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Viewers, Readers, and
Critics Pole to Pole Agree:

“The journeysworth it. ... Anicerguide you couldn 't hope to find.*

“Michael Palin has created a whole new and previously unheard of hyphenated
classification — world adventurer-comic. . . . He is the perfect foil because of his in-
nocence to the strange ways of other worlds and his improvisational skills in trying to
communicate with the locals.”

— The Hollywood Reporter

“During the 141-day trek . . . Palin and his six-man crew recorded enough adven-
wure for a dozen lifetimes . . . with a host whose first words as a toddler probably con-
stituted a wisecrack.”

— Chicago Tribiine

“Polar exploration used to be called the most expensive way ever devised for hav-
ing a bad time. Now Michael Palin turns the tables to show us a great time at his ex-
pense.”

— Galen Rowell, photographer

“He is as engaging a writer as he is a presenter. and one keeps turning the pages
with anticipation and pleasure, especially as the illustrations are consistently splen-
did.”

— Sunday Telegraph (London)

“Many of the best moments simply concern traveling and the jovs of encountering
new people and places. And all the while, Palin proves to be an amiable guide who
is never condescending or pretentious. His fast wit is always on display.”

— Los Angeles Times

“Palin’s charm adds a new dimension to the otherwise dreary genre of travel doc-
umentary. . . . His latest journey is packed with thrills. even if they are only of the vic-
arious kind.”

— International Herald Tribuine



“Basil Pao’s luminous photographs [offer] a fresh take on the worlds through
which the group passed.”
— Ottarra Citizen

“Palin has a childlike curiosity about his surroundings and an intrepid disregard for
his own safety that prevent the journey ever descending to the level of mere travel-
ogue. His presentational style is immaculate, his interview technique ironic but with-
out a hint of ‘funny foreigners,” and worlds away from the sort of dull factual items
... so many travel shows still dish out.”

— Erening Standard

“[This] superior slide show chronicles a 120-day trek spanning extremes of heat
and cold in some of the world’s most dangerous countries. And it is garnished with
Palin’s distinctive dry wit, underscored by his undoubted love of people.”

— The Star

“Palin’s telegenic naiveté about foreign countries is real and not attected . . . He re-
mains courteous, considerate and self-deprecating, in a typically English . . . way.”
— Sunday Telegraph

“What a ripping varn . . . Pole-vaulting Palin is a glutton for punishment, his
achievement hugely impressive and his book infinitely better than most of those writ-
ten 'to accompany the TV series.™

— Mauchester Everting New's

* “The odyssey ok five months, 23,000 miles, 17 countries and seven episodes,
land] the journey's worth it . . . Palin discovered humor everywhere [in] a leisurely,
personal tour that's unpretentious and mostly on the lighter side. A nicer guide you
couldn’t hope to find.”

— Toronto Star

T am afraid Mr. Cleese is not going to provide a cover blurb for Pole to Pole as he
is occupied in writing the screenplay for his next movie, which, incidentally, contains
a substantial and well-paid part for Michael Palin. Mr. Cleese's feeling is that when
Mr. Palin writes a similarly substantial and well-paid part for him in a movie, Mr.
Cleese will then write a cover blurb to Mr. Palin’s next book.™

— David Wilkinson, John Cleese's agent
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Introduction

INTRODUCTION

For almost a vear after my return from travelling around the world in 80 days,
well-intentioned ideas for sequels were generously offered. I had only to
show up with a suitcase for the 10.15 to Bristol for someone to ask, ‘Off
round the world again, Michael?’. A chance sighting of me far from home
would prompt a cry of recognition: "What's this, Michael . . . Round Penrith
in 80 Days?’. Taxi drivers would hold me personally responsible for new
tratfic schemes: “You should try going round #bislot in 80 days!’. A moment’s
hesitation at a road junction would not go unnoticed: ‘You can get round
the world in 80 dayvs but vou can’t find your way across Oxford Street!”.

It was beginning to drive me up the pole and Clem Vallance, ever the
opportunist, suggested that if I was going up one pole I might as well do the
other. His idea was simplicity itself — on an atlas, anyway. A journey from
North to South Poles along the 30 degree East line of longitude, chosen
because it crossed the greatest amount of land.

I wanted to call it Pole to Pole by Public Transport, but owing to the absence
of a bus route through the African bush or an Awayday across Antarctica,
this had to be dismissed as wishful thinking. In the event, though we relied
on aircraft to get us to the Poles themselves, we completed the rest of the
journey overland, on a mixture of ships, trains, trucks, rafts, Ski-Doos, buses,
barges, bicycles, balloons, 4-litre Landcruisers and horse-drawn carts.

The bulk of the journey was made between July and Christmas 1991.
With one ten-dav break at Aswan we travelled and filmed for 5 months,
passing through 17 countries and making over 70 overnight stops.

We were unable to film at the North Pole in July as no plane would
take the risk of landing on the summer ice, so the section from the North
Pole to Tromso in Norway was filmed, separately, in May.

1991 was an exceptional year. A quarter of the countries we visited had
undergone, or were undergoing, momentous changes. Communism disap-
peared in the USSR and apartheid in South Africa. We arrived in Ethiopia
4 months after the conclusion of a civil war that had occupied parts of the
country for 30 vears and in Zambia on the day Kenneth Kaunda’s 28-vear
reign ended.

Pole to Pole is, like Around the World in 80 Days, based upon diaries and
tape recordings kept at the ume. They describe the pain and the pleasure of
the journey as it happened. I have deliberately not used the benefit of
hindsight to change any of those entries. What you get is what we saw and

perienced in those extraordinary months between the Poles — warts, bed-

nd a
14 all,

Michael Palin. 1ondon 1992.
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NOTE ON THE TEXT

Not every single day is described. Rest days when nothing happened except
laundry have been omitted out of consideration for the reader.

The word ‘fixer’ is often mentoned. Fixers are professional organizers
whose job it was to ease our passage through their countries.
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DAY 1-THE NORTH POLE

It’s 3.45 on a Saturday afternoon and I’'m 17 miles from the
North Pole. Somewhere, a long way away, people are doing
sensible things like watching cricket or digging gardens or
pushing prams or visiting their mothers-in-law.

I'm squeezed tight into a small, noisy aeroplane
descending through stale grey cloud towards an enormous expanse of
cracked and drifting ice. With me are Nigel Meakin and his camera, Fraser
Barber and his tape-recorder and Roger Mills and his pipe. Along with our
two pilots, Russ Bomberry and Dan Parnham, we are the only human beings
within 500 miles. Outside my window one of our two propeller-driven
engines slowly eats away at a fuel supply which must last us another six hours
at least. In little more than ten minutes our pilot will have to fashion a landing
strip out of nothing more than a piece of ice — strong enough to withstand
an impact of 12,500 lbs at 80 miles an hour. Below the ice the sea is 14,000
feet deep.

I’m sure I'm not the only one of us looking down on this desolate
wilderness who hasn’t wished, for an impure moment, that the North Pole,
rather than being in the middle of an ocean, was solid, well-marked and even
supplied with a hut and a coffee machine. But the cracked and fissured ice-
pack offers no comfortable reassurance — no glimmer of any reward to the
traveller who has made his way to the top of the world. The Arctic Ocean,
known to the Victorians as the Sea of Ancient Ice, stares balefully back as
we descend towards it, reflecting nothing but the question — Why?

It’s too late to ask the producer now, too late to begin to speculate why
I so eagerly agreed to come here, and completely out of order even to
mention that if we survive this ice landing we have only another 12,500 miles
to go.

At two minutes past four our De Havilland Twin Otter, designed in
the 50s and much loved and trusted by Arctic flyers, is finally over the North
Pole. One almost looks for a point, a peak, a curve offering tantalizing
glimpses of those huge land masses — Alaska, Siberia, Scandinavia and
Canada — which back on to the Arctic. But all there is to see is ice and the
nearer we get to it the more evident it is that the ice is not in good shape.
Russ, a self-contained, taciturn man about whom I know nothing other than
that my life is in his hands, leans forward from the controls, scanning the
conditions below and frowning.

Technology cannot help him now. The decision as to how, when an
ultimately whether to drop the plane onto the ice is for his judgement alo-

He clearly doesn’t like what he sees and, by my watch, we have cir
the roof of the world for nearly 30 minutes before a change in engin




Day 1: The Arctic Single Pole and Twin Otter.

indicates that he is at last throttling back in preparation for a landing. We
drop low, running in over a tongue of open water, Russ staring hard at the
ice as ridge walls taller than I'd expected rush up to meet us. Brace myself
for impact, but it never comes. At the last minute Russ thrusts the overhead
throttle control forward and pulls us up banking steeply away. He checks the
fuel gauge and asks Dan, the young co-pilot, to connect up one of the drums
for in-flight refuelling. Dan squeezes his way from the cockpit to the back
of the plane, where he begins to fiddle around with spanners and tubes until
the aircraft is rich with the smell of kerosene. The Pole remains 100 feet
below us, tantalizinglv elusive, probably in the middle of a black pool of
melted water. Russ takes advantage of some marginally increased sunlight to
attempt a second landing. Once again hearts rise towards mouths as the
engines slow and a blur of ice and snow and pitch-black sea rises towards
us, but once again Russ snatches the plane from the ice at the last moment
and we soar away, relieved and cheated.

I make a mental note never to complain about a landing ever again. Russ
circles and banks the plane for another 15 minutes, patientdy examining the
floating ice for vet another attempt.

This time there is no pull-out. Six hours after leaving Eureka Base on
Ellesmere Island, Canada, the wheels and skis of the Twin Otter find the
ground, bounce, hit, bounce, hit, swerve, slide and finally grip the slithery
hummocked surface. We are down and safe. I check the time on my watch,
and realize that at this point it could be whatever ime 1 wanted it to be.
Japanese time, Indian time, New York time or London time — they’re all the
same at the Pole. It is 10 o’clock at night in London.

Home seems impossibly far away as we step out onto a rough base of
ice and snow. It looks secure but water channels only a few yards away and
the fact that Russ will not risk switching off the aircraft engines in case the
ice should split reminds us that this is a lethal landscape. Finding the highest
point in the vicinity — a pile of fractured ice-blocks, soaring to three and a
half feet, I plant our ‘North Pole’ (kindly loaned to us by the Canadians) and
we take our photos. The air is still, and a watery sun filters through grey-edged
cloud giving the place a forlorn and lonely aspect. The temperature is minus
25 Centigrade. This is considered warm.

After an hour’s filming, we defer to Russ’s polite impatience and return
to the aircraft. Concerned about fuel, he takes off quickly and unceremoni-
ously. as it the North Pole were just another bus stop.

\\ ¢ have planned to follow the 30 degree East meridian all the wav to
the S ’ole, but straight away there are problems. There is only enough
fuel le ch the nearest airstrip, a Danish base in Greenland. Even this |
1s 480 nd bevond radio range at the moment. We have no option
but to t



For some reason the only liquid we have been provided with for our
journey is a litre can of tomato juice which doesn’t last long between six
people, and it is a thirsty, underfed, cramped and exhausted little group that
puts down at Nord Base, Greenland, with only 25 minutes of fuel left. We
have been away from the rest of the world for ten minutes short of twelve
hours.

There is not a soul to be seen.

Russ, armed with registration documents and proof of identity, trudges
off into the distance to try and raise someone.

We wait by the aircraft, in a curtous state of mental and physical limbo.
The only one who seems really happy is Roger who is at last able to light
up his pipe.

After what feels like an eternity, Russ returns with a young Danish
soldier who is in a state of considerable shock. No one had told him we were
coming, and it being 3 o’clock in the morning on the north coast of
Greenland, 700 miles from the nearest settlement, a knock on the door must
have been like the start of a horror movie.

He bravely tries to laugh it off, “We thought it could only be Father
Christmas’, before offering us what we are dying for — food and drink and
a bed for the night. So day one ends in country one, which turns out, quite
unexpectedly, to be Denmark.

DAY 2- GREENLAND TO NY ALESUND

EOLE The midnight sun is shining brightly when [ 1o 2
0 bunk at 3.30 a.m., and equally brightly when ! e at half-
past nine. From 15 October the sun will disa; clow the
horizon and not rise again until the end of | ut for

now, in mid-May, day merges seamlessly




Day 2: Greenland to Spitsbergen
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Greenland is a part of the kingdom of Denmark — a massive, almost
uninhabited ice cap over 50 times the size of its mother country. The base
at Nord is manned for the Danish government by five soldiers, but one of
them is away, so Henny, Jack, Kent and Kenneth are running the place at
the moment.

Two big supply planes come in each year bringing all they need — fresh
videos, books, food and drink and equipment. The only thing they don’t like
is that it means letters . . . Not receiving them, »7#ing them’, they explain.

They’re so friendly, open and hospitable that there is a great temptation
to abandon the journey and stay here, drinking fresh coftee with rich Danish
bread, half-listening to a rock and roll track by a Miss B. Haven entitled
“Making Love in the Snow’, and gazing out to a view of icy fiords bathed
in crisp bright sunshine. I ask Jack if the snow ever disappears.

‘Oh ves,” he assures me, ‘it melts in July. And starts snowing again in
August.”

Russ is unable to make contact with our next port of call - Ny Alesund
in Spitsbergen — and the Danes say thev will try and raise a weather forecast
from the American base at Thule. This takes some time, but at midday the
news comes through that the weather is good, and after refuelling and
repacking we squeeze back into the Twin Otter.

There are 325 miles between Greenland and the Svalbard Islands, of
which Spitsbergen (‘steep mountains’ as it was named by the Dutch who
discovered it 400 vears ago) is the largest. Part of Norway since 1925, it is
for us an important stepping stone between the North Pole and Europe, and
the first place where we hope to do without aircraft and continue our journey
by land and sea.

Below us, a mixture of black clear water-channels, pale blue icebergs
and various shades of frozen and refrozen ice give the Greenland Sea a
mottled effect, but as we cross the Greenwich Meridian and enter the Eastern
Hemisphere, the effect of a warm current pushing up from the Atantic
changes the scene dramatically. The ice melts away and thick cloud hides the
water for a while. When we see it again, it is only 1500 feet below the plane
and a fierce easterly wind is flicking spray from the top of angryv waves.

The Twin Otter is suddenly battling against a headwind and horizontally
driving snow. Russ takes us down another 1000 feet but the visibility is no
better, and before we hit slap-bang into the side of Spitsbergen he pulls us
sharply up through the impenetrable, but mercifully low storm cloud, to
calmer conditions at 2000 feet.

Judging from his expression Spitsbergen is not on Russ’s regular beat
and he seems as surprised as any of us to see the sweeping sides of a mountain
range emerge above the clouds to the east. From the map these look to be
the peaks of Albert I Land, and turning the little aircraft south we follow the



Day 3: Greenland to Spitsbergen

coastline and descend, through the angry, drifting remains of the storm
clouds into King’s Fiord, where glaciers roll down to the sea and fragments
of ice speckle the dark water. Dwarfed by the massive landscape two golf-
ball early warning domes, a couple of tall concrete structures and a cluster
of brightly painted houses mark the settlement of Ny Alesund (New
Alesund). We have crossed two time zones in our two and a half-hour flight
and passed south of latitude 80 degrees.

At Ny Alesund we rendezvous with David Rootes, our adviser on
Arctic survival from the Scott Polar Research Institute, Engineer Geir
Paulson, the organizer of our land transport and Patt, Nigel’s camera
assistant. Basil Pao, stills photographer and last member of our team, is to
meet us in Tromso. It’s soon clear from the swirling snowstorms that sweep
across the fiord and from the experiences David and Patti recount from their
journey up to meet us that Greenland and the North Pole have been a picnic
compared to what lies ahead.

But first the pleasure of a shower and clean clothes and a drink in the
only bar in Ny Alesund. Everyone seems subdued, but this is apparently the

result of multiple hangovers from a party held here last night to toast the 4%

news of our arrival at the Pole.

DAY 3-NY ALESUND )

A
~ . : 5y
We’ ;
]%OI E We’re quartered in simple comfort in a long wooden hut 06\

comprising individual bedrooms, shared shower and lava-
POLE tory, sports hall and a room for conferences and classes. It’s
A owned, as is most of Ny Alesund, by the King’s Bay Kull
?%':ﬁ\ . Company. Kull, or coal, is the main reason for a human
presence on Spitsbergen but following a series of disasters in the early 1960s
the Ny Alesund mines were closed down and the accommodation is now
used for scientific research, intrepid vacations and the inevitable weather
station. There is even a fledgling British presence here in the shape of Nick
Cox and his wife Katie who are employed in setting up an Arctic research
station.

Life 1s still run along the lines of a company town. Breakfast, at 7.30,
lunch at noon and supper at five are all served in a communal canteen, a five-
minute walk along a snow-covered track. The preferred mode of transport
is the snowmobile, often known by one of it’s trade names as the Ski-Doo.
Built like a fat motorbike, it is driven by a caterpillar track with short skis

on the front for steering. With flashy trims and names like Zexeiter, Fonticer

and Phager [/ they make a lot of noise and give a great impression of speed
whilst rarely hitting more than 45 m.p.h. They are to be our transport on the
155-mile journey across the mountains to the capital ( f Longyearbyen.

N



Days 3 and 4: Spitsbergen
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Though we are crying for a day oft after the polar adventure, Geir
Paulsen, a round, pony-tailed adventurer with a considerable sense of
humour, is of the opinion that we should try to leave before bad weather
sets in. (One thing I've noticed in countries full of weather statons is that
no one can give vou an accurate weather forecast. They can tell you that palm
trees will be growing in Iceland in 75 years, but nothing at all about the
afternoon ahead.)

We load up and set off about 3 p.m. It is appropriate that our column
of snowmobiles and trailers should pass, on the way out of town, a three-
foot high bronze head of the explorer Roald Amundsen. It commemorates
the first trans-polar flight, in his airship Norge, which left Ny Alesund on 11
May 1926 and landed in North America on 14 May, after a journey of over
3000 miles. Three vears later Amundsen died in the Arctic, attempting to
rescue his friend Nobile, whose airship, like Amundsen’s, left from the 30-
foot pylon which still stands on the edge of town, receding into the distance
as we head for the mountains.

Determined to do all my own stunts, I send myself and my passenger
David Rootes flyving as I lose control ot Mach-One (the name of the black Ski-
Doo I've been allotted) round a tight bend. One handlebar is the accelerator,
the other the brake, and at this stage I’'m not entirely sure which is which.
Fortunately the accident causes more injury to pride than to limb. The going
is not easy. The sun is now lost in cloud and it’s difficult to see the track.
Heinrich, a young Norwegian with disconcertingly blue eyes, who can
probably drive a snowmobile standing on his head, leads the procession as
we climb towards the saddle of the mountain. Quite suddenly thick cloud
envelops us and everything around is white. All sense of direction is lost, and
when we do eventually have to pull up, David Rootes informs me drily that
300 yards to my left is a precipice, dropping sheer to a glacier. Defeated by
the worsening conditions we turn back. Fresh snow is falling and a small drift
has formed already on the side of Amundsen’s huge and beaky nose as we
re-enter Ny Alesund. Neither he, nor anyone else, seems surprised to see
us back.

DAY 4-NY ALESUND

I?OLE Wake to the sound of bird-song. As I haven’t vet seen a
Ay 0 L

single ""ving creature in the Arctc, | wonder for a moment
if this ‘ht be one of the crew, driven mad with
homesic: 1ess, plaving a Percy Edwards tape. But Peter

== 2% = Webb,a: - Englishman and one of our Ski-Doo circus,
tells me at breakfast that 1 now bunting. We're also likely to see seals,
reindeer and possibly Arct n our way across the island. I'm desperate



Days 4 and 5: Spitsbergen

to see a polar bear (having been brought up on Brumas) but might have to
shootitif I do. I glean this from a warning poster, in Norwegian and English,
displayed at the door of the canteen. ‘Polar bears may be very dangerous’,
it begins:

‘The following precautons should be taken: 1 Always carry a weapon

. 2 Do nor attract bears by putung out food. Place your garbage at least
100 metres away from the camp, directly in view of your tent opening or cabin
door. This may enable you to see a visiing bear in time. Report to the
authorides if vou have had to kill a bear, tind out what sex it is, and take care
of the skull and skin.’

Roger slept badly and suspects he has a sprained wrist following
yesterday’s excursion. This is his excuse for wearing a sinister black glove on
one hand. Fraser dreamt that he gave every member of his family a Ski-Doo
tor Christmas. I can see why he thought of Christmas, for the snow is falling
here as copiously as in any Disney cartoon, making it hard to remember that
it’s nearly June.

Geir 1s ever hopeful. The barometer is evidendy rising and we should
be packed and ready to leave at six this evening, after supper.

At 6 p.m. the snow is falling in great big fat lazy flakes, and we are about
to settle, not unhappily, for an evening of table tennis and a good night’s sleep
when Geir and his colleagues suggest that the most settled conditions are
often in the middle of the night and they would seriously ask us to consider
a 2 am. departure. This is seriously considered, but not for very long.
Another postponement, until tomorrow morning, is agreed upon. Back to
the table tennis.

DAY 5-NY ALESUND TO KAP WIK

].?OLE 2 am. '_fhe skies du.ly clear and da.zzling sunlight picks out
i mountains and glaciers obscured for 48 hours.

: «IJE 8 a.m. I raise my blind in expectaton. The sun has gone, as
«r_ if it were a dream, and the pile of snow at my window is half
an inch hlgher Walk through a blizzard to the canteen. I have said goodbyve
to the breakfast chef at least rwice and he is now thoroughly confused and
a litde suspicious of my intentions. Am I really on my way to the South Pole

or just trying out Great Mueslis of the World?
Heinrich is phlegmaric.

‘Waiting . . . ," he observes . . . ‘everything about the Arctic is waiting.”
Atter lunch the snow begins to ease oft and in the square the Norwegian
flag turns abruptly to the south. This is a sign of the arrival of the scrrled

northerly air-stream for which we have been waiting.



Day 5: Spitshergen Ammundsen — The North Face, snowbound snowmobiles,
crossing the glacier.

The journey to Longvearbyen is likely to take 12 hours at least, and it
is suggested that we should break it with a stop at Kap Wik, about 5 hours
away, where there is a trapper’s hut with accommodation. This sounds
suitably photogenic and fairytale-like and once the vehicles have been cleared
of their carapace of snow, the sledge trailers lashed down and hooked up,
and an anu-Polar bear rifle stashed aboard, we are once more ready for
departure. Nick and Kate Cox honour us with an official British presence
at the great moment, and Nick entrusts me with a bottle of whisky for Harald,
the trapper. I am so embarrassed that we might have to slink back vet again
that I avoid the chef’s eve, and Amundsen’s severe stare, as we finally pull
away just after seven in the evening.

The mountains climb quite steeply to 2000 feet, and we have to stop a lot
in the first hour, partly to free snowmobiles bogged down by their heavy
loads, but mainly to photograph the spectacular views out across King’s
Fiord, fed by three glaciers and rimmed with sweeping mountain peaks. As
soon as the motors are turned off and the natural silence restored, the size
and scale and majesty of the landscape is indescribable. There are no trees
on Spitsbergen, and therefore few birds except around the coast, and with
unbroken snow shrouding the valley below us there is an atmosphere of
magnificent peacefulness.

Soon we are across the pass and putting the snowmobiles down a snow-
slope so steep that we are warned not to use the brake. This is to prevent
the trailers from swingine round and pulling the vehicles over — and
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presumably sending the driver hurtling downhill in a mass of wreckage —
though they don’t tell vou the last bit. We twist and turn through some
perilous gullies which Roger refers to with a certain relish as Walls of Death,
as in, ‘Michael, we’d like to do another Wall of Death sequence’. The whole
adventure seems to have gone to his head since he chose the codeword
‘Raving Queen’ for his end of the two-way radio. Fraser, at the other end,
is ‘Intrepid One’, and I suppose it does take away some of the terror to hear,
floating across a glacier, the immortal words:

‘Raving Queen to Intrepid One, Michael’s on the Wall of Death . . .
Now?!’

On the other side of the pass another epic wintry panorama is revealed
on the shores of Engelsbukta — ‘English Bay’, where an English whaling fleet
under Henry Hudson took refuge in 1607, while in search of the north-east
passage. Much of the bay is still frozen, and we see our first seals — nothing
more than tny black blobs — waiting beside their holes in the ice. A
ptarmigan, in its white, winter coat, peers curiously down at us from a
pinnacle of rock, and a pair of cider ducks turn low over the bay.

We head towards a wide level glacier passing ice cliffs of palest ' luc
which are millions of vears old and still moving. 1 ask Geir why thev <hould
be such a colour. Apparently it is caused by the presence of air ir the
ice.

After the roller-coaster conditions on the pass, progress acr vlacier

is fast and reasonably comfortable. I am riding pillion behir [Dovid, and
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Days 5 and 6: Spitsbergen The bathroom at Kap Wik.

apart from nursing an occasional numbing cold in my thumb and fingers,
I have plenty of time to sit back and take in the glories of this wide, unvisited
landscape. A pair of Svalbard reindeer, not much bigger than large dogs,
wander across a hillside. God knows what they find to eat.

After five hours we grind to a halt, our vehicles stuck in deep fresh-
fallen snow at the top of a pass, still barely half-way to the trapper’s hut. Bars
of chocolate, nips of Scotch and stupendous views keep spirits up as Geir,
Heinrich and the team make repeated journeys down the valley to bring up
machines that couldn’t make it to the top. Once all of them are up on the
ridge they have to be refuelled, a slow laborious job, as is anything which
involves unloading the trailers.

We are rewarded with a long exhilarating run on wide downbhill slopes
to our first ice-crossing — on the frozen headwaters of the Ehmanfiord. The
surface is scratched and rutted, and it’s only on the last stretch that the ice
is smooth enough to open out, and we ride like invading Mongol hordes
toward the tiny, isolated cabin on Kap Wik where, somewhat improbably,
we are to spend what remains of the night.

DAY 6 - KAP WIK TO LONGYEARBYEN
]?OLE It’s 2.45 in the morning when we arrive at Harald Solheim’s
0

hut. A tall wooden frame hung with seal carcasses stands on
POLE a slight rise, more prominent than the cabin itself, which is
R set lower down, out of the wind. The first surprise is Harald
B> himself. Instead of some grizzly bearded old-timer, a tall,
pale, studious figure comes out to welcome us. He does have a beard, but
attached as it is to long, aquiline features the eftect is more rabbi than trapper.
The second surprise is how benignly and agreeably he copes with the
appearance of ten tired and hungry travellers in the middle of the night. First
we fill up his minuscule hallway with our boots and bags, then we burst
his sitting-room to the seams, whilst he heats up some stew on a wood-
burning stove. His wood supply, neatly stacked in a workshop, is driftwood,
probably from the Russian coast. His electricity supply is wind-
generatced

He fetches out a leg of smoked reindeer which is quite delicious and
over this and a mixture of stew, smoked salmon, Aquavit (the local spirit)
and Glenmorangie whisky we thaw out and swap stories. Harald offers
advice, comment and information, liberally laced with dry humour. It’s like
some wonderfullv chaotic tutorial.

Around ab ot 4.30 a.m. some of us start looking a little anxiously for
the dormitory. Ha:ld explains the arrangements. In a next-door room he
has four bunk-bed: tloor space for two. There is more space on the floor
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of his workshop. Everyone else will have to sleep in the sitting-room with
him. There is one sit-down loo, but as this is a bag that has to be empted
men are requested to use the Great Outdoors whenever possible, but to
refrain from peeing on the side of the house from which he draws his water
supply. For cleaning teeth and washing he recommends the snow.

When I wake, it’s half-past eleven. The sitting-room resembles some Viking
Valhalla with recumbent Norwegians scattered about and Harald sprawled
on the sofa like a warrior slain in battle. Then the telephone rings. Last night
my tired brain was so busy romanticizing Harald’s existence that I hadn’t
noticed the phone, or the remote control for the matt-black hi-fi, or the
visitors’ book, or the collection of Rachmaninov piano concertos on CD,
signed “To Harald from Vladimir Ashkenazy’. [s it all a dream? Have we been
hi-jacked in the night to some apartment in Oslo? I stumble outside clutching
my toothbrush and there is the reassuring reality of empty mountains and
frozen seas stretching as far as the eve can see.

I scrub snow all over my face and neck. A refreshing shock which
dispels any lurking hangover. When I get back indoors Harald is off the
phone and preparing coffee. This autumn, he tells me, he will be celebrating
15 years at Kap Wik. He has family in Norway, but they don’t visit much.
His closest neighbours are the Russians at the mining town of Pyramiden,
18 miles away. He reads a lot, ‘“Almost everything except religious literature’
and hunts secal, reindeer, Arctic fox (a pelt will fetch around £80) and
snowgeese. ‘“Goose Kap Wik” was served to the King and Queen of
Norway,” he informs me, with quiet satisfaction.
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Days 6 and 7: Spitsbergen

‘So it’s a busy life in the middle of nowhere?’

Harald shrugs. ‘Some years I don’t see a living soul from autumn to
July”

I ask him if he has ever felt the need for companionship. A woman
around the house perhaps.

‘It’'s .. .er.... he smiles at his sudden inarticulacy . . . ‘it’s not easy
to explain in Norwegian . . . but any woman mad enough to come here . . .’

He never finishes the sentence. The sound of a distant helicopter brings
him to his feet.

‘1t’s my mail’, he explains, almost apologetically, as a Sea King helicopter
clatters into sight across the fiord.

After a late lunch and more stories our caravan is repacked and
relaunched. Harald, smiling, waves us away. I don’t really understand why
a man of such curiosity, fluency and culture should want to chase animals
round Spitsbergen, but I feel he rather enjoys being an enigma, and though
he is no hermit he is one of a rare breed of truly independent men.

The rest of the journey is less eventful. The slopes are not as fierce, and the
snow is turning to slush in some of the valleys. It’s becoming almost routine
to turn oft one glacier onto another, to roar up snowbound mountain passes
and see the seals plop back into their ice-holes as we cross the fiords.
We stop for a while at the spot where Patti had an adventure on the
way up to Ny Alesund. She lost her way in a ‘white-out’ and was not found
for almost an hour. | hope this isn’t an omen for the long journev ahead.
Although we make fast progress towards Longyvearbyen, the weather
has not finished with us. Turning into the broad valley that leads to the town
we are hit full in the face by a blizzard of stinging wet snow and as Heinrich
accelerates for home it makes for a hard and uncomfortable end to the ride.
After five and a half hours travelling we see through the murk the first
lights of Longvearbyven, and the snowmobiles screech clumsily along the wet
highway.
It’s half-past ten and we have reached our first town, 812 miles from
the North Pole.

DAY 7 - LONGYEARBYEN

]f)OLE E\'cq'()ng in Ny A.lcs.und was rather rude about _L()ngyearbyen,
and certainly as capitals go it is no beauty. It is another coal
POLE town, largely the property of the Store-Norsk Company, but
unlike Ny Alesund, coal is still mined here and there is fine

@ black dust in the air, trucks on the road and housing blocks
set out in severe grid patterns down the sides of the valley. It is ironic that




that at one time Spitsbergen lay near the Equator and was covered by tropical
forest.

In my spartan room at Hotel Number 5, the information sheet on
Longyearbyen reads more like a company report than a tourist brochure. The
settlement was founded in 1906 by an American, John Munroe Longyear.
For 10 years it was run by men only but in 1916 the Norwegians bought
him out and the first women were allowed to accompany their mining
husbands here. The population today consists of 250 women, 250 children
and 550 men. ‘However’, it adds, a little ominously, ‘there are still important
differences between Longyearbyen and other small towns in mainland
Norway. Here there are neither pensioners, handicapped people, nor persons
terminally ilI’. I half expect my door to be flung open, and my birth certificate
and pulse given a snap check.

There i1s no getting away from Ski-Doos. I dreamt about them all night
and this morning I find that there is a Ski-Doo convention in town, and our
hotel is at the centre of it. From 10 o’clock onwards international buyers from
the world’s cold countries can be heard, if not seen, attempting to scale the
near-vertical slopes behind the hotel. There is something about these vehicles
that bring out the Jekvll and Hyde in a driver. Once in the saddle, he will
sooner or later succumb to an uncontrollable urge to do something
dangerous. They are vehicles for a world without roads or policemen.

Longyearbyen has a supermarket. It doesn’t actually say on the self-
opening doors ‘World’s Most Northerly Supermarket’, but, at 78.15
degrees, 1 can’t imagine it has many competitors. Apart from an eve-
catching range of canned vegetables called ‘Sodd’ there is not much to
detain us apart from a well-stocked drinks section. As we have a long sea-
journey ahead of us I fill my trolley, only to have to replace all the bottles
as I don’t have a valid air-ticket into or out of Longyvearbyen. Alcoholic
refreshment is, it appears, severely rationed. The only way we can buy even
a can of beer is with a special dispensation from the Sysselmann — the
Governor. We traipse round to Government House to get our chitty, fecling
like naughty schoolchildren.

DAY 8- LONGYEARBYEN TO TROMSO

]f)OI E We are to continue our journcy south on the supply ship
B - —

Norsel, which leaves today for Tromse in Norway, refuelling,

POIL_E or bunkering’ as they call it, a number of fishing boats on
. k~_ the way. They have limited accommodation on board and

- 222 it will be a slow trip (estimates vary from 5 to 7 days for the
600-mile journey), but beggars can’t be choosers and there are no other ships

y
)



Day 8: Spitsbergen

operating out of Longyearbyen this early in the summer.

We bid farewell to all those who guided us across Spitsbergen, and 1
promise Geir that [ will let the world know that most of our snowmobiles
were made by Yamaha for whom he is the dealer, and not Ski-Doo. He in
turn reveals that he’s going to Tromso anyway, but flying there in a couple
of hours as any normal person would. I try to point out the delights of not
being normal.

The Norsel is the only vessel at the dockside. Adventtiorden, on which
Longyearbyen is situated, only became free of ice a week ago, and the coal
ships will not start arriving for another month. She looks sturdy, if a little
bruised, a slash of pillar-box red against the grey buildings of the port, and
the flowing white cloaks of the mountains across the fiord. She is not a big
ship, only 550 tons, and our cabins are the size of cupboards, but there is
an appealingly warm and secure atmosphere below decks. Earlier in the day
I had talked to a journalist from the Svalbard newspaper who raised her
evebrows when she heard [ was crossing to Tromso by ship.

‘They call that sea the Devil’s Dancefloor.’

I pur this to the caprain, Stein Biolgerud, who smiles quietly to himself
in a not very encouraging way. He explains to me that the Norse/ has an
exceptional draught of 8 metres (26 feet) which means that when fully loaded
most of the hull is beneath the water and much more susceptible to rolling
and pitching.

‘And are we fully loaded at the moment?’

His smile widens. ‘Oh, ves.’

The good news is that the hull is composed of 28 millimetre-thick steel
plates.

‘The highest ice class . . . he continues encouragingly. ‘We can move
through 60 cenumetres of solid ice.’

‘So we’ll be safe in the ice?’

‘Oh ves. Unless of course we have too much ice on the superstructure.
Then the ship can topple over.’

Credit for the redoubtably solid hull of the Norse/ must go to Hitler’s
shipyards, for it was constructed in Germany in 1943, but left unfinished until
the Norwegians took it over in 1947. Since then it has seen service as a seal
catcher, scallop trawler and expedition vessel.

There is a crew of seven. A Captain, First Mate, Chief Engineer, Cook
and three deckhands. At the moment they are supervising the unloading of
what seems like a year’s supply of toilet rolls. This uncharismatic little ship
is a lifeline up here. The captain recalls arriving late one year with a supply
of beer on board.

‘They only had 17 cans left on the island. There were guys waiting on
the jetty.



Days 8 and 9: The Greenland Sea

Shortly after 7 o’clock on an evening of piercing sunshine we pull away from
Spitsbergen, round the headland, past the coal tips and out into the broad
waters that lead to the Greenland Sea.

Soon a wall of grey cloud looms ahead of us and the captain says a gale
is forecast. His bridge bristles with all sorts of electronic equipment, but he
prefers to slide down one of the window panels, stick his head out and see
what the birds are doing. He’s sceptical of weather forecasts. In these waters
things change so quickly.

‘One thing you can be sure of, you can’t be sure of anything,’ he
observes. Another piece of Arctic wisdom.

He has to set a course almost due west to avoid the pack ice along the
coast, but it is from the west that the gale is coming. Thinking it may be the
last meal we can cope with for a while we eat well — a rich stew cooked by
Anthony, a small pale man dressed all in white, like an anxious dentist. We
don’t think he’s Norwegian and Roger hazards that he is Russian.

‘Are vou Russian?” he asks him over another helping of stew. Anthony
gives a quick, brittle smile and shakes his head, ‘Polish’.

It turns out that the three deckhands are Polish as well.

Later, on the bridge, the captain (Norwegian) is worried that the wind
is veering west earlier than expected.

‘Not good for us,” he mutters. At the other end of the bridge the
moustachioed Chief Engineer (also Norwegian) sits reading a comic book
and not laughing.

DAY 9 - THE GREENLAND SEA

OL.E A night of varyving degrees of instability. Occasionally some
]:f? steep pitching and tossing which has clocks, books and

POLE glasses sliding onto the floor. The engine noise is a loud,

y ~ persistent, constant factor we shall have to get used to.
@ Noise insulators, like stabilizers, were never part of the
Norsel’s specifications.

Egg and bacon breakfast. Fraser is worried that we have been given no
lifeboat drill. Roger had awoken in the night to find a large sailor in his cabin.
He was a messenger from the captain who had seen some ice nearby and
thought that we might like to photograph it.

Wintry conditions. Snow flurries on deck and a heavy sea. Sea birds,
like tern, fulmar and kittiwake, rest on the ice-covered bow betore resuming
their graceful gliding search of the waters.

I show Fraser the findings of an American survey, published in the
shipping magazine 7rade Winds, which asked people for whom they would
give up a seat in a lifeboat. Of men, 67 per cent would give up a seat to their



Day 10: The Barents Sea

26

wives, 52 per cent to Mother Theresa, but only 8 per cent to Madonna. Of
women, 41 per cent would give up a seat to their husbands, and onlv 3 per
cent to ‘men not their husbands’. 1 don’t think Fraser’s even tound the
lifeboat vet, so the question is academic.

I ask the captain what our maximum speed is.

‘Well,” he pulls heavily on a vellowing hand-rolled cigarette, ‘with a light
load, good weather and the current behind us . . . ten knots.”

I reckon it will take us 30 hours just to clear the coast of Spitsbergen
and another two davs before we reach the fishing tleets on the Barents Sea.

Such is the pitching and tossing of the ship tonight that as [ lie in my
narrow bunk I experience the not unpleasant sensation of being stretched.
First of all my body tries to slide out through my feet, then a moment later
everyvthing tries to escape through the top of my head. Go to sleep wondering
how one could design a machine to reproduce this effect.

DAY 10 - THE BARENTS SEA

]?OLE At 10 am. I check our pmitjon on the satellite indicator —
0 75.47 North and 16.25 East. We're entering the Barents Sea,
POLE named after the Dutchman who first discovered it in 1596,

: S and the waters are shallower but cooler, fed by an Arctic
@bﬁ rather than Adantic current. This means that as we head east
to the fishing grounds we have to push through a thickening ice field. Up
to now the ice fragments have floated by rather forlornly, looking like
upturned tables and chairs, or floats heading home at the end of a parade.
But now, as the air gets colder, the ice-blocks are growing in size as the open
water between them decreases.

Stein (pronounced Stain), as we now call the Captain, picks his way
carefully. Some of these 10-foot ice-blocks have wide solid platforms below
the water which could cause damage if met head on. The ideal way to deal
with them, he explains, is to keep the bow riding high over the ice, which
then passes along the keel and is split by the weight of the ship.

When we are in the thick of the ice, Stein cuts engines and our intrepid
cameraman is winched off the deck onto a convenient floe. I personally think
it’s too early in the journey to get rid of him, but I'm overruled. The sight
of Nigel's solitary figure drifting slowly away from us is quite disturbing and
I'm sure we all take far more pictures of him than he ever does of us.

The cerie sound of ice scraping along the hull continues for much of
the day, betore we are through into clear but rugged seas again. Roger, puffing
on his pipe, and looking increasingly like Captain Pugwash, surveys the spray
tlung hieh by waves bre aking on the bow, and &mllcs with satisfaction.

The devil’s coming on the dancefloor, Mike.



Day 11: The Barents Sea

DAY 11 - THE BARENTS SEA

]f)OLE Snowstorms and high seas. I don’t feel nauseous exactly, but
{0~ the sight of the breakfast table replete with fried eggs,
POLE gammon, sausages, voghurt, mayonnaise, fish paste in tubes,

L ~ cheese, bacon and prawn spread and two kinds of salad in
é@ plastic tubs moves me fairly smartly up on deck. It’s furiously
cold and bleak but I stare at the horizon, as recommended, and take a few
gulps of Arctic air until the moment of queasiness passes.

This morning everyone is slipping and sliding about, and in one 60
degree lurch all the drawers fly out of the caprain’s desk.

The first sign that we have reached the fishing fleets is a parade of
Russian stern-trawlers, tossing about in the waves. I ask Stein if he refuels
Russians. He shakes his head. “They don’t have the money.’

A week and a half from the Pole and the good news is that we are almost
exactly on our target of 30 degrees East. The bad news is that we shall be
around here for at least 48 hours as all the ships we are bunkering are in a
25-mile radius.

The sea 1s too rough for ships to be fuelled alongside, and Stein has
to opt for the more tricky and time-consuming bow to stern operation. Once
a ship is about 20 feet astern lines are thrown and when secured a black
rubber pipe is hoisted across and the fuel is pumped through. Our first
customer, the Norwegian fishing boat S#g Magpe, has to stay connected for
a hour. Great skill and seamanship is required on the part of both captains
to keep their vessels the right distance apart, whilst both are soaring and
plunging wildly on 30-foot waves.

In the middle of it all a sleek, batteship-grey ‘Kystvakt’ (coastguard)
vessel prowls by, supported minutes later by a four-engined Lockheed Orion
which swoops low over us before flving off to the south. Stein tells us that
the coastguard plane will be looking for illegal discharges of fuel and the
surface vessel checking on things like net size. The catches are constanty
inspected and anvone found taking too many voung fish or the wrong kind
of fish is liable to be escorted out of the fishing grounds.

Around midnight, drinking a Scotch too many and being soundly whacked
at Scrabble, I'm looking forward to nothing more than the womb-like, cradle-
rocking security of my bunk when Stein’s tall pale frame looms above us.
He looks rather pleased with himself.

‘There 1s an improvement in the weather, and I have a factory tishing
ship which is happy to take you aboard and keep yvou there whilst they trawl.’

‘What time tomorrow will that be?” asks Roger.

Stein glances at his watch. ‘In about two hours.”



Day 12: The Barents Sea Television presenters: Britain’s newest export.

DAY 12 - THE BARENTS SEA

OLE My alarm sounds at 1.30 a.m. It has to work -har_d to be he.ard
If?)———— above the cacophony of an engine grinding, revving,
POLE rcversing and thrusting frantically. Up on the bridge Stein

o~ apologizes. The last ship he refuelled ‘didn’t know what he
ém_gb} was doing’. Feeling all the better for 40 minutes sleep I scan
the grev waters for whoever it is that has invited us aboard. At around 2
o’clock the Jan Mayen, materializes on our port side. She is two or three times
the height of the Norse/and her stern-gate is bathed, dramatically, in a sodium
orange glow. The ship to ship transfer will be by crane, and as I am to be
hoisted out over the only recently unfrozen waters of the Barents Sea, I'm
put into a survival suit. This is a big, clumsy rubberized affair, which looks
as if it would mnstantly convert to a body bag once I hit the water.

‘Do not be afraid’ grins one of our Polish crew, with relish, as he slips
a rope under my arms. He signals to some faceless figure high above me and
I’'m suddenly ascending, swinging like a box of toilet paper, a case of beer
or any other piece of goads, over the side and across the water, then up and
up into a different world. The sailors on the Jan Mayen are not scruffy and
informal like our friends on the Norse/ They are smartly clad in vellow PVC
with tall black boots, like policemen round a road accident. Unlike the Norse/,
wildly bobbing below, the Jan Mayen is almost motionless. We are led indoors
and shown an air-conditioned bridge with quietly clicking consoles and men
sitting around as if they were in Star Trek.

The stern resembles a bowling alley along which the long green nets
are wound out with a cacophonous crashing and clanging to fall 1500 feet
to the sea bed. It is an impressive and exciting display, and one wonders what
mighty creatures of the deep demand such terrible power. The answer is,
shrimp. The Jan Mayen, with her million pound state of the art bridge, her
40-strong crew, her trawling Datasyncro display and her 4080 horse-power
Danish-built turbine engine, is nothing but a glorified shrimping net.

They hare been shrimping round the clock for over a month and they
do have 400 tons of the little red things aboard, and they do have a factory
deck with processing facilities which can transfer the catch from sea-bed to
freeze-pack in 24 hours, but somehow it all seems like overkill. Who eats
that many shrimps? The answer, as in so many things, is the Japanese.

At eight in the morning, in the company of two coastguard inspectors,
we watch the nets drawn in. Another magnificent display of technological

expertise and human organizaton. Another three tons of shrimp.
At 9 o’'clock the Norsel totters alongside and we prepare once again to
be swung out over the sea. Clutching our complimentary boxes we are

dangled down onto the deck like children returning from a school outing.



DAY 14 - THE BARENTS SEA TO TROMSO

OLE Wake to calm seas and clear skies. This morning we can see
l:f? the mainland of Europe for the first ime. The craggy snow-
POLE capped mountains of the island of Fugloy on one side and

1 ~ Arnoy on the other are suitably impressive portals through
@- =2 which to pass into our first continent.

The cold grip of the Arctic has finally loosened. The ice on the anchor
winch has melted, the sea laps lazily and placidly around the hull and the first
traces of vegetation are bobbing by on the water. On the bridge all the anxiety
of the last few difficult days has gone. With 12 ships successfully refuelled
Stein is positively expansive, the crew are scrubbed and shaved like choirboys
and the Chief Engineer is wreathed in smiles, phoning home.

For us, it’s far from the end of the journey, but as we slip south of 70
degrees I can understand why everyone on the Nourse/ looks so happy. We
have all survived a foray into a world where conditions are extreme and the
margins of error pulled dangerously tight.

At 2 o’clock in the afternoon the First Mate spots a plane taking off

from Tromso airport. Within an hour we are moving down the Grotsundet,
which I suppose is in a sense the Gateway to the Arctic, and there are all
the trappings of civilization laid out — a Legoland of painted walls and roofs.
Five days and 21 hours after leaving Longvearbyen we arrive at the
Tromso dockside. Two small, attractive ladies from the Norwegian Customs
come aboard and after a brief inspection we are free to step ashore.
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Day 14: Noruay

Tromso is the first city on mv journey, and though it contains only 50,000
souls, it boasts three cathedrals, a university, a brewery and 23 night-clubs.
It likes to call itself * The Paris of the North’ and, as I feel I should celebrate
reaching Europe, I seek out the nearest boulevard cafe. I find myself
sitting outside the Cormorant Bar dubiously eveing a glass of beer whose
brand name is apparently Muck.

Summer seems to have reached Tromso early. Crowds of students
enjoving the three gloom-free months of the year, when the combination of
warm Gulf Stream and 24-hour sunlight give the little town an air of nervous
hedonism, are today joined by football supporters from Trondheim, nearly
500 miles to the south. The Muck is tlowing, though I’ve found out, a little
to my disappointment, that “Muck’ is the local pronunciaton of Mack, a
brewery famous for the purity of its product and for the motto on its bottles
‘First on the North Pole’.

A short walk away from the Cormorant stands a bronze statue ot Roald
Amundsen - tirst on the Souz) Pole. Amundsen stands purposetully atop his
granite plinth, dressed in the loose Eskimo-style outfit he favoured, gazing
down the fiord. A seagull stands on top of Amundsen. I stand in silence trying
to draw some comtort from those gaunt, ascetic features. After all there can’t
be that many of us who have left Norway for the South Pole.

In the evening we eat at a restaurant which offers an intriguing dish by
the name of ‘Seal Lasagna’. Ever mindful of the fury which greeted my
consumption of snake in Canton, I check with the waiter.

“This isn't . . . baby seal, I hope?’

O]

‘Oh, no sir’ he assures me, *. . . it’s very old seal’

Later, I walk back to my hotel across the main square, the Storttogret. There
are queues outside the night clubs and a group of drunken bovs are kicking
over tables and upturning sunshades. Not violenty, but with a lunging,
lurching bleary desperation. They probably think they’re having a good time.
Nearer the hotel two quieter lads are gazing out towards the snow-capped
mourxains thar surround the city. It’s only after a while that I realize they
are actually peeing into the harbour. It’s midnight and in the west, over the
cold hills of the island of Kvaloy, the sun is already starting to climb again.

DAY 15 TROMSO

].f)OI E Is this the same city I was in last night? This morning it seems
AL

butter wouldn't melt in its mouth. People are vertical rather
POI J£ than horizoneal, and the chaos of the night before has been
x

replaced bv a pristine calm.
vap

We drive across the slim long bridge that connects




Tromse in the sunshine: MP — wishful thinking,
Amundsen — Man of the Year 1911, Trondbeim and
Sheffield Wednesday supporters fraternize.
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Days 15 and 16: Norway

(8]

(3]

Tromso Island with mainland Norway. It’s a bright, beautiful Sunday
morning and bells ring out from the Arctic Cathédral, a striking modern
building comprising 11 interlocking triangular sections — representing
every apostle apart from Judas Iscariot. Inside is as modest, well-behaved
and self-effacing a congregation as youw’ll find anywhere. The first few
rows are completely empty and the hymns are sung softly, almost
apologetically.

Who are the modern Vikings — the lusty, lurching lads overthrowing
the tables in the square or these sober-suited pillars of the community?

Towards evening the sun becomes obscured by cloud and a north-west wind
ruffles the waters of the bay. Locals shake their heads. The weather change
reminds me how near we stll are to the polar ice-cap. Basil has joined us
in Tromso, as official photographer, and already he has managed to find a
Mongolian restaurant with a Japanese chef. Sushi and sashimi 200 miles
above the Arctic Circle. Very odd. Not that Odd is unusual in Tromse, in
fact it’s one of the most common surnames. Should you ever wish to stay
unnoticed in a Tromso hotel check in as Mr and Mrs Odd.

DAY 16 - TROMSO TO HAMMERFEST
]?OLE The weather has changed. The clouds are low and grey, and
0

Tromso has shed its Mediterranean glow and taken on the

POLE aspect of Northern Scotland. To cheer ourselves up we visit

. ~ the Arctic Museum. This is a mistake. All it does is remind
% us how lucky we are to have lived this long. Polar life offers
few comforts, and the faces staring back at us from seal hunts and shipwrecks
are prematurely aged. Objects, on the other hand, survive well in the intense
cold, and Amundsen’s pipe, mug, comb, typewriter and sewing kit are all
beautifully preserved, as is this menu for a special dinner to mark the safe
return of Amundsen and his crew from the South Pole in 1912:

Polar Soup
Whale with fat oil
Saelbundsblod (Seal Dog Blood)
Pork from Haakon VI Platean
Pigviner (Penguins)
Polaris mit Hralrostuender
(Polar Ice with Sea Elephant'’s Teeth)

And no vegetarian alternative.

We've straved some way off our 30 degree meridian and should be striking
directly across Norway, but the desolate mountain ranges of Finnmark
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provide such an impassable natural barrier that all land-routes east must first
go north.

At four in the afternoon we board the MV Nordnorge, a stout,
workmanlike vessel of 2600 tons which forms part of the Hurtigrute (literally
‘rapid route’) service from Bergen to Kirkenes on the Russian border. The
ships take 11 days to work their way there and back through the channels
and islands of this convoluted coastline. Also boarding at Tromso are sacks
of potatoes and onions, sides of meat, televisions, wash-basins and mail. The
Hurtigrute is a delivery service, a bus service, a postal service, and for tourists
a way of experiencing the life as well as the physical spectacle of the fiords.

This is not a good day for spectacle. A line of low grey cloud has settled
a few hundred feet above the water, reducing fiord spotting to an act of
imagination. There is a restaurant, with a lady organist, playing ‘Beatles songs
like you’ve never heard them before’. She’s as good as her word.

When I repair to my windowless cabin in the bowels of the ship, we
are making a steady 15 knots and the organist is playing “The Happy
Wanderer’.

DAY 17 - HAMMERFEST TO KARASJOK

]?OLE My bunk is comfortable enough, but every time anyone in
=

the vicinity turns on a tap the result is a series of

POL.E sledgechammer thuds, and a short night’s sleep. Up on the

. ~ bridge at a quarter to seven to film our arrival at Hammerfest,
% only to be told we’re running an hour late and we could have
stayed 1n bed and listened to the taps. There isn’t much compensation in the
landscape. An unrelieved horizontal band of cloud hangs, like a pelmet, over
the treeless headlands. When Hammerfest does appear, a smudge nestling
in a bowl of tundra-covered hills, it lacks the sparkle of Tromso. Bleak and
beleaguered, one can well believe that when the town was first settled in 1789,
early occupants had to be encouraged with the promise of a twenty-year tax
exemption.

The Nordnorge, which has taken 15 hours to bring us from Tromso,
unloads and turns toward the North Cape, leaving us on a cold, damp
dockside. Norwegians grin and shake their heads wearily when I use the word
‘cold’. Maybe they just take it for granted, as we might the word ‘air’.

“There’s no such thing as bad weather, Michael, only bad clothes.”

The town’s Director of Tourism is almost lyrical about the weather. Did
I know that only three days ago the temperature in Hammerfest had reached
28 degrees Centigrade?

‘Well, of course that’s o0 hot,” he grimaced, rather spoiling the effect.

Did I also know that only vesterday the QE2 had been in port?

M/S NORDNORGE
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Day 17: Norway

“Two thousand five hundred people . . . all shopping at once.’

I look round at the food stalls in the market place selling reindeer
sausages and cod’s tongues and bright hats and sealskin boots and try,
without success, to visualize the scene.

Was I familiar with the Royal and Ancient Polar Bear Society? Taking
my look of incomprehension for one of curiosity, the Director of Tourism
ushers me, without further ado, into the presence of the Mayor of the World’s
Most Northerly Town who, in fluent and persuasive English, enlightens me
as to the role of the Polar Bear in the history of Hammerfest. It has clearly
been a submissive role, requiring the Polar Bear to do little more than lie still
and not get up, but the town is proud of its part in the hunting and fishing
of Arctic waters.

With brisk Scandinavian efficiency I am enrolled as member 116,747
of the Royal and Ancient Polar Bear Society and issued with card, stickers,
hat, badge, certificate and a carrier bag to hold them all in. Which all goes
to show that if vou run a town 300 miles north of the Arctic Circle with no
sight of the sun for three months of the vear you have to make the best of
what you’ve got.

One escape from the melancholy of the long dark winter months is through
alcohol, and its use and abuse has forced the authorities into Draconian
measures. [ learn of some of them from Troels Muller, our Norwegian fixer,
as 1 drive my hire car south towards Lapland. In Norway police in unmarked
cars can stop motorists at random and breathalyze them. If they are found
to have more than 0.5 millilitres of alcohol in their blood — that is the
equivalent of one light beer — they can be sentenced to three weeks in prison.
There is no appeal. This has led to some unusual problems.

“People are waiting one or two vears to get in prison. And then when
vou go off to prison you don’t want your friends to know obviously, so vou
tell them that vou’re going to travel.’

Troels pauses as I pull out to avoid a couple of dejected reindeer,
wandering along the side of the road with all the panache of footballers sent
oft in a Cup Final.

‘There 1s a prison near Oslo they call Costa del llseng, because, everyone

.. you know, goes to Spain . . . and, well, they’re not in Spain at all . .

Some way further on we come to a stretch of treeless hillside from
which rises a pointed tent made from tall branches covered up to three
quarters of its height with canvas and skins. It’s a laavu, the traditional
dwelling of the Same (pronounced Sar-mi) people who are the original
inhabitants of Northern Scandinavia and parts of Russia. Many of them still
live by reindeer herding including the two we are going to visit, Johan Anders
and his wife Anne Marie. Unfortunately their reindeer herd has disappeared.
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We return in the direction of Hammerfest, but even the stragglers I'd seen

earlier on the roadside have vanished. The reindeer quest turns into pure farce
when we find ourselves bouncing up a rocky track to what appears to be a
rubbish tip. Amid stacks of rotting cardboard, waste paper, rusting machinery
and frozen food packets stands the unhappy figure of Mr Anders, arms
spread in a rather unlikely ‘they were here a minute ago’ pose.

Somewhere between Hammerfest and the Same “capital’ of Karasjok, 130
miles to the south-west, [ must have fallen asleep. When | wake the scenery
has changed completely. The treeless plateau has given way to an endless vista
of lake and forest. A comforting sign that we are once again heading in the
richt direction.

Elk tor dinner. Almost impenectrable.
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DAY 18 - KARASJOK

].?OLE The SA_S TuristhoFeU in I\:ara.sjok. Outside my window a
0 tflock of sparrows is breakfasting off a bed of newly sown
POILE grass. | rang home last night, then remembered that the

TR family are all on holiday in France. Rang France. It had
rained since they got there. Here, above the Arctic Circle, the
sun shines and I'd be in shirt-sleeves if it weren’t for the mosquitoes. From
what I can gather Lapland is where mosquitoes who can atford it go for the
summer. Heavy duty repellent is required, and I'm ready for them with
‘Jungle Formula Repel — with added Deet’. Deet, like so many other deadly
substances, was apparently developed for the US forces in Vietnam. I'm busy
squirting it on any available patch of flesh, when Patti kindly offers the
information that it’s strong enough to strip paint off cars, and Fraser
maintains that it once melted a wristwatch of his.

I’s a day ot Boy’s Onn adventures, starting with a ride up the Karasjoka
(the Karas River) on a low, swift, wooden canoe in search of gold. My guides
are two Same vuppies — Nils Christian who’s visited Beverly Hills, and Leppa
who carries a radio telephone in his national dress. The river is big business.
Though frozen for several months of the year, it is still, according to Nils
Christian, the best salmon river in Europe, vielding 133,000 kilos last year.

The tributaries of the Karasjoka are also rich, and in a bubbling stream
beside a cool, damp, mosquito-infested stretch of woodland 1 am initiated
into the recondite art of gold panning.

Required: one pair of thigh-length rubber boots, a plastic pan, a shovel
and a natural sense of rhythm. The plastic pan has replaced the metal pan
(as used in the movies) because the gold shows up better against the blue
of the plastic. The shovel is required to ladle mud and the natural sense of
rhythm helps with the sifting. Gold, being the heaviest of metals, will always
sink to the bottom, and the skill lies in the delicacy required to filter out the
gravel and mud without losing the grains of gold as well. Being the sort of
person not noted for either rhythm or delicacy I experience a childlike sense
of glee when, after a few minutes of sifting and spilling, I catch a glimpse
of gold amongst the pitch-dark graphite sand. Not enough to open a Swiss
bank account and probably not as much as you might find on one of
Elizabeth Tavlor’s evelashes, but the mere fact of having retrieved it, by my
own efforts, from the mud of this remote river, gives satisfaction way beyond
the value. My self-sifted fortune is estimated to be somewhere in the region
of £9.50 sterling. Decide to buy the crew a beer and invest the rest.

Sven Engholm is the Martina Navratilova of dog-sled racing. He’s won the
Finnmarkslopet, Europe’s longest race, nine times. Like everyone else in this



Days 18 and 19: Norway

inhospitable northernmost corner of the continent he has a mobile telephone
and a shrewd eve for a tourist opportunity. In the laavu in his garden, a few
miles from Karasjok, he and his wife Ellen serve us a traditional Same lunch.
Smoked salmon, with egg and fresh-baked brown bread, is followed by
reindeer bouillon and reindeer stew served from a smoke-encrusted black
pot over an open fire. We sit on reindeer skins and eat off wooden platters.
Just when you think the meal is getting conventional, Sven produces a large
hunting knife, reaches for a charred brown lump hanging above the fire and
offers each of us a slice of dried reindeer heart with our coffee.

The dogs which Sven breeds so successfully are outside in a compound.
Thirty-seven adults and ten vearlings. They seem wildly hyperactive, straining
at their leads, barking and lunging at Sven as he passes. I suppose the secret
of being a good musher (as they call the dog-sled drivers) is to be able to
translate this manic energy into forward momentum. That Sven and his team
can race 1000 kilometres across the frozen Finnmark plateau in less than five
days is an indicadon of his success. During our interview, as Sven is earnestly
explaining the need for the dogs to relate socially, not just to each other, but
to people as well, I notice the camera crew convulse with laughter. Seconds
later I feel a warm, damp glow on the back of my trousers. I look down just
in time to see that one of Sven’s dogs has just finished relating socially to
my right leg.

DAY 19 - KARASJOK

There isn’t much to see in Karasjok. It’s a transit town,
straddling the E6 Arctic Highway on the tourist route to the
North Cape. But if you look a little closer, if you stop for
more than the statutory half-hour the coach tours allow
at the gift shop, there is evidence here of a thriving culture
which is not \or\veglan or Swedish or Finnish. It is Same, and it is alive and
well, with its own museum, radio station and since 1989, a gleaming new
Same Centre, incorporating their own parliament. I meet Gunhild Sara,
who has travelled all over the world and lived and worked in Canada and
Tanzania.

I ask her if this is not just Lapland by another name.

‘Lapland doesn’t exist. We are in Sameland.’

So she isn’t Norwegian then? She shakes her head dismissively.

‘T am Same. 1 shall always be a Same. Whatever passport I hold 1 shall

die a Same.’
I ask what took her to Tanzania, and she smiles, which is rather a reliet.
‘Very common thing, you meet a handsome fellow and then you
just go!’
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She preferred the Tanzanians to the Kenyans, “They have more self-
confidence, more self-pride. The Kenvans just want to be British,” but she
didn’t have much time for Julius Nverere’s social reforms.

‘He made long moral speeches on the radio . . . tried to get the local
Masai to wear underpants when they got on the buses.’

Later in the dav I witness a truly surreal piece of Same culture — a joiking
ceremony. A joik (pronounced voik) is an improvised chant, delivered in a
semi-yodelling waver. It has no beginning, middle or end. It is musical but
not actually a song. It contains the essence of a feeling or a character or an
emotion that is wholly personal and cannot be transterred except possibly
within a family. Our presence makes the joikers self-conscious to start with.
Theyv putt heavily on cigarettes (smoking is widespread up here) untl some
beers arrive and then the curious wobbly chanting begins. It all feels very
Irish, or perhaps Indian and later I find out that joiking is very much part
of an international folk tradition. Indeed one of them had just come back
from joiking in Reading.

Angela is of the opinion that we may well have been had, but I prefer
to give them the benefit of the doubt. It’s late when we drive back to the
hotel. The light of the midnight sun combines with a gentle drifting vapour
off the river to create a magical stillness and beauty around the half-harvested
tields.

DAY 20 - KARASJOK TO IVALO

South towards Finland on the Postilinjat, the post bus that
is the only form of public transport available. I was
beginning to feel becalmed in Northern Norway and am glad
to be on the road again. A shower has passed over, Nigel
is napping and Basil is worried that he’s spelt reindeer
‘raindear’ on a card to his daughter. The bus is a 50-seater, bur few of the
seats are taken. A Japanese couple sit efficientdy in front, a bearded
Frenchman hunches over a backpack and a voung Nonwegian boy is oft to
spend the summer with his Finnish grandparents.

We cross the Norwav-Finland border at a sleepy hamlet called
Karigasniemi. The Japanese couple, who have been clutching documents for
the last half hour, cannot believe that no one wants to see their passports.
I look, in vain, for signs of Finnishness. There’s a Shell garage and a cafe,
with a Mercedes outside, serving pizza. The only locals are clustered around
a Space Invaders game.

There are quite a few more Mercedes on the 90-mile run down to Ivalo.
Many of them are towing hefty caravans on their way north, to the lakes and




Days 20 and 21: Finland

torests for summer with the mosquitoes. Finland strikes me as more
obviously affluent than Norway. They even seem to have more reindeer, and
the bus, when it’s not stopping to deliver mail into makeshift roadside boxes,
is pulling up to avoid them. I'm told that the reindeer, now that they
are shedding their winter coats, are tormented by the clouds of flies
and mosquitoes and find relief in the cooling wind that blows down the
highway-.

The switchback, single carriageway is well kept and the time passes lazily
as the colour on the lakes turns in the evening light from black to deep green
to silver. At Inari, a lakeside town bristling with outboard motors, the intrepid
Japanese get off to be replaced by a few locals, including a teenage girl who
is on her way to a disco in Ivalo. She says she will have to be back home
by ten o’clock this evening. Her English is good, the result, she tells us, of
a summer spent in Hastings. Feel embarrassed, as always, at the efforts
foreigners make to learn English, compared with the other way round. But
by any standards Finnish is a tough language, unlike any other in Europe
except Hungarian. Verbs have sixteen cases.

Travel, at its best, is a process of continually conquering disbelief, and
to be in a Finnish hotel on the Arctic Highway, with a sign outside my
window reading ‘Murmansk 313 kilometres’, and the sound of a plaintive
violin accompanying daylight that refuses to disappear is, I feel, after a beer
or two, the sort of thing that makes life worth living,

DAY 21 - IVALO TO ROVANIEMI

?OLE I.\vasn’t Fhe. ()ﬂl}: one at breakfast. to have noticed that, apart
{0~ from plaintive violins, our hotel in Ivalo also sported a tull-
blooded disco which set to work around midnight and was
conveniently located beneath the bedrooms. At 7.30 we’re
on the way south again. A white reindeer crosses the road.
These are rare, and hopefully as propitious as a black cat.

Troels left us at the border and we are now in the hands of Kari
Vaatovaara, a young man from Helsinki, who, among other things, plays the
lute. I ask him about reports I've read of the effects of nuclear fall-out
from Chernobyl in this part of the world. His reaction is swift and dis-
missive:

‘Everything was tested!

The need for such tests must have been especially urgent here as the
area was directly beneath the crescent cloud of contamination during a period
of heavy rain. The staple grazing food of the reindeer is a rootless lichen
which absorbs all its moisture from the atmosphere. Most of the forest toods
— berries, fungi and the like — also absorb atmospheric pollution, and those

41



Day 21: Finland

who live off them and the reindeer that eat them, must be at greater than
average risk. So goes the theory (expanded on in the excellent Rongh Guide
to Scandinaria), but Kari would have none of it. Everything in Sameland
1s fine.

An unusual encounter on the bus. The crew have gone ahead to film
and I am left in the company of an inebriated Finn.

He smiles blearily. I smile back. He starts to talk. I can’t understand a
word. He looks pained. I feel I must help. I speak slowly and deliberately,
‘T am an Englishman.’

Amazingly, a look of recognition crosses his face.

‘Ah . .. Eenglishman!” he cries, and before [ have time to compose a
smile of complacent acknowledgement, he blows a long and disgusting
raspberry.

We pass summer homes in the forest and occasional clearances where
grass has been cut and hung to dry on long rails, or else swathed around single
sharp sticks like gravestones. We pass through Sodankyla, which announces
itself as the home of the Arctic FFilm Fesuval, and 80 miles further on, at 66
degrees 32 North, we pass the most southerly point at which the sun stays
above or below the horizon for more than 24 hours, commonly known as
the Arctic Circle.

There is a bus stop on the Arctic Circle and a sign halt-way down a ditch
marking it in several languages, but these are completely overshadowed by
the bizarre presence of Santa Claus Village. This roadside complex, which
resembles a small airport, contains, among other things, a shopping mall, a
caf¢, and Santa’s Post Office. With brisk opportunism the Finns have
managed to ensure that half a million letters a vear, many of them vaguely
addressed to Santa somewhere in the north, are directed to this particular
spot. Presiding over the enterprise is a crew-cutted ex-D] and journalist who
is so big that when he says he’s Father Christmas vou don’t argue.

He doesn’t seem particularly at case with us, torn berween being
avuncular and jolly and protecting this considerable investment from smart-
arsed snoopers and cynics. He talks evangelically about combining the
‘commercial’” and ‘ideological’ aspects of Christmas, but it’s hard to keep a
straight face when vou can see behind him a line of oddly shaped women
in red capes and tasselled hats emerging from a Portakabin. He catches my
eve and turns.

“Ah, those are the elves coming on for the afternoon shift.’

The elves sit at desks, with red and white computers, dealing with the
world’s largest concentration of begging letters.

‘Evervone receives a personal reply from Santa,” the Big Man tells me
with fierce pride.




After Finland, most of Santa’s mail comes from Japan — a hundred
thousand letters last vear. The Big Man spent six weeks last summer touring
Japan dressed up as Santa.

As it to underline the Japanese connection we later see our couple from
the Ivalo bus emerging purposefully from Santa’s Grotto clutching a
ceruficate.

A steadv stream of state of the art tourist buses from Germany are
pulling in oft the Arctic Highway, and though it’s high summer they too
expect to see Santa. This has thrown the Big Man into a bit of a state, as he
has agreed to give me a personal audience, whilst one of his colleagues looks
after the tourists.

‘It will not be good for them to see two Santas,” he mutters.

But eventually all is well, and tfor the first ume in 41 vears I get to sit
on Santa’s knee.

A short distance bevond the Village is the town of Rovaniemi (Finnish
pronunciation accentuates the first svllable only: *Rs-vaniemr’). Flattened
during the war, it was rebuilt by the famous Finnish architect Aalvar Aalto,
who laid the roads out in the shape of a pair of reindeer homs.

“There are only 35,000 people here and they sull get lost,” Kari remarks,
unpatriotically.

More importanty for us, Rovaniemi marks the northern limit of
the Finnish railway system, and at 7.20 in the evening, with the sun about

D

to set for the first ume since we left the North Pole, we pull out ot the

station on the overnight train to Helsinki, tinally turning our backs on the

\rcuc.
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DAY 22 - ROVANIEMI TO HELSINKI

]f)OL The railway line to Rovaniemi was built when Finland was
0 a part of Tsarist Russia and the Soviet Union is still seen as
POLE a baleful presence, a lurking threat to the spectacular
», Prosperity the Finns have experienced since their independ-

E  ence in 1917,

There are only five million people in Finland, and they enjoy the second
highest standard of living in Europe. They also share a long border with a
country that is cracking up, and one of their great fears is that Gorbachev’s
reforms will one day lead to a flood of Russian immigrants. I ask the daughter
of a Finnish family I meet in the train’s restaurant car what she knows of
Russia.

She grimaces. ‘I have heard there is very robbery there. One of my
friends is robbery in money and clothes and a clock.

Kart joins in enthusiastically. A friend of his had been robbed by a taxi
driver in Estonia.

‘Left him with no money, no luggage, no passport.’

I can’t wait.
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Our train pulls into Helsinki an hour early. It’s a warm Sunday morning and
after I've been filmed arriving we have the rest of the day off. Helsinki, with
a population of half a million, is by no means a brash or daunung city, but
it requires a conscious mental adjustment to be back where humans control
the environment, rather than the other way round.

The staton is a remarkable building, an example of what is known as
the Nadonal Romanuc Style, developed by Saarinen and others at the turn
of the century to express, in architecture, a Finnish culture and tradition that
was not dominated by either Sweden or Russia. It makes much of indigenous
materials such as pink granite, brass, wood and copper, decorated with reliefs
of trees and plants. Dark and mystical, redolent of mead halls and medieval
castles, it contrasts strongly with early nineteenth-century Helsinki, down by
the sea. This is light and graceful and neo-classical, a reflection of Leningrad,
only 180 miles to the east.

I’ve found that the best places to aim for in a new city are stations, for
the buzz and the newspapers, markets, for food and colour, botanical
gardens, for peace and contemplation, and, whenever possible, harbours, for
space and spectacle. The joy of Helsinki 1s that you can visit all of them in
a couple of hours.

In the early evening I take my first run of the journey, around the
Toolonlahd, a shallow lake close to the centre of the city. The temperatures
are In the low 70s and it’s hard work. At 11.15, as [ turn in, the lights are
on along the Mannerheimintie — the main road into the city trom the north,
where the sun will sull be shining.
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Day 22: Finland Helsinki: Four men on a station, three men on a lake.




Day 23: Finland

At a quarter to midnight the telephone rings. It’s a particularly insistent
Finn who wants to talk to me for his university newspaper. In vain I
point out the time, the fact that I was asleep, and the work I have to do
tOMOIrow.
‘I am down here in the lobby,” he persists.
‘Well it’s not really a good ume.’
‘T am doing an article, please, on John Cleese and I think vou know

That does it

‘I am /n bed. I have four months’ travelling ahead of me, and I have
no ume to talk about John Cleese!’

Somewhat surprisingly, this seems to amuse my caller greatly, and only
then do I recognize in the cackle of non-Finnish laughter, the unmistakable
tones of a tall fellow Python.

‘I just rang to see how you were getting on,” wheezes John cheerfully

. and I remember how much he enjoved doing Scandinavian accents.

DAY 23 - HELSINKI

Today I am to be initiated into the pleasures of the sauna,
pronounced ‘sow-na’ in these parts. It is not a Finnish
invention, for the Red Indians used hot stones to keep their
tepees warm, and it spread to the West out of Asia. But the
Finns have endorsed it with an almost religious zeal, and like
any rehgmn it has its orthodoxies and its heresies. One of the most kosher
of Finnish saunas is in the grounds of a lakeside house called Hvittrask, a
half-hour’s drive from Helsinki. The house is remarkable in itself. Built 90
vears ago by Saarinen, Gesellius and Lundgren — the architects responsible
for Helsinki’s idiosvncratc railway staton — it embodied many of the most
advanced ideas in decoration and design, such as ex suite bathrooms, central
heating and the first use of textles as wallpaper. All these things that the
middle classes eventually adopted were, at the time, deliberately unconven-
tional and anu-bourgeois.

The sauna is traditional, with a wood fire rather than electricity and the
emphasis on dark beams, tles and log and granite walls. It’s built, like a
boathouse, where tall trees meert the lake, to which it is connected by a long
wooden jetty.

My companions are a Finnish writer and ex-MP called Lasse, and Neil,
an Englishman, who has produced comedy shows on Finnish television and
hosted a controversial chat show here. But, as Lasse says, as we squeeze our
fleshy white bodies onto the slatted wooden shelves of the sauna, ‘no one
knows who you are when vou’re naked.’
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Well they certainly know none of us is Madonna. Lasse waxes lyrical,
as Nigel tries to frame shots which will be acceptable to BBC Television. .

‘It’s meditatve, contemplative, reflective . . . not a place for angst or
anxiety or argument . . . that’s why vou have settled so many disputes in the
sauna in Finland — political ones, economic ones . . . whatever. Because who
wants to argue when they are naked, you know . . ’

‘What are those twigs for?” I ask, meditauvely.

‘Thev’re birch rwigs. They must be picked about midsummer when the
leaves are soft . .

Lasse picks up the bundle and proceeds to whack himself about the face
and upper body, before offering it to me.

I begin to apply them gently. Neil looks unimpressed.

‘No, vou've got to get the circulaton going . . .’

He grabs the twigs and lays into me. Lasse looks on with approval.

“Try it on the face, very nice on the face . . . vou get a nice sort of scent
fromic.. .’

The flagellation does produce a pleasantly aromatic tingling sensation
and I feel it’s only polite to offer to scourge someone else. Lasse accepts and
I go to work.

‘Say when . . .

This all seems very energetic and I’'m sull waiting for the contemplauve
and reflecuve bit when Neil suggests we go and jump in the lake.

The dip 1s very refreshing today, and apart from possibly frightening
a group of schoolchildren swimming nearby, fairlv harmless. In the winter
thev break a hole in the ice.

“You can only be there for half a minute . . . then vou roll in the snow.’

Back in the inumacy of the sauna, we discuss Finland and Finnish
atutudes. They’re anxious to dispel the myth that Scandinavians talk about
sex all the ume, but Neil says that in the north of Finland the girls are very
direct. At a dance or disco they will always make the first move. *Even the
old and ugly ones,” adds Lasse.

“You should have got off with someone by 11 o’clock.’

For some reason my mind went back to the elves toiling over Santa’s
correspondence and dreaming of the evening . . .

The Finns, it seems, are egalitarian, eschewing formality and anything
that smacks of class. Thev have a sense of humour, but not much sense of
irony. Humour is introspectve and personal, there’s no tradidon of getting
together in a theatre to laugh communally.

An example of all of this is perhaps their nadonal AIDS campaign. The
fact that they have such an extensive campaign when there is a comparatvely
low incidence of AIDS in the country is very Finnish. Fastidious about their
health and efficient and far-sighted enough to attack the problem before it
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becomes a problem. But it’s all done very seriously. Neil tells me that public
figures have gone on television to advocate the advantages of masturbation,
under the slogan ‘Give it a hand!’.

‘These are country people,” says Lasse, ‘this is not an urban society,
not yet.”

DAY 24 - HELSINKI TO TALLINN

OL.E There is a swimming pool at the Hesperia Hotel in Helsinki
:—I"?()— and though it means getting up a little earlier, I feel I must

POLE takeadvantage of such luxuries, for today we enter the Soviet
. ~ Union where things will be very different.
@E’Q An hour and a half later ’'m down at the dockside. The
early sea mist has cleared and it looks set for another hot day. The harbour
is busy with boats coming in from the surrounding islands — the Suomalinen.
Some are bringing produce for the market; potatoes, carrots, onions,
strawberries, cherries and plums; some are fishing boats bringing in cravfish,
sea salmon, and Baltic herring, and some are ferries bringing in commuters.
The ship that will be taking us to Estonia is the Gearg Ofs, a slim, trim Russian-
registered vessel owned by the Baltic Shipping Company.

As we wait for clearance on our 30 pieces of film equipment, I get
talking to one of the customs men. He repeats what I’ve heard elsewhere in
Helsinki about the existence of a Russian Mafia which runs a drug and
prostitute racket between penurious Estonia and prosperous Finland. It’s
hard to overestimate the contempt which Finns seem to have for all things
Russian.

With a sonorous blast of the horn the Georg Ofs, named after an
Estonian opera singer, pulls away from Finnish soil punctually at 10.30. The
copper domes and wide sloping green gables of the harbour-master’s house
recede into the distance as the ship picks her way along narrow channels
between the jigsaw of little islands and sandbanks that lead to the Gulf of
Finland, and, 50 miles away to the south, Estonia. Not a wide gulf
geographically, but in many other ways, enormous.

Thinking myself somewhere exotic, I scan my fellow passengers for
clues to their nationality. The first one is reading the Daily Mail, the next
Nensneek. Leaning artfully against one of the bulkheads, face turned towards
the sun, is a striking girl in dark glasses and a black and white cloche hat.
She could be Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast At Tiffanys, if it wasn’t for the lycra
cvcling shorts. I’m not surprised to learn that she is in the fashion business.
She’s German, and on her way to a festival in Riga, the capital of Latvia. It
is, she explains, the one fashion festival held in the Soviet Union at which

Russian designers are permitted to mix with their western counterparts.
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The man with the Dazly Mailis English. His father, an Estonian from
the town of Tartu, left at the end of the war, to escape Stalin’s ruthless purges
of Estonian nationalists. In one night in 1944, he tells me, sixty thousand
people from the Baltic states were rounded up and taken away.

‘It may be that my grandfather was amongst the sixty thousand, or my
relatives were amongst the sixty thousand . . . I’'m not raising my expectations,
but I do feel . . . it’s an adventure out there . . .

He looks out over the flat calm sea, and 1n a sense 1 know what he
means. Three weeks in the empty untroubled wilderness of the Arctic and
cossetted by the comfortable materialism of Scandinavia has done nothing
to prepare me for what lies ahead in a land that has been on the receiving
end of so much violence.

The Georg Ots has a shiny chrome and mirrored bar serving beers, vodka
and coffee. American-made MTV pop videos run remorselessly on a screen.
Everyone at the bar looks like a mechanic. Peter is a young Estonian who’s
done his two years compulsory service in the Soviet army, has a currency
shop and a very smart briefcase which he bought in Singapore. He teaches
me to say ‘hello’ in Estonian, and proffers other advice.

‘Russian girls very good . . .’

‘Do you have a Russian girlfriend?’

“Yes . .." he glances around to where the crew are sitting, ‘but not in
front of camera, [ have wife too.’

He won’t elaborate on what is so good about Russian girls but tells me
where to find them.

‘The night bar of the Palace Hotel.’

Later I ask Clem where we’re staying in Tallinn. 1t’s the Palace Hotel.

I’'m unapologetically excited by my first sight of Tallinn which appears
to starboard from a low green coastline about 1 o’clock in the afternoon. I
have never quite believed in the existence of Estonia. It always sounded more
like 2 name out of fable than fact, this tiny country at the tip of a spur jutting
out into the Baltic. Quite suddenly, since glasnost, the existence or non-
existence of Estonia has become a crucial political issue, and as we approach
I teel I am not only on the verge of satisfyving a lifetime’s curiosity, but of
seeing some history in the making.

Rising around soft brown city walls are the spires, turrets and towers
of a medieval city, but the docks present a dejected picture. In marked
contrast to the bustling cosmopolitan harbour we left three hours ago, our
only companions on the Tallinn waterfront are rusty-hulled colliers and cargo
ships in need of a coat of paint. All bear the hammer and sickle on their
funnels. The immigration forms are faint xeroxes, and as there are long
queues to process them I go back to take a last picture of the Georg Ofs. A
car pulls up almost instantly and a soldier gets out and eyes me with contempt.
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[ have tried to learn some Russian but this is not how I wanted my first
stab at the language to be.

‘I am from London, making a television programme,’ I blurt out.

I don’t think he understands a word, for his expression doesn’t change.
He climbs back in his car and drives scornfully away.

The feeling of being watched persists later as I take my first stroll away
from the hotel. Both soldiers and police are much in evidence. The soldiers
are thin, scrawny conscripts, some with the dark, smooth-skinned features
of far-off Asian republics. They look lost compared to the police, who, whilst
being no less thin or scrawny, patrol the streets more purposefully, in groups
of five or six, holding nightsticks. I feel myself being sized up on all sides.
Some lads approach and offer to change my dollars into roubles at an
absurdly generous rate. This is because the rouble is almost useless. When
I tried to acquire some at the hotel earlier the cashier thought I was mad.
She asked me how long I was staying in the Soviet Union.

‘About three weeks,” I replied. She pointed to an English five-pound
note.

“That will be enough.’

Next door to the hotel is a small cosy-looking bar, but as we push open
the door a trio of bouncers appear, and for the second time today I feel I'm
expected to explain myself.

‘We just want a beer . . .

Heads are shaken unhelptully.

‘Only vodka or champagne.” Meaning, of course, only hard currency.

In the evening I visit a cabaret at one of the tourist hotels. The tourists
are mainly Russian, some of them in family groups, despite the fact that the
floor show features a full frontal strip-tease and a sinuous and erotic dance
sequence spoilt only by the man dropping the woman at one point.

We end up in the Skybar Disco of the Palace Hotel. MTV videos pump
out images of America, the lights circle and flash, burt at least you can have
a beer. And probably a Russian girl if you'd wanted.

>

Greetings from Tallinn
Terveiset Tallinnasta
Halsningar fran Tallinn
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DAY 25 - TALLINN TO LENINGRAD

]?OLE leata l?reakfast of_' good fr.esh bread, bone}' and _coffee to
=[O0~ the strains of Marianne Faithfull’s ‘This Little Bird’, then
POIL_E wakoutinto the city. The newspapers are full of the news
. wme— that in Moscow vesterday President Bush demanded a
= measure of independence for the Baltic states as the price
of ‘most favoured nation’ trading status for the USSR.

On the way up to the Toompea Castle huge blocks of rock and concrete
lie across the road, moved there only recenty by the civic authority in
response to the recent military repression in Lithuania. The present feels
| tense here and yvet the past, in the shape of an extensive and beautifully
preserved Old Town, seems serene and comforting. Not a modern or
unharmonious building intrudes on long cobbled streets lined with mer-
chants’ houses and Guild halls. At the centre is Raekoja Square, a wide and
handsome area bounded on one side by the imposing and elegant fourteenth-
century Town Hall. A weather vane called Vana Toomas (Old Tom) has
topped the building since 1530.

The unpretentious beauty of the old town bears out Colin Thubron’s
observation that there’s nowhere like a modern socialist state for preserving
the past it replaced so vociferously.

On a side road a passer-by offers Patti something in a bag for fifteen
dollars. It turns out to be a gun. Patti shakes her head categorically, at which,
unfazed, he drops the price to ten dollars.

Pick up a copy of the Tallinn City Paper. It’s in English; well-produced,
anti-Russian and easily available. It pronounces on politics — hoping that talks
with Moscow may reduce the 180,000 Soviet troops stationed in the country
but holding out little expectation, seafood — ‘In this seaside city, the best fish
. . . goes to Leningrad, Moscow . . . and not to Estonia’ and national
differences — ‘Estonians complain that the Russians here are hot tempered,
uneducated and haven’t bothered to learn about the culture to which they’ve
migrated. Russians . . . complain that Estonians are cold tempered, arrogant
and dull’.

Back in Raekoja Square a group called the Johanson Brothers are
entertaining a small crowd. Jakov Johanson maintains that: “. . . singing has
been for the Estonians . . . the most effective way to use the language . . .
to sing out loudly . . . that we are Estonians.’

He sees similarities with the Irish, whose songs they perform as well,
and draws a parallel between the Russian occupation of Estonia and the

British occupation of northern Ireland.

eat in a restaurant irresistibly described as ‘about the best you will tind

9 ’ For our last meal in Tallinn we take the advice of the City Paper and
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On the streets of Tallinn: Cobbles and cathedrals, Day 25: USSR
the Jobanson Brothers in Raekoja Square.
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anywhere in the Soviet Empire’. It’s called The Maharajah and to be eating
fine and delicate Indian curry in a fourteenth-century Estonian town house
seals an intense, if confused, memory of this extraordinary city.

[ would very gladly have lingered here a day or two more but we have another
Pole to get to and having run due south from Arctic Norway to the southern
shores of the Gulf of Finland it’s time to turn eastward once again to pick
up the 30 degree meridian, which will be our guideline down through Russia
and Africa. To this end we assemble beneath a dominating bas-relief of Lenin
on the wall of Tallinn station to make the eight-hour journey to the city to
which he gave his name.

Every coach of the train bears the emblem of a wreath intertwined with
banners on which is written, in the languages of the 15 republics, ‘Proletariats
of all Countries Unite!’”, and beneath this a crossed hammer and wrench. Bold
design which makes British Rail’s spectral swallow look pathetic. Prices, too,
are competitive. My fare for the equivalent of a journey from London to
Newecastle is eight roubles and forty kopecks — about thirty-five pence. The
train is very hot and slow. Everyone seems helpful and friendly, none more
so than the beleaguered proprietor of the buffet. He has two problems. One
is having nothing to sell and the other is having to explain this to an
Englishman who wants to try out his Russian conversation.

‘Have yvou tea?’

‘No ...
‘Have you coffee?’
No ...

‘What do vou have?’

His reply, being more elaborate than in previous exchanges, is quite
incomprehensible, and 1 end up with a cherryade and a piece of cake.

We cross the Estonian—Russian border at Narva — from the smallest
of the Soviet republics (27 thousand square miles) to the largest (11 willion
square miles). Within two hours we have reached Leningrad. A hot and sticky
night as we hit our 30 degree meridian for the first time since the fishing
grounds of the Barents Sea.

DAY 26 - LENINGRAD

OLE The Okhintskya Hotel has only been open for two mox}ths.
) It’sauall, anonymous, modern block, about 20 minutes from
the centre of the city and my room has, apart from a fine
view of the River Neva, a fitted carpet, bidet, hot water and
: a massive throbbing Cheshinka 304 refrigerator, which I
have to unplug in the night after dreaming of a tank coming through the wall.

— Ul
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There is a huge party of Italian tourists here which explodes into the
lobby every now and then, but apart from them and us the place seems
empty.

Our Russian hosts give us an introductory tour of the city. The roads
are in terrible condition, holed and pitted, and the ubiquitous tramlines have
often completely parted company with the road surface, sticking out of their
sockets like ribs on a corpse.

We’re taken in the evening to a gypsy restaurant. Our regular drivers
have the day off and Volodya, one of our Russian fixers, is at the wheel. He
always looks harassed, but tonight as the vehicle jerks erratically forward, he
seems more than usually unhappy. Reaching for the indicator as he swerves
to avoid a pothole he succeeds only in activating the windscreen wiper.
Unfortunately there is no wiper in the fitting and there is a horrid screech
as the metal claw scrapes blindly at the windscreen, which is already broken
anyway. Almost everything to do with the vehicles is a headache for Volodya
and his team. The chronic shortage of petrol means that to be sure of supplies
our regular drivers have to fill up at three in the morning, and the chronic
shortage of glass is why every other windscreen in the city is cracked. At the
restaurant we have zakuski — an hors d’oeuvre comprising slices of tomato,
cucumber, pickle, tinned ham, beef and pork on a bed of lettuce, hard boiled
eggs in mayonnaise, fish paste and caviar. Vodka and wine are liberally
supplied, and because the wine is so rough and beer seems impossible to
come by most of us attend to the vodka. This leg of the journey is going to
be quite a test of survival.

DAY 27 - LENINGRAD

].:,)OLE :\le}.iander ‘Sasha’ Goquv i.s my guide to Leningrad toc%ay.
( He 1s a pr()fesmonal Lenin impersonator and the veryv fact
that he can walk the streets masquerading as the father of
the Revolution without being removed to the nearest branch

7= of the KGB shows how lukewarm traditional communism
is becoming. He takes me to the Finland Station at which his factual
predecessor turned up twice in 1917, once courtesy of the Germans, who
encouraged the growth of communism to help win the war, and the next
time disguised as a railway fireman. The locomotive he fired is preserved

in a perspex case, which, considering it contains one of the icons of the
Revolution, is remarkably grubby and uncared for. Outside the station a
single withered rose lies at the base of the full-length bronze likeness of the
great man.

From the melancholy of a past no one seems to want any more, to the
liveliness of a tram ride down the Nevsky Prospekt. Our driver is a stout



Day 27: USSR The last days of Leningrad: Lenin, Lenin and me at the
Finland Station, Red Rover ticket, the Alexander Colunm,
Peter the Great about to leap the Neva River.

blonde lady 1n a flowery print dress. Tickets are bought in carnets and then
stamped in a knob and spring device mounted on the side of the tram into
which vou insert your ticket and give the knob a sharp bang. Some burly men
on the seat opposite are watching me cope with this and smiling broadly.
Sasha gets into conversation with them. Theyv are from Armenia and having
heard me speak English wish to shake my hand and tell me that English and
Armenians worked closely together after the earthquake (of 1988) and how
much that had been appreciated. More big smiles and handshakes and at the
next stop they disappear. We reach Winter Palace Square, a massive and
belittling open space surrounded by classical and Baroque fagades that places
Leningrad firmly as a European city. The Alexander Column in the centre
of the square was designed by a Frenchman, Montferrant, even though it was
to commemorate the victorv over the French in 1812. The Tsar’s
specitications insisted it should be rtaller than the obelisk in the Place
Vendome and taller than Trajan’s Column in Rome. It weighs 610 tons and
is carved trom one single piece of granite.

\ few minutes walk away is the equestrian statue of Peter the Great.

(72]

et on a huge granite rock, garlanded Peter, his bronze horse rearing into the
air, looks as if he is about to leap the Neva River. It is a powerful and strring
embodiment of controlled strength and so much loved by the people of
[eningrad that there is nearly alwavs a line of newlyweds waiting to be
tographed beside it. This set me to thinking of Lenin’s statue at the
' ion and its solitary faded rose. It’s clear that Peter, old despot
at he was, retains a much stronger place in the atfections of the inhabirtants.
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The city was built by him and may well go back to him. In a recent poll 52
per cent voted to change the city’s name to St Petersburg.

We eat at a Georgian restaurant tonight. Set in an anonymous block in
a side street it has a striking avant-garde interior, which I think is meant to
recreate the centre of an Egyptian pyramid. It looks to be full of fashion
models. Very tasty Georgian meatballs and a fresh bread called lavash. Fraser
has ordered real French champagne for us to toast the third birthday of his
son Jack. The only problem is that Volodya has to drive the van again. As
we swerve and shudder our way home I ask Volodya where he spent his two-
year national service.

‘In tanks,” he shouts, and we end the day on a laugh.

DAY 28 - LENINGRAD

]?OLE A rough night’s sleep. Had to dig out the paracetamol for
0

the first time on the journey so far. At breakfast found that

POLE two others in the crew had suffered as well. We reluctantly
5 agree that the champagne must have been too good for us.

I take a launch from the front of the hotel and am
swept upstream to the Monastery of Alexander Nevsky. Nevsky is a great
Russian hero who defeated the Swedes by the River Neva in 1240. The
monastery, the third biggest in Russia, was built as a tribute to him by Peter
the Great in 1710. Today it’s a very busy place, an indication that religion
is alive and well despite 75 years of official atheism. Spastics and other
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disabled people are lined up inside the grounds. They are brought here to
beg because families receive only a pittance from the State to look after them.

Inside the main church, beneath domes and columns decorated with
epic, brightly coloured Biblical scenes, priests who seem to have been chosen
for their likeness to the prophets are moving around, conducting services,
swinging censers, and in one case receiving a line of penitents who approach,
kiss the icons, wait for a few words of comfort, receive a blessing and move
on. 1 cannot take my eves off one encounter. A woman, young and
headscarved, is talking urgently to the priest, but softly too, so he has to bend
and listen intently. He asks her something, she pauses and looks ahead for
a while, then nods slowly. It’s an incongruous moment of intimacy in the
middle of this crowded, bustling place. She wipes away tears and bows her
head. The priest lays a cloth over her head and makes the sign of the cross.
She kisses the icons, crosses herself and moves away. She has an expression
of inconsolable sadness as she passes by me.

In the crypt they are preparing for the first public baptism of the day.
Christenings were not approved of in the hard-line days and had to be
conducted secretly, but now things have changed. There are two ceremonies
a day and four on each Saturday and Sunday. I take my place among the
families of the 30 or 40 babies who have been brought along. Everyone but
me seems to be in their best clothes. The priest is an imposing, charismatic
figure, though not above sneaking a small comb from beneath his robes and
attending to his thick black hair every now and then.

Impervious to a constant barracking of coughs, gurgles and whines, he
gives a long opening address, before making his way round the gathering
anointing those present on the forehead, base of the neck and ears in the
sign of a cross. As he approaches 1 notice men are rolling up their trouser
legs. Nigel, tracking back at a crouch, whispers urgently,

‘Better roll up vour trousers. They’re all doing it.’

I don’t imagine the priest will notice me anyway, curled as | am into
the curve of the vault. But I'm wrong. Not only does he notice me but brings
the entire service to a halt as he looks at my knees with considerable
suspicion.

‘What is vour belief?’

Church of England sounds rather insipid in the middle of all this, so
[ opt for the more general . . .

‘I believe in God.’

His anointing brush remains poised in mid-air. He turns to his assistant.
They confer. He looks back at me. The Russian congregation look on, quite
batfled.

'l have been baptized!” I add, helpfully.

More consultation. The priest regards me sternly, but with faint alarm.



‘Do you want to change vour religion?’ he asks.
Life is complicated enough at the moment without becoming a member
of the Russian Orthodox church, so I politely decline.

>

‘Now is the tme . . .

I’'m desperately trving to become one with the wall.

‘No ...er...itrs all right... thank vou’

The camera edges closer, and the priest breaks into a smile.

‘I can act, if you like . .

He’s already acting me off the screen so we don’t pursue this offer. He
moves on to the font. By this time the first baby is ready. Her clothes have
been removed, and the chubby naked figure is lifted in the priest’s massive
hands, so high that for a moment the scene resembles one of those paintings
of the Massacre of the Innocents. Then Tatiana (he has announced her name)
1s plunged down and through the water, not once but three times. The force
of this triple immersion reduces Tatiana to stunned silence and before she
knows what’s hit her, she is passed on to the assistant priest who dabs oil
on her eves, nose, ears and chin and places a cross round her neck.

Soon the whole cryvpt is filled with the sound of wailing babies, and
cooing parents. Later there is chanting, singing and a candlelight procession
which is stll going on when [ leave.

In the grounds of the monastery is the Tikhvin Cemetery, which has
a section reserved for the remains of ‘Masters Of Art’. The quality is
impressive. In a 10-minute stroll T visit Dostoeovsky, Rimsky-Korsakov,
Mussorgsky, Borodin and Tchaikovsky. Tchaikovsky’s memorial is particu-
larly sad. The great man’s bust, marooned in a bed of begonias and flanked
by a gross pair of overacting angels, is like something on the top shelf of a
junk shop.

Day 28: USSR
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Day 28: USSR Leningrad *91: Two faces of the Hermitage, two faces of food
supply — publicly owned, privately owned.
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Later in the afternoon a visit to two contrasting food sources. One is the
private market, to which people can bring their home-grown produce to sell.
It looks much like any big covered market, though the standard of hygiene
is low, especially on the butchery counters where stallholders are constantly
swatting flies away from pig’s heads. But there is an air of bustle and good
humour — one man is a brilliant mimic of bird noises, and whenever Fraser
raises his microphone to do a wild track of market atmosphere, the place is
suddenly full of exotic birdsong. According to Irena, our interpreter, the
average Russian would not be able to afford to shop here. Even her parents,
who are quite well off, could only come maybe two or three times a month,
for a treat. A bag of seven pears costs me 15 roubles. The average wage in
Leningrad is 70 roubles a week.

The alternative, the State food shop, is across the road. It is clean, well-
lit, hygienic and almost entirely devoid of food. Assistants in starched white
hats and overalls stand behind large mounds of margarine and unsold tins
of pilchards. With desperate irony it’s called Gastronomia. I try to buy a
bottle of genuine Russian vodka here. The bottles look unusual and I check
I’m asking for the right thing. Yes, it is vodka, but there is such a shortage
of glass in the Soviet Union, that they’re having to put vodka in bottles that
once contained children’s orange juice. As it turns out, I can’t buy vodka
anyway, as it’s all strictly rationed and I don’t have coupons. I ask for wine
instead but there is no wine on the shelves as Gorbachev’s anti-drinking
reforms have resulted in enormous cuts in production. Apparently 60 per
cent of the Georgian wine crop was deliberately destroved.
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A rare honour has been accorded me today, and I wish it
hadn’t. I am to be permitted to fire the noonday gun from
the roof of the barracks of the Peter-Paul Fortress. This is
a tradition stretching back 250 years to the days when the
sound of the gun was the only way of giving the city a daily
time cthk It’s still taken very seriously and today everything depends on
my ability to fire a 152-millimetre Howitzer cannon, built in 1941 and with
a range of 8 miles, at precisely 12 o’clock. For obvious reasons practice is
out of the question, so an elderly gunnery officer prepares me by describing
everything that could go wrong, ending up by offering me earplugs. As the
moment grows closer crowds of Russian tourists begin to assemble. I have
never felt more like a2 condemned man. The crew adjust their earplugs, the
officer orders everyone, except me, to stand well away, and I’'m left looking
out, beyond the barrel of my Howitzer, towards the glinting towers and
domes of this imposing city. My last thought is that there are over 5 million
people out there and it'll have to be a hell of a loud bang, when down goes
the officer’s hand and before 1 know it, I’'ve pulled the rope and ignited the
cannon. There is a city shattering boom and I am turned instantly from a
jelly to an artlleryman, and can’t wait to do it again.

JIEHMHTPAJX

-KBa
Memopuam,ﬂun \iyse“ KBap

L@W%

Moitka, 12.

b
upa A C. TIyinsuea we i 61.“6

T wer alla



Days 29 and 30: USSR

The afternoon is almost as bizarre. I spend it in the company of Edward
Bersudsky, who works in a small studio making what he calls his Kinematic
Sculptures. These are intricate machines, assembled in Heath Robinson style
which turn, whir and animate in a one-hour long performance.

One is called “The Great Idea’ and features a wooden Karl Marx in a
loin cloth, turning an old-fashioned handle to set in motion a manic
scrapheap of cogs and pulleys, springs, levers and flywheels. Another
construction, called, somewhat forbiddingly, ‘An Autumn Walk During the
Epoch of Perestroika’ brings to life a suitcase from which appears a skeletal
hand, a pair of automatically walking army boots on a red bentwood chair,
an accordion which plays itself, a German helmet complete with lavatory
chain and a rocket which springs erect and with a loud pop discharges a tiny
ball, very slowly. Edward sees his machines as a symbol of order rather than
disorder. He wants to show that we are all at the mercy of the circle of life
and death and paradise and hell. Everything is moving but remaining in place.
The Hindus call it Sansara. He calls it ‘Soviet Absurd’.

We end up drinking tea in a friendly, cluttered kitchen behind the studio.
The tablecloth is a Soviet map of the world, but Edward has never been out
of the country. He’s Jewish, one of the ‘nationalites’ for whom travel is
difficult. He is about to go abroad for the first time, to show his work at the
Glasgow Festival, but his passport will still make specific mention of the fact
that he is Jewish. As a soft sunlight warms the room I feel for a moment
as if ’'m back at home on one of those Sunday afternoons when time slows
down and people drop in and the talk goes round like one of Edward’s
machines. I find Edward and his helpers very sympathetic. Kindred souls I
suppose. He laughs a lot. He says the Russians all do. They couldn’t survive
without laughter.

‘And politics?’ 1 ask. He makes a face.

‘We're sick of politics! . . . We’ve had politics for the last 70 years!’

‘DAY 30 - LENINGRAD TO NOVGOROD

OLE \“('ake up to my 13th-floor \.'ie\v of Leningrad for the. last
{0~ tme. | shall miss the comforting presence of the broad river,
POLE with its embankment pathway along which I ran in the early
evening, past boys fishing and men walking dogs and lovers
arguing. One evening | discovered a dream house along
there, number 40, Sverdlovskaya. It must have dated from the eighteenth
century — the golden age of Tsarist Leningrad — for it had an elegant three-
storey classical fagade from which extended curving crescents, each one
culminating in a perfectly proportioned pavilion. The front of the house was
guarded by a heavy chain running through the mouths of 15 stone lions. It




Day 30: USSR

66

was deserted, a relic of another time, of Leningrad’s aristocratic past, now
almost lost among the factories, warehouses and apartment blocks of the
proletarian present.

At the bus station in Leningrad is one of the small ads boards which
offer details of neighbourhood services, things for sale and lost and found.
The preoccupations of Leningraders look pretty similar to our own — ‘Back
massage, manual therapy’, ‘Rotweilers Club’, though there was one which
surprised me: ‘Seal . . . intelligent, lovable, tender’. Required for Lasagne?

The bus is comfortable. There is even air-conditioning, though when
I adjust it the ventlator falls apart in my hand, so I have to content myself
with opening the window, which is what everyone else has done anyway. Pass
a sign reading ‘M20. Kiev 1120 kilometres’. Kiev is another city on the 30
degree meridian but on the way is Novgorod, 117 miles from Leningrad
down the main road to Moscow. One of Novgorod’s eternal claims to fame
1s that it is twinned with Watford and I have been charged with helping to
cement the relationship by taking Novgorod a gift from Watford. (How do
these twinnings work? Is there an agency? Mavbe they advertised: ‘Handsome
walled town, icons, gilded onion domes, seeks English town/ city with railway
connections, pref. handy for Gatwick/Heathrow’.) Most of the traffic on the
single-carriageway south consists of noisy, smoke-belching trucks, and the
scenery consists of flat fields, interspersed with birch and poplar trees and
occasional small settlements, some of which boast brightly painted wooden
houses, surrounded by allotments and beds of sun tlowers. We’ve been
travelling south for over a month, and I'm tempted to think we must soon
be in Mediterranean climes, but in fact we are still at the same latitude as the
Shetland Islands.

The weather feels continental, hot and humid, stll and muggy. Combined
with the unevenness of the road and the miasma of truck exhaust fumes, it
doesn’t make for a good introduction to Novgorod. I'm just jotting in my
notebook that everything, as far as the eve can see, is filthy, when a mirage
appears in the distance. Rising berween a screen of blackened roofs and
smokestacks, are four shining domes, one gold, the others silver. It’s my first
sight of the historic heart of Novgorod, squeezed and surrounded by
unrestricted industrial expansion, a jewel on a rubbish tip.

We are staving at the Party Committee Hotel, which looks like a 70s
police station on an Essex housing estate. I have been allotted a suite, very
grand and shining with freshlv varnished wood. It comprises of a hallway,
reception room complete with glass cabinet full of crockery, a small sitting-
room with a television and a sideboard, a bedroom and a bathroom with two
lavatories, but no soap and only 12 sheets of toilet paper, which I think might
not be toilet paper at all, but a notepad. In the lobby of the hotel are bound
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copies of Prarda and [srestia — the two party newspapers. Both are very thin
— eight closely printed pages each. I'm told that Prarda’s readership has fallen
trom 10 million to 3 million in the five vears of Perestroika.

A local photographer drives me and Basil out a littde wav from the citv
onto the flood plain of the River Volkhov. The flat countryside is dotted
about with churches, and once again I'm struck by the paradox of an atheist
state going to such lengths to keep them standing. I think perhaps the key
lies in the other monuments amongst these low warterv flelds — war
memorials. The impact of the war on this part of Russia was so savage that
the restoradon of the churches, like the memorials of tanks and aeroplanes,
is an act of defiance and pride — to show that the soul and spirit of Mother
Russia can never be defeated.

DAY 31 - NOVGOROD

Woken by the sound of mowing machines. Not one or two,
but a squadron of them, unleashed on the grass surrounding
the hotel in a rare and impressive displav of formaton
lawnmowing.

In the morning I make the acquaintance of a film-
maker and v odLa maker by the name of Edward Ranenko. I find him at the
Correspondent Film Centre, situated in a long, low, whitewashed building
onaleaty avenue. He is tall and thin and stands as straight as a Guards officer.
Long silver-grev hair is swept back from a high, domed forehead and he
sports a moustache. A charismatc tigure for whom people will clearly do
anvthing. How else can I explain the fact that we all solemnly follow him to
a muddy pond surrounded by housing blocks, a main road and a building
site, to shoot a film abour cravfish?

Edward is about to ofter me a part in the proceedings, possibly as
second cravtish, when word comes that I must return at once to the Party
Committee Hotel and vacate my room. A VIP is arriving from Moscow. This
must explain the onslaught of the lawnmowers. It’s no use protestung. The
receptionist is firm but apologetic. The Deputy Prime Minister of the Soviet
Union needs my room.

“The Deputy Prime Minister of Russia®’ 1 ask.

No.” She spreads her arms wide. ‘Ot the whole Soviet Union.’

As I go through the hotel every shiny floor is being made even more
treacherous by an army of cleaners, and there is an elderly, bald and very
sweaty plumber in my bathroom trying to tix the heated towelrail. He finishes
his work and shuttles oftf. I complete my packing and rake a last look at my
bed, soon to be occupied by the second most powertul man in the Soviet
Union. Toy with leaving him a note — "Keep up the good work . . . we know
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everyone in Russia hates Gorbachev but we think he’s doing a good job’
.. . that sort of thing — but, as I've discovered, the notepad is actually toilet
paper. I'm about to close the door when I become aware of a widening pool
of liquid creeping out from the bathroom. A jet of water is gushing merrily
from the end of the heated towelrail.

Edward Ranenko has offered me traditional Russian hospitality at the
Correspondents Club tonight. He wants to treat me to crayfish and samogon
— homemade vodka that he brews up in his garage.

He assures me: ‘Mine is only the best. With samogon you have no
headache in the morning.’

Dinner is laid out on the most remarkable table I've ever seen. It’s 10
foot long, carved in an irregular outline, varnished and stained the colour of
raw meat. The surface is engraved and from the centre of the table rears a
horse’s head with a brass harness of bells attached. It is, Edward tells me,
the work of Vladimir Grebenikov, a father of five and a great and
unappreciated genius. His fantastical designs are evident in the rest of the
decoration — intricately worked chairs and elaborate lampshades the size of
Roman breastplates. The whole effect is as if someone had gone berserk with
a Black and Decker.

So begins the Night of a Thousand Toasts. Edward has assembled a
party of family and good friends, none of whom speaks much English.
There is Valery, quiet and uncomfortable, but a great crane operator, Igor
the cook, jolly and companionable, with a son in the army, Edward’s son
Michael, whose names, in the Russian way of using a patronym, come out
the same as mine — Michael Edvardovitch, and Sasha, a journalist from
Moscow radio. Edward’s illegal vodka is served with shivers of garlic in it
from a litre Coca-Cola bottle. To get the best effect he adds another
refinement — two fresh-picked cherries to be placed in the mouth before
each glass.

The toasts start early and follow rapidly. Almost anything will do . . .
“To the guests!’, “To Michael’, “To the crayfish’ . . .

After each toast the glass must be drained. Pretty soon I can hardly
stand up and am laughing insanely at everything, including a toast to the
Romanov dvnasty, rightful rulers of Russia, which is not a joke at all but taken
very seriously by Edward. By the end of the meal I have put away at least
a bottle of vodka, and sung ‘The Lumberjack Song’ from Monty Python to
a rapturous reception. Mindful of the fact that I have to do my stuff as an
ambassador for Watford in the morning, and that my hosts are beginning
to sing long, maudlin Russian songs, I make my farewells. Never was there
such a kissing and a hugging and an embracing. It was as if the world had
ceased to exist outside the Correspondents Club. All the warmth and the



Ranentko directs the crayfish, Ranenko, and friends, Days 31 and 32: USSR
eat the crayfish.

sadness and the madness of the Russians, poured out in a waterfall of
emotion as we clung to each other.

I'just about remember ending the evening sitting on a seat outside the
Party Committee Hotel, impervious to the clouds of mosquitoes, enjoying
the hot, humid night, and waiting for the Deputy Prime Minister of the Soviet
Union to arrive. The hotel staff were still in a high state of excitement and
at one point the receptionist rushed out into the night holding a cardboard
box at arm’s length.

‘What is this?’ she cried. ‘I think it is a bomb!’

Everyvone recoiled except those of us who knew exactly what it was —
Basil’s box of exotic sauces for improving local cuisine. To be known from
now on as “The Bomb’.

DAY 32- NOVGOROD TO DNO

]T)OLE Edward B:.menko was rigl}t about one thing, considering
0 the prodigious amount of samogon I consumed 1 have
a remarkably clear head. But my stomach is not happy
and I've been bitten to pieces by vodka-loving mosquitoes.
Reduced to a room the size of a samovar I suffer further
indignity when the basin I lean heavily on in the bathroom proves not to
be attached to any other part of the bathroom. It turns a half somersault
into my arms which gives me such a shock that I quite forget what I
wanted it for. After vesterday’s jollity and exuberance, this morning is a let
down. Even the Deputy Foreign Minister has come and gone by the time

I get up.
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Day 32: USSR Norgorod: The Russian Kissing Dance — not recommended
after crayfish and redka.

With its history, its handsome buildings and 200 small churches one
might expect Novgorod to be rather proud of itself. But there seems to be
not even a postcard in sight. I'm directed to the souvenir shop which bears
a hopetul sign ‘Open, 9 till 6’. The door’s locked and barred though it’s 10.15
in the morming. I give up and prepare myself for the twinning ceremony. This
involves taking a couple of Arret capsules to make sure my bowels behave,
and giving a litde thought to the virtues of civic togetherness.

It appears that Novgorod has not been altogether faithful to Watford,
for when I go to inspect the silver birch tree planted on 9 September 1983
to symbolize the accord between the two great citdes, 1 find the place
positively littered with tokens of friendship. There are trees from Nanterre
and Bielefeld, Uusikau Punkt in Finland and Rochester in New York.

The ceremony is to be held, outdoors, in the most prominent part of
old Novgorod, with the domes of Saint Sofia rising behind. A folk group has
turned out and a bulky but impressive sound system has been erected and
tested. 1 am wearing a jacket and tie, for the first time on the journey, and
clutching the Watford glass decanter inscribed ‘Presented to the People of
Novgorod, August 1991°. The only clement missing is the Mavor of
Novgorod. A couple of lads with hands in their pockets observe our
discomfiture with polite interest. It turns out that one ot these lads /s the
Mavor of Novgorod.

He delivers a shirt-sleeved speech in fluent English, extols the benefits
of free enterprise in Novgorod and hands over a beautiful but delicate
ceramic dish, which will be lucky to reach Kiev in one piece let alone Watford.
He then goes back to running his city, leaving me with the athletic folk group,
who are anxious to involve me in a Russian Kissing Dance. This 1s a
particularly frenetic acuvity for which a jacket and te and a set of loose
bowels are not helptul.

If only I had been able to spend more time with the Mayor, and less
in the dances, I could have asked him why, in a city of 250,000 people, there
are only five restaurants. And why the one we end up in is described as a
restaurant at all. 1t’s part of the Palace of Culture, a huge, desolate, shabby,
modern building in the suburbs of Novgorod, which must once have been
the face of a golden proletarian future, and is now, literally, rotting. In the
middle of its drab and dusty halls is a canteen serving the worst pizzas I've
ever eaten. This is only a minor cloud over a grim day. Earlier this atternoon
one of our drvers collapsed in great pain and is now in hospital with a
perforated ulcer.

It’s a subdued team that sets off from the Palace of Culture to drive
60 miles south-west to pick up the Leningrad—Kiev express at the town of
Dno. Dno, in Russian, means literally the bottom, the pits. Three hours later
we are completely lost. Total darkness and the lack of anything resembling



a road sign have completely tloored our drivers, who are all Muscovite, and
know nothing of these marshy flatlands.

Eventually, negouating country roads by a process of elimination, we
bump into and over what miraculously turns out to be a railway track.

DAY 33 - DNO TO KIEV

It’s 1 o’clock in the morning at Dno station. The main lines
from Tallinn to Moscow and Leningrad to Kiev cross here,
and i1t has enjoved its moment of history, too. On this station,
in April 1917, Nicholas II was persuaded by his generals to

abdicate, ending 450 vears of Tsarist rule.

I know it’s not fair to judge somewhere after a one-hour wait for a train
in the middle of the night, but it does seem a place of desperauon. A group
of teenagers emerge from beneath a goods train and running across the line
jump up onto the platform. They are wild-eved and grubby and very drunk.
One bov looks heavily beaten around the face and there i1s mud and blood
in equal parts on his clothes. Thev push close to the little circle of light where
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we are set up to film the train, demanding we give them beer. We're used
to people wanting to join in the filming but this time there is an ugly air of
aggression and potential violence. There is no help from the railway staff and
the other travellers are completely uninterested. We’re all relieved when the
mournful boom of a diesel horn heralds the approach of the Kiev express.
All its compartments are dark except for a silver light in the buffet car where
a few staff are watching a soft porn video. Console myself with the thought
that though Dno may be the pits, it is the start of a 620-mile run, due south,
in less than 24 hours. Compared to our recent progress, this constitutes a
sprint.

To bed at two, wake at six and stumble to the uncongenial toilet and
washroom which serves the entire coach. There is a wooden frame for a
washbasin in my compartment but the basin has gone, as have most of the
light firtings.

At breakfast time we are passing Orsa, 100 kilometres west of
Smolensk. We are now in Belorussia, our third Soviet republic, after Estonia
and Russia. From here on down to Odessa and the Black Sea, we shall be
following the Dnieper, Europe’s third longest river, and a significant part of
one of the grear trade routes of history, linking Russia and Scandinavia with
Asia and the Mediterranean. There is a real sense of putting the north behind
us and heading toward the centre of things.

I walk along the train. Windows are lowered as the temperature rises.
The open mixed-sleeper coaches are crowded, but oddly peaceful and
intimate. Evervone makes the most of their own space, people sprawl asleep,
unembarrassed by public exposure. 1 squeeze past bare feet, stockinged feet,
recumbent grandmothers, chess-playing old men, children clustered at the
window. The click of wheel on rail is the loudest sound, and even that is
lulling and hypnotic.

At the town of Zlobin, some 200 miles from Kiev, we cross to the left
bank of the Dnieper, and into the Ukraine. I’'m sitting with a Ukrainian writer
and film-maker, Vadim Castelli, and we drink a toast to his country in
pomegranate juice. He is vehemently proud of his homeland.

‘Ukraine is potentially such a rich land . . . we produce about one-third
of all industrial output of the USSR, we produce more than one-third of all
agriculture of the USSR. About 80 to 85 per cent of all these riches just go
... to this bottomless pit which is the Soviet economy . . .

I ask Vadim if he thinks there will ever be an independent Ukraine.

‘It’s not going to be very fast. We are still conservative . . . we’ve seen
what’s happening in the Baltics, we’ve seen what’s happening in Lithuania
— we wouldn’t want this . . . but the process of secession is inevitable . . .
I hear people on the streets of Kiev . . . speaking Ukrainian . . ., the culture
which many people thought is gone for ever. If one feels Ukrainian, if one



teels it’s one’s roots, this is a very exciting period to live through.” It’s moving
to hear feelings like this expressed with such eloquence, the more so when
I hear Vadim’s personal experience at the hand of Soviet institutions. His
father, a writer and film director, was arrested by the KGB in 1977, after
works of his, critical of the regime, were published in the West. A healthy
49-year-old, he was sent to a KGB prison in Kiev, from which he emerged
six months later, paralysed and confused. He was taken to hospital but died
six months afterwards. Two months later, his father’s prison diaries appeared
in the West. The KGB were furious and yet could find no way in which these
writings had leaked out of his high security confinement. For 12 years Vadim
was subject to harassment, until the extraordinary effects of glasnost enabled
him to publish both his father’s original work and the diaries in the Ukraine.
But all is not over for him. The authorides still have his father’s papers, and
as Vadim warns again,

‘The KGB is still very strong, the military are very strong . . . we have
to be very cautious . . .’

Somewhere between Gomel and Cernikov our steady southward
progress comes to a halt. We go to see the train ‘chief’. In his cabin there
are two pictures, one a scantily-clad dancer with high-sided boots and
tasselled nipples, the other a Madonna and child. He says there is a broken
rail ahead and we will be held up for two and a half hours.

The passengers accept this news quite philosophically and most of them
leave the train, some crossing the rails to a house where ducks, goats and
scrawny chickens run round a well in the garden. From this well, and for no
apparent payment, the locals are drawing buckets of water to fill a collection
of jugs, tins and plastic bottles produced by the passengers. Other passengers
have slipped on bathing costumes and made off, through the woods, to a
large flooded gravel pit. This turns into an impromptu holiday beach. Some
men build a diving board from tree trunks, others hoist each other onto their
shoulders. There’s terrific crashing and splashing and laughter. Others, less
extrovert, watch from the edge of the forest, or walk through the bushes
picking blueberries and redcurrants. The wind half-heartedly rustles a tall
willow, but can do little more than waft around the heavy heat of the
afternoon.

After a swim [ return to the train, to find our coach supervisor and two
colleagues tucking into a smoked fish and vegetable stew which she has
cooked up on a small primus. She smiles as I look in, and offers me some.
The effects of Ranenko’s vodka and crayfish orgy are still upon me and I
mime a stomach ache. Much laughter.

At half-past five the engine’s whistle reverberates through the trees, and
the bathers and sunbathers and lovers and loners and berry pickers and water
gatherers make their way slowly back to the train, and I feel quite a pang of

Day 33: USSR
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regret as we jerk into moton. I search the map and locate this spot in case
I should not believe all this ever happened. As I do so, I notice, less than
100 miles to the south-west, the name of the small, almost insignificant town
of Chernobyl.

At 9.45 in the evening we are at Nezin, two hours late already and still
no sign of Kiev. Even with the windows and doors open there is no relief
from the clammy heat. The train chief has pulled off his shirt altogether and
his huge white gut hangs out of the window. As happens on train journeys
that have gone on long bevond their appointed time, no one seems to care
anymore. The layered dirt and dust gradually attaches itself to the passengers
who only a few hours ago looked scrubbed and glowing. Try to read. Vadim
and Roger are deep in discussion as to whether or not Lenin died of syphilis.

At a quarter to midnight we pull into Kiev, capital of the Ukraine, third
largest city of the Soviet Union. The station is packed solid. I've seen nothing
like it since India. Our admirable fixers find trolleys and somehow we’re out
of this madhouse within an hour and driven to a tall new hotel overlooking
Dynamo Kiev’s football ground. No porters to be seen but the room is fine.
Until I draw the curtains, when first one then the other slides slowly up to
the end of the rail and off onto the floor.

DAY 34 - KIEV

I celebrate the end of my 24-hour, post-crayfish fast with a
E slap-up breakfast at the Warsaw Hotel. This consists of a
POLLE thinsliver of cheese, some equally thin slivers of bread, a jam
smear and a cup of coffee.
/ Soviet restaurants exist for one purpose, and that is to
keep the customer out, and if by any chance he or she should get in to make
life so uncomfortable that they wish they hadn’t. Even to get as far as the
sliver of cheese involves a considerable amount of bureaucratic negotiation.
A card, which can only be issued at reception, must be produced and
exchanged for a voucher, which is thoroughly scrutinized by the restaurant
gauleiter, who will then turn you over to the waitresses who will ignore you.

It’s all very depressing and is, 1 suppose, just the Sovict system in
microcosm — unwieldy, paranoid and impersonal.

This morning I witness evidence of encouraging change, when |
accompany Vadim to see the Deputy Procurator of the Ukraine, who has
been examining the case for returning Vadim’s father’s papers, held by the
KGB. For whatever reason, this senior Soviet law officer is welcoming and
affable, even happy for the meeting to be filmed. Short, square-shouldered,
with a wide, strong face and a well-cut suit he personifies Gorbachev Man,
assiduous in attention to the smallest public relations details.
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He reassures Vadim that the rehabilitaton committee set up by
Gorbachev last vear to investigate the cases of political prisoners in the USSR
had cleared 1200 people in less than five months, and that he himself will
personally try to expedite matters in the case of Vadim’s father. Then he
offered us all green tea from Uzbekhistan complete with a special herb which,
he tells us proudly, he has grown himself. It was altogether a smooth
performance, but Vadim, who has grown very cynical about Soviet justice,
felt that there was substance there as well.

We take a quick tour of Kiev, which looks a green and handsome city
with broad boulevards and trees everywhere. It’s hard to imagine that, in my
lifetime, these green and pleasant hills were the scene of unspeakable
suffering. During the time the Nazis occupied Kiev — from October 1941
to October 1943 — 400,000 people were killed, either in the city or in
extermination camps, 300,000 were deported to forced labour camps in
Germany, and 80 per cent of all residental houses were destroyed. The
reconstruction of the city, especially the fine old buildings, like the Monastery
of the Caves, must be one of the more tangible achievements of the Soviet
regime. There has been a price to pay, such as the erection of an enormous
stainless steel statue of a female warrior, 320 feet high, dominating the heights
above the Dnieper. Huge, gross and unavoidable, it dates from the 70s and
is known locally as ‘Brezhnev’s Mother’.
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Kiev has been very close to modern tragedy as well. If the prevailing
wind had not been blowing from the south on 26 April 1986 — the day the
reactor blew up at Chernobyl — Kiev, only 55 miles away, would have been
a dead city. No one knows how serious the effects might still be. The wind
started blowing towards Kiev five days after the explosion, but the reactor
wasn’t sealed for a month. Looking down from the old city walls I can see
people splashing about in the Dnieper. I ask Vadim if it’s safe. He tells me
a friend of his, a nuclear physicist, told him that it was fine to swim as long
as he didn’t touch the bottom, for radioactive material always sinks. But,
he shrugs, on a day as hot as today there will always be people who will
take risks.

Back at the hotel, Volodya has defused a potenaally embarrassing
situation. Two months ago a local girl was made pregnant by an Englishman
staving in this hotel, whose name was Michael. Since then her mother has
scoured the guest lists for an Englishman called Michael, and this morning
she turned up trumps. With her wronged and freshly impregnated daughter
in tow she spent all dav camped in the lobby, waiting for Michael Palin to
return. I’'m just relieved not to have been first through that door.

DAY 35 - KIEV TO NARODICHI TO KIEV

Today we are going close to Chernobyl to visit towns and
villages that have been, or are about to be, evacuated as a
result of the disaster. We shall not be entering the 30-mile
exclusion zone but will be in contaminated areas and
Volodya, Irena and the rest of our Russian team will not be
coming with us. Mirabel too has decided not to risk it. Roger has been in
contact with the National Radiological Protection Board at Harwell, whose
advice offered mixed comfort. They said radiation levels would be the same,
if not less, than at the Poles, with their concentration of magnetic forces.
However, the knowledge that there is still confusion and debate over the
effects of the disaster, and the advice from scientists that we wear shoes and
clothing we could throw away afterwards adds a frisson of danger to the
journey, and there is some nervous joking over the slivers of cheese at
breakfast.

We head north and west from Kiev, making for the town of Narodichi.
It’s 42 miles due west of Chernobyl, two of whose reactors, Vadim reminds
us, are still operational. The Ukrainian Parliament has voted unanimously to
close them down. The Soviet government has refused. The Ukrainians claim
8000 died as a result of the accident. The official Soviet figure is 32.

We are passing through woodlands of pine and oak scrub interspersed
with harvested ficlds and cherry and almond orchards. An army convoy of




Day 35: USSR 1he wreckage of Chernobyl: Reminders, remains and the
woman who wouldn't leare.

40 trucks passes, heading south. After a while the woodland gives way to a
wide and fertile agricultural plain. The first indication that this abundance is
tainted comes as quite a shock. It’s a sign, set in brambles and long grass,
which reads, “Warning: It is forbidden for catde to graze, and to gather
mushrooms, strawberries and medicinal herbs’.

We stop here and put on our vellow TLD badges, which register
radiation levels, and which will be sent back to Harwell for analysis after
our three-hour visit. Armed with these and a radiation detector, we enter
Narodichi where people have lived with radiation for over five vears.
It’s a neat, proud little town with a chestnut-lined main street and a silver-
painted Lenin in front of the party headquarters. In a vear’s time there will
be no one here.

In the municipal gardens the grass is uncut but a fountain sull plays.
There are several memorials. One is a scorched tree with a cross on it — local
people think that the forest protected them from the worst of the blast.
Beside the tree are three large boulders, one of which commemorates four
villages and 548 people evacuated in 1986, another 15 villages and 3264
people evacuated in 1990. Twenty-two more villages and a further 11,000
people will be going in 1991. An inscription reads: ‘In memory of the villages
and human destinies of the Narodichi region bumt down by radiation.”

One of the most polluted areas is the children’s playground, with 13
to 17 times normal gamma radiation levels. The red metal chairs hang down
from the roundabout and blue steel boats swing gently in the breeze, but no
one is allowed to play here anymore.

Michael, the local schoolmaster, is short and podgy and his face is an
unhealthy grev. There were 10,000 children in the region, he tells me, now
there are 3000. Two of his pupils pass by on bicycles and he grabs them and
introduces us. The bovs, just back from a Pioneer camp in Poland, look
bored, and reply in monosyllables, which Michael translates thus: ‘The
children send fraternal greetings to children throughout the United King-
dom’. He smiles proudly and a little desperately. I ask if the children’s work
has been affected by their proximity to Chernobyl. He sighs and nods.

“There is not a single healthy child here.’

As we drive out of Narodichi, Michael talks proudly of the history of
his town, interspersing this with casually chilling present-day observations.

“This is the bridge over the Oush river. It is area of highest pollution.’

We come to the village of Nozdrishche, which was evacuated last year.
There are no ruins, there is no devastation or destruction. Wooden cottages
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with painted window-frames stand in their orderly rows. Flowers are in !

bloom and grasshoppers dart around in lush overgrown gardens. It is a hot,

soft, gentle summer’s day. Yet scientists who have visited the area say it could

be 700 vears before this place comes back to life. It is hard to know what |
1






Day 35: USSR

to believe, for whatever curse lies over these villages is the more frightening
for being invisible. It is how one has heard the countryside would be after
a nuclear war — benign, smiling, deadlv.

A yvear’s exposure to the weather has not vet dissipated a faint smell of
disinfectant in a small, deserted maternity hospital. A poster on the wall
depicts the American space shuttle spinning round the earth, with the single
word ‘Nvet!” beneath. There is a book on breastteeding, its leaves nibbled
by mice, an examination chair, medical records stll in files, and a portrait of
Lenin which has fallen out of its frame and lies in a corner beneath a
scattering of glass slides and svringes. Conscious of the limited time we have
been advised to spend here we move on through the village. I catch sight
of two figures down a lane to one side of the main street. One is a very old
lady, whose name is Heema, and the other her nephew. Heema is 90 vears
old and has refused to be moved from the village. She says she has been
moved five dmes since the disaster and now she is too old and ill. Her one
wish is to die in the house in which she was born, but that 1s now cordoned
off with barbed wire, so she will remain here with her daughter. They are
the only inhabitants of Nozdrishche.

Further along the road, at the village of Novove Sharno, the radiation
detector bleeps for the first ume.

‘Pay attention, please,” says Michael, ‘the radiation is very high here.’

This is one of the villages evacuated in 1986, immediately after the
explosion and fire, and the village shop is now almost submerged in the
undergrowth. Inside it is a mess of broken shelves, abandoned goods,
smashed bottes.

“There was a panic here,” Vadim explains, unnecessarily.

We drive back through Narodichi, where, as in Novoye Sharno and
Nozdrishche and over 40 villages in this region alone, the grass will soon
grow around doors that will never be opened again, and anyone who comes
here will be informed of the dangers and the risks which those who lived
here were not told about unul it was too late.

Back in Kiev, two and a half hours later, I'm struck once again by the
spruceness of the city compared to Leningrad or Novgorod. A Russian,
writng in the /nsight Guide, relates even this to Chernobyl: “The terrible effects
of the tragedy made many people, in Kiev and other towns, take another look
at themselves. Kiev is cleaner, and not merely because the streets are watered
twice a day now; once the people were shown the frailty of human existence,
thev changed.’

We end up the day in a brick-vaulted cellar in the Andreevsky Spusk,
a Montmartre-like street full of cafés and shops and predominantly student
meeting places. The food is the best we’ve had in the Soviet Union —
Armenian-Georgian cooking — kebabs, rabbit stew, aubergine and onion



salad. An excellent jazz trio of bass, fiddle and piano plays local music and
well-served-up classics like “Take the A-Train’. Vodka flows freely. It is one
of the best evenings, and in a sense, the only way of dealing with what we
have seen today.

DAY 36 - KIEV TO CERKASSY

OLE Alarm wakes me at six. It’s a Sunday, but no day of rest as

—;()— we continue southwards. We are travelling as far as Cerkassy

POIL_E by river, on the Katun, a 215-foot barge with a canary-
4 ~.

coloured hull, carrying a mixed cargo of bottles, fabrics,
% sports equipment, clothes, children’s push-chairs and elec-
trical appliances down the Dnieper to the port of Cherson on the Black Sea.

The Katun is a barge of character. She’s 40 years old next year, and her
interior features wood rather than plastic or the ubiquitous formica. Two
small cabins below the bridge have been set aside for our use. One has a
writing desk and chair, an old oak wardrobe and an enamel washbasin, with
an alcove containing what looks like the world’s most comfortable bed.
Sitting at the desk, looking through a porthole, I imagine I could be Joseph
Conrad, though the football team photo above my head, featuring the chunky
lads of Metalworkers Zaporozje doesn’t quite fit the romantic illusion.

On the bridge there is a big and handsome ship’s wheel and a book of
river charts painted in water-colours. So much of the image of the Soviet
Union is of vast institutional spaces and faceless buildings that it comes as
a constant surprise to find warm, intimate, friendly corners of life like the
Katun. We progress at an unhurried 10 knots beneath the bridges of Kiev
leaving behind the remarkable prospect of Baroque church towers, white-
washed walls, malachite-green roofs, and spires crowned always with gold.
Roger is leaning over the side, examining the water.

‘Have you ever been to a sewage treatment plant?’, he asks me after
close study of the Dnieper. “Well this is what it looks like before it goes in.’

It’s a pleasantly lazy day, which I think is what we all need. Basil sleeps,
Irena sits at the desk with a copy of Longman’s Dictionary Of Common Ervors.
Her English is fluent but she’s desperately keen to polish up her Cockney
rhyming slang.

We pass through a network of small islands and beaches busy with
holidaymakers. Hydrofoils, scuttling along the surface like great white
cockroaches, drone past at frequent intervals. Barges pass, mostly carrying
coal. The captain says that the Dnieper is navigable as far north as Mogilov,
about 300 miles from Moscow. Since the Chernobyl catastrophe (as he
describes it) he doesn’t go north of Kiev. There’s nothing to bring down any
more.

Day 36: USSR

81




Day 36: USSR 1he mighty Dneiper: Foolbardy bathers and ‘Brezhner’s
Mother’, south on the Katun.

He’s a slim, weatherbeaten, good-looking man but roundly refuses to
be interviewed. ‘I’'m not an actor,” he says. Even filming on the bridge causes
some consternation. There is a flurry of activity as the first mate hides
something the captain doesn’t want us to see. It turns out to be his brown
jacket which he savs is ‘very old’. Later I notice that thev only have one pair
of sunglasses between them.

The Dnieper has been dammed at a place called Kanev where a lake
two miles wide is squeezed into one lock, with a 14-metre drop. The smell
inside the dank and slimy walls of the lock is appalling, and as it takes a good
15 minutes to fill up, there’s very little escape from the odour of decay and
dead fish.

All this is made up for by a Sunday lunch of stew and mashed porato,
a lazy afternoon reading and a drop of Scotch as we sit on the top of the
hold taking in a glorious sunset that dazzles and fades over a landscape of
low, wooded sandbanks. I realize that what I missed in the Arctic was not
so much darkness as the sunrises and sunsets that go with it.

At eleven at night we reach Cerkassy, threading our way toward a
container-stacked dockside with the help of a sharp, stabbing searchlight.



Day 37: USSR

Our drivers have followed us down from Novgorod, and the ill-luck
which has already put one of them in hospital has persisted. One of the
vehicles, a Volga limo, has been written off in an accident, and the other,
the ‘Latvia’ minibus, survived two blow-outs, one at full speed.

DAY 37 - CERKASSY TO ODESSA

]?OLE Lﬂ%rcakfast at the Hotel Dnieper, Ccrkassy. offers some odd
(0~ fare. There’s very sweet voghurt, served in a glass, cottage
cheese with sugar, and a choice of either dry hard white
bread or dry hard brown bread with slices of sausage. There
is no coffee, but tea from the samovar.

As I'm upstairs packing, for what | estimate to be the 17th time on the

journey so far, I look down at my bed and experience a most unusual feeling
of foreboding. I’'m not normally given to precognition but something warns
me against proceeding to Odessa by road. Two out of three vehicles are
damaged, one bevond repair, and I've experienced enough of the haphazard
inefficiency of Soviet life, to make me fear for the safety of the third.




Days 37 and 38: USSR

(o)

Our problems in the end aren’t mechanical, as much as navigational.
Somewhere between Cerkassy and Uman we get horribly lost on unmarked
maps and unsigned roads, finding ourselves stranded in sprawling landscapes
of weed-ridden wheat fields. Eventually we find ourselves on the Kiev—
Odessa main road, which is narrow and fortunately not busyv. We cross the
fast-flowing River Bug, and 12 miles north of Odessa, pass the first vineyards
I’ve seen in the Soviet Union. The people down here are darker, almost
Turkish in looks, and the blonde hair of the north gives way to the lustrous
jet black of the south.

By six, after a drive of 300 miles, we reach Odessa safely. From the top
of the Potemkin Steps, a few hundred vards from the hotel, I give thanks
beside the Black Sea.

DAY 38 - ODESSA

].?OLE Iﬁn the middle of the night l’m woken by the sound of voices
0 from the street below my window. A man and a woman are
POLE talking. The woman’s voice is deep, rich and smooth. The
sy talk turns into an argument. I lie for a while contemplating,
rather enviously, the exotic, Mediterranean feel of Odessan
street life, when the argument turns into a violent shouting match. Suddenly
the woman screams repeatedly and with such primal intensity that I'm up
and rushing to the window. There is a sound of car doors slamming, engine
revving, tyres squealing but by the time I've pushed the curtains back nothing
there but the disturbing echo of her cries.

We're staving at the Londonskya Hotel, situated on a tree-lined
esplanade overlooking the port. It has a heavy neo-classical fagade, was built
in 1910 and had its name changed to the Odessa Hotel in 1948, as part of
a policy called ‘anti-cosmopolitanisation’. Thanks to glasnost, it has, from last
week, returned to being the Londoner. The lobby is a reasonably accurate
representation of a London club, dark and rather grand with columns, stained
glass windows and a wide and self-important marble staircase.

Equally decorative, but much more seedy, is the Kuyalnik Sanatorium,
one of the most famous institutions in Odessa, to which people from all over
the Soviet Union repair for mud treatment. The mud is drawn from a nearby
lagoon which was once open sea, and which retains mineral deposits believed
to be good for arthritic and respiratory complaints, as well as for the nervous
svstem, slipped discs, thromboses and kidney trouble. Built in 1892 as a series
of rococco pavilions, it has never quite recovered from being submerged in
1941, when a nearby dam was blown to tryv and halt the advance of the
German armies. It staved underwater untl 1948.

After the rigours of our journev from the North I’'m ready to try




anything with soothing properties and so find myself following the holiday-
makers up the steps of the sanatorium. Ahead of me are three women,
dressed for the sun and chewing corn on the cob. Once inside the building
I am led along corridors past waiting patients and through small atria whose
damp and grubby walls are decorated with peeling stucco. A sulphurous, bad
egg smell becomes more intense the closer I get to the treatment room, and
I am beginning to regret the whole thing.

The beds, or treatment tables, are laid out in two rows on either side
of a tiled sluiced floor. There is no privacy at all and gentlemen in various
intimate stages of treatment are on full view. One man is heaving his
blackened and naked body off the bed like someone escaping from a swamp.
Another is being administered a mud enema with the aid of a white plastic
plunger. The whole grotesque scene resembles a cross between a hospital and
an abattoir.

My time has come, and I'm led by the supervisor, a benign, motherly
sort with pink earrings the size of ships’ lifebelts, to a changing cubicle, from
which I emerge, uncovered, to find a lady with a white coat, red hair, pink
spectacles and a rubber pipe squeezing a layer of evil black slime onto a
stained brown undersheet. She beckons to me to get into the middle of all
this. My first surprise is how warm the mud is, the second how soothing it
1s to have it rubbed all over me, and the third how deeply tranquillizing it
1s to lie wrapped in the stuff like a piece of boenf en croiite. Everything, the
dreadful smell, the cattle-shed conditions, the slurping of distant enemas, is
forgotten in the sheer tactile pleasure of lying in warm mud.

Glowing with health and smelling very gently of marine deposits I take
a walk on the beach from which the therapeutic mud is gathered. Because
the mud is best applied only to those parts which need it, and because most
of the applicants are very white, the shoreline offers the bizarre sight of what
appear to be human crossword puzzles. A local lady doctor strides into the
sea with her daubed legs looking like thigh-length black boots. ‘I bathe and
then I don’t wash it off for five days,” she enthuses.

At lunch I meet a local historian. Discussing the recent past it’s clear that
sunny, seaside Odessa has not escaped the tragedies that have befallen most
of the western USSR. Romanians occupied Odessa in the war — Hitler had
promised their leader Antonescu large stretches of the Black Sea coast-line.
They burnt 20,000 locals in an arsenal and hanged 5000 from trees around
the city to frighten the populace. Today the major problem is severe industrial
pollution. The sea of Azov, a huge area east of the Crimea, is so badly affected
that its beaches have been totally evacuated.

Later | go down to the Arkady Beach, one of Odessa’s most famous,
and find that there is not a space to be found, and, as in the waters of the

Day 38: USSR
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Days 38 and 40: USSR to Turkey

Dnieper at Kiev, there are stll plenty of people for whom cooling oft on a
sunny dav is more important than any health risk.

We have dinner at the Krasnaya Hotel. Huge bare-breasted ladies
support the balustraded balcony above the door, and the whole pale green
and white fagade is like a richly adorned cake. Inside there is a mirrored and
chandeliered barn of a dining-room, the ineviwable zakuski, and a very
incompetent band fronted by a fat lady in a gold dress. She probably gives
mud enemas in the davtime but at night she murders Beatles songs.

We have a party on the balcony of my room to celebrate having made
it this far. It’s late when 1 get to bed, and when I get up there is a fainty
detectable trace of black sediment on the bottom sheet.

DAY 40 - ODESSA TO ISTANBUL

].?OLE Itis 1248 by Ehe digital clo_ck in the main passenger terminal
(0= ofthe port of Odessa. As far as I can remember it’s the only
POI_LE public clock I've seen in the Soviet Union that is still going.
. N After a day of rest, the crew and myself are in transit again,
@ bound for Istanbul. At the moment we are in the limbo land
of customs and immigration, waiting for something to happen. They have
tried to brighten up the arid bureaucratic wasteland in which we are confined
by sticking travel posters to the walls — rugged mounuains, ski slopes, folk
dances and children gambolling on beaches. The pleasures ot these places
may be bevond the range of most of the Soviet people and yet they do
represent one of the more acceptable aspects of this country, an ability to
relish, whenever the opportunity arises, an escape from the surrounding
gloom. We have seen the petrol queues and the empty shops, the shabbiness
of the surroundings and the hard face of privilege, but we’ve also seen
spontaneous delight in the countryside (as on the train to Kiev), happily
packed beaches and just this morning, holidaymakers on the Potemkin Steps
asking me if I would mind taking a tamily snap for them. All you can say
is the Soviet Union is never quite what it seems. We have eaten old tasteless
bread in hotels, but found, here in Odessa, a shop around the corner baking
fresh baguettes. We have seen one bag of fruit costing over 20 per cent of
a weekly wage and country gardens groaning with produce, we have looked
into stony faces but never been hugged as hard.
Once cleared by customs we are free to have a last lunch in the USSR.
The good news is that the terminal has an outdoor restaurant, something
we've been looking for for the last two weeks, the bad news is that it is on
a crumbling concrete terrace, which looks as if it has been reprieved half-
wav through demolition. The catering is standard to bad — our twenty-fourth
zakuski, a gristly hamburger topped with fried egg, and coftee from chipped



Day 40: USSR to Turke

cups with broken handles. It’s the sort of experience that makes you want
to get to Istanbul as fast as possible, but we have a 36-hour journey ahead
of us, and to all intents and purposes it will be another day and a half in the
Soviet Union. Our vessel is Odessa-registered and built in Bulgaria. She is
a 30-vear-old, 280-foot-long, 1000-ton, training ship. Her name /unost, means
“Youth’. She has only recently been converted to take passengers and runs
a ferry service to Turkey everyv five days. There is no alternative.

In the late afternoon the time comes to say our goodbyes to the team
of Russian drivers, interpreters and fixers who have become our friends.
They have guided us through the labyrinth of official obstruction with great
skill and the fact that we have been able to film all we wanted and travel as
and when we wanted is down to them. Volodya looks exhausted, and though
there must be relief in their farewell waves, I think there is also regret, not
just that we are going but the fact that we can go, so easily. For all the fatigue
I feel after crossing the Soviet Union, the sight of their faces as the Junost
pulls slowly away makes me aware of how fortunate I am.

Our bow swings round, pointing for a moment straight up the 192 stone
steps, called the Potemkin Steps after a dramatic sequence shot on them in
Eisenstein’s film Battleship Potemkin, which rise grandlv from the port to the
tree-lined esplanade. A staircase into the USSR. Then we are turning away
from this warm, unassuming city and slowly out of the immense dock area
past the hvdrofoils they call Comets and Meteors which race about the
harbour, the greyv battlecruisers and a vast Soviet freighter improbably called
Mister Michael. As we run slowly south-westwards along the low shadowy hills
of the Black Sea Coast, I enjoy one of the great pleasures of travel — exploring
a new ship. The Junost is a rag-bag. The cabin space, which is shared, is
cramped and basic. The lavatories are indescribably filthy, and I pray I don’t
have to use them for anything but the most cursory visits, but the main deck
is a very congenial space, with a strip wood floor and a number of spacious
and superior deckchairs, complete with foot rests. Slung over the stern of
the ship is what looks like a hastily erected shed, fashioned from corrugated
plastic and painted brown. Inside is 2 small bar and a job lot of swivel chairs
upholstered in red nylon. As well as serving nothing useful like beer and wine,
but only the dreaded hard currency tariff of champagne, vodka and brandy,
it embodies every fire risk known to man.

Roger has decided that the toilet facilities are so bad that we should film
them. The purser, a trim, hairless man called Felix, walks past as we are
emerging with all our lights and equipment and gives us a very odd look.
Unfortunately we have to re-shoot. Once again we bump into Felix on the
way out. This time he looks positively alarmed, but by the time we go down
to dinner the lavatories have been thoroughly cleaned.
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Days 40 and 41: USSR to Turkey Lagy days on the Black Sea: Relaxing by the swimmiing-pool,
Felix limbers up for Istanbul.

Felix is quite a character. Crisply dressed in white shirt and trousers,
he not only announces dinner, but physically assists potendal diners towards
the restaurant. The longer you dally the more urgent are his attentions. The
last arrivals are practically frog-marched to their table. I notice on the wall
of the dining room, the only photo of Gorbachev I have seen publicly
displayed. Is it just that he’s unpopular or did he specifically discourage any
personality cult? We all notice that his birthmark has been masked out.

End up the day on deck with a scotch and water and a sky full of stars,
unobscured by city lights.

DAY 41 - ODESSA TO ISTANBUL

].,?OLE Up on deck at 7.45. To my horror, Felix is there and appears
0= to be having a fit. He’s standing half naked with eyes rolling

POILE 2nd hands flapping wildly out in front of him. Only after a

- while do I realize he’s doing his exercises. He smiles in my
direction, a grotesque rictus of a smile which virtually slices
his head in two. Fortunately this turns out to be another exercise.

I’'m beginning to wonder if this is a Soviet ship at all. There is Peter
Gabriel on the PA and porridge on the breakfast menu. Among the
passengers is an 18-vear-old girl from Ilkley, travelling with her brother who
has been studving in Moscow for a vear. They have just returned from a trip
to Lake Baikal in Siberia, the deepest lake in the world, so far miraculously
unpolluted. Their descriptions of its beauty, purity and tranquillity 1 found
very tantalizing.

There are 54 crew on the Junost, 10 more than there are passengers. The
first officer who told us this is engaginglv frank. If he had his way he wouldn’t
stay in the Soviet Union. He worked once with Norwegians and they asked
him how much he was paid in the USSR.

130 dollars, 1 said.’

‘Per dav? they asked.’

*No! Per month.” He smiles wryly at this. I suggest that 130 dollars buys
vou a lot more in the Soviet Union than in Norway. He doesn’t fall for that
old one.

‘I would rather live in expensive Norwav.’

I'm growing fond of the Junost. Life on board has an innocent, anarchic
quality. It’s rather like being in a Monsieur Hulot film. A man in swimming
trunks claiming to be the chief electrical officer bumps into me on the main
staircase. He'’s dripping wet from a shower but anxious to know if we’re
happv with evervthing. I ask him why we were only going at 9 knots. He drips

a litle and considers the queston.
“Well, who wants to go any taster?’

a0
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Days 41 and 42: USSR to Turke)

Up on deck, the girl from Ilkley has a fierce nose bleed, and all sorts
of previously unseen crew members appear to help her. Felix, clutching an
ice-bag, orders them all around, having her blood pressure checked and her
brow wiped. But the strangest encounter is with the lovely Lyuba,
proprietress of the bar. I had discovered that, up in the bows, the funost
sported a swimming pool. All of 6 foot long and 5 foot wide, it is in fact
nothing more than a large packing case with a tarpaulin draped inside to hold
the water. Deep end and shallow end change places with each roll of the ship.
It’s hardly large enough for one fully formed adult, so when I see Lyvuba’s
neat but ample figure clambering down towards me I adopt an air of
nonchalant Briush lounging, as if there’s nothing more normal in the world
than sharing a waterlogged packing case with a Russian barmaid. But Lyuba
is in the box for some fun, and having told me that her name means ‘Amore
... love’ she splashes me with water and asks if I have a woman.

‘A wife . .. ves, I reply, as if the two things are quite incompatible.

‘Is she engineer . . . technician?’

An image of Helen with the Black and Decker comes to mind, and as
we splash around in our boxed fragment of the Black Sea, Lyuba and I fall
into intimate conversation about schools, children and how we miss our
families.

DAY 42 - ODESSA TO ISTANBUL

]?OLE Sleep almost 10 hours, and wake with a sense that our
Ron A4 1

engines have slowed, if that’s possible. Push aside the curtain
POLE to see that we are only a few hundred vards from land. We
o have left the Black Sea and are half-way down the Bosporus,
@ the winding 18-mile channel that leads to the Sea of
Marmara, the Aegean and eventually the Mediterranean. On deck Roger is
contemplating a couple of weeks recovery time betore rejoining us in Egypt.
He’s in professorial mood. Did I know that Bosporus and Oxford mean the
same thing? In Greek legend, a priestess called o was seeing Zeus, after work
as it were, and Zeus, in order to prevent Hera, his wife, from finding out,
turned o into a cow. Hera, not fooled, sent a gadfly after her, causing the
tormented lo to seek relief by jumping into the nearest stretch of water. This
happened to be just about where we are now and became known as the Bous
(Ox) Poros (Ford).

Everything is so different from what we have just left. Minarets and
cvpress trees stand out from the green hillsides, houses are being built, and
many are crowned with satellite dishes. Lines of private cars are weaving their
wayv along crowded coast roads flanked by balconied apartment blocks on
one side and white-hulled vachts on the other.




The Junost looks what it is, a poorly maintained, overmanned country
cousin of a ship, a bit of an embarrassment in the midst of this burgeoning
capitalist neophilia. The Junost is like the Soviet Union itself, inefficient and
ill-equipped but full of character. Its shortcomings create an atmosphere of
closeness and warmth in the face of shared adversity. I can’t wait to get off
and enjoy a few creature comforts but I know I shall miss Lyuba and Felix
and the dripping chief electrical officer.

As we move slowly past the 540-year-old Ottoman fortress of Rumeli
Hasari, entirely built in four months, all of us on the deck-rail are excited and
uncertain. The girl from Ilkley will be hearing her A-level results today. Two
Afghans who have come through Russia to set up business in the West will
face commercial reality for the first time. The first officer will look longingly
at the glitter of capitalism, before turning his ship back to a country that’s
falling apart. Only Felix seems unaffected, flicking his head round in a series
of neck-wrenching turns, as if desperate to achieve a full 360-degree rotation.

The sweeping graceful span of the first bridge ever to link two
continents soars above us as the incomparable skyline of Istanbul comes into
view. Set on headlands and curving around the inlet known as the Golden
Horn, it is one of the great cityscapes of the world. Modern buildings are
there, but the overall impression of grace and harmony is set by the mosques,
with their clusters of domes and their attendant minarets pointing heaven-
wards like defending rockets, and the sprawling beauty of the Topkapi Palace,
leading the eye downbhill to the ramparts of the old city walls, and the harbour,
teeming with overloaded ferries.

The stealthy, tentative, introverted public face of the USSR 1is replaced
here by shouts, waves, imprecations, noise, bustle and urgency.

We dock at ten past nine, at a quayside that seems to be run by a very
proprietorial black and white cat, which, surrounded by a mangy harem,
watches us tie up and sniffs each passenger as they disembark.

The formalities of customs and immigration are all conducted in a
congenial and good-humoured way. Our new fixer Sevim, a formidable and
energetic middle-aged lady, is organizing everyone. When there is trouble
with the porters who object to being filmed because they are not in their best
overalls she dismisses it briskly:

“These complexes . . . it i1s a problem in a third world country . . .

As we leave the customs hall the two Afghans are the only two
passengers left. The contents of their suitcases, mainly cheap gift accessories,
samples of local cloth and rugs, are strewn out on the inspection table. Maybe
Turkey will not be their promised land after all.

For me, things taken for granted like waterfront cafes and fresh orange
juice, even a traffic jam, are new and wonderful. The young man from Ilkley,
returning from a vear in Russia, shakes his head in disbelief.

>

Day 42: Turkey




Day 43: Turkey

DAY 43 - ISTANBUL

Woken by the distorted sound of a pre-recorded muezzin
calling the faithful to praver. It’s 5.30. Breakfast of orange
juice, cereal and honeycomb — things I have not seen since
Helsinki, three weeks ago. Fraser has had a nightmare in
: which he had to wire every minaret in Istanbul for sound.

Istanbulisa v ery noisy city, much of the noise from a huge construction
programme. A companion to the famously crowded Galata Bridge across the
Golden Horn is almost complete. A last massive section of its six-lane
highway, waiting to be lowered into position, rears up at a right angle, a huge
phallic symbol of regeneration. Sevim says the reconstruction is going on at
such a pace that her husband, given a month’s notice of redevelopment, went
in to work one Mondav morning to find his shop had gone. There are those
with reservations about the pace of change. One is Altemur Kilic, a Turkish
writer, diplomat and friend of Turgut Ozal, the President. He remembers




Istanbul — from Siileyman’s mosque: Bosporus to the right, Day 43: Turke)
the Golden Homn to the left, the new Galata Bridge points skywards.
At the dockside: Modern bridge — traditional catering.




Days 43 and 44: Turkey
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Istanbul only 30 years ago as a city of 750,000 people, home to a flourishing
number of foreign communities — Greek, Jewish, Armenian and what was
known as the Levantine, comprising Italians, English and French who had
lived in Turkey all their lives. He himself went to the English-run Istanbul
High School for Boys whose headmaster, Mr Peach, he knew affectionately
as Baba, ‘Father’. The teachers caned him regularly. He smiles happily at the
memory. ‘My father authorized them to do so. It helped my character.” In
between canings Altemur played cricket, read the Boy’s Onn Paper and grew
up in an Istanbul which was small enough to give him ‘a sense of rather being
somebody in a big city’. Now the city population has swelled to 8 million
and the real Istanbuliots, as he calls them, are very few.

As I step out of his elegant, unostentatious house on a small sloping
street in Emirgan, I could be in the South of France, with the blue waters
of the Bosporus catching the sunlight, people taking a drink or a coffee
beneath the shade of ash and mimosa trees and the almost unbroken line
of passing traffic.

Down by the Galata Bridge, close by the old spice markets, the pace
of Istanbul life is at its most frenetic. Ferries are constantly loading and
unloading providing a regular and copious passing trade for the street food
sellers. Fishermen dart in, light up charcoal braziers and rocking crazily in
the wash of the ferries sell their grilled catch then and there. You could have
a street dinner every night of the week here and never eat the same menu
twice. Apart from the fish, served in luscious sandwiches of hot fresh bread,
tomato and onion, there are kebabs, pretzels, walnuts, pancakes and stuffed
mussels, corn on the cob, succulent slices of melon and as much sweet tea
as you can drink.

Back in England, it’s the first day of the football season and in my hotel
the new BBC World Service Television is showing Episode 5 of .Around the
World in 80 Days.

DAY 44 - ISTANBUL

?OLE The crew are up early to shoot the sunrise from the top of
ol the 600-year-old Galata Tower, where in May 1453, the
Genoese Christians handed over control of the city to the
Ottoman Muslims, a key moment in European history. It is
at breakfast at the Pera Palas Hotel that I hear the first news

TN

of modern history in the making. Those with short-wave radios have heard
word from the Soviet Union that Gorbachev has been overthrown in a right-
wing coup. Nothing more is known at the moment. 1 think of all the friends
we made — Irena and Volodya and Edward and Sasha the Lenin impersona-
tor, and I know that if the news is true things can only be worse for them.



Selfishly, we can only be thankful for our extraordinarily lucky escape. If this
had happened three days earlier, the Junost may never have left Odessa, and
we would have been stranded. If it had happened three neeks earlier we would
never have been allowed into the Soviet Union.

The shadow of this great event hangs over the day, giving everything
else we do a certain air of unreality. Some of the unreality is there already,
especially in Room 411 of the Pera Palas Hotel. This is the room in which
Agatha Christie wrote Murder on the Orient Express. 1t’s small and rather
cramped and you wouldn’t get much writing done nowadays as they’ve just
built an eight-lane highway below the window. After Agatha Christie died
in 1976, Warner Brothers wanted to make a film about the mystery of 11
lost days of her life. An American medium, one Tamara Rand, said that in
a trance she had seen an hotel in Istanbul and in Room 411 of this hotel she
had seen Agatha Christie hiding the key to her diary under the floorboards.
On 7 March 1979, the room was searched and a rusty key was found. The
president of the hotel company, sensing Warner Brothers’ interest but
miscalculating their generosity, put the key in a safe demanding 2 million
dollars, plus 15 per cent of the film’s profits. Here the key remains. Its age
has been authenticated and as Agatha Christie was highly secretive about
travel arrangements it’s considered unlikely that the medium can have known
about the Pera Palas before she saw it in her trance.

It all makes Room 411 rather a creepy place and I’'m glad to get out
and into the bustle of Pera Street — the mile-long main thoroughfare of
Istanbul. The best way to see it is from one of the venerable red and cream
trams that run its length, though I must confess I do catch breath when I
notice the number of the tram we’re on — 411.

I buy a Panama hat for under £6 off an elderly French-speaking Turk
at a shop by the tram stop. I'm not keen on hats but with the weather getting
hotter by the day, I can see the advantages.

As a result of climate, history and geographical position, Istanbul is the
quintessential trading city. Russia and the Mediterranean and Europe and
Asia meet here, and though a walk through the endless arcades of the old
covered market gives an overwhelming sense of richness and variety, there
is no better place to see trade in its rawest, purest form than the square outside
the gates of the Beyazit II Mosque and the impressive Islamic-arched
entrance of Istanbul University. Here an extraordinary dance of commerce
goes on. Groups are constantly gathering, splitting and reforming. Eyes are
always on the move. These are furtive people on the very edge of the law,
buying and selling in the spirit, if not the currency, of this great commercial
city. There are Azerbaijanis, Iranians, Poles, Romanians, Ukrainians and
Afghans. Most of them sell out of black plastic bags. [ see Marlboro cigarettes
traded for dollars and plastic train sets, cheap Eastern European trainers, an
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[stanbul: Markets, murders and massage a la Turk. Day 44: Turke)

- anorak, some metal ornaments — all attracting the crowds.

By the end of this hot, hard day the ministrations of a proper Turkish
bath, 2 hammam, are irresistible.

The Cagaloglu Hammam, a splendid emporium of cleanliness, is this
vear celebrating 300 vears in business, during which time it has cleaned,
amongst others, King Edward VII, Kaiser Wilhelm, Florence Nightingale
and Tony Curus. I can choose from a ‘self-service bath’, — the cheapest
option, a ‘scrubbed assisted bath’, a ‘Massage a la Turk — you’ll feel years
vounger after this vigorous revitalizing treatment’ or the ‘Sultan Service’,
which promises, mddesdy, that ‘vou will feel reborn’. At 120,000 Turkish lira,
about £17, rebirth seems a snip and after signing up, ’'m given a red and white
check towel and shown to a small changing cubicle. Through the glass I can
see a group of masseurs with long droopy moustaches, hairy chests, bulbous
stomachs and an occasional tattoo. At that moment a Turkish father and son
emerge from a cubicle and the little boy, who looks to be only eight or nine,
is ushered toward the steam room by one of these desperadoes with a
reassuring gentleness and good humour.

The steam room, the hararet, is set to one side of an enormous central
chamber with walls and floor of silver-grey marble, and a dome supported
by elegant columns and arches. Whilst I work up a good dripping sweat from
the underfloor heating I get talking to a fellow bather, an Italian. He has
driven to Istanbul from Bologna, and had come quite unscathed through
Yugoslavia, where there is a state of civil war, but had found newly-liberated
Romania a dark and dangerous place. Gasoline was almost unavailable. He
' bought a can which he found later to be water. I asked him if there was any
| more news from the USSR. He said he had heard that Leningrad had been
sealed off and tanks had moved into the Kremlin.

Then it’s my turn on the broad inlaid marble massage slab called the
Gobek Tasi. I'm rubbed, stretched and at one point mounted and pulled up
by my arms before being taken off and soaped all over by a masseur who
keeps saying ‘Good?’, in a tone which brooks no disagreement. He dons a
sinister black glove the size of a baseball mitt. (The brochure describes it as
‘a handknitted Oriental washing cloth’, but it feels like a Brillo pad.) Never
have I been so thoroughly scoured. The dirt and skin roll oft me like the
deposits from a school rubber. How can [ have been so filthy and not known
about it?

There is a small bar giving on to an open courtyard at the back of the
Hammam. Sitting here with a glass of raki and a bowl of grapes luxuriating

in the afterglow of the bath at the end of a long day, I feel as content as |
ever could.

The last news of the day is that the port of Tallinn which we entered
three weeks ago has been closed by a blockade.
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DAY 45 - ISTANBUL TO SELCUK
]?OLE Up at 6 a.m. to get down to Sirkeci station to buy a rail ticket

0 for Izmir. Fraser is becoming more Cassandra-like each day.
POLE This morning he’s heard news that a British businessman has
been killed in Istanbul and British travellers are advised to
= be on their guard. Unfortunately no one’s told us what to
be on our guard against.

On the concourse of this station at the very end of Europe, where the
Orient Express used to terminate, there is a large half-relief of the head of
Kemal Ataturk, founder of modern Turkey. His presence is as ubiquitous as
Lenin’s was in the Soviet Union but, unlike Lenin, he is still widely revered
and respected, 50 years after his death. Even the cheerfully cynical Sevim,
whilst telling us that he died of cirrhosis of the liver and had a prodigious
sexual appetite, declares ‘this was a great man’.

We leave Istanbul at 9 o’clock on the ferry MV Bandirma which takes
four and a half hours to cross to the town of Bandirma on the north coast
of what my school atlas used to refer to as Asia Minor. She is carrying nearly
a thousand passengers - a mixture of Turkish students, businessmen
clutching laptops, veiled Muslim women and foreign backpackers. The bars
and cafés are already open and salesmen with drinks and sandwiches are
working their way through the crowds.

Sevim looks scomfully round at some of the passengers. Turks are
nomads, she feels the need to remind us, they’ve never settled anywhere, they
use things, destroy them and throw them away. Fall into conversation with
a Turkish actor, heading south to play a series of one night productions. He
misses the 60s when there was a wealth of good writers. [ ask him if there
is a National Theatre in Turkey. ‘Oh yves, they do the classics,” he smiles wryly,
‘in a very classical way.” I wish him well and he gives me his newspaper which
is full of the news of Gorbachev’s fall. He is evidently under arrest in the
Crimea, but information, like everything else in the Soviet Union, is in short
supply.

At half-past one we land on the continent of Asia, and fighting past the
sunglass salesmen, the pretzel pushers and the shoe-shiners — ‘white shoes,
very bad sir,” they cry, pointing at my trainers — we find the station and board
the four-coach, diesel-hauled Marmora Express for Izmir and the south.

The train passes through brown, dry fields and open treeless country.
At a military air base jets are taking off at regular intervals, an ominous sight
remembering the news this morning and Turkey’s border with the USSR,

In one of the fields a group of white-veiled women are tossing turnips,
or possibly watermelons into a tall trailer. Behind them rises the first
substantial patch of high ground since we left Hammerfest 28 days ago. As




Days 45 and 46: Turke

we near Balikesir the flat plain disappears altogether and we are winding our
way through tall, wooded limestone hills that give way eventually to rocky
gorges.

By nightfall we are in the land of legend and ancient history. Troy is
nearby, Smyrna (now Izmir) sprawls by the sea and it’s quite latg by the time
we pull into Selcuk, a couple of miles from the ancient city of Ephesus, where
legend has it that the Virgin Mary died at the age of 64.

At the guest house I have a small white-washed room with a plain pine
table and a kilim that provides the only touch of colour. Outside my window
at midnight the sound of street-talk merges with the incessant swish and slap
of sandals on the roadway.

DAY 46 - SELCUK TO EPHESUS AND MARMARIS

At the entrance to the ruins of Ephesus by 9 o’clock, to
avoid the crowds. There is a gauntlet of stalls to be run
before reaching the gates. Alongside the usual stacks of
guide-books, fezzes, sun hats, pipes and dresses is a small
army of little figures with enormous phalluses. They are

reproductions of images which date from the earliest, pre-Christian history
of Ephesus when it was the centre of the fertility cult of the goddess Cybele.
They’re now available as car key-rings. Basil buys a few as Christmas gifts.
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I’'m not a great one for ruins. Generally it requires an enormous outlay
of imagination and patience for relatively scant reward, but the site at
Ephesus is so rich that I can walk on 2000-vear-old flagstones with
recognizable buildings on either side — fountains, libraries and temples
donated by the rich of Ephesus to extend their influence and generally
impress people. The decorated columns and friezes are often still standing,
whilst others lie broken and scattered on the ground. I stumble over history,
down the hill; past the remains of a pre-Christian brothel and public latrine
to the graceful fagade of the Library of Celsus, built around AD 135 to house
12,000 scrolls — all destroyed when the Goths sacked the city in 262.

The latest invasion of Ephesus is well underway by mid-morning, as
the crowds flock to the largest classical ruin in existence after Pompeii,
reducing it to vet another sight, robbing it of magic and atmosphere. The sun,
reflected off the stones, burns from above and below and I’'m glad when our
filming’s over and we can move on down to Marmaris and the sea.

This is the first unequivocally hot day of our journey. The bus passes
through dryv and buzzing hillsides covered with scattered bushes, low pine
trees, and the occasional cypress-ringed gravevard. A heat haze rises from
roadsides where peppers are laid out to dry in the blistering sun.

My thermometer registers 94 degrees at Cine where we eat an excellent
lunch at an otherwise empty roadhouse. Above our heads a dim TV picture
shows army vehicles and flashing lights in Moscow. The waiter looks up and
shakes his head. It’s serious. People have been crushed to death by tanks.
But this heat wraps everything in a blanket beneath which time and the
outside world cease to exist.

Then, 60 miles further on, an extraordinary moment. We have stopped
in the pine forest above Marmaris to film my bus descending into town. A
car with a couple of drowsy picnickers is parked, doors wide open, in the
shade of a tree. A Turkish voice chunters on from its radio. Sevim stops
suddenly and listens, with a frown of concentration which gradually relaxes
into a look of disbelief. She talks to us as she listens:

‘The news from Moscow is that the coup is over . . . some generals are
dead . . . She listens again, ‘Gorbachev is coming back to Moscow’.

On this languid, lazy afternoon in southern Turkey, it seems unbeliev-
able. History shouldn’t happen as fast as this.

A few minutes later we have reached the shores of the Aegean, though
the town of Marmaris is almost separated from the open sea by two tall
headlands curving like crab claws to enclose a handsome blue-green bay.
They call this the Turquoise Coast. The view from the harbour is wonderful,
but the harbour itself is fringed by restaurants with tourist menus and
expensive yvachts, the fattest of which sports the red ensign and is rumoured
to have Princess Margaret aboard.
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DAY 47 - MARMARIS TO RHODES

EOLE When we leave our hotel some guests are already stak:jng out
{0~ sunbeds, and frankly, I wish I could join them. Our journey
POILLE across the Mediterranean now looks a lot of effort. There

N ~ is no direct maritime connection between Turkey and Egypt,
éﬁﬁ&'_ﬁ but if we can reach Limassol in Cyprus there is a connection
from there to Port Said. However, the Greek Cypriots, still bitter about the
Turkish invasion of Cyprus in 1974, will not allow Turkish-registered vessels
into their ports. Our only chance is to travel to Greece first and hope to pick
up a boat to Limassol from there. This will add to our schedule and our
workload which, with the whole of Africa stll to go, is the last thing we need.

We join the queue for tickets on the ferry to Rhodes, the nearest of the
Greek islands, 50 miles to the south. The fact that we are carrying equipment
and luggage for a world trip does not make things easier. These small boats
are hard pushed to squeeze 200 people aboard. But persuasive and persistent
work by Clem and Angela secure us the places, and we join the backpackers
and the Italian bikers. My last memory of Marmaris is a quayside shop sign
advertising the services of ‘Doctor Satan, Gynaecologist’.

The crossing to Rhodes starts idyllically as we push through the narrow
gap of the bay and run out alongside the Bozburun peninsula in what is
inarguably a turquoise sea. But a stiff westerly wind lurks round the end of
the peninsula and whacks us hard on the starboard side. The Italians rush
to the stern to lash down their BMW's, and it only takes one substantial wave
across the upper deck to cause an exodus of distressed sunbathers clutching
soggv paperbacks.

Around lunchtime we land below the well-preserved mediaeval
fortifications of Rhodes town. The Knights of St John built them when they
took over the island in 1309. The Turks then ruled for nearly 400 years until
they were evicted by the Italians in 1912. Rhodes has only been a part of
Greece since 1945. Book into a tiny, characterful guest-house called the Cava
d’Oro built into the city walls and bearing the date 1281. Accommodation
is simple and cramped and seems to attract backpackers with huge loads who
get wedged in the doorway.

A fellow Yorkshireman — the astrologer Patric Walker — has invited us for
tea at his house in Lindos, some 15 miles away. Lindos is a compact little
town with the neat, clean, sharp lines of its white-washed buildings gleaming
in the sunlight, which, this afternoon, is hot and hard and destrucuve. The
thistles by the road side are bleached yellow, and the wild flowers which
apparently enjoy only two and a half weeks glory have long since shrivelled.
In the pebble-floored courtyard of an attractive corner house beside orange



Days 47 and 48: Rhodes

and lemon and tangerine trees, Patric Walker serves us a grand English tea
(he’s even had a cake decorated with a map of our journey) and warns us
about Mercury being in retrograde. ‘It’s when the planet Mercury appears to
be travelling backwards in the heavens — it isn’t, but it appears to be . . . and
it’s a time when all forms of communication and travel plans tend to be
disrupted’. Apparently it happens about three times a year, and it doesn’t
surprise me that it’s in retrograde at the moment, and will be for the next
week. As the last days of any period ‘tend to be the trickiest’, we should expect
mounting problems between here and Egypt. He consults his book of
planetary movements and offers us the cheerful news that it will happen again
at the end of November — when we hope to be setting off from South Africa
for the South Pole.

I don’t think Patric likes to be the harbinger of bad news and seeing
our glum faces he seeks to reassure us. Astrology, as he says, 1s an art not
a science.

‘... Everybody expects the astrologer to be infallible — you’re not, you
know. I can be as wrong as anybody else, particularly about . . . you know,
my own life.’

His own life looks very nice to me. Especially over the top of the glass
of champagne he offers us, looking out to sea beyond the rooftops of houses
built by the Crusaders, as the sun begins to set. For the second time today
1 feel the insidious pull of the sedentary life.

DAY 48 - RHODES
I?O 1D Wake at 2 a.m. from a recurring dream of tanks in Moscow
i 14

—— toa far worse cacophony from the road outside. Motorbikes
skidding round corners, music and loud arguments. I should
have realized, the day is for TV crews and the night is for
2 the locals. Shut my balcony doors and wake an hour later
pouring sweat. Open the doors and lie there rigid with sleeplessness as dogs
take over the streets. Try to prop the doors half-open and nearly break the
window but at least fall asleep from the effort. Not for long. An agonizingly
slow street-cleaning truck finally lumbers by at half-past six. Half an hour
later Clem and the crew are ready to go.

‘Why so early?’

‘Best ume. Before the streets get busy.’

Vangelis Pavlides, a political cartoonist and local historian has agreed
to be my host to Rhodes. He appears on his vintage BMW motorbike and
we grab some fresh bread from a local bakery before taking a walk round
the Old Town. Vangelis is a good companion. He loves the city, though not
uncritically. In his opinion it had a better sewage system 400 years before
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Day 48: Rhodes The Island of Rhodes: Yorkshire hospitality in Lindos,
street walking with 1angelis in Rhodes Town, a
stroll in the Street of the Knights.

Christ than it does now. It also had a population of 300,000, now shrunk
to 80,000.

One of the most handsome thoroughfares in Rhodes is the Street of
The Khnights. It’s said to be the oldest street in Greece, following a line
originally laid out in the fifth century Bc. A collection of fine medieval stone
fagades rises up the hill, testimony to the great wealth accrued by the
mysterious order of The Knights of St John, despite being sworn to poverty
and chastity. The story, which Vangelis relishes, is that they infiltrated the
island disguised as sheep. Though there were never more than 400 knights
(if they wanted soldiers they employed mercenaries) they held the island until
1522. The Order, which took refuge in Malta, remains in existence to this
day. It has close links with the Vatican and still owns properties on the oldest
street in Greece.

Back in his apartment, paved with slate slabs from Northern Greece,
Vangelis kicks off his shoes and shows me some of the drawings for his
history of medieval Rhodes. There is a lot of humour in the work — one
Knight encased in heavy armour is relieving himself through a large
household tap. The apartment has many other delights, including a very old
box camera which Vangelis inherited from his uncle’s father, who used to
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say the LLord’s Prayer to determine the length of the exposure. For lunch we
eat pizza on his balcony which looks out towards a beach solid with
holidaymakers. A thousand pink bodies propel a thousand red pedaloes
slowly across the bay. Vangelis says many of his old neighbourhood friends
have been driven away by the remorselessly increasing crowds of visitors,
and he himself is away to Crete tomorrow for two weeks peace on a
sailing boat.

We are off even sooner. I just have time to ring my daughter and hear
her GCSE results (I think this may be the real reason I didn’t sleep last night).
They’re good and I'd like to celebrate, but we only have time to get down
to the dockside and check ourselves on board the Siver Palona — a cruise liner
bound for Limassol. Her final destination is Haifa, and the majority of the
passengers are lIsraeli families returning from holidays on the Greek
mainland. The security implications are explained to us at some length, and
we are told to take all precautions and report any unauthorized objects. Most
of our gear has been stowed securely below, which produces a gem from Basil
at dinner. When asked by Clem if he has one of his sauces to enliven a dull
carrot soup he says loudly and with some exasperation, ‘Oh no! The Bomb’s
in the hold’. (Readers who’ve just come in, see Novgorod.)
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DAY 49 - RHODES TO LIMASSOL

].?OLE Everything about the Silver Paloma is depressing. Breakfast 1s
“l0~=—— the first meal I’'ve turned down on the whole journey. The
POILLE smellof stale cigarette smoke hangs around the passageways

! ~ and clings to the walls. The decks are empty but the slot
é@ machines are busy. Families bicker and argue. There seems
litde joy in 1t all.

Arrival at Limassol 1s protracted. We sit in one of the ship’s reception
areas which is fitted out in a barren blend of vinyl, chrome and plastic and
wait over an hour for the disembarking queue to clear. This is followed by
another half-hour’s wait on the quayside in airless, muggy heat until we are
allowed to begin unloading our equipment.

Times such as these are the low points of the journey. None of us is
much refreshed after a night on the boat, and after 32 days of filming in the
last five weeks and four natonal frontiers crossed in the last seven days alone
all of us are expending energy much faster than we can replace it.

We drive west from Limassol beside plantations where oranges,
lemons, avocadoes and kiwi fruit are grown in long orderly lines, protected
by avenues of eucalyptus and fir, then out onto higher ground where there
is no shelter and the grapes on the vines are burnt brown by the sun. A fine
Corinthian arch standing torlornly among thorn bushes, an amphitheatre
which is still used for plays, and the remains of the Roman city of Curium
lie next door to the 99 square miles of the British Sovereign Area with its
bobbies and post-boxes. (They were allowed only 99 square miles because
100 would have constituted an occupation.) For five miles, the road from
Limassol to the west is effectively part of Britain and 1 suppose we could
call this the eighth country we’ve passed through.

We are heading for a village near Paphos where Ariadne Kyriacu is
today marrving Polvcarpus Polycarpu. We have been invited to join the
guests, which is not quite the honour it sounds, as there are likely to be over
3000 of them. A Cypriot wedding involves not only relatives but also the local
community. It is not uncommon for a couple to advertise for guests in the
newspaper. It’s all seen as good for business.

The wedding is quite an affair, especially if it is, like the one today,
traditional. About 3 o’clock the show gets on the road with a public shaving
of the groom. Polycarpus is a modern Cypriot, a student in Germany, who
looks very different from his beaming, ruddy-cheeked father who is the
current head man of the village. He sits in the half-finished shell of the house
that 1s being built for him and his wife, and with a brave smile submits to
the attentions of an elderly barber, who has a disconcerting habit of swatting
tlies away with his cut-throat razor.



After what is certainly the longest shave I've ever witnessed we all walk
through the village to the church. I fall into conversation with the best man’s
wife, who turns out to be from Kent. She married her Cypriot husband after
a holiday romance. They had a thousand guests, °. . . but then I didn’t want
a big wedding,’ she explains.

At the church Polycarpus’ bride arrives, dramatically attred in white
with her pitch-black hair swept up through a band of flowers and spilling
out in a mass of carefully disordered curls. She looks wondrous, like some
Edwardian actress, tall, very slim, with a strong face and a long, straight
nose. Then three priests, in no particular hurry, begin a long recitation of the
liturgy. A professional video recording is being made and the director, a
man in a yellow jacket which clashes with everything, rushes about amongst
the priests moving sacred objects and generally getting in everyone’s way.
The church is far too small for all the guests and people come and go as
they please. Only the old widows — the ‘blackbirds’ as they call them — follow
the service intently, their lips moving in time with the priests’ words.
Polycarpus and Ariadne remain standing heroically throughout this curious
mixture of the spiritual and the secular until the moment comes for them
to be linked with white ribbon, take communion and then process in a circle
around a Bible.

But their work has hardly begun. At the wedding feast, held in the huge
courtyard of what was once a monastery, they sit for three hours receiving
guests. I am told that it is the custom on being received to slip the happy
couple a small financial gift, and by the time I get there Polycarpus’ pockets
are stuffed with notes, of which he is occasionally relieved by one of the
family.

We sit at long tables and tuck into lamb kleftiko, moussaka and To Rezi,
a thick but tasty oatmeal mix which takes two days to cook, and almost as
long to eat. There is music and dancing, including one dance in which the
marital bed is blessed, and four men in suits have to perform a particularly
tricky soft-shoe shuffle whilst holding a mattress on their shoulders. There
is still no respite for Polycarpus and Ariadne. They are dragged up on stage
to cut the cake, which all goes well until the best man opens the champagne
over-zealously and a stream of foam deluges the bridal pair. As champagne
drips down his forehead I see Polycarpus’ smile wither for a split-second
before he’s back to being man of the moment and leading the hastily
mopped-up Ariadne into a slow rather inelegant dance which could be called
the Lumbago. The reason it is so slow is that during the dance relatives and
friends come up and pin money to the couple. Polycarpus is no Fred Astaire
at the best of times and having to trip the light fantastic festooned with
currency doesn’t help. By midnight they must both be carrving close on a
thousand pounds each, and I now understand those who say that these
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Days 49 and 50: Cyprus The Polycarpu wedding: The Groom, the Bridesmaid,
the Best Man and a ‘Blackbird'.
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weddings, besides being good for public relations, can be run at a
considerable profit. Not that that can be much consolation for Polycarpus,
who is now quite seriously wilting, and the night stll young. But his wife is
beautiful and 3000 guests are having a great time and there’s a near full moon
in the cloudless sky.

DAY 30 - LIMASSOL AND AKROTIRI

]?OI E Seeing families around the swimming-pool of our hotel
LS 2 b

reminds me of the summer holidays our family have enjoved
and the one I'm missing at the moment. Basil, detecting a
sniff of homesickness, cheers me up with an account of a
local festival he dropped in to see last night at which he
1essed the crowning of Miss Grape 1992. Her prize was 15 pounds worth

ot chicken and a large fish.






Day 50: Cyprus

There is a copy of the Sunday Times in the hotel — the first up-to-date
English newspaper I've seen for two months. Gorbachev is to disband the
Communist Party. The Ukraine and Estonia have declared independence. 1
have to read it again to believe it. Only 10 days ago we were in the Ukraine,
which even optimists thought would not see independence for 30 or 40 vears,
and in a Soviet Union whose existence was inseparable from communism.
Only five dayvs ago the country was led by a group of hard-line generals. The
USSR has blown up in spectacular fashion.

We are to spend this afternoon with the British forces at the RAF base
in Akrotiri. Here very little has changed, or that’s how it seems. There is a
water shortage, which means that pitches have to be watered with ‘treated
effluent’ 1.e. sewage, but there is still polo and cricket and cream teas and brass
bands.

In reality things have changed quite a bit. The garrison at Akrotiri has
been reduced to 1500 from a peak of 5000. There is concern that the Turks
and the Greek Cypriots may patch up their quarrel and the three bases the
British still have on the island could be the first casualties of rapprochement.

Our papers checked, we are escorted onto the base past a weather
bulletin board on which is scribbled the chalk message ‘Cyprus will have a
public holiday on the first day of rain’. A cricket match is in progress between
a Youth XI and a Veterans XI, though how they can play in this heat, and
on grass watered with recvcled sewage, is bevond me. There is no alleviating
breeze here, just air so thick with humidity it practically bubbles. But being
British means not letting that sort of thing worry vou and during the interval
the teams are tucking into cream buns and cups of hot tea as though it were
aspring day in Hove. I ask one of the Veterans if he felt he’d lost much weight
out there.

*Oh, about seven bottles of Carlsberg.’

The rtalk is mostly of sport rather than fighting, though the base had
been on full alert during the Gulf War five months previously, when an extra
400 medical staff were drafted in to deal with expected casualties. The men
I speak to regard Cyprus as a good ‘tour’ but some of the women are less
keen. Because many of the civilian jobs on the base are open to local Cypriots,
the forces wives find it very hard to get work, and life, after the iniual euphoria
over the sun, sea and sand, can become very routine. As one of them said
with feeling:

‘All vou can do here is have babies.’

The band of the third battalion the Queen’s Regiment brings ‘Sussex
by the Sea’ to a stirring climax, the teams come out onto the pitch again, and
I’'m hoisted aloft in a Wessex helicopter to have a snifter with the commander
of the British forces in Cyprus, Air Vice-Marshal Sandy Hunter and his wife
Wilma. They live in a long, comfortable house on top of a fortified ridge,



complete with their own helicopter pad. Our drinks are served by a Sudanese
buder called Ahmed, a2 man of great presence and gravity who has worked
for the Briush for 35 vears. He has family north of Khartoum, near railway
station Number 6’. Hearing thar it is on our route he urges me to visit their
nverside village.

“We got island sir and we got home sir. Island very nice, we give vou
one very good day sir.’

We dnve away trom Sandy and Wilma’s house along a nidge trom which
we have a fine view of the most beautful sunset. On one side a long. wide,
pale cimson sky stretches across hazy hills, whilst on the other a full moon
is rising.

At midnight I walk along the beach by the hotel. A mile or two turther
on is Aphrodite’s Rock. Legend has it that if vou swim three tmes round
it on the night ot a full moon vou'll live for ever. Well, to paraphrase the chief
electrical officer on the Junosz, "Who wants to live for ever anvway™.

I turn and head back to the hotel.

DAY 51 - LIMASSOL TO PORT SAID

]?OI E Today we embark on the last stage of our zig-zag progress
o————

across the Mediterranean, aboard the Princesa Marissa, a

POILLE Cyprus-registered, 9500-ton vessel built in Finland in 1966,
e which now operates a two-day ‘fun-filled” cruise from “the
é&@ =2 Island of Aphrodite’ to the "Land of the Pharaohs’. As the

fun-filled cruise costs a mere £ 100 all-in it's well subscribed, mainly by the

British, who make up around 600 of the 750 passengers on board.




on
The Ledr Lounge

The party begins on embarkation as we are given a brochure with a
programme of events . . . ‘Enjoy the sailawayv music of the Duo Zorba on
Deck 77 . . . ‘Relax to the sounds of Rainbow in the Ledra Lounge’.

The constant pounding of disco music above and below decks is broken
only by loudspeaker announcements which all seem to feature the phrase
‘Deck Sexy’. It turns out to be the Greek for Deck 6. A voluble Filipino
steward shows me to my spacious cabin, complete with bath. ‘Anything vou
want, vou ask for Johnny’, he keeps repeating. I never see him again.

The journey due south to Port Said is a distance of 203 nautical miles,
and will take fifteen and a half hours. Somewhere at sea we shall cross the
30 degree meridian, curling round to come in at Port Said at 31.17 East. Kill
some of this ume at the Gala Show, which features the impressively hard
working Melody Dancers, a group of showgirls who, backed by a Polish band,
climax their act with a Can-Can of extraordinary athleticism and energy.



Day 52: Cyprus to Egypt

DAY 52 - PORT SAID

].?OLE My alarm sounds at 4.30. By 5 o’clock I'm packed, shaved,
0= showered and oft to the bridge for a first sight of Africa. My
POI_E watchstrap breaks and I pray it isn’t going to be that sort of

. ~ day. The moon is still the only light in the sky, but way ahead
% on our starboard side is a tall flashing beacon and a long row
ot orange and white lights which must be Port Said. Below us a line of red
and green flashing marker buoys indicates the mouth of the Suez Canal. As
we pass another cruise ship — the Romantica, also from Limassol — one of her
tugs breaks away and comes to manoeuvre us into position a little way out
tfrom the palm-fringed waterfront.

The first light of dav breaks in the sky behind us. It’s as if a veil has
been lifted from the city and the dark, unfamiliar outlines resolve into
handsome old colonial houses, with tall louvred doorways opening onto
wrought-iron balconies, an elegant, arcaded Canal House, with its mosaic-
covered dome and a fine lighthouse of vellow brick.

Port Said is not a major port of entry for passenger ships, most of which
use Alexandria. This may partly explain why Louis Lines, who operate the
Princesa Marissa, can keep their costs down, and why there appears to be no
means of gettung from the boat to the shore.

Then, slowly, a brown and rusty pontoon is uncoiled from the
waterfront bv men in boats all shouting at each other. When at last this steel
snake reaches the ship, a crowd of salesmen rush along it and stand at the
doors, making it almost impossible for anyone to disembark without tripping
over a brass tray, a bubble pipe, a copper gong or a pile of cut-price Lacoste
T-shirts.

Once the Cairo-bound dav-trippers have left, we go with some relief
for breakfast, but there isn’t any. Even worse is to come. As the porters
unload our gear the camera tripod rolls unnoticed into the Mediterranean.
Could this be Mercury in retrograde? Should we have made other plans? I
think it’s just Egvpt, where confusion seems an essential part ot everyday life.
There is no feeling here that life is a series of problems to be solved, rather
that there is a human state, which is chaos, and that peace, calm and order
is a heavenly state to which, Inshallah, we wretched mortals may one day
aspire. Meanwhile six men are staring into the murky depths of the
Mediterranean as if some Egyptian Lady of the Lake might suddenly hoist
the tripod aloft, whilst six others are improvizing something with a fish-hook
on the end of a piece of string.

Romany Helmy, our good friend who looked after us on -lround the
World in 80 Days, suggests that we should go to customs and get the
formalities over with, whilst he supervises the raising of the trpod.

115




Days 52 and 53: Egypt

116

The tripod is retrieved half an hour later by a diver whom Romany got
out of bed, but it is another seven hours before Nigel, Fraser, Patti and Basil
are cleared to leave customs. Every single item on their lists is checked and
double-checked, and in some cases triple-checked, during which time they
are not allowed beyond the gates of the port. There are several problems.
The customs officials have never had to deal with a foreign film crew before.
Port Said is a duty-tree zone, and they cannot believe that we are not here
to take advantage of this. But what seems to throw them completely, what
thev simply cannot comprehend, is that we are leaving the country, by land,
through the Sudan. It appears to be quite beyond belief that anyone would
want to do such a thing.

Those of us not directly responsible for the equipment can only wait,
guildly, at the Helnan Port Said Hotel, which is run, ironically, by a
Scandinavian company.

In its grounds and along the Mediterranean shoreline Egyptian
holidaymakers are engaged in frantic physical activity — running, judo, soccer,
tennis and what appear to be aerobic classes. The screams of children playing
in the pool mingles oddly with the wailing chant of the call to prayer.

The day’s filming is wrecked by the long wait in customs and for the
crew the last straw is that all the restaurants in Port Said are dry, the work
of a zealously Islamic mavor.

There are also mixed opinions over what it is safe to eat. Should we
eat the salad, which looks appetizing but which my medical bible — Richard
Dawood’s Hon' to Stay Flealthy Abroad — does not recommend in Africa? Or
the cravfish from the Med? In the end I eat both, because I'm terribly
hungry.

DAY 53 - PORT SAID TO CAIRO

].?OLE Refreshed _aftcr cight a'nd a half _hours sleep, and t@npted by
0 the cool of early morning, I go for a run with Patti along the
POLE beach. Fishermen are examining their catch which they have
hauled up in long nets. A man with a child calls out to me
as I pass. My Western reflex savs beware, butit turns out that
he only wants to ask where I am from and to wish me welcome.

Port Said doesn’t figure on Western tour itineraries, and, happily, the
seafront remains typically Egvptian, complete with a ladies’ beach where
Arab women bathe fully clothed. Bathe is perhaps too strong a description
for what consists essentially of wading into the waves and standing there.

The customs nightmare of vesterday may well be repeated for we have
to go through another check today when we leave the free port and enter
the rest of Egypt, so we decide not to delay our departure for Cairo. We drive




down Palestine Street, where we came ashore yesterday and through squares
with duty-free shops at ground level and rows of washing and occasional
mattresses hung out to dry above. At cafés men, never women [ notice, play
backgammon, and every now and then there is a reminder of the proximity
of the Suez Canal, with a dramatic glimpse of a 50,000-ton tanker gliding
across the end of a side street.

At the outskirts of the city there is a cheerful sign above the road: ‘Have
Nice Trip’. It is here that our troubles begin.

We are turned back at the customs barrier and sent along a dusty
carriageway to an address in the suburbs of Port Said. This turns out to be
another customs area, for buses only. As soon as our minibus pulls up outside
salesmen cluster round brandishing chocolate, sunglasses, coffee cups, razor
blades, make-up, watches and even plastic rattles. We sit and wait. The
temperature is climbing up towards 100 Fahrenheit. Eventually we are let
through into a courtyard and after some deliberation asked to unload all our
equipment for examination. Romany is doing his best to prevail upon the
officer in charge telling him we have been through all this for seven hours
vesterday and he has the paperwork to prove it. After an hour we are allowed
to repack our bus and leave. As the imperious senior officer barks orders at
the soldiers lounging by the gate, I notice his righthand is playing with a string
of beads. We pull out into the road. A man supporting himself on a crutch
toils by. He has a child on his back.

Egvpt offers no gradual assimilaton into Africa, no comfortable
cultural transition. The strangeness of everything begins at the coast and
doesn’t let up.

For a while we avoid the busy Ismailia highway, and take a side road that
runs alongside the Canal. 1t’s quiet and restful down here. There is a station
through which no train seems to pass, and a narrow side canal called the
Sweetwater where kingtishers swoop, butterflies flicker in the reeds and there
is not much noise until the wind sets the bullrushes hissing and whispering.
Even when the northbound convoy comes up the Canal these massive
vessels, hundreds ot thousands of tons in combined weight, pass by almost
soundlessly.

As the day fades we drive south, passing through canalside villages, past
small children guiding donkeys at tearaway speeds, makeshift ferries caked
in Nile mud plying the waterways, orange sellers at the side of the road. At
Ismailia we turn west to run for 75 miles across the Eastern Desert to Cairo.
Having extricated ourselves from Port Said morale is improved, and there
is a further bonus in the shape of a breathtaking desert sunset. After the sun
sets a rich peach afterglow remains which as it dies seems to intensify to a
raw golden red, like the embers of a dying fire.

Day 53: Egypt







Into Africa: Port Said welcomes British tourists,
the tripod — lost and fonnd.

Day 53: Egypt




Day 55: Egipt

Cairo seems more enormous and manic than I ever remember it. It’s
9.30 in the evening but every road and side street teems with traffic, often
blocked solid. The Egvptian theory of driving is simple — evervone else on
the road is in your way. There is nothing else to do but call on whichever
God vou feel closest to and hold on ught.

DAY 55 - CAIRO TO LUXOR

OLE Cairo, hard up against 31 degrees East, is the only point at
]% which our Pole to Pole course coincides with my 80 Days

POLE route. This nme we stay only long enough for a day and a
half of rest and recuperation. Not that anywhere bevond the

= confines of my hotel room can be described as restful, but
if you can endure the demanding pace Cairo is a city of all sorts of hidden
delights. Before we leave for the station I take a walk out onto the Nile Bridge
and a long look at the river with which our destinies are to be linked for days
and weeks ahead.

Late afternoon, stuck in traffic on the way to Rameses Station. At busy
intersections, evervone drives through red lights unal they have to stop,
which is usually when the light turns green. Nobody can then move unil it
becomes red again.

At the station, all the destination boards are in Arabic, and [ have to
ask a porter the platform for Luxor.

‘Nine . . ., he assures me with confidence.

No, no!” another man shakes his head with equal confidence, ‘eight.’

I appeal to a sensible-looking man with glasses, ‘Is it eight or nine for

Luxor?’ i
‘Luxor? . .. Eleven.
By now it’s beginning to sound like a bingo session, as passers-by l
helpfully shout numbers in my general direction. Fortunately a passageway I

1s marked 8, 9, 10, 11, so I take that and am met at the other end by
an extremely helpful and courteous railway official: *Yes . . . it is Number
Eight, sir.’

The train for Luxor leaves at half-past seven, from Platform Ten.

The sleeping cars on the train are run by the Wagons-Lit company and
are modern and well-equipped, with air-conditioning, carpets, towels, coat
hangers and Venetian blinds. I'm served an airline meal on a tray and whilst
Joseph, the coach steward, makes up my bed, I wander down to the bar. |
had heard how badly the Gulf War had affected tourism in Egypt, and the
sight of the barman, quite alone, seems to suggest things have not recovered.
Andy and Bridget, an English couple on honeymoon, are the only others who
come in. Theyv couldn’t take any more of Cairo. Apart from finding ‘a
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cockroach as big as a cat’ on her bed, Bridget professed herself disillusioned
with the way friendship never seemed innocent, ‘It always led to a shop’.
After a drink together I wish them bon royage and they ask me if I'm going
anywhere bevond Luxor.
I nod and try to reply as nonchalantly as possible, “The South Pole’.
Not for the first time do I notice what a conversation killer this is.

DAY 56 - LUXOR

My sleeping-car berth is comfortable but the ride is
ferocious. For the last two hours to Luxor the train seems
possessed by devils, and Joseph has no need to knock so
hard at my door. ’'m awake and hanging on for dear life.

‘It’s 4.45 . > he announces, and he lays a tray of
umdenuﬁable cling-wrapped thmgs bemde me, ‘. . . nice breakfast sir.’

At 5.35 in the morning the train pulls into Luxor, known by the Greeks
as Thebes, 420 miles south of Cairo, in Upper Egypt. I cannot conceal my
excitement at being here for the first time in my life. Basil, never even in
Africa before, is finding the whole journey beyond description: “This is a great
picnic . . ., he raves, ‘. . . This is the Mother of Picnics.’

Luxor Station is tastefully monumental in decoration, with tall columns,
gilded details on the doors, eagle heads and a hieroglyphic design somehow
incorporating power stations, railways and ancient history.

Opposite this grand fagade there is a bicycle leaning against a wall and
lying in the dust between the bike and the wall is it’s owner, who hasn’t had
to get up as early as we have. Figures materialize from the pre-dawn gloom
to offer us taxi rides. You will never stand on vour own for long in Egypt.

We shall be joining a Nile cruise for the next leg of our journey, and
as we drive along the river to find our boat — the /sis — I can see serried ranks
of chunky four-storeved vessels, maybe 100 in all, lined up along the
riverbank, awaiting the day the tourists come back.

My guide to Luxor is a tall, straight matchstick-thin aristocrat of the
business whose name is Tadorus but who asks me to call him Peter . .. “It’s
easier’. | would rather call him Tadorus, but he doesn’t look the sort vou argue
with. He wears a white djellabah and cap and carries with him a Chaplinesque
walking stick which he often rests across his shoulders. An enormous pair
of Esprit sunglasses almost obscures his striking but emaciated face, and
when he removes them they reveal a pair of moist, sad eves. He is 83 years
old, and as a boy of 14 was present when the archaeologist Howard Carter
first pushed open the door of Tutankhamun’s tomb.

Peter takes me across on the Nile ferry to a cluster of mud buildings
on the West Bank opposite the city. We are driven past fields of sugar cane
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Day 56: Egipt Luxor: Ferry to the Valley of the Kings, felucca at sunset.
Kamak: History at the Hypostyle Hall — Tadorus 83 years;
Palin 48 years; the column 3500 years.

and alongside an irrigation canal financed by the Russians in 1960. The
greenery ends abruptly as we climb a winding road up into barren, rubble-
strewn desert. We pass an ostentatious modern cafeteria. “The Temple of
Coca-Cola,’ Peter announces, permitting himself a shade of a smile. Then we
are into the Valley of the Kings, which resembles a gigantic quarry, littered
with rock debris, bleached white by the sun. We leave the bus and walk up
towards the tombs in drv and scorching heat. Peter estimates the temperature
at 40 Celsius, 104 Fahrenheit. I ask him if it’s usually like this.

‘No...no..., he shakes his head dismissively, ‘last month was hot!”

This vast necropolis contains the remains of 62 Pharaohs of the New
Kingdom, established in Thebes 3000 to 3500 vears ago. It was discovered
— ‘rediscovered’, as Peter corrects me — in 1892. Only 40 of the tombs have
been found, and all, bar one, had been emptied by robbers. That’s why
Howard Carter’s discovery of Tutankhamun’s burial chamber was of such
significance. Because it had been built beneath another tomb (that of
Rameses VI) the rubble left by the robbers had helped to hide the entrance
and what Peter saw with Carter that day in 1922, was Tutankhamun’s treasure
exactly as it had been sealed in the tomb 3300 vears carlier. I asked him what
he could remember of the moment of discovery.

‘We find all the beds and the chairs and the statues . . . stacked one on
top of the other up to the ceiling.’

‘What was Howard Carter’s reaction?’

‘He became crazy . . . when he have a look to the state coffin, which
it is made of solid gold, that thick gold, not like our gold, 24 carat gold, he
became crazy, you know . . . hitting like that.” Here Peter slapped at the sides
of his face with his long bony hands in a passable imitation of a Pools winner,
‘Unbelievable, unbelievable.’

[ asked him about the curse that was supposed to have been visited on
anyone who opened the tomb.

‘No curse . . . no curse at all’

‘It was said that a mosquito flew from the tomb as it was opened.’

‘No mosquito. They say there is a mosquito came out of the tomb and
bite him and he died . . . he discovered the tomb in 1922, he’s still inside
the tomb up to 1927 .. . he died in 1939, he died a very very old man.” And
not from a mosquito bite apparently.

We walk down into the tomb of Rameses I1I. The walls are covered
in rich paintings and complex inscriptions illustrating the progress of the
Pharaoh on his journey through the underworld, filled with wicked serpents,
crocodiles and other creatures waiting to devour him. Because of the dry
desert air, they are well preserved, an extraordinary historical document.

The sun is setting behind the Valley of the Kings when we return on
the ferry. At this indescribably beautiful time of day, when the rich golden
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Day 57: Egypt

brown of the lower sky spills onto the surface of the Nile, turning it an intense
amber, and the palm trees along the bank glow for a few precious minutes
in the reflection, it is not ditficult to imagine the power and spectacle of
a funeral procession bearing the God-King’s body across this same river,
three and a half thousand vears ago, at the beginning of his last and most
important journey.

DAY 57 - LUXOR

I?)OLE An early start to catch the sugrise over the ruins of the
{0~ Temple of Karnak. The name is taken from the town of
Carnac in Brittany and 1s a reminder that it was the French
who, in 1798, rediscovered this temple under 30 feet of sand.
We have a local Egyptologist with us who has obtained
permxeemn tor us to climb up onto one of the pylons — the massive 150-foot
high towers that flank the entrance to the temple. This involves a scramble
up a narrow passageway enclosed berween the tomb of Seti II and the pylon
wall. We must have disturbed a colony of bats, for the dark tunnel is suddenly
filled with flapping creatures tryving to find a way out. My hat is knocked off
as they brush my face. At the top, the view is splendid but the sunrise isn’t
and the crew return to our boat for breakfast. I decide to stay in the temple
and enjoy some pre-tourist solitude.

The buildings and the monuments here are as impressive as any man-
made thing | have seen in the world. They were created to extol the power
and strength of the Pharaohs and the Gods whose likenesses they were, and
itis impossible to walk amongst the columns and beside the obelisks and not
feel the presence of this power. In the Hypostyvle Hall, where 134 columns
rise In a symbolic forest, 60 feet high, from bases whose circumference could
be contained within a ring of 12 people with outstretched arms, I feel a sense
of awe and wonder unlike any I've experienced before, compounded by the
awareness that similar feelings must have been experienced here over
thousands of vears.

I’'m brought back down to earth as the first wave of tourists appears,
adjusting cameras, complaining about meals the night before and arguing
over who has the air tickets. Then I catch sight of Tadorus, who 1 must
remember to call Peter, like a white wraith among the massive pillars, stick
at the back of his head. If vou need a lost sense of wonder restored then Peter
1s the man. Despite his 80-odd years spent in and around these buildings with
scholars and archaeologists, he still finds some things unexplainable. A statue
of Rameses 11, 97 feet high and made from a single piece of granite, weighs
1000 tons. Cranes nowadays can only lift 200 tons, vet this massive statue
was brought to Luxor from Aswan overland, 3000 vears ago. Peter strikes




a theatrical pose, ‘How, Tadorus, they say?’. He pauses and- his big round,
sad eyves blink slowly, "My answer, magic.’

The temple of Abu Simbel, further south, was, he tells me, aligned by
the ancient Egypuans so that the sun shone onto the face of Rameses twice
a year — once on his birthday and once on his coronauon day. When Abu
Simbel was re-sited in a 40-million-dollar operation to save it from the rising
waters of Lake Nasser, all the calculatons of the world’s experts could not
enable the sun to shine on Rameses’ face more than once a vear.

Peter shakes his head sorrowfully, “Nothing better,” he sighs, Nothing
better.”

Here 1s surely a man born 3000 years too late. I'm sad to say goodbye

to him.

It is September now and there are little things a traveller tends to forget, such
as haircuts. I repair to a barber’s shop in the back streets of Luxor. My barber
1s called Allah Gmal Idil, and he is very proud of his establishment, and of
his o sons who stand and watch the whole procedure. I fear the worst and
get the best from Allah, a good haircut, a cut-throat shave, a rub with
pomagne scent, a trim of the eyvebrows and even an assault on the nostril
hairs.

In the evening, back on the /75, I'm on deck looking out over another
Nile sunset and dreaming oft into the past when the present rudely reasserts
mself.

“You don’t know how Sheffield Wednesday went on last night?’

Pat and Gerald Flinders, two of our fellow passengers on the cruise
down to Aswan, are from the town of my birth. Gerald has been studyving
Egyprology at night school.

‘He can write Nauonal Westminster Bank in hieroglyphics,” says Pat
proudly.

‘Why would he want to do that?” Roger asks.

Pat seems surprised at the queston. ‘Because he works there.’

They join about 20 others whom we meet this evening, including a
tamily from Watford, one of whom by extraordinary coincidence works in
the council departument responsible for twinning arrangements with Novgorod.
There are three middle-aged Danish ladies on a girls-only holiday, a French
couple, two handsome Italians, two Montreal Canadians, and assorted
English and Americans. There is a resident archaeologist called Abdul — a
big man with a shaved head. We shall set sail in the early hours of tomorrow
morning for Aswan, which is a little over 120 miles upstream. It will take us
a leisurely three days.

Day 57: Egypt
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DAY 58 - LUXOR TO ASWAN

OLE I'm up on deck at 7 a.m. The light is soft and gentle, and
lz the air dry and warm. /Jsis glides along the lightly rippled

POLE surface of the Nile with solid ease. On either bank smoke

. ~ rises from huts of mud and straw. A line of people who have
@E’E just landed from a felucca — the traditonal single-masted
sailing boat of the Nile — winds up the short, steep, hard-baked mud bank
in the shade of locust and palm trees. Two boys in a rowing boat, painted
the green of Islam, moor up by a fishing net. One of the boys smacks at the
water with a long pole, whilst the other bangs a drum to attract the fish. A
buffalo grazes, donkeys wait in the tields. There are no roads or cars or
railways, there is no concrete or neon. It is a timeless scene, containing,
almost unchanged, all the elements of nature that cover the walls of tombs
and temples.

By 9 o’clock the surroundings have changed considerably. We have
reached the lock at Esna, 30 miles from Luxor, a bottleneck of quite serious
proportons which they don’t mention in the brochures. The lock was built,
by the Britush, in 1908, and it has room for only one ship at a ume. It takes
35 minutes to get each one through and, as they alternate between those
going north and south, it can mean a 70-minute wait; if you’re lucky. But the
lock also incorporates a swing road-bridge so it is closed every alternate hour.
There are four ships ahead of us, and Wahid, our cruise director, estimates
we will not be through unul late afternoon. ‘And this is not the busy time,’
he'adds gloomily, ‘from late September it will start to be the busy time . . .
during . . . let’s sav, New Year’s Eve, sometimes it reaches up to 24 ships
each side.’

He remembers once being held up for 48 hours.

So we drop anchor beside the noisy construction site of the new two-
berth lock which will not be ready until 1993. It’s easily the least beautitul
stretch of the Nile, and we have seven hours to enjoy it

As we watch one of the cruise ships negotiating the lock, like a fat
woman tryving to get through a turnstile, our Egyptian pilot — Mohammed
All Abu el Makeran by name — sits by the wheel, one leg hooked up under
a striped djellabah. He has been with Hilton Cruises since they began in 1963,
and has the quiet smile of one to whom patience is not a virtue bur a way
of life. He has 14 children, he says, and they all live in his house. He tells
me their names but apologizes for not being able to remember the last five.

To pass the time, Wahid and Abdul the archaeologist decide to mount
an expedition to the temple at Edfu, and to this end the /sis draws up
alongside the river wall, where we are immediately besieged by traders. They
obviously know what Nile cruise tourists like to buy and it’s revealing that



most of thewr wares are for women and coasist largely of tlashy sequined
dresses — probabiv good for 3 mght on the Nile but a bit of an embarrassment
back m Widnes. If anyone on board shows the fantest ghimmer of interest
they throw the tem up in 2 plaste bag, shoutng “One pound to look! One
pound w© look!". One bag linds wich 2 soft plop 1 the swimmung-pool. No
ome pays the pound but persistence pays off. One of the Danish ladies has
bought 2 shnky black number with “Egypt’ picked out in gold and Pat from

“We women can’t resist shoppmg,” she says and leanung over the side,
shouts down 2 price. She looks pleased at the aggrieved response.

‘1 love to haggle!”

The sound of Yorkshire and Arabic bageling dnifts across the Nile. Pat’s
busband 15 more mterested in our mutual connecton with Sheffield than
shoppmg. Did 1 know that the Boosh Open Barber’s Shop Quarter

I'm more worned sbout wonight’s fancy dress party at which evervone
15 requured to ‘do a turn’, and I use the quiet time after the others have gone
off w0 Edfu to leam the Percy Bysshe Shelley poemn Ogymandias:

[ met s traveller from on sniigue lond.
Bho sand two vasi and trumkless legs of stone
Sewnd m the deser . . .

Two curly-headed local boys approach the lock wall making signs on
thewr palms for baksheesh. Instead I give them Opymandias, at full volume and
with attendant mume. As | reach the end, they applaud as enthusiasucally as
oaly 2 couple of narural sctors can.

After an Ornenual buffer the evening’s fancy dress party gets underway,
peesided over wich enthusiasm by Abdul I have secured 1 makeshif: Roman
censurion outit which is aot quite Joag enough o cover an expanse ot Marks
and Spencer enderpants, and Mizabel and Patn have sporungly agreed to be
z putr of concubmes and lead the audience parnapauon by holding up the
words of Opymunabes. At the bist minute I dunk i ought be a bir sexust o
call themn concubines and suggest that Abdul announce them as handmardens.

Oh oo . . " he savs baskly ". . . concubines 15 mach betrer.”

The ghamorous labans come aoag as Pinoecho, and Pat and Gerald
s & patr of music hall arusts. Roger bravely dons drag as Mrs Malls and sings
“The Mighty Dnieper’, and the people from Watford as the Mayor of Edfu
and hes famuly, despute bemg merclessly rude sbout the Egypuans, win first
peize, burgely as a resul of some virwoso belly danang from ther daughrer.
Bet for me the unquesuoned hghhehe of the everung was seemng Nigel
operaung the camera dressed as 2 Pharaoh. Thes was surely the penod of
bsseney bis body was incended for.

Dy 58: Egype
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DAY 59 - LUXOR TO ASWAN

Up on deck to watch the sunrise. It’s Nigel’s birthday, but
POLE ' Btk

he’s already out and about trying to find somewhere to set

POLE up the camera, and muttering darkly about the vibraton of
~ the ship’s engines. It’s cold enough for a sweater as I settle

: =-—2 down to watch the show. By 6 o’clock the first reflections
of pre-dawn light can be glimpsed in the water. The concentration of light
grows slowly, expands and then widens into an expanse of pale pink,
extinguishing the stars. A half-hour later the crest of the sun edges into a
whitening, cloudless sky and within a matter of seconds it is riding free of
the mountains, growing in power and bnlliance undl it is a ball of molten
gold. At this point, as if sunlight-activated, the on-board muzak tinkles into
life . . . "Raindrops keep falling on my ’ead’. I'm not sure they’d know what

/

a raindrop is round here.

After breakfast we put in at Kom Ombo, 25 miles from Aswan, to visit
the Temple of Sobek, the sacred crocodile. Pat is persuaded to come along
despite claiming she has ‘temple fatigue’, and despite a brisk wind which is
conunuallv blowing her straw hat off.

“This hat’s a mixed blessing,” I hear her muttering, as she chases it across
the Hypostyle Hall.

Abdul, his hairless skull protected by a knitted white cap, is a proficient
but intimidating guide. He reels off facts, figures, details and explanations
with unassailable authority and then fixes us with a piercing gaze,

‘Any questons?’

Having learnt in the last 30 seconds that the frog is a symbol of life,
that this temple is dedicated to a sparrow-hawk as well as a crocodile, that
women in ancient Egyvpt delivered babies in a sitting position and that in the
mummitication process the brain was pulled out through the nostrils, no one

eally krows where to begin.



Nile Cruising: Fancy dress night with Gerald and Day 59: Egpt
(=) < S 1

friend, Nigel goes native, a short break from reading.

Aswan: Sheban’s first customer for a year.

At 2.15 in the afternoon we reach Aswan, the capital of Upper Egvpt,
550 miles from Cairo. The Nile begins to break up at Aswan, and will not,
for several hundred miles, be the orderly river we’ve come to know and love.
It is divided by the bulk of Elephantine Island, then broken by a series of
cataracts and two dams.

My thermometer, laid out tor five minutes in the sun, registers 121
Fahrenheit, 50 Celsius. The river seems busier here. Maybe it is because the
town itself is bigger than Luxor, and contains modern high-rise blocks and
a four-lane Corniche, or perhaps the narrowing of the river around the islands
concentrates the traffic. Feluccas with weirdly misspelt English names, like
Hapey Tripe, drift about, looking for tourist business.

Bid our farewells to Wahid and Abdul and Gerald and Pat and seek out
the Old Cararact Hotel. Trv out one of the fiacres lined up hopefully along
the Corniche. My driver is called Shehan, and he’s very proud of Abla, his
black horse with white copper blinkers and the hand of Fatima on the saddle.
Shehan says that the Gulf crisis has been very bad for business: ‘For a year
nobody come.’

I ask him what he did during that ume.

‘Sleep,” he replies, matter-of-factly. ‘My horse sleep at my home. [ sleep
in the car.’
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Days 59 and 60: Egipt Aswan: The calm before the storm,

s belly-dancing night at the Cataract Hotel. The audience consists
almost entirely of tour groups, but Romany assures me that the belly dancer
is the real thing. Every now and then she will lead some victim from one
of the tables to dance with her. All this does is demonstrate that belly dancing
is not something anvone can do after a few beers. One grey-haired man is
so confused by the encounter that he wanders the room in a daze, unable
to find where it was he was sitting,

Romany, who has already given Nigel a djellabah for his birthday, goes
down to the tloor for a word with the dancer, and glances over in our
direction. Nigel disappears like greased lightning, not to be seen again until
his birthday’s over.

DAY 60 - ASWAN
ere i1s a wide wooden balcony outside my room at the
]_’)OLE There i id den balcony 1de my he OId
0

Cataract Hotel, and from it one of the most extraordinarily
POLE rich views one could wish for. It’s a mixture of the mundane
= and the dramatic. Directly below me are the terraces and
gardens of the hotel, lined with chairs, tables and sunshades.
Below them, at the waterside, are the feluccas, their tall masts and angled sail-
booms rising above the clusters of palm trees. Elephantine Island rises up
in mid-stream, with the smooth granite rocks at its water’s edge that resemble
elephants bathing, and above them a collection of ruined buildings dating
from as far back as the 3rd Dynasty — 4000 years ago — when Elephantine
Island was the centre of the worship of the god Khnum, who, among other
things, created mankind. Bevond the island is the desert. Low, bare, dusty
hills, in the middle of which, solitary and exposed, stands the domed
mausoleum of Aga Khan 111, spiritual leader of the Ismaili Moslems, who
died in 1957. The story goes that he suffered from severe rheumatism, and
was told that a cure would be to rest his feet in desert sand. He came to
Aswan, stuck his feet in the sand, was duly cured and gave orders that he
be buried here.

I spend some of the day relaxing in a felucca, sailed at a leisurely pace
by Captain Peckry, a 21-year-old Nubian. Clasping a cigarette between his
lips, he moves the heavy single-sailed boat with some skill, but seems quite
bored by the whole thing, only coming to life as we are heading back to shore.
Out of the blue he asks if I would like to go to a Nubian wedding tonight.

‘Will there be anything to drink?’ I enquire, knowing the Moslem views
on these matters.

‘Beer, whiskey . .. hash,’ replies Peckry, cheerfully. 1 feel rather pathetic

ng I might go and knowing full well I won’t, but he has a felucca to
tomorrow, 2nd we have a long, long way to go.

balcony views and felucca rides.







Day 61: Egipt

DAY 61 - ASWAN

OLE We are on our way out of Egvpt at last. From tomorrow we
(0= shall cease for a while to be tourists and become travellers.
POLLE Soon we shall exchange the cossetted comforts of Cartaract
Hotels and Hilton Cruises for the uncertainties of a public
terry into a country which my guide book describes as

traught with political turmoil, economic chaos, civil war, drought, famine,
disease and refugee crisis . .

We travel in hope rather than certainty, having met people who have
waited six weeks for the ferry into Sudan. We drive one last time along the
Corniche, past acacia trees in bloom, and the Police Rowing Club, and the
intriguing sign ‘Pedaloos for hire’, out of the town and along the first dam
ever laid across the Nile, by the Briush in 1902.

The Brtish dam looks like a toy now, compared to the Soviet-built
monster which replaced it three and a half miles upstream, creating Lake
Nasser which stretches over 300 miles, into the Sudan. The approach to the
High Dam is beneath a web of overhead power lines, past soaring concrete
monuments to Soviet-Egvptian co-operation, and all the trappings of
modern military security — radar, ant-aircraft guns, camoutlaged helicopters,
silos, dug-outs, bunkers and early warning svstems. This could be described
as overkill, but, as someone chillingly pointed out, the dam at Aswan is 650
feet higher than Cairo and Alexandria, and if it were to burst Egypt would
be virtually wiped out.

This complex is the nerve centre of Egypt, from which half of the
country’s electrical power and 99 per cent of its water flows. Its importance
1s colossal, but so 1s the investment needed to keep it going. Hamdy Eltahez,
the Chairman of the High Dam Authority, who showed me round, was blunt
about the need for outside help. A massive programme to replace all 12
Russian-built turbines with American models is currenty underway. But
there is now a new problem. The lake behind the dam is silting up rapidly.
Since 1964, there has been an 82-foot build-up of sediment at the Sudani
end of the lake. At this rate the water flow will be rapidly reduced and in
some cases cut off altogether. Eltahez and Egvpt are looking for a new inter-
national saviour, someone to invest in the vast costs of digging a by-pass
canal around the silted up area. To invest in nothing less than diverting
the Nile.

Some people question the wisdom of building the dam at all, pointing
out that the vearly tflooding of the Nile provided vital fertility, which now
has to be provided artificially, which is expensive and destructive. The
Nubians question why thev had to lose 75 villages and have thousands
of their people resettled to make way for the lake. But Eltahez is adamant.




Day 62: Egypt to Sudan

The Aswan Dam saved Egypt in the nine vears ot drought between 1979
and 1988.

Whichever way vou look at it it is an extraordinary undertaking, the
only project in modern Egypt to nival the works of the Pharaohs.

DAY 62 - ASWAN TO WADI HALFA

LE At the gates of the Eastern Harbour, beneath an imposing
—;()— sign announcing the jursdicton of the “Aswan Governate,

POI_.E High Dam Ports Authority’, an official wearing a “Port
y ~ Police’ armband attempts to hold the world at bay with a red
M} loudhailer. Cars and trucks piled with crates and packing
cases hoot their way past men and women piled with refrigerators, cabinets
and bulging roped sacks. Porters, in frayed blue cotton jackets stand,
confused and vacant, waiting to be shouted into action. A boy with a dustpan
and long-handled brush dabs meffectually around the feet of the throng.
There is not a white face to be seen, and even Western clothes are a rare
exception in a sea of chadors — veils covering the heads and bodies of the
women — and grubby djellabahs, the long wide-sleeved robes of the men.
Slowly, patienty, this mass of people and possessions moves through
the customs building and out towards a buft-hulled 160-foot ferry boat called
the Sinai. It's a hard-worked, stocky, unglamorous vessel with an apparently
unlimited capacity to absorb everyone and'their kitchen sinks. The authorues,
for their part, have done what they can to make gettung aboard as difficult
as possible. Passengers must squeeze berween unloading trucks on one side
and barbed wire, a link fence and sandbags on the other. Their progress is
turther impeded by an official of the Port Authority with wavy black hair and
a wonderful repertoire of hand gestures who seems unable to communicate
on any level less than uncontrolled fury. The slightest thing sets him off,
igniting a Fawltyesque rage which quite cheers people up.

As this is the first ferry out of Aswan for two weeks it 1s full to capaciry,
which I'm told, with a vague shrug, is anywhere berween 500 and 700
passengers, though I can see only two lifeboats, neither of which looks
capable of taking 350 souls. We shall be on board for one night, covering
the 186 miles to Wadi Halfa in roughly 15 hours.

There are three decks on the Sinai and the good news is that we have
cabins to ourselves. The bad news is that it’s almost impossible to reach them
as the central companion-way fills up with crates, sacks, boxes and their
owners. No one is able to move anvone else out of the way as there is
nowhere out of the way to go. I walk up onto the top deck to watch the
loading, but there is little shade and the temperature is over 100 degrees.
Return to my cabin to read Alan Moorehead's 7he White Nile, only to tind

-
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Day 62: Egypt to Sudan Abore and below decks on the Sinai.

my cabin has filled up with some of the 30 boxes of drinking water we are
carrving with us. Once I've sorted these and my bags onto the top bunk I
lie down but the commotion in the gangway outside makes sleep impossible.
There are no locks and every now and then an Arab face peers in before
slamming the door again.

At 4.15 the barriers have gone up at the dockside and it appears
evervone is aboard. The passengers, mainly Sudanis who have come to
Aswan to buy things not available in their own country, sit, cocooned by their
possessions, waiting patently. Despite the overcrowding there is no feeling
of pressure. People talk and joke with each other, and children play up and
down the ladders. On the top deck prayer mats are being laid out and small
groups (always of men) are gathering around the mullahs, as pupils before
their teacher.

With an ear-splitung blast of the horn the Sina/ pulls away from the jetty
at a quarter to five, past one of the old ferries, of which only the bows can
be seen, rising out of the water at an angle of 45 degrees.

We are on the waters of a lake that is younger than I am. Beneath the
waves are the granite cliffs of the Nile Valley from which so many of the
great monuments of Ancient Egypt were carved. Many of these monuments
of the past, luckier than the Nubian villages of the present, were saved from
the tloodwater by a massive international aid programme to dismantle and
re-site them. The Temple ot Kalabsha, built around the ume of Christ, is now
perched on a headland close to the Eastern Harbour, after being moved 37
miles in 13,000 pieces. As we sail slowly away to the south the sight of its
pyvlon and the columns of its Hypostvle Hall are a last reminder of the
extraordinary and enigmatic power of Ancient Egypt.

At 7 o'clock the caprain, Mahmoud il Sudani from Alexandria, turns
muezzin and broadcasts pravers from the bridge. Almost 200 people gather
on the deck, bowing, in ranks six deep, toward the low ragged mountains
in the east, bevond which lie empty desert, the Red Sea, and the holy shrine
of Mecca, 500 miles away.

Our own, polar, Mecca is still many thousands of miles off, bur as the
sun sets we cross the line of the Tropic of Cancer, and feel we are making
progress.

Basil, busy avoiding the attentions of a mullah who is trying to convert
him, has discovered the dining-room and with the proviso that we bring our
own plates and cutlery is recommending it for dinner. Carrying my camp
cutlerv set (made in China) I fight my way to the galley only to find the door
barred by a tall, be-turbaned figure with a gaze of dervish-like intensiry. Like
some maitre d”gone berserk he occasionally emerges to deal very fiercely with
the queue. thrusting them back and shooing them away. It turns out that the
dining-room is also the immigration office and very few people are queuing



for the food. Chicken noodle soup, followed by macaront (which I am
assured is a typically Egypuan dish) with a pungent meat

chicken, chips and tresh baked faturia — crisp, bap-like bread rol

to the accompamiment of constant tapping at the portholes by th

to have their passports (pale blue for Sudan and green for Eg
and processed.

\‘C?z;‘-:‘.evc‘: I have ventured into the was r 11t has been
full of people cleaning their feet betore prayer, and now the basins are
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Sudan

DAY 63 - ASWAN TO WADI HALFA

EOI E On the deck of the Siai, directly in front of the bridge, is

{0~ athree-picce suite, upholstered in claret velour, with worked

POIL.E wooden legs and decoratively curved arms. No one seems
A n

y _ to know to whom this fragment of living-room belongs, but
M‘ﬁ all sorts of people rest in it for a while. So it is that I find
myselt entering the Sudan on a sofa.

Sudan, the largest country in Africa, stretches from the Red Sea in the
east to within a few hundred miles of Nigeria in the west, from the Tropic
of Cancer almost to the Equator. Foreign visitors are not encouraged.

The tirst sight of its northernmost town, Wadi Halfa, is of an exposed
rocky headland, on which stands a collection of open-sided tented structures,
a handtul of vehicles and a number of waiting figures, moving across the
rocks as we approach. Their djellabahs are caught by a light breeze, giving
their movements a dreamlike quality.

There is no port, and there are no other vessels. The Sudanese customs
ofticers are slow and thorough, removing personal items and laboriously
copying serial numbers. The cumbersome process of examination and
paperwork seems to bear out the rule that the more forms you have to fill
in the less efficient the country is likely to be.



In the end they confiscate two videos of Around the World in 80 Days,
which are taken off for inspection, whilst we are allowed, after a three-hour
wait, to step ashore and find transport into the town, which lies three miles
away. Accompanying us are two minders from the Ministry of Information
(and any country that has a Ministry of Information must have something
to hide). I squeeze onto the back of a pick-up truck in which a dozen people
are already standing, and we drive off across a sandy wasteland dotted with
rocks and scrubby bushes. Then dwellings of the most primitive kind appear,
some of them little more than cloth oz skins stretched across four poles. They
give way to small mud huts and eventually to a sprawl of long low painted
buildings one of which is the Nile Hotel.

The hotel comprises a series of concrete courtyards with communal
washing facilides — there is cold running water between six and seven,
morning and evening — and basic rooms with brightly painted walls. It’s plain
and unadormed but a haven from the bleak and burning desert.

There will be no cold beers for a while as Sudan is run according to
strict Islamic law, which forbids the use of alcohol. Nor is there any lunch
at the hotel. We have to dig into the stocks of cheese spread, tinned tuna
and Marks and Spencer chicken breasts, which Angela has assembled in what
must have been the Mother of all Shopping Expeditions. 1 place my
thermometer in the sunshine on the windowsill of my room where it registers
128 Fahrenheit, 54 Centigrade. I have been nowhere hotter in my life.

The proprietor of the hotel, Ibrahim Abbas, a tall, dignified, melancholy
character, brings out two photographs, and I understand his sadness. One
shows an elegant waterfront of distinctive wooden-balconied houses
alongside a fine mosque with decorated minaret. The next shows nothing but
water lapping around the pinnacle of the minaret.

‘The waters come at night,” he remembers . . . ‘pushed down the houses.
It was terrible.” It was in August 1964 that Lake Nasser finally engulfed the
old Wadi Halfa.

4 p.m.: I lie on a thin grubby mattress in my room. The air is unmoving.
The thermometer shows 98 Fahrenheit, but it’s dry, just bearable heat. Flics
settle on my mouth and nostrils until I grow tired of waving them away and

fall into a light sleep. The room seems hotter when | wake. I blink out at

an implacable sky. Beside my bed my Braun alarm clock sits on a pink metal
table next to a chair with a plastic strip seat. The walls are bare, with a pale
blue wash over chipped and scuffed plaster.

Around 5 o’clock I hear the wailing sound of a distant locomotive, and
within minutes the hotel is galvanized. This is the moment for which they
have been waiting a month — the arrival of the Khartoum train. The hotel
suddenly fills up — every bed, inside and outside, 15 mobilized.

Day 63: Sudan







Wadi Halfa, Sudan: The ‘Nile Hilton’ — reception and Day 63: Sudan
executive washroom, street life, an audsence with the Governor,
Nubian women.

At the cooler end of the day we pay a visit to the Governor of Wadi
Halfa, an imposing, charismatic man with a greving beard who speaks good
English in a soft deep voice. He has only recenty been appointed. He 1s
crtcal of the way things have been run.

‘Since 26 years when old Wadi Halta was flooded they have done
nothing . . . only wait for the train and the ferry.” And, he might have added,
the possibility of being flooded again if the water behind the dam should nse
to 182 metres. It has once reached 178. But this governor is a quiet optimist
and is pushing ahead with various projects to drag Wadi Halfa out of 1ts
lethargy, including an irrgation programme to help the town grow all 1ts
own wheat.

He offers us tea and sweets and talks of the diversity of these big African
countries — there are 270 languages in the Sudan alone. The governor reveals
that he was once Member of Parliament for Darfur in the far west, but
concludes, ‘I have enough of politics, now I like to work with the people’
I can’t help feeling, as I leave, that this capable man has been sent as far awa
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from the present government as possible, and that for a politician, Wadi Halfa
is the Siberia of the Sudan.

The Nile Hilton, as the crew have christened our hotel, is packed
tonight. There are bodies everywhere, and voices and shufflings and comings
and goings, but the cold shower is spectacularly refreshing, and it’s down to
92 degrees in my room. As I lie down to try and sleep I feel exhilarated but
a little apprehensive. I have never experienced anvthing quite like this in my
life, and I have the distnct feeling that there is worse to come.

DAY 64 - WADI HALFA TO ATBARA

Ir)OLE Sleep 1s not easy at the Nile Hotel, what with the heat and
0= the almost unbroken nocturnal soundtrack of rasping,
POILLE hawking, spitting and snoring from just outside my window.

At one point in the night, despite stern instructions
from my brain, my bowels are wide awake. I reach for
torch and toilet paper, seek out one of the plastic jugs which are scartered
around the hotel, fill it from one of the earthenware Ali Baba jars full of
muddy Nile water, and, picking my way carefully between the sleeping bodies,
head for the lavatories like a condemned man. There are fewer flies to
contend with at night, but the smell is very bad, and 1t’s best not to breathe
through the nose if you can help it. This is not easy if yvou have to hold the
torch in your mouth to keep both hands free.

Up at 7 o’clock. Fraser has found a scorpion in his room and killed it
with a shoe. Wash at a communal trough, into which oozes a thin trickle of
water. Breakfast consists of dark red beans, cheese, jam and two eggs
sprinkled with turmeric.

The train leaves at 5 o’clock this evening, so I have time to stock up
on some provisions for a journey that is scheduled to rake 36 hours.

The desert begins at the door of the hotel. Across an empty expanse
are houses surrounded by long low mud walls, the same colour as the sand
and the hills, so all seem to blend together in one wide, dim-brown desiccated
vista. No rain has fallen here since 1988.

In the market most people seem to be either eating or washing their
hands. Dogs hang around waiting for scraps, children play with sticks and
hoops, and the stalls sell onions, beans, some cucumber, dates, bananas, garlic
and rice. Flies cluster round the already decomposing truit.

As we film we seem to attract friends and enemies in equal measure.
Among our friends is the customs man who returns my confiscated video
of 80 Days, grinning broadly, a little boy wearing an ‘Egvpt No Problem’ T-
shirt who attaches himself to us and a group of Sudanese from our hotel who
invite me to share some fresh grilled Nile perch with them. Our enemies are




sour-faced men who appear from nowhere scowling and finger-wagging.
They have taken great but unspecified objection to our presence, and quickly
gather around them a small angry group, swelled into a threatening crowd
by curious onlookers. Their wrath can be insistent and disturbing. One of
them takes a stick to Basil, and they seem to regard the presence of Patti and
Angela, unveiled and working, as particularly provocative to Islamic
sensibilities. Their own women keep a very low profile. I see one move swiftly
past swathed in a “World Cup 1990’ sari.

At 4 o’clock we cross the sand to-the station. Crowds are already milling
around the long train, which is made up of three open service wagons at the
front, 18 passenger coaches and eight freight cars at the back, a total of 29
vehicles behind one American-built diesel.

The Governor arrives to see us off. He’s exchanged his robes for the
characterless but ideologically sound safari shirts favoured by Kenneth
Kaunda and others. He presents me with a box of dates for the journey, and
smiles and shakes hands with us all most warmly.

‘When the train leave you will see a sight,” he chuckles, and indeed as
the whistle wails across the desert at 5 o’clock sharp and this huge, unwieldy
combination begins to move, the low embankment is filled with a mass of
running figures, hurtling toward the train, leaping onto the coaches and
eventually clambering up onto the roof.

Apart from the Roof Class travellers who, if they are prepared to risk
extremes of heat and cold and blowing sand, are not officially discouraged,
there are three Classes on the train. Although we are in First it’s quite basic
— we are four to a compartment, few of the lights or fans work, and the basin
in the lavatory has disappeared. The train superintendent, another big,
friendly man, reckons there could be 4000 passengers altogether, though he
doesn’t know for sure.

A milepost in the sand indicates 899 kilometres (557 miles) to
Khartoum.

The long, straight, single-track line was built on the orders of General
Kitchener in 1897, to help in the relief of Khartoum which the Mahdi had
seized from General Gordon twelve years previously. Despite the punishing
heat and lack of water, the British and Egyptian forces laid track at the rate
of more than half a kilometre a day, covering the 230 miles to Abu Hamed
in 10 months.

Once the pride of the Empire, the Nile Valley Express is now much
reduced. Nearly all the coaches are in need of repair, and the wooden struts
of their frames can often be seen through the rotten panelling. Delays are
almost obligatory, sometimes extending to days.

But for all its inadequacies, riding this train is an exhilarating experience.
As night falls on the Nubian Desert and a pale halt moon lends a ghostly

Day 64: Sudan
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Days 64 and 65: Sudan The Nile Valley Express: Riding Roof Class.

glow to a landscape of silver sand and occasional low jagged peaks, I sit at
the open door of our coach, with a little Van Morrison on my Walkman, and
marvel at the sheer beauty of it all.

Twice we come to an unscheduled halt — once for a broken vacuum
pipe, and once for ‘engine failure’. As soon as the train stops, passengers on
the roof jump down and curl up to sleep on the sand, usually in groups of
three or four, with one person on watch in case the train should start.
Some get out to pray, others to stretch their legs and cool off in the light 1
desert breeze.

Then, miraculously, the train rumbles into motion and they all rush back
as we continue into the night, shadows from lighted compartments forming
an abstract pattern of cubes and squares on the floor of the desert and spent
cigarettes flashing from windows like fireflies.

DAY 65 - WADI HALFA TO ATBARA

]T)OLE At some point in the night I w'akc .fcel%ng as if 1 hz?vc a rock
0 lodged in my throat. Swallowing is piercingly painful, and
POLE only partly relieved by a swig from my water bottle. I'm
relieved to find that I’'m not the only one suffering. The
cause is fine sand blowing off the desert and inhaled in sleep.
There is dust over everything in the compartment, and only our precious
bottled water to wash with.

At 6.30 a.m. Nigel, who must have been born on wall-bars, is already
up on the roof filming the sunrise. Fraser 1s also up there and I know I shall
have to join them. The train never moves at more than a steady 45 miles an
hour but the scramble onto the top requires an act of faith in the shiftng,
creaking fittings between the coaches. There are about 20 people riding on
our coach, and the atmosphere is friendly. Ali Hassan is young, maybe 18
or 19, travelling to Khartoum to study civil engineering. He seems surprised
that people in England cannot ride on the top of trains. I explain about
bridges. '

We ralk about the state of the country. He is optimistic. There is no
famine any more and the civil war in the south is less severe than it was. |
ask him if it is a religious struggle between the Muslims of the north
(comprising about 70 per cent of the country) and the Christians and non-
Muslims of the south. He savs it is political. Garang, the leader of the rebels,
wants to be prime minister, and if he would only content himself with a
position in the existing government the war could be over. The Sudanese
need no friends, he adds, they will solve their own problems.

Our roof-top deliberations are interrupted by the arrival of a robed
bundle of a man carrying 2 huge kettle swathed in cloth, and a stack of glasses.
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Ali Hassan insists on buying me a cup of tea, and a cloth bung is removed
from the spout and my glass filled with a sweet but refreshingly sharp
substance. I'm lingering over the pleasure of this unusual feat of catering,
when I notice a bony hand impatiently extended. The tea-man wants the glass
back so he can continue along the top of the train. He sways off into the
distance and Fraser shakes his head. We’ll get botulism, he declares, that’s
for sure. Still, that was the least of my worries when I climbed onto the top
of a moving express.

At 8 o’clock we pass Station Number 6 (none of the stations across the
desert have names). I remember a Sudanese butler in Cyprus insisting I visit
his family here, but there seems no sign of life, family or otherwise for miles
around. I make my way through the shredded and rusting remains of a
connecting corridor to the dining car. There are six tables set beside dirty,
shattered plastic windows and a number of empty wall-fittings where fans
used to be. The breakfast of bread, chunks of beef, a boiled egg and lentils
is not bad.

We reach Abu Hamed as the day is beginning to boil up. This is where
the Nile, having completed a wide loop, turns south again.

The engine that has miraculously survived the night is taken off here,
and whilst it 1s being refuelled, I walk down to the river bank. A number of
long, low boats with outboard motors are filling up with passengers to cross
to the far shore. I notice that the women travel separately from the men, as
they are required to do on the train.

By midday my thermometer reads 100 degrees in the compartment.
Outside the rock-strewn desert floor is bleached white. Inside I’'m eating a
tin of ‘Stewed Chicken with Bone’, canned in China, bought in Wadi Halfa.
The rest of the crew are opting for health, safety and Sainsbury’s tuna. No
one has much energy left and when I squeeze a plastic tube of mustard so
hard that the end flies off and covers Nigel in a pattern of vellow blobs, there
is a sort of weary resignation that this is the kind of thing that happens on
the Nile Valley Express.

About half-past one someone falls off the roof and the train backs up
for half a mile to collect him. He was flat out at the time and the whole
episode gives a new meaning to falling asleep.

Between Artoli and Atbara we run close to the Nile, which is thick and
muddy here compared to Egypt. The villages are squashed along the bank,
and there seems to be no systematic irrigadon. The houses are square, of
mud-brick, simple shelters from the sun. There are goats, but no vehicles.
It looks a hard life out there despite such a bounteous river.

In the dining-car, desperate for anything to relieve the relentless heat,
some people are drinking Nile water, complete with mud. I stick to tea,
bought for me by three Khartoumers, two of whom are returning from a
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honeymoon in Cairo. One is an agricultural engineer, another a lawyer. They
are anxious to tell me of the damage they think the present government is
inflicting on their country. The fundamentalist hardliners are aggressive, they
have killed many opponents and, says the lawyer with a frustrated shake of
the head, ‘They really do dislike educated people’.

As we step off the train in the cool of the evening at another Nileside
stop, I watch a roof passenger unwind his turban and lower it down to a
water-seller who tes it around the handle of a bucket which is then hoisted
up again. Locals sit beside their wares with hurricane lamps burning, and little
girls walk up and down with kettles kept warm on a base of burning charcoal.
The river has a rich, sweet smell here and the bleached and silent rock of
the desert rises, bare and uncompromising, against the last of the sun. As I'm
thinking how utterly and wonderfully strange it all is I notice that the coach
in which we have been travelling across the Nubian Desert bears the maker’s
name: ‘Gloucester Railway Carriage Company, 1959’.

We reach the busy town of Atbara, 193 miles from Khartoum, 17 hours
after leaving Wadi Halfa. From here we are to continue south by bus. I can
remember only shadows, soft smells of cooking and a lot of carrying as we
disembark. At a government rest house we celebrate the successful
conclusion of a potentially very difficult stretch of the journey with a jug
or two of karkaday, a pleasant Ribena-like beverage made from the hibiscus
flower. Well, it’s all there is.

DAY 66 - ATBARA TO KHARTOUM

]?OLE The room which I share with Basil has, like its occupants,
IO~ seen better days. The washbasin sports hot and cold taps,

POIL_E butonly cold water, and that flows into a basin covered in
A 2 a thin waxy layer of coagulated dirt. The beds are narrow
and the linen grey enough for me to bring out my own sheet

sleeping-bag.

Surrounding the room is a wide balcony with a couple of cane chairs,
and it is from here, soon after 6.30 in the morning, that I look down onto
a green and pleasant garden, in which is a pair of security guards, fast asleep.
They are not just asleep at their posts, they are asleep in their beds, at their
posts.

Having packed my bags for the 35th time since the North Pole, I make
my way to what is proudly signposted as the Dinning Room, and after a
remarkably good breakfast, including porridge, we catch the bus to
Khartoum. It is built onto a Bedford chassis, circa 1956, and richly decorated
in bright primary colours, like some 1960s hippy caravan. It is ‘air
conditioned’, which means open at the sides.
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Our equipment is roped on top by a number of porter/helpers who
travel with us. One is jovial and speaks good English. When I ask him how
long the journey will take he says, ‘Eight hours . .. ;" and adds with a twinkle,
‘Eight bard hours . .

We are on our way at 7.15, to make the most ot the cool of the day.
This is a fairly hopeless objective as it 1s already 92 degrees. My excitement
at being aboard such a colourful, ethnic form of transport is rapidly
moderated by my acquaintance with the sticky plastic seats, leg room that
would have tested Toulouse Lautrec, and the hard metal of the seat frames,
which means that if I nod off I run the risk of splitting my head open.

Atbara is a railway town, the junction of the lines to Khartoum from
Wadi Halfa in the north and Port Sudan on the Red Sea coast, and we climb
up over lines and past sidings full of derelict steam engines before rattling
into the shanty town suburbs, where mud walls give way to semi-circular
constructions of the utmost simplicity, covered in rush matting, goatskin,
cardboard or whatever is available. They sprawl across the sand like
patchwork tortoises. Less than 30 minutes after starting off we leave the
metalled road behind and, passing a huge open rubbish tip, we bounce into
the desert. Bounce is an understatement. There are jolts of such severity that
the whole bus leaves the ground, flinging us towards the metal roof. Away
to the west a train passes, heading north, with a human crest stretching back
along the coaches.

By 9 o’clock the temperature has reached 100 once more and huge
stretches of silvery water and thick stands of palm tree fill the horizon — the
most vivid mirages I've ever seen.

Our driver, Ibrahim, is laconic and has one white eve, which stares
fixedly ahead. There is no visible road, but he concentrates on the rocky,
sandy surface as if negotiating Piccadilly Circus at rush hour. Occasionally
he reaches into a small plastic bag and extricates a wad of tobacco which he
rubs, breaks and sniffs into each nostril. We pull up every now and then and
Nigel, Patti, Fraser, Clem and Angela toil off into the distance to set up for
a passing shot. The moment we stop an eager, bright-eved young boy, who
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appears to live on the roof, leaps down, pulls open the bonnet and fills up
the radiator with water before scampering back up among the cases.

Ibrahim cannot understand the need for all these stops, he just wants
to get to Khartoum. It is Mohammed’s birthday and there will be festvites
tonight. My porter friend is much more chatty. He says he is a schoolmaster
and asks me such imponderables as, ‘Do you know Richard Burton?’ I shake
my head. There is a short pause. ‘Do you know Roger Moore?’

We stop at a Nileside village. The nver, swollen by the rains in Ethiopia,
has nsen 11 metres and will conunue to nse unal October. Bur the great,
wide, generous Nile tlows by on its way to make electricity for the Egypuans,
leaving these Sudanese villages to try and extract what they can with, in this
case, one steam pump and wooden sucks and boards to scrape out irrigation
channels.

It’s one of the puzzles ot history that such hardship and poverty can
exist in a land which over 2000 years ago was renowned for an iron industry
and a rich agriculture. The area we are passing through sull has some of the
remains of the ancient kingdom of Meroe, including a group of broken
and leaning pyramids, some topless, which stand in the desert bike a row of
bad teeth.

We reach the town of Shendi, 132 kilometres from Atbara, after six
hours of hot and desperately uncomfortable travelling. With greart relief we
step down at the Taieba Tourist Hotel. This proves to be closed, the gardens
overgrown and unwatered, the spacious public rooms empty and smelling
of decay. We are allowed to use the woilets, from which a couple of mangy
cats emerge and skulk away. This must once have been a fine nverside hotel.
Now it gives pleasure to no one.

We find a café which serves cold Pepsi and a hot vegetable dip of
okra, tomatoes, shallots and cucumber. Very tasty, though not all of us nisk
eating it.

At a quarter to seven, as lightning flashes on the eastern horizon, we
are stopped beside a canal bridge at our third army checkpoint of the day.
An hour later we are crossing the Nile at Khartoum. Someone is poinung
out the contluence of the Blue and White Niles but I'm staring downstream,
transfixed by what appears to be a thick cloud obscuring the rest of the sky
and drifung rapidly over the river like a curtain being drawn across the city.
Then suddenly we are surrounded by a rushing wind, breathrakingly cool, and
a hissing, crackling shower of sand, which douses lights and whips into eyes
and mouths. Those of us not already weanng them reach for the face-masks
we were issued with at the start of the journey. We are in the middle of one
of the violent local sandstorms called a haboub, sparked off by a storm out
i the desert (the one we had seen earher). It 1s an absurdly theatrical entry
mnto the capital — on Mohammed’s birthday with the wind whistling and

Day 66: Sudan
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the sand swirling round the lights and tents specially erected for the
celebradons.

How the camera and the rest of the equipment will survive is another
matter, and it’s with considerable relief that we roll up outside the Khartoum
Hilton 13 hours after leaving Atbara. The first white faces we’ve seen since
leaving Aswan look apprehensively at us as we approach the reception desk,
shabby, unshaven and caked with desert sand.

Never has a hot shower been quite as exquisitely welcome, let alone a
double bed and a mini-bar — empty, but stll 2 mini-bar.

The haboub is stll howling round the building as 1 fall asleep.

DAY 69 - KHARTOUM

After a weekend of recovery from the journey into Sudan
I’s now time to investigate how we are going to get out. This
necessitates a visit to the Ministry of Intormation. We drive
out along what was the Corniche and is now E1 Nil Avenue,
beneath majestic mahogany trees and alongside colonial
remnants like the Grand Hotel and the People’s Palace — a much restored
version of the building where General Gordon lost his life in 1885. Khartoum
seems to be a city without an identity. It grew up in the 1820s on a curved
spit of land between the White and Blue Niles which resembled an elephant’s
trunk, &bartonm in Arabic. It prospered as a centre of the slave trade, a gateway
to the vast human resources of central Africa. In 1885 the local hero, the
Mahdi, took the city from Gordon and the British, but was defeated by
Kitchener in 1898 after which Khartoum was rebuilt in the Western style
even to the extent of laving out the streets in the form of a Union Jack. A
pleasant, easy-going wav of life was ensured despite the enervating climate
and the centre of the city sull resembles Greece and Rome more than Africa
or Arabia. Since the pedantic but house-proud colonialists left no one seems
to know quite what to do with Khartoum. There are not the seething millions
here as there are in Cairo who energize the city by sheer weight of numbers,
and the present government, a supporter of Saddam Hussein and the
Generals’ coup in the USSR, is not much interested in international appeal.
All this, combined with a comatose economy (intlation is currently running
at 240 per cent) leaves the capital city lethargic, a junk-shop of the past,
lacking any internal dynamism.

The threat of violence is more real here than in any of the other
countries through which we have travelled. The American ambassador was
assassinated recently. In 1988, a bomb was thrown into the restaurant of the
Acropole Hotel, a popular rendezvous for Western aid workers and
journalists. Five people were killed. Last vear a bomb was tossed into the




lobby of the hotel at which we are staying. A notice by the lifts reminds guests
that there is a curfew in the city between 11 p.m. and 4 a.m.

Despite the presence of tanks and troops at various points in the city,
especially around the bridges, access to the Ministry of Information seems
very relaxed. People come and go in the forecourt including a trim urbane
gentleman with short silver-grey hair who turns out to be Sudan’s leading
film director, Jed Gudalla Gubara. He is a inan of spirit and humour, fluent
in English. He says he is shooting two films here at the moment. I ask him
what they are. One, he says, is about National Savings, and the other about
mining.

The news from inside the Ministry of Information is not good. They
refuse to give us a permit to travel south. A state of civil war has existed there
for years and they cannot guarantee our safety. Even if we were to fly into
the southern capital of Juba, it is surrounded by Garang’s SPLA (Sudan
People’s Liberation Army) fighters and it would be highly dangerous for us
to try and get through to Uganda.

Our attempt to follow the 30 degree meridian, in which we have
succeeded, give or take a degree or two, since reaching Leningrad 42 days
ago, looks to have ground to a halt.

Back at the hotel we consider our options. There is no shortage of
advice. The expatriate community here has grown close as it has diminished,
and the lobby of the Hilton is one of the places where it meets the outside
world. We talk to an Englishman who has worked here for three years and
who thinks that if the present government continues its policies most of the
aid agencies will be forced out of Sudan in the next year. He looks up with
weary resignation, “They don’t like us’. The aid scams are a joke, he says.
“Twenty million pounds worth of stuff is unaccounted for.” He finishes vet
another fruit juice. “Welcome to the Sudan,” he keeps repeating with a shallow
laugh.

Still feeling low on energy, I content myself with a game of table tennis,
a lazy swim and a wander round the undernourished hotel bookshop, which
must be the only one in the world which has Jilly Cooper next door to 7he
Cultural Atlas of Islam and Jeffrev Archer side by side with 7he Sudanese
Bourgeoisie — Vanguard of Development?.

I finish Alan Moorehead’s 7he White Nile looking out across the river
itself, swollen and grey, inundating fields and trees a few hundred yards from
my window. If I could follow it, it would lead me due south across swamp
and desert to the Equator and the Mountains of the Moon, the very centre
of Africa, to which the great names of Victorian exploration, the Spekes and
Burtons and Stanleys and Livingstones had been drawn 130 vears ago. Now
it seems that my hopes of seeing any more of the White Nile must be
abandoned — a casualty of war.

Day 69: Sudan
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Day 70: Sudan Life in Omdurman: Buying and selling in the souk, the start
of another felucca.

DAY 70 - KHARTOUM

There may be a way out of our predicament. Clem has made
lf)( contact with a group of Entreans who are experienced at
POLE cross-border transport. Where, when and whether they’ll
take us will depend on a meeung later today. Meanwhile we
go to film in Omdurman, across the Nile.

The Brmsh never bothered to incorporate Omdurman into their new
plan for Khartoum and it remains very much an African city, without high-
rise buildings or great monuments.

In the souk — the market — there is every small item one might want.
These are essendals, not luxury goods. Spices, oil (for cooking and lighting),
piles of metal buckets, cooking utensils, cloth, cottons and food — bananas,
limes, lemons, mangoes, dates, onions, huge bowls piled high with nuts.

On one side of an open area a line of men are sat crosslegged on the
ground. Each one has the tools of his trade arranged neatly in front of him.
One has a short spade on a bridge of bricks, another a light bulb on top of

ool bag, another a bag of paintbrushes with a plasterer’s trowel on top.
They are waitng to be hired for work and seem to be quite placid and patient
until we raise the camera, when all hell breaks loose. A man with a pick axe
gestures at my head so graphically that 1 automatically shield myself. He
smiles broadly at this, thank God.
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The absence of any form of tourism in the Sudan results in many small
pleasures, one of which is to be able to watch the extraordinary skills of the
felucca builders beside the Nile without having to buy model boats or ‘I Have
Seen ... T-shirts. A thick trunk of mahogany is hoisted by as many as ten
men onto a frame about 6 feet off the ground. Then two men, one on top
and one underneath saw down through the trunk untl it falls neatly apart
into four planks. Apart from the back-breaking work involved in sawing
manually through mahogany in conditons of extreme heat, the rwo men are
shaping and curving the wood as they cut through it, making precise
calculations without benefit of any instruments except their own eves. What
comes out at the end of this remarkable toil are boards perfectly fashioned
to the shape of the hull. They can build a felucca trom mahogany stump
to sailing vessel in 45 days.

Our meeting with the Eritrean transport contacts is set for the afternoon,
back across the Nile, in Khartoum itself.
A neat modern villa is the incongruous headquarters ot the EPLF -

the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front — and also of Ayusha Travel, an
organization set up to capitalize on the expernence gained driving to and
from Northern Ethiopia during the 30-year war which ended with the
overthrow of Colonel Mengistu only four months previously. On the walls

of the bungalow are murals depicting idealized freedom tighters — women,
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armed to the teeth, about to hurl grenades, tribal warriors brandishing spears,
and the skulls of enemy dead grinning grotesquely. Hassan Kika shows
me into his office. He is a soft-spoken, quietly authoritative man. It’s much
casier to think of him as a transport manager than a freedom fighter,
though he does have things like bomb fragments on his desk, and talks of
the ‘10,000 martyrs’ who died fighting for Eritrea against Ethiopian
dictatorship.

Now the victory they always believed in has come and in two years time
there will be a United Nations sponsored referendum in Eritrea to decide
whether it will become a new independent state. Hassan Kika thinks the
result is a foregone conclusion.

I put our more mundane problem to him and we look at the map
together. There is a way he can take us into Ethiopia. It would involve a six
or seven hour drive on a good road to Gedaref, and from there on what he
calls ‘rough roads’ south to the border crossing at Gallabat. He cautions that
the rainy season has been much later this year and parts of the road could
be washed away, but with his Landcruisers he doesn’t anticipate a problem.
I ask him if there is still any fighting across the border.

‘No ... no, I don’t think so, no. The TPLF (the Tigrayan Forces who
defeated Mengistu) was controlling all this part of Ethiopia. But there are
some, vou know, who doesn’t want to join with them, so they have made
their own band.” Bandits? He smiles, but not very convincinglv.

“The people in the village will chase them out you know.’

Hassan Kika and the Eritreans appear to have saved our bacon. They
say that thev can let us have the vehicles we want by the weekend. Thev
estimate it will take us about three days to drive from Khartoum to Gondar
in Ethiopia.

Back to the hotel, much relieved, only to have my enthusiasm
dampened by an English couple who have just spent five weeks in custody
in Eritrea after their vacht strayed into a restricted area. They were not treated
well. There had been some ‘physical stuff” and no legal representation.

‘And don’t believe any estimate of time they give you.’

The couple, who are on their way back home, have with them a white
parrot called Gnasher, who is a Category B protected species, so all sorts of
export licences are required. They now have the paperwork but Air France
will only take him in a special box, which they are having made at the
moment. Meanwhile Gnasher is getting very twitchy and nibbling at anything
he can find.

‘T've already had to pav for two pairs of curtains he’s eaten in Asmara.’
says his lady owner resignedly.

Never a dull moment in the Khartoum Hilton. And it’s British night
tonight in the buffet.
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The modern Britsh presence in Khartoum has dwindled to
% a handful of aid workers and teachers. Since the Gulf War
POIE even the embassy has been reduced to fewer than 10 people.
There remains the Sudan Club, once open only to those of
British and British Commonwealth natdonality, now ex-
tended o include anyone from an EEC country. It occupies a villa in the
middle of the city. It has a swimming-pool, squash courts, a pale green lawn
and a2 membership that has shrunk to 230 from a colonial high of over 1000.
I meet Alan Woodruftf for lunch here. He is Professor of Medicine at the
University of Juba. He’s 70 vears old and plays tennis three dmes a week.

Talking with him ofters a bracing corrective to any dewy-eved nostalgia
for a British Sudan. I ask him what it was like during the Gulf War, when
Sudan took Saddam Hussein’s side and most European governments advised
their nationals to get out.

Professor Woodruff brightens visibly at the memory. “Well, I...1 had
the whole place to myself . . . dined in state, on my own!” He says he felt
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