coir was made. Washing hung
on a line beside the island’s only plastered house. Outside, two
ladies had stopped working, to begin a demonstration for us. They
wore faded saris around their waists and their cholis (the
miniature blouses worn underneath) were without the usual drapes of
concealing cloth. Loose skin hung over the older lady’s washboard
stomach, and – the crowd now assembled – they resumed their working
positions.

Coconut husks were stripped of their wiry hairs, which were
nimbly twisted between the ladies’ fingers to matt them together.
The tangle of coconut fibre was then attached to a rudimentary
spinning wheel, and twisted further, while pulled, so that only a
few of the fibres intertwined with one another. As one lady pulled,
and the other fed the fibre towards the mechanism, a fine length of
coir followed. Two thin lengths of coir were then twisted together,
making a rope of astonishing strength.

The glittering green of the water greeted us again; an emerald
carpet spread out for our boat’s crossing. White blossoms played
among the floating lily pads, speckled sunspots and deep shade
colouring their faces. A tangle of green wove a canopy over our
heads, shading us from the sun, which peeked through leaves;
luminous light. Hannah and Echo postponed their shopping trip.

Another island stop – the tourists required refreshments. A
spindly man grabbed the trunk of a palm, wedged his feet into a
loop of coir, and using it to grip the tree’s sharp ridges,
manoeuvred his feet toward his clinging arms, worming his way up,
inch by agile inch, until he’d climbed the length of it. Coconuts
were thrown to the ground, the man calling out incomprehensibly as
the rock hard things hit the ground beside us. A small machete was
used to hack them open, we were provided with straws, and sipped
the clear unripe liquid; its slightly medicinal flavour a reminder
that it contains enough pro-biotic goodness to cure Delhi
belly.

 

Back in Fort Cochin, the island town where we were staying, we
watched the daylight depart with a teacup of beer, facing the sea.
An alcohol license was a rarity on the island, and most
establishments served beer in a teapot. That evening, teacups had
run out and Iain was left with a milk jug.

The teapot disguise was a gesture. No police officer, after
several years of service on Fort Cochin, would believe for a second
that hundreds of tourists spent each evening guzzling litres of
tea, into the night, becoming increasingly louder from the
caffeine. But appearances, in India, must be kept up. Once an
evening, a police van would drive past, a scurrying waiter would
present baksheesh, and the policemen would drive on. They
had seen only teapots.

Ahead of us, on the water’s edge, were a row of wooden
mechanisms, enormous and spider-like. These cantilevered fishing
nets are believed to have been introduced by Chinese traders in the
early 14th century. They require at least four men to operate their
delicate system of counterweights. The spidery silhouettes
descended slowly into the ocean, to rise against the mauve striped
sky. Only a few fish and crustaceans were caught in each hoist of
the nets, and these were quickly sold to passing tourists, who
could have the fresh catch cooked at neighbouring restaurants.

Kerala’s long coastline has encouraged maritime contact for
centuries; it was through Kerala that Chinese products and ideas
found their way to the West. Fort Cochin itself is steeped in
reminders of the state’s colonial past.

Early the next morning we began exploring the island’s narrow
streets on bicycles, while an ambitious energy still inhabited our
bodies. Already, South India’s heavy heat had crept up on the
morning, and we soon realised happily, as a breeze washed over us,
that it was cooler to cycle than to walk.

Outside Santa Cruz Basilica, one of several Portuguese relics on
the island, a swarm of schoolgirls walked down the street. They
were dressed in spotless white knee-length tunics, with blue
trousers, and matching blue cotton scarves pinned neatly to their
shoulders: salwar kameez, a commonly worn traditional
outfit. They attended one of the Christian schools established by
the Portuguese. Kerala’s population remains 20% Christian.

We cycled through a traffic circle, a red hammer and sickle
symbol sculpted onto a plaque in its centre, and followed a narrow
road toward Mattancherry, one of Cochin’s neighbourhoods, once a
town in itself. Decrepit little rooms lined either side of a long
road, used as modest warehouses, or wholesaler’s premises. Rice was
piled onto tables that looked onto the street, metal was welded,
different tea varieties were chalked onto boards outside. Men were
silent inside their premises, expressionless as we passed, until
returning a smile.

Goats clambered atop piles of rubble. Trucks, their width
comparable to the street’s, hooted their way though, Horn
Please, painted in red letters on their rear. The crumbling
concrete of the street was defied by the bright paint-peeled
surrounds. A wooden green wagon, a sunshine yellow auto-rickshaw, a
blue, green, red and yellow wall of a building, advertising KRM
Best Quality Rice.

We were passed by numerous bicycles, ridden by men – always men.
Some cycled past bare-chested, in sarongs, with turbans that soaked
up sweat from their foreheads.

Mattancherry has Kerala’s only functioning synagogue, situated
in an area still known as Jew Town. Pardesi Synagogue was built in
1568 to serve the Cochin Jews, or Malabar Jews, who after several
rounds of immigration made up a significant population in Cochin.
They were of Dutch, Portuguese, Spanish, Middle Eastern and North
African origin.

Some sources say that the earliest Jews in India were those who
settled along Kerala’s Malabar coast during the times of King
Solomon of Israel, and after the Kingdom of Israel split into two.
It is also said that Jews came to Kerala and settled as early as
700 BCE for trade. An old, but not particularly reliable, tradition
says that the Jews of Cochin came in mass to Cranganore, an ancient
port near Cochin, after the destruction of the Second Temple in 70
CE.

In 1524, Muslims, backed by the ruler of Calicut, attacked the
Jews of Cranganore on the pretext that they were tampering with the
pepper trade. Most Jews fled to Cochin and went under the
protection of the Hindu Raja there. He granted them a site for
their own town that later acquired the name ‘Jew Town’.

Unfortunately, the Portuguese occupied Cochin at about the same
time and persecuted the Jews, destroying Pardesi Synagogue. It was
rebuilt when the Dutch took Cochin.

Jew Town’s streets were filled with tourists, who must have
bypassed the go-downs by rickshaw, and now browsed the curio shops.
We cycled beyond the bustle, and along a quiet stretch of small
homes. The perpetual scream of children, “One photo! One photo!”
caused whole families to rush out of their homes to wave at us,
grinning.

 

We boarded a passenger boat, bound for Ernakulam – Cochin’s
mainland, and epicentre – where there was a Hindu festival being
held at a temple. The boat was the same that ferried Fort Cochin’s
commuters into Ernakulam daily, and as Iain and I enjoyed the
smooth hour long journey across a wide stretch of Kerala’s
backwaters, we decided it would be a pleasant commute to make;
heavenly compared to long hours on rush hour trains.

The Shiva Temple was only a few minutes away from the waterfront
by auto-rickshaw, and outside, the beating of drums informed us the
festivities had begun. We added our shoes to the rows outside the
temple grounds, and beneath a stone carved archway, entered a large
courtyard, which surrounded the temple itself.

We skirted the temple, heading toward a crescendo of drum beats
and saw, beneath the shade of an awning, seven bejewelled elephants
standing, munching on large green leaves. They wore enormous gold
headpieces fringed with a rainbow of tassels, and oval pendants
featuring their names in Malayalam (Kerala’s local language) which
dangled from thick gold chains. Men sat atop them ceremoniously,
holding circus-style umbrellas, and below, on the ground, writhed a
mass of glistening bodies in white cotton lungis, pounding
drums and blowing long curved horns in a frenzy that we could all
but stare at.

The drummers played in sweat coated ecstasy, muscular arms
raised above their heads in between beats. Gradually the entrancing
rhythm slowed, and the elephants were led steadily forward a few
paces, with the mass of musicians in the lead. A gentler rhythm
persisted, while thirsty men gulped water, pouring it into their
mouths, to prevent their lips from tainting the shared metal
cups.

The first rhythm frantically started up again, on some unknown
cue. The elephants stood passively, devouring the piles of leaves,
while tiny men carried their fresh dung away in large woven
baskets. An elephant trainer sat under the shade of an elephant,
between its four legs, waiting to lead it the next few steps in the
procession, killing time with a newspaper.

 

After lunch, while the festival slept through the fierce
afternoon heat, we wandered drowsily through Ernakulam, cursing the
intermittent hooting of cars that I was sure we’d never get used
to.

Kerala’s government is communist. It 1957 it was the first
freely elected communist government in the world. Unsurprisingly,
communism is hardly practised. But a more equitable
distribution of land and income is said to exist, and communist
principles are partly responsible for Kerala’s low infant mortality
and 91% literacy rate – the highest in India.

Billboard sized advertisements were nailed to the exterior of a
seven storey building. A light skinned Indian woman posed, wearing
a midriff and swathes of silk draped sensuously around the rest of
her body. She had striking features, and the kind of attractive
curvy figure that would prevent her from becoming a model in the
West. Intrigued, we entered the shop and took the escalator a few
storeys up.

Ladies were seated in front of long counters, upon which metres
of fine silk had been spread by slender shop assistants in matching
floral saris; a pale yellow that elegantly complemented their rich
brown skin. A group of them approached me, with wide white-toothed
smiles.

“You want sari?” one lady asked me excitedly.

“Oh, no thank you,” I said. “I’m just having a look around –
such beautiful silk. I mean, I’d love a sari, but I couldn’t fit
anything else in my backpack.”

She smiled, along with the four other women, their hands clasped
neatly behind their backs. It was not the potential sale of the
sari that excited them, I suspected, but the prospect of a
foreigner like me showing interest in one.

Iain was among a minority of males in the seven storey building,
which a shop assistant proudly told us was the largest sari shop in
the world. The few men in the store browsed their own department: a
single floor which featured long traditional tunics, embroidered to
the leg, in a style which I associated with fabled Oriental
emperors. This, the wedding silk department, was female domain, and
the saried shop assistants ignored Iain, perhaps only because his
very un-Indian height intimidated them. Encircling me, they began
asking the standard Indian questions: What is your country? What is
your profession? How do you feel in India? Do you like Kerala?

I told them we’d been at the festival, where we were returning
shortly, after stopping for some coffee. It was true; the heat was
draining, and I required a pick-me-up before the evening’s
festivities, but could also not foresee an end to this charming,
yet tiring exchange with the sari ladies.

To me, coffee in India simply meant caffeine – instant and
powdered. The rich aromas of real coffee were only a
memory. Tourist restaurants sold it, but I never considered it
worth the price of a beer. But here, out of a hidden door, came a
yellow sari-ed lady carrying a paper cup of the strongest espresso
I’d tasted in months – complementary. I expressed my gratitude; the
ladies beamed.

“I like your dress,” one of them said, assuming I didn’t know
the local name of the traditional Indian outfit I wore.

“Oh, this… Thank you,” I said, feeling self conscious among all
the silky exoticism, in my casual cotton salwar
kameez.

“I put this?” the lady said sweetly, pointing to the black
bindi stuck between her eyebrows.

“Sure… Thank you,” I said, as she stuck the black sticker onto
the same position on my forehead: the location of the third eye –
the chakra associated with insight.

“It matches your dress,” she said, pointing to the black
embroidery on my tunic.

We watched the wedding silks being shown to some prospective
customers, a mother and daughter I presumed. Heavy with gold
thread, the cloth was flung into the air, and gracefully draped
onto the counter before the scrutinising eyes of the two ladies. A
weighty decision was required; the luxurious wedding sari alone can
cost Rs 25 000 (about $600) for a garment weighing 1.5kg. This is
only one of multiple expenses in the Indian marriage ceremony. The
minimum cost of a middle class wedding is $34 000, according to
wedding planners quoted on Sepia Mutiny. The average American
wedding costs $26 327. India’s middle class are considered to be
those earning between $4500 and $23 000 a year; a percentage of the
population that constitutes 300 million. The upper-middle and rich
classes are known to spend upward of $2 million.

Expressing happiness for your offspring’s marriage, while
displaying emblematic Indian hospitality may seem reasonable.
Financially, it can be devastating. Custom-made personal loans have
been introduced to fund what Indians consider a vital expense, and
extravagant weddings have spread like a disease.

Besides wedding costs (which are usually the responsibility of
the bride’s family), the parents of the bride often face ludicrous
dowry demands from the groom’s parents. The dowry remains the cause
of numerous legal battles, despite being declared illegal in 1961.
It is these burdens – the dowry and wedding costs – that are also
responsible for India’s terrifying rate of female infanticide and
sex-selective abortions. And it is the wealthy and educated alone
who have access to prenatal equipment for determining a baby’s sex.
Unfortunately, the ‘Keeping up with the Jones’s’ syndrome, for all
its potentially horrific repercussions, remains the way of the
middle class in India.

 

The sun was setting in the sticky pink sky as we walked back to
the festival, and a carnival atmosphere fluttered through the air
around the Shiva Temple. Shiny silver decorations flapped in the
occasional, merciful breeze beside strings of coloured light bulbs
that dangled from trees and buildings. Suspended from a frame of
scaffolding was the main feature: a enormous Shiva, with his wife
Parvati standing beside him, his trident glowing red, all lit up in
coloured lights. Stalls had been set up, selling books on Hinduism,
plastic Shiva figurines, sparkly framed pictures of popular
deities, and other Hindu kitsch.

We entered the main temple area, where people had begun lighting
hundreds of palm oil-filled hollows in the outer temple walls.
Pieces of string were soaked in the oil, and then lit, to burn as
wicks. Moving clockwise, people circled the temple, lighting a few
wicks as they went, leaving little orange flames in their path.
Soon enough, the temple was aglow with flickering wicks, which
danced in the darkness of ancient ritual.

The elephants returned, to parade around the temple – clockwise,
always clockwise in Hinduism – and the hypnotic rhythm began again.
Iain, too, was making his way around the temple, lighting the
higher rows of lights, when a tiny man approached me and introduced
himself as Shiva.

“Can I explain something about all this to you?” he asked,
looking up at me with bright eyes.

“Yes… thank you. That’d be nice,” I replied.

“This elephant…” he began, pointing to the largest, “is
Shiva.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, confused.

He repeated himself. “This elephant is Shiva. Nobody can touch
him, he is so so powerful,” he said. “They would die.”

“But what about the people riding him?” I asked, truly puzzled,
trying to set aside my hopelessly Western sense of logic.

“For them, it is okay,” he continued. “But for anyone else to
touch him, it will be very bad,” Shiva said.

I nodded slowly.

“Inside…” said Shiva, pointing to the temple, “is the
real Shiva.”

“Oh,” I said, and squeezed the scepticism from my voice.

He began explaining a vital aspect of the temple’s history to
me. Years before, a fire had devastated a large part of Ernakulam,
destroying hundreds of homes and more lives. Such awful devastation
could have only one source, decided the Hindu population: Shiva,
the Hindu deity known as ‘the destroyer’. Characterised as the lord
of yoga, Shiva is typically represented sitting in the lotus
position, meditating. One day while Shiva was meditating, his third
eye became very hot – heat between the eyebrows is supposedly
common during intense meditating. But on this occasion, he told me,
the heat was so extreme that it caused an entire neighbourhood in
Ernakulam to ignite, and be devoured by flames.

But now, Ernakulam was safe, Shiva assured me. The position of
the lingam (a phallus that represents Shiva) inside the temple had
been altered, so that Shiva now faced toward the cool sea; a
sensible measure which was sure to prevent any more spontaneous
combustion from between his eyebrows, the little Shiva beside me
concluded.

A man walked past and handed me a small lump of sandalwood
paste, which Shiva indicated I should push onto my forehead,
between the eyebrows, with any finger but the inauspicious index. A
crusty beige bindi was now established just above the
black sticker I had been given earlier, in the vicinity of my third
eye. Sandalwood is known for its cooling properties, and is used
specifically by meditating Hindus to lower the temperature of the
heat-prone third eye region, hence its popularity as bindi
paste. Ernakulam would be in no danger of spontaneous combustion
from my third eye either.
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Hyderabad / Cyberabad

By Claire

 

I awoke to the muffled beeping of my mobile phone’s alarm, heard
through airline issue earplugs and the metal of the train
clattering on its tracks. Fumbling through my handbag, I found the
phone and switched the alarm off. The faded sari fabric of my bag,
seen through sleepy eyes, comforted me; I had awoken at involuntary
intervals during the night to confirm its presence. It’s green and
gold strap was still tied to my arm.

I shot a look toward Iain, who was asleep on the upper bunk
across from mine. Yes, the laptop bag was still there, chained to
the caging beside his sleeping head. It was 4:30am, fifteen minutes
before our train was due to arrive in Hyderabad. I woke him up,
with just enough time to splash water on our faces in the grimy
carriage toilet, and unchain all of our belongings from under the
bottom bunk.

An hour later we had still not reached our destination. I
watched the man on the lower bunk across from me fold up a sheet
he’d brought with him and deflate his blow-up pillow, which was
covered by a clean cotton cover. Our fat, thumbed guidebook had
been a pillow for Iain, and I’d used our grubby (but softer) yoga
mat; we alternated the two on overnight train journeys.

The man looked clean, and refreshed. He had anticipated the
train’s inevitable delay, so had slept for an extra hour. With
hands and faces washed with our indispensable Dettol soap, it was
easier to ignore our grimy clothes, sticky after a night on
linenless bunks. But could one can call the semi-hallucinatory
experience of dozing with clanging tracks and noisy passengers
sleep?

I had found Iain and I whispering before dawn that morning,
while trying to dislodge our baggage from under the lower bunk.
Shh, people are trying to sleep I heard myself think, in my
mother’s voice. Despite falling asleep to the blaring voices of
Indian families, who talked when they wanted, shouted when they
wanted, and switched on the light when they wanted, there I was
whispering, so as not to wake them up.

A man in a tatty maroon uniform walked past calling,
“CoffeeeeCoffeeCoffee!” I paid five rupees, and began sipping my
second cup that morning, feeling more refreshed with each sip.

A movement on the ground caught my eye. Below me, on the
carriage floor, a bedraggled child crawled past on his hands and
knees, wiping a filthy t-shirt along the carriage floor, in a
gesture of cleaning. I averted my gaze automatically. He was the
second child that morning to crawl past, t-shirt in one hand,
holding the other out for coins.

My coffee-fuelled contentment was gone, and I snapped back into
the reality in which I was living; this cruel reality in which I
was a privileged spectator. A five rupee note lingered in my purse,
and I remembered it – it was the smallest denomination in my
coinless, note-stuffed wallet. The child dwelled at our feet,
ineffectually wiping the floor, looking up at us with mournful
eyes. I looked sideways at Iain. He shrugged. The man across from
us appeared not to have noticed the boy.

Refusing children money was the one decision about begging we’d
made upon arrival in India. By then we’d heard enough rumours about
young children being stolen by ‘beggar masters’ who force them to
beg, while profiting from the takings. Beggars whose bodies have
been mutilated, often having had entire limbs removed, or those who
have been blinded, earn better money for their masters. The five
rupee note remained in my wallet.

But guilt soon crept up. What if this child has no parents, no
food, no access to an orphanage, no other option but to beg? But
perpetuating the cycle is worse. What if I give him money which
goes straight to a beggar master?

“We must start volunteering,” I said in my head, then to Iain.
We had intentions to do some volunteer work for a few weeks while
in India, but this had not yet materialised. I sipped my coffee.
The child had gone. Five minutes later I may have forgotten about
him. The coffee, at least half milk, had formed a creased brown
skin on top.

 

I fumbled in my wallet for money to pay a rickshaw wallah. He
sat waiting in the small scrappy contraption, which belched acrid
black smoke onto my damp skin. Standing beside the vehicle, my
wallet and white face had already attracted plenty of
attention.

“Ugh, ugh,” groaned a woman, her hand held out. Another grabbed
my arm, “Ten rupees! Ten rupees!” she demanded, pointing to the
baby on her hip. “Yes please, yes please,” said a man, covered
almost entirely in handbags, as though we had already agreed to
purchase one of the bunch being thrust in our faces.

“Let’s get out of here!” I said to Iain, once the rickshaw man
had been paid. But where to go? More vendors were beginning to
approach. The hounding beggar women were not reacting to the
dismissive wave of my hand. We darted through the mangle of
traffic; a picture of chaos and collision which moved in slow
motion, the occasional optimist tearing through a gap with
millimetres to spare.

The pavement was lined with more vendors, their wares set up on
wooden wagons – at least they could not pursue us. But as we
passed, the familiar cries followed. “Yes, have a look… You like?
Nice shawls…” and with it, went my exasperating habit of feeling a
duty to reply, to at least acknowledge these salesmen. “No thank
you… No… Uh, no…” my head perpetually shaking, my nerves
increasingly taut.

Burka-ed women shopped, holding their children by the hand.
Skull-capped men stood by wagons of watermelon, sprinkling them
with murky water in the fierce heat, their tunics as white as their
trousers; incongruous amongst the faded filth.

This was Hyderabad’s Old Town, established by an ancient Muslim
dynasty, later conquered by the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb. The city
was once the centre of Islamic India; a focus for arts, culture and
learning – a somewhat difficult reality to imagine amidst the
mayhem.

The Charminar, Hyderabad’s principle landmark, stood 56 metres
high, in the centre of the mess. The structure’s four columns were
joined by elegant Mughal arches, facing the cardinal points. A
minaret graced the top of each column.

Beyond the Charminar, we approached Mecca Masjid, one of the
world’s largest mosques. It can accommodate 10 000 of Hyderabad’s
large Muslim population. With my head covered by a Middle Eastern
scarf, we entered its enormous courtyard, and soon noticed that I
was one of the only females with her head covered – out of respect
for one of Islam’s primary practices. No woman was permitted to
enter a mosque without a headscarf in the Middle East.

People lay in the shade of the towering building, chatted in
groups, or wandered the courtyard. Most of the women wore saris and
a handful of burka-ed ladies were splattered like black ink across
a vast cement courtyard. A few men wore the traditional skull cap
and tunic.

Still wearing the headscarf, I attempted to enter the mosque,
where I was sure it would be required. But the mosque itself was
not open. Neither would it open at all that day, or on any day,
according to anyone we asked. The courtyard was simply a communal
Muslim space, where no worshipping was taking place. All wore
shoes, though the filthy ground did not invite other options. Young
boys played cricket at the mosque’s rear, haughtily insisting that
we photograph them. We left, the mosques of the Middle East now
just an enchanted memory.

 

It was just after 1am when we first met Robin, at a lone
omelette stand outside our station hotel. Everything else in sight
had shut, and the omelette stand provided the only promise of food,
late that night when hunger struck.

Iain was still making his way from the hotel room when Robin
swaggered up to me, hands in the pockets of his tie-dyed shorts.
“Hey, how you doing?” he asked, in a self-consciously un-Indian
accent. His hands dangled from pockets below a pink t-shirt with
the sprawling letters ‘US ARMY’.

“Fine thanks,” I answered, while nodding to the vendor’s
grubby-fingered pinch of chilli.

Just then Iain appeared, and Robin casually enquired as to our
relationship. “We’re a couple,” said Iain.

“Way to go!” Robin shouted, and lurched forward to slap Iain on
the back. He worked in one of Hyderabad’s many call centres; full
of thousands of money hungry young Indians like Robin who could
speak decent English, and in his case, master the American accent
required by the American company that employed him.

A few other men surrounded the omelette man, who rubbed chilli
onto sliced white bread with his fingers, and whisked onions,
tomato, and more chilli swiftly into the egg mixture, taking
payment between batches. After tasting the omelette, I could ignore
the hotplate’s blackened grease and the man’s money-soiled hands.
Trusting our taste buds, Iain and I each ordered another.

Robin usually went to the omelette stand after work. He had just
finished a shift; the hours were an unsociable 6pm to 1am.

“So do you sleep all day?” I asked him.

“Yeah, I sleep in the day, but tomorrow is Sunday – a holiday –
so I will not sleep. Tonight I am going out with my friends,” and
he pointed to a man standing beside a motorbike.

“Where are you going?” I asked. We were yet to meet an Indian
who actually went to the nightclubs that we’d found empty, during
two hopeful attempts at a night out.

“One of the clubs…” he said vaguely. “There are so many in
Banjara Hills.”

Hyderabad has an alter-ego: Cyberabad, which is home to a
moneyed middle class who work in India’s booming IT sector. They
live in upmarket parts of the city, where Western style consumerism
is growing fast. Banjara Hills is one of those areas.

“You been to Imax?” Robin asked, with sudden enthusiasm. We
shook our heads. “Oh, you must see this place,” he said.

The Imax Centre was Cyberabad’s newest shopping mall, although
Robin was not familiar with this concept. “It is a place where you
can do everything: eat, shop, go to cinema, have entertainment, all
in one place! ” He looked to us for a reaction, waited, and then
insisted that he take us to see for ourselves the next day. A
shopping mall, held in high esteem, on a Sunday, filled with
Indians; it sounded worth the outing. We agreed to let Robin “pick”
us at 11am “sharp” the next morning, and said goodnight.

 

It was 11:30am, and I sat in the sun on our hotel’s steps,
watching traffic approach the train station. The collective noise
from the hooting was incredible, but the distance I kept was
comfortable enough to avoid the usual attack from the rickshaw
drivers: “Where you go? Where? Come! Yes! Where you go?”

Every morning in Hyderabad I had gritted my teeth and delved
into the madness that dominates any Indian train station, and its
immediate surrounds, and walked the fifty or so metres onto the
platform, in the name of real coffee. Bangalore and Hyderabad’s
most pleasing modern conveniences, for me, were undoubtedly the
take-away espresso stalls. But that walk – clambering over piles of
rubble, dodging goats, dangerous drivers, shaking your head at
rickshaw drivers, shaking your head, shaking your head – was only
possibly worth it; Iain considered me quite the caffeine addict to
bear it.

While I sat on the steps, Iain called Robin to make sure he was
on his way. But he had not even left home yet. Neither did he
perceive any inconvenience, while we sat, waiting, outside our
hotel. “Ten minutes, ten minutes,” he told Iain casually.

When boasting of his training in “American consumer thinking”
the night before, he had mentioned, “American accent, no grammar
mistakes, proper customer attention, and punctuality,” as his areas
of expertise. He had obviously missed something. At 12:30pm, he
arrived, by which time we’d thankfully decided to be rude enough to
wait upstairs where it was cooler.

 

Robin, Iain and I sat sipping Mirinda from disposable cups in a
burger joint that honoured the Hindu holiness of cows – it was
beef-free. Robin began telling us about himself.

“I am from a high caste family – we are Brahmins,” he began. “My
father is a priest. He also teaches Sanskrit.”

Robin grew up in a small town in Andhra Pradesh, a neighbouring
state, where his parents still lived. Landing a job in an American
call centre justified a move away from home, to Hyderabad, the
capital of Andra Pradesh.

“So you must be quite religious,” I suggested, after he had made
his caste clear.

“No, I am not really. But I live as a Brahmin: I do not eat
meat.”

“Have you ever?” I asked.

“No, never. I could not do this.”

“So you don’t drink either,” I said, knowing the basics about
high-caste Hindus.

“Yeh… Sometimes. When I go to the club.”

Living independently from his parents – a rarity for Indian
sons, especially unmarried ones –allowed Robin to live beyond the
constraints of convention. Modern Hyderabad, or Cyberbad, offered a
taste of another life that was vastly different from growing up
alongside an orthodox father in rural Karnataka.

At 27 he wasn’t in the process of planning a marriage yet, but
was “looking”. “My father knows I will make my choice wisely,” he
said, “so he is not planning for me.”

Robin knew, he explained, that in conjunction with his success
in having a good job, a wife would be the second part of his
assured “success” in life. He had his eye on a very attractive
Brahmin girl who worked at his company, and asked for our advice on
how to proceed.

“Have you spoken to her before?” I enquired. He shook his head.
I began to advise that this was the essential first step of a
courtship.

“I have heard that she has a boyfriend,” he interrupted. A
declared “boyfriend”, especially in traditional Brahmin circles, is
one step away from a fiancé, and just one more away from a
husband.

“Even if she has a boyfriend,” I continued, “talking to her is
the easiest way to find out.”

“No, she is traditional. I should speak to her parents first,”
he insisted.

Asking a woman’s parents whether she is ‘taken’ or not, without
having ever spoken to her, was obviously beyond my comprehension. I
couldn’t possibly give advice on a romance which subscribed to
cultural nuances that were unfathomable to me. And in any case,
Robin appeared to know better.

He piled three twenty rupee notes up on the table. As he tucked
his wallet back into a stone-washed pocket, he told us, “India has
become such a major location for call centres these days, you
know.” He wore his call centre job like a badge. “It is because of
our neutral accent,” he told us, while we nodded, forcing silence
upon ourselves.

He strolled back into the mall, with us behind, and began to
point out its highlights. “The Imax cine-complex is up there,” he
said, pointing to an escalator beside an enormous poster for the
latest Bollywood hit. “And there are so many games you can play
here,” he said, as we entered the arcade.

Hiding a lack of interest in a games arcade, while your
reactions are being closely monitored, can be a tricky task. Robin
pointed to a counter where game tokens were sold, and informed us,
“First, you go to that place and pay. If you give them ten rupees,
they will give you two tokens. You need this tokens to play the
games. You cannot use money in the game.”

“Well,” I mumbled to Iain, “we’d better go and get our tokens.”
It was obvious that opting out, or explaining that our affection
for video games had faded with childhood, was not going to be
well-received. I couldn’t be sure that Robin even considered that
we had so much as seen a games arcade before.

I raced beside Iain on a plastic motorbike, while his knees
pointed up towards his ears. Robin watched blankly, and declined to
play. He didn’t appear to think the arcade was particularly
exciting either, but assumed a serious stance while touring us
around the mall, showing us what modern India had to offer. It was
all for our benefit. And somehow, within the next hour – through a
combination of polite appreciation for what Robin proudly showed
us, and our six-month-long deprivation of ordinary Western
commodities – we became like children on an outing, coaxed into a
bizarre form of excitement. We paid to walk through a hall of
mirrors, we ogled at the chocolate fountain outside a Belgian
chocolate stall, and Iain kicked off his shoes and pulled himself
to the top of the climbing wall. Towards the end of the afternoon,
Robin was smiling.

As we walked back into India, and back into the train station
turmoil, we were greeted by the country’s contrasting persona,
Mother India. She nurtures a beautiful chaos where rural life
merges with the railway stations – the country’s pulse. I was
relieved to be away from one of India’s few Westernised enclaves,
where the Mother is stripping herself of sari and sandals and
basking in the glory of globalisation, soulless, imitated and
superficial, though it is.
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A
Journey Doesn’t Have to End

By Iain

 

Hyderabad / Cyberabad was our last update to Old World
Wandering. It was posted almost two years after Cochin,
when Claire and I were already in Shanghai, leading busy lives,
first as English teachers and later as writers. We had found work
as writers because of Old World Wandering; editors read the story
of our  journey from London to Shanghai, liked it, and hired
us to do other things.

We often talked about how to finish the story, trimming down the
list of places we passed through after Hyderabad and occasionally
going back to our notes and a blank screen. But India already
seemed far away and we were, besides, planning another journey –
this time from Shanghai
to Cape Town, again overland.

 

The journey did not end in Hyderabad. We spent a total of nine
months in India, stretching out our budget by eating cheap
thalis and sleeping in hot, ramshackle hotels. We
travelled to the country’s north and crossed into Nepal to extend
our visas, returned and headed east to Calcutta, where, after a
while, we again started travelling west. We spent time in silent
meditation at Lumbini, where Buddha was born, and taught English to
Tibetan refugees in McLeod Ganj, where the Dalai Lama lives in
exile. We drank bang lassis and covered ourselves and
other people in bright powders and coloured water during Holi, did
yoga at an ashram on the banks of the Ganges during the monsoon,
and hiked for weeks in the Himalayas. We were, I think, a little
lost, not travelling towards Shanghai anymore, just looping through
a country we had come to love.

       China Hands – and the
Chinese – like to tell new arrivals that after a month in China you
can write a book, after a year, a single article, after five, not
even a single page. An annoying platitude, it nevertheless contains
a grain of truth, which could apply equally well to India. My
articles, after six months in the country, started with page long
descriptions of minutiae – of a single object or moment – beyond
which they never developed. There is a hint of this in my page long
description of a typical Indian bus leaving for Mysore, but I at
least found, and finished, the article’s narrative, because at that
stage Claire and I were still moving forward, still travelling
towards a destination.

      We did eventually reach Shanghai
by land. We travelled out of India to Kathmandu and from there in a
jeep to Lhasa, where we boarded a train to Chengdu, on the world’s
highest line of rail. We went to Xi’an to see the Terracotta
Warriors, but were stunned instead by the extent of China’s
development. And a few days later, on November 14 2007, we arrived
at Shanghai Railway Station, where we disembarked from the
journey’s final train. There are two pictures of us on the station
platform, one below a sign welcoming us to Shanghai, another next
to our train carriage, looking at little disbelievingly at the
words “Xi’an – Shanghai” displayed on its side. After taking the
photos, we hovered on the platform, grappling with our arrival,
unsure of what to do next.

 

A few months later, a friend, another South African in Shanghai,
asked me if I planned to finish writing the story of our overland
trip. I said yes, but made excuses. I was busy, there were other
things I wanted to write, people weren’t visiting the website
anymore. “A journey doesn’t have to end,” he replied, and time has,
I think, proved him right.
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Travel and Nostalgia

By Iain

 

“Increasingly of late, and particularly when I drink, I find my
thoughts drawn into the past rather than impelled into the future.
I recall drinking sherry in California and dreaming of my earlier
student days in England, where I ate dalmoth and dreamed of
Delhi.

What is the purpose, I wonder, of all this restlessness? I
sometimes seem to myself to wander around the world merely
accumulating material for future nostalgias.”

Vikram
Seth, From Heaven Lake:
Travels through Sinkiang and Tibet

 

At home, in Shanghai, I have stuck 120 of my photographs to the
living room wall. The pictures, now a little discoloured by the
late afternoon sun, chart my overland journey, in 2006 and 2007,
from London to Shanghai. The first is of the Thames on an overcast
day. The next is of mountains and sea on Scotland’s Isle of Skye.
The photographs move quickly on, left to right, top to bottom,
through western Europe, the Middle East, India, Nepal and
eventually China.

Most are of scenery, sites, and the people Claire and I
encountered en route, but near the bottom I have stuck a picture of
myself, sitting on a train station platform. It is often the
photograph that visitors comment on first, intrigued, perhaps, by
the raw anger written upon my face.

The picture was taken in Gorakhpur, a city in northern India.
Its railway station is the country’s largest broad gauge junction
and is as close to the Nepali border as you can travel by train.
Claire and I arrived there after a month in Nepal. Although we
would eventually travel into China from Kathmandu, we had come back
to India to meet my family, scheduled to arrive in Calcutta, 816
kilometres away, in a little over a week.

It was the middle of summer – monsoon season – and returning to
India’s plains after time in the Himalaya’s cool foothills felt
like a descent into hell. We planned to ride a train from Gorakhpur
to the tea plantations of Darjeeling and to travel the short
distance from there to Calcutta a few days later.

Our bus from the Nepali border, 90 kilometres away, arrived at
Gorakhpur’s train station late at night. The journey had taken four
hours. For a stretch of a few kilometres, there had been no road.
At any sharp ascent or descent, passengers were asked to get out
and walk.

Even at night, the train station seethed. In the parking lot
outside, under the station’s bright lights, passengers in transit
had set up camp. Blankets were laid over the tarmac and, on them,
whole families slept. In places, the smoke of chula stoves rose
above the mess of bodies. Women squatted beside them, cooking
chapatti, an Indian flatbread.

We had slept in Gorakphur before, on our way out of India, and
returned to the same hotel. Our room was cheap and dirty. Lying on
the bed’s stained sheets, you felt as if you might wake up to find
that the matter thriving on the floor and walls had grown in the
night, to suffocate you. The hotel was redeemed by its restaurant.
It stank of ghee, but served buttery khali dhal and delicate
parathas. The tables were on a terrace overlooking the station.
Train whistles, distant conversations and echoing announcements
wove a tangible roar; like India’s heavy air, it blanketed diners,
and gave a sense of the momentum of countless lives below; an
inkling of the mind-boggling scale of India’s population.

The next day, we went to buy tickets. Ten minutes after the
ticket office opened, lines already stretched to the back of its
large hall. At most Indian train stations, there is a ticket window
reserved for women, foreign tourists, journalists and members of
the state legislature. We found it at the opposite end of the hall.
Although the other lines were only a little longer, we went to the
back and began our wait. After about half an hour, a second line
started to develop at the same window. The people in the second
queue – all men – waved ten rupee notes and jostled the people in
the first – all women, except for me – to compete for the ticket
clerk’s attention.

The clerk began to alternate her service. A man was served, his
ten rupees taken before he said a word, then a woman was served. We
moved forward slowly, and eventually, near the front of the much
shorter first queue, drew up alongside the second. I asked the man
next to me – fat, with oily hair and a thick gold chain around his
thick neck – if he was a journalist. He laughed, revealing a mouth
full of paan. “Are you a journalist?” I persisted. “Or part of the
government?”

He pointed a stubby finger at his chest and said, “I VIP!”

Claire joined in. “A VIP? What do you mean, you’re a VIP? This
isn’t a line for VIPs. It’s a line for women, tourists, journalists
and members of the state legislature.” She pointed at the sign
above the ticket window, “Look! Read the sign!”

The man seemed a little perturbed by Claire’s aggression – she
was, after all, a woman, and nobody else in the queue had said
anything – but he laughed again, turned around, and made an effort
to ignore us.

The line inched along and we were, eventually, second from the
front, with the man still beside us. He had, by now, slipped a ten
rupee note between his index and middle fingers, ready to fight for
service at the front. After many months in India, I should have
been able to let him go. I should have allowed him to buy his
ticket because there was, really, nothing I could do, and trying to
prevent him would only make buying our own take longer. Instead,
when the person in front of us finished paying and he leapt ahead
of us, I pulled the money from his hand.

The man turned. He pressed his stomach against me and started to
shout. Spittle tinged red by paan flew from his mouth. We traded
mutually unintelligible insults, but the man had already won. I
might have his money, but he had wedged his body between me and the
ticket desk. Nobody was going to buy a ticket before he did. I
threw his money back at him. He paid, first the bribe, then the
ticket price, and walked off smugly.

The ticket clerk was middle aged. She wore glasses and had woven
her grey hair into a long plait. Years spent serving an endless
line had reduced her words and movements to the utmost economy. We
produced a form, the name of the train we wanted, our destination
and desired class, as well as our own details written on it. She
pulled it through the hole between counter and window and, without
acknowledging us, began to punch station codes and dates into her
terminal.

“No tickets,” she said. “Tickets for Siliguri are sold out until
next week.” The woman pushed the form back out, her eyes already
moving past us, to the next in line.

“Are there any trains to Calcutta?” I asked.

More keys were punched. “No, not this week.”

Claire and I stood there, stunned, as the person behind us
wriggled past. We had waited in the queue for over an hour and were
about to leave empty handed. Worse still, we were stuck in
Gorakhpur.

A travel agent near out hotel suggested an awkward route – a
train, a connecting bus and another train – to Siliguri. It was
hideously expensive, by Indian standards, and involved a long,
looping detour as well as an uncomfortable wait. The first train
would leave that evening. We’d arrive in Siliguri two and a half
days later and, once there, would still have to find our way up to
Darjeeling.

I suggested going instead to Varanasi, only 120 kilometres away,
hoping we could more easily buy a ticket to Siliguri there. Claire
wasn’t sure. Varanasi was equally hot, we were visiting it with my
family anyway, and we might, once there, find ourselves in exactly
the same position. Stuck. But she agreed to go back to the station,
to see if tickets to Varanasi were available, while I checked us
out of the hotel.

An hour later, I was sitting at the hotel’s restaurant,
surrounded by bags, when Claire returned, clutching two tickets to
Varanasi. Our train was leaving in an hour and a half. We had just
enough time for lunch.

I ordered. Our food arrived almost an hour later. Daytime
service, it seemed, was slow. We ate quickly and, now late, ran
through the hotel, down one flight of stairs, then a second, then –
THUD – my head connected with a low arch. I fell, landed on my
backpack, and lay dazed on the floor.

Pain led to anger. Claire came back to ask if I was okay. “Yes,”
I snapped, but told her to leave me alone. I stood up and vented a
little by hitting the arch. At home, I am taller than the average
doorframe, and duck almost instinctively at thresholds. India’s
doorways are lower. Although I had adjusted quickly by ducking a
little further down, no uniform height seems to exist, so an
instinctive duck often meant hitting my head harder.

We carried on, running again, out of the hotel, past roadside
restaurants, thick with touts, through the people encamped in the
parking lot and onto platform one, where we found a blackboard and,
on it, the number of our train and the platform from which it was
scheduled to depart. It said platform six, so to platform six we
went.

There was a train at the platform, but it was a mail train, with
sleeper cars and different classes. We were expecting a local, stop
service, with only third class seats. I asked a man on the platform
if the train was going to Varanasi. He said yes. I asked somebody
else. He waggled his head, a gesture of maddening ambiguity, and
repeated Varanasi. I asked another man. He said no, we should be on
platform four.

We trusted the third man and ran to platform four, but found it
empty, although our train was scheduled to depart in under ten
minutes and began in Gorakhpur. We asked the people on the opposite
platform. Some said yes, a train to Varanasi was due to arrive
soon, some said no, some waggled their heads. One man suggested
platform one, another platform five.

There were station attendants at platform one, we reasoned, who
could give us a definitive answer. So we ran back to the first
platform, where I questioned the guards inspecting tickets at the
platform entrance. They pointed to the chalkboard that had begun us
on our search. We found an information desk, but nobody at it.
Again, we were left asking people on the platform. More vague yes’s
and no’s and maybes.

I felt as though my mind might snap. Our train, the only train
we had been able to buy tickets for, was scheduled to depart in
less than five minutes, but we didn’t know from where and neither,
it seemed, did anybody else. Frustration had made my head hot, and
I could feel angry tears welling up. After the relative placidity
of Nepal, I was not happy to be back in India.

Then a man who spoke excellent English said, with absolute
confidence, that our train was departing from platform one. It
hadn’t arrived at the platform yet, but he was certain. We threw
our bags off and, drenched in sweat, sat down.

It was then that Claire, our camera slung over her shoulder,
decided to take a photo. My jaw is clenched, my forehead creased
and my eyes black. I am staring straight at the camera’s lens. The
people on the platform are watching me, perhaps wondering why I am
making no effort to pose.

It is these details that people notice when looking at the
photograph on my living room wall. And a few days later, reviewing
the pictures on the camera’s screen, I probably saw the same scene,
but I now notice more. I notice our yoga mat, carried in a green
bag, lying on the platform, and the bag Claire used obsessively, to
carry a water bottle, beside it. I notice my hair, long and
sun-lightened, and the copper bracelet around my left wrist, which
I lost a few months after arriving in Shanghai. I notice my clean
shaven face, and think of India’s barbers. I discover people asleep
in the background, Hindi written on the walls and the garish
clothes worn by the man next to me. In short, I very quickly become
nostalgic.

Claire had not yet packed the camera away when the loudspeaker
above us crackled to life. “Train 5004 to Varanasi will be
departing shortly from platform A. Passengers for this train please
board now.”

“Platform A?” I shouted at Claire. We were already standing. I
had thrown my backpack over one shoulder, picked up my daypack and
started moving. The train was scheduled to depart in two minutes.
“Platform A?” I asked one man, then another. They pointed to an
area behind the station building. We started to run – fast,
carrying 50 kilograms of luggage, including a laptop and a small
library of books – and arrived at platform A with seconds to spare.
The train was still there. We swung up onto the last carriage,
found a seat and heaved a very big sigh of relief. Five minutes
later, the train left the station.
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