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ABOUT OxTravels

OxTravels is a very simple idea. We asked the best travel writers based in Britain – and a few further afield – for a story loosely based around a meeting. There were no rules except that the story should be true – and the meeting real. The book follows on from Ox-Tales, our collection of stories from fiction writers, published in 2009, and again its purpose is primarily to raise funds for Oxfam’s work. All of the authors have again donated their royalties to Oxfam.

The original concept was for a book of about 250 pages, with contributions from twenty writers. We had imagined only about half the travel writers that we approached would find time to contribute. They tend to be away travelling, after all. But the response was almost unanimous, both from the established authors and from those we identified as an emerging new wave of travel writers. Almost all have contributed original material, though a handful of authors, for whom that was impossible due to immediate commitments, have adapted previously published pieces.

So here they are: thirty-six compelling stories, together with an introduction from Michael Palin and an afterword by Oxfam’s own chief traveller, Barbara Stocking.

Mark Ellingham, Peter florence and Barnaby Rogerson Editors, OxTravels
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MICHAEL PALIN (born Broomhill, Sheffield, 1943) established his reputation with Monty Python’s Flying Circus and Ripping Yarns. His work also includes several Python films, The Missionary, A Private Function and A Fish Called Wanda. He has written books to accompany his seven travel series – Around the World in Eighty Days, Pole to Pole, Full Circle, Hemingway Adventure, Sahara, Himalaya and New Europe – as well as a novel, Hemingway’s Chair. He is currently President of the Royal Geographical Society.

 

Introduction

MICHAEL PALIN

Gathered here, for the benefit of Oxfam and its work, are a series of vivid accounts of people and places which not only show the wonder of the world but also the wealth of fine travel writers working today. The theme behind each contribution is, quite loosely, meetings, or to put it more poetically, encounters.

When I set out on my BBC series Around the World in Eighty Days in 1988 I was nervous. Not so much of the world outside, but of what I would make of it. Ahead of me were the giants of broadcast travel – the James Camerons, Charles Wheelers and the Alan Whickers. Masters of the concise and the memorable. I had also been commissioned to write a book of my experiences on the journey, and all I could think of was the daunting legacy of great descriptive writers like Bruce Chatwin and Jan Morris, and my personal favourite, Norman Lewis, who used bone-dry humour to lure his readers into all sorts of weird and dangerous places. As if this literary legacy wasn’t intimidating enough, there was also Jules Verne, who’d written Around the World in Eighty Days already.

As my journey went on and I struggled to find a single fresh word to apply to sunsets, Venice or another morning on the Mediterranean, it struck me that perhaps I’d been born just too late and that everything that could be said had already been said. Then, in the third week of the journey, everything changed. We found ourselves far from well-trodden Europe, confined for seven days and nights on a dhow on the Persian Gulf. It had no radar or radio and of the crew of fifteen Gujaratis, only one had a smattering of English. It was wonderful. I couldn’t fill the pages of my notebook fast enough. The unfolding relationship between our BBC crew, high-tech and largely helpless, and the dhow crew, low-tech and indispensable, was one of the most extraordinary and unusual encounters of the Eighty Days journey, and indeed of my six subsequent television journeys. It was the story of two groups of people from almost diametrically opposed backgrounds finding common ground through a common endeavour. In the absence of a shared language, shared food and physical tasks became our currency. Expressions, gestures and laughter became invaluable points of contact. Thanks to the connections I was able to make with the crew of the Al Sharma, I knew that I had a story to tell, both on and off camera, that was recognisably my own. Sunsets and sunrises would always be there but what made them special was who you were watching them with at the time.

From then on I’ve relied on human encounters to bring to life the places I’ve visited. As far as possible I’ve tried to avoid formal interviews or rehearsed interactions in favour of the accidental and the unexpected. It doesn’t always work. Whilst filming my Pole to Pole journey, I remember being instructed to make friends with a morose lighthouse keeper on the Hurtigruten boat service up the Norwegian coast. He was returning to the most northerly lighthouse in Europe. My magic moment of contact rather fell apart when I asked him, with great concern, how he survived six months of Arctic ice and darkness. ‘Oh,’ he said, brightening up considerably, ‘we watch your programmes on the television’.

The Tibetan plateau can be an intimidating stretch of the globe, and I would remember it as an abstract and impersonal space had it not been for an encounter with Sonam, a yak herder, who I met at a horse fair near Yushu. Sonam and I ended up in his tent, beside a yak-dung fire, talking about family life in two quite incompatible languages but with as much laughter and understanding as if I were back in my kitchen at home.

Over a roast goat supper in the heart of the Sahara, I and a group of Touareg cameleers were reduced to hysterics whilst trying to teach each other words from our separate languages. My greatest achievement was to get one of the Touareg to say ‘Bottoms Up’ in an accent that would not have disgraced David Niven. That one evening of human intercourse in the middle of a hostile wilderness gave me a special and particular memory of the biggest desert on earth.

It is those chance relationships we make along the way that unites this collection of thirty-five travellers’ tales. These stories carry us right across the globe, from Brazil to Burma and Antarctica to Orissa. Lloyd Jones shares Scott’s Hut with a legendary snorer. A raki-fuelled Patrick Leigh Fermor watches a Greek fisherman doing a Turkish bellydance in a Bulgarian cave. Victoria Hislop is moved and inspired by her friendship with a former resident of the leper colony of Spinalonga. Colin Thubron is pedalled about by a rickshaw driver called Tun, who has a powerful and sobering story to tell. Ian Thomson revisits Rome to meet Professor Milza (or, as he helpfully translates for us, Professor Spleen), the surgeon who saved his life twenty-five years earlier. John Gimlette, visiting the forests of Orissa in India to investigate the story of tribesmen who wanted to eat their teacher, encounters the small but fearsome men of the Bonda tribe who would kill anyone who tried to take a photo of them. Russell Crowe and Naomi Campbell are clearly not the only ones.

From Sarah Wheeler and Rory MacLean come stories of travel experiences enhanced by love and lust. Robin Hanbury-Tenison sets out on a river journey from one end of South America to another with a companion who has to be regularly injected in the bottom. Janine di Giovanni describes how her meeting with a Jewish lawyer in Jerusalem changed her life.

The great strength of these encounters is that the personal illuminates the general, so through Dervla Murphy’s fondly described encounters with three Tibetans, one of them a dog she adopted, we gain a powerful insight into the history and predicament of the Tibetans in exile. Similarly, the chance that sat Sonia Faleiro next to an Indian maid returning from the Gulf, on the wrong plane as it turns out, gives us a brief but poignant glimpse of what millions of poor Indians will put up with to earn money from rich employers abroad. Through William Dalrymple’s meeting with a Jainist nun I learn more than I ever knew about the extreme asceticism of one of the world’s oldest living religions.

And there are many more stories that make up this fascinating and irresistible assortment. I’ll not spoil the treats ahead of you by giving away any more. Suffice to say, OxTravels is a uniquely readable and entertaining travel anthology. It ranges right across the world and will hopefully restore your faith in the human race.

Just like Oxfam, in fact.

Michael Palin, London, 2011
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Return of the Native

[image: image]

NICHOLAS SHAKESPEARE (born Worcester, 1957) grew up in the Far East and South America. After a stint as a BBC journalist, he joined The Times and then became literary editor for The Daily Telegraph and the Sunday Telegraph. His novels have been translated into twenty languages. They include The Vision of Elena Silves, winner of the Somerset Maugham Award, the Booker-longlisted Snowleg, and The Dancer Upstairs, which was made into a film by John Malkovich. He is also the author of an acclaimed biography of Bruce Chatwin, and a travel memoir, In Tasmania. He lives in Oxford.

 

Return of the Native

NICHOLAS SHAKESPEARE

My sister and I grew up in Brazil during the 1960s. Thirty years later, my sister went back to work with street children in the Pelhourinho district of Bahia, where she fell in love with a former street boy, a carefree Rastafarian called Rasbutta da Silva.

In 1994, research for a book took me to Bahia and I stayed with them. While my sister occupied herself feeding and teaching the children, Rasbutta showed me around the cobbled streets of the Pelhourinho, where, I could tell, he enjoyed some status. He strummed the mandolin and guitar, composed ballads and sang in a band, the Lions of Jehovah. (His drummer, he told me with a hint of pride, had played with the Lemonheads).

Rasbutta had been born into an impoverished black family who lived in a favela overlooking the bay. Built on layers of moist garbage, this was no second Troy: what the imagination reconstructed from the stinking mounds were generations of malnourishment and poverty. The shit dripped down stilts that were held together by rags. Water leaked from a single spout and the children who rinsed their hair in the dribble risked hepatitis or cholera.

Pinched between ocean and highway, Rasbutta’s community survived on fishing for vermelho and enguia. Unable to afford outboard engines, the fishermen paddled huge distances to find the shoals. In the dawn, they crouched exhausted on the dirty sand, slicing eels that they had stunned with dynamite.

Shoeless, in overlarge shorts, the children of the favela were forced like Rasbutta in the opposite direction, onto a maniacal highway called the Contorno. They stood in small, excited groups, reaching out their hands to the traffic whirling past. But it was a perilous business, begging on the Contorno, and sometimes a car knocked one of them down.

Rasbutta had made it across the Contorno to become a musician. His songs divided into two: laments for the children of the favela who grew up to be drug addicts and child prostitutes (that is to say, those whom my sister attempted to care for), and homesick, repetitive melodies about ‘Mama Africa’ and ‘Africa Diaspora’. Rasbutta had little idea what these phrases meant. The way he talked, the words had been leeched of their original sad power, like a national anthem which is sung but not felt.

‘I don’t know where my family comes from, what my origins are. Why does Bahia have so many blacks?’

Nor could Rasbutta’s community enlighten him. His family lacked an oral tradition. One of very few scraps his mother had passed on was how white Portuguese from Brazil went with guns to Africa and carried off the blacks. But nothing more. Africa, for Rasbutta, was simply the source of his blackness, part of a hazy nostalgia. It was not something he questioned or discussed. It was something he sang about.

He didn’t even believe in voodoo. Once, I stood with Rasbutta inside the shrine belonging to his austere elder brother, a priest of candomblé. The shrine – a stifling shed in a garden – contained a red plastic doll with a lascivious smile, a bar of black soap and an empty champagne bottle. Outside, a tortoise clambered over the roots of a loko tree. The roots, suggested Rasbutta’s brother, stretched under the Pacific to the land of Rasbutta’s ancestors: to Itu-Auyé, to Africa, home of the gods.

Hocus pocus, said Rasbutta out of earshot. ‘If voodoo’s so powerful, why were we slaves for 400 years?’

At dusk we walked along the waterfront. Close to the favela was a white-limed building planted about with banana palms – a chic restaurant, the Solar do Unhao, which tormented the warm air with the tantalising odour of fish stew. Two centuries ago this restaurant was the warehouse where they unloaded slaves from the Gulf of Benin.

In the Pelhourinho, my sister indicated a smooth flagstone the size of a grey handkerchief. ‘This was where the pillory stood. That’s where they sold the slaves.’

The most sought after slaves, I had read, came from a West African port called Ouidah, in the kingdom of Dahomey. ‘Do Ouidah!’ the slavers yelled, as if selling horses, and prised lips apart to show the fine teeth. The words slurred into the single word ‘Ajuda’, meaning ‘God help me’. Many of the slaves died of ‘banzo’, a longing for Africa which cracked the brain. They ate earth, drank copious quantities of brandy and masturbated excessively.

Rasbutta had never heard of ‘banzo’.

I INVITED MY SISTER and Rasbutta to travel with me, later that year, to Africa. I had a reason. I was researching a biography of Bruce Chatwin whose second book, The Viceroy of Ouidah, dramatised the slave trade between Bahia and Dahomey. The book’s protagonist was based on a white Portuguese slaver from Bahia who, around 1800, settled in Ouidah, where he helped his friend King Ghézo onto the throne. Ghézo rewarded him with the title of Viceroy and the monopoly on the sale of slaves. The Viceroy accumulated innumerable wives, eighty documented children and grew rich on his pickings. And there is this coincidence. In the book, Chatwin gave his hero the same surname as Rasbutta: da Silva.

The coincidence was satisfying, if not astonishing: Bahia’s telephone directory listed twenty-four pages of da Silvas. But it left this tantalising question, no less tormenting than the aromas surrounding the Solar do Unhao. Was Rasbutta da Silva descended from one of the millions of Africans shipped from Ouidah to Bahia and traditionally given the name of their owner? Or was his forebear the prodigiously wealthy Bahian slaver José-Rodrigues da Silva? Aside from not possessing any oral tradition, Rasbutta had no documentary evidence: in 1891 the Brazilian government burnt all records of ‘this vile trade’.

ON OUR SECOND DAY in Africa, a taxi drives us along the coast road to Porto Novo, the capital of Benin (as Dahomey is now called). The windscreen is obscured by stickers of Christ hammered to the cross, and between the stickers the thin palms of the Slave Coast flash by.

At last, in a backstreet, we find the address. The place is guarded by a tall grey metal gate. Rasbutta bangs it open, squeezes through and emerges into a courtyard of red earth. Squatting by a flame in one corner is an old black lady. She glances from her pan where something dark boils away. Rasbutta goes over and explains himself in Portuguese.

She stares at him, mouth open. Her eyes are strangely blue around the pupils and there is a hole visible in her tongue. She struggles to her feet, scattering two plucked-looking chickens. ‘A da Silva!’ Then, louder: ‘A da Silva from Brazil!’ Her cry pierces the open doors and windows of the Maison Familiale da Silva.

Here, in a jumble of decrepit rooms, live sixteen families all called da Silva. The clan descend from the Portuguese merchant who shipped Africans to Brazil in the middle of the eighteenth century. His fortune sprang from a simple barter: Bahia, where he lived on the north-east coast of Brazil, had tobacco but required slaves to work the plantations. Dahomey had the slaves and wanted tobacco. José-Rodrigues da Silva kept his holds full.

The da Silvas of Porto Novo continue to take pride in their descent from the white slaver who built this house. Few visitors come from the land that they associate with his wealth. Not in living memory has anyone from Brazil walked through that gate – further, someone who bears their name. Faces appear at the grilles, drawn by the old woman’s cry. Children hurtle naked into the heat. They converge on Rasbutta, fascinated by his dreadlocks. Hands dart out to touch his hair. A whisper passes among them. Somebody says something in French. The refrain is taken up. Not knowing French, Rasbutta wonders what they are saying. My sister tells him: ‘When are you going to take us to your big house in Brazil?’

Confused, Rasbutta responds in the best way he knows: unstraps his mandolin and strikes up a tune from Bahia. The effect is instantaneous: seventy people clapping hands, bumping hips, singing. But here’s the odd thing: they are not singing in French (Benin’s official language), nor in Yoruba. They are singing in Rasbutta’s language, Portuguese. More extraordinary, they are singing the words of his song. They seem to know it by heart.

The song over, the old woman stumbles up and speaks animatedly to Rasbutta. Her skin is blacker than whatever boils in her pan. In the high-pitched roll of her dialogue, like one of her teeth, a Portuguese word here and there pokes out. Her name, she says, is Amoudatou and she was born twelve years after the last consignment of slaves left Dahomey. When she has finished addressing Rasbutta, she snatches hold of his shoulders and kisses him.

Overcome, Rasbutta starts another song. The dancers mince barefoot on the earth, dancing to the words ‘Bravo! Bouryan Brasileira’. Their movements mimic carnival and horses. Rasbutta, dressed in a white jellaba lent him by one of the da Silvas, will sing for two hours in the heat.

IT’S LATE AFTERNOON when we return to Cotonou. Rasbutta remains silent in the back of the taxi.

That night we dine under an African tulip tree facing the port. Rasbutta sits at the end of the table, holding down his head. Tears stream from his eyes and his shoulders beneath his dreadlocks heave with silent sobs.

He gets up, wanders off.

‘C’est normal,’ says a woman at the table. ‘He must cry.’ She has seen it before. ‘They leave as slaves, then come back three generations later to retrieve their past. They come back knowing no one, not speaking the language, unable to communicate. Ça c’est terrible.’ She glances over to where Rasbutta leans on his upstretched arms against a tree. ‘He wants to speak and he can’t. But he has his eyes. All he can do is cry. It’s very good. And,’ she says, ‘it’s not finished.’

Rasbutta sobs through that night and into the next. ‘I didn’t know I had so many tears.’ When the old woman, Amoudatou, kissed him it was, he says, the most powerful experience of his life. He hadn’t realised there was a da Silva house, a beginning to everything. ‘I went to that house as a visitor, not as a member of the family, but she treated me as my mother would treat me if I came home. And then I had this sensation, like a dream, that I’d already been there. It reminded me of something I’d already experienced.’ For the very first time, he says, he felt linked, personally, to what he was singing about.

Our evening peters out at the So What! nightclub where a band from Zaire performs to an empty room. Rasbutta plucks at my arm. He wants me to repeat what the old woman Amoudatou had said, what everyone in the courtyard was saying.

‘They were saying: “Take me to Brazil. Take me to your big house in Brazil. When are you taking us?”’

Rasbutta shakes his head. ‘As if they think I live in a big house. As if where I live is better. Why do they think this?’

MORE UNRAVELS WHEN we meet the head of the da Silva clan. Karim Elisio-Urbain da Silva Kamar-Deen II is a secretive man who lives in one of the largest houses in Port Novo. He styles himself an author/editor and hotel-owner, but his deeper ambitions are political. In 1968, he ran for president. Foiled in the attempt, he exudes the impatience of his guard-dog, a Great Dane. Something about Karim suggests that, one day soon, he might run again for office. Meanwhile, he represents the interests of a far-flung country. Among his incarnations, Karim is Brazil’s honorary consul to Benin.

Karim sits fidgeting in a throne-like chair in the centre of his courtyard, dressed in a long new pink shirt, a new straw hat, and pale babouches stitched with the insignia of a python. Lizards perform press-ups on the soil by his feet and every few minutes a boy runs up with a message written on a yellow square of paper that Karim inspects and crumples.

‘Our relations with Brazil are very dear to us,’ he says to Rasbutta. Solicitous, he taps him on his arm. How might he assist?

My sister translates for Rasbutta – since Karim, despite the dignity of his office, does not speak Portuguese. ‘Rasbutta wants to know, if possible, who he’s descended from.’

Karim raises his straw hat to scratch a pitch-dark bald head. ‘Impossible.’ The story is the same as in Brazil. In 1924, to the ‘great regret’ of the family historian, all da Silva papers were destroyed by fire.

‘Then who are you descended from?’ I ask.

‘Our ancestor was a white, José-Rodrigues da Silva. He came here in 1736, from Portugal. Il est de l’aristocratie portugaise.’

‘What did he do?’

‘He was involved in commercial activities in Ouidah.’

‘You mean slaves?’

‘He was a slaver, yes. But if you were white, you couldn’t easily avoid that.’

‘Then isn’t it likely that Rasbutta’s family were slaves who took his name?’

Karim’s head-shake is vigorous. ‘Those who are da Silva – and you’re a da Silva, right? – are descended originally from the aristocracy. You could not take the name of your master. It was too sacred! You took his first name. If you were called simply “Silva”, no “da”, you might have been a slave, but when it’s “da Silva”… c’est la noblesse.’ He taps Rasbutta’s arm and looks pleased. ‘Let’s have a drink.’

We go inside. Karim’s house, topped with a huge satellite dish, is organised about a room in which everything is larger than life: the billiard table, the elephant tusks, the six-foot video screen. Larger in proportion to anything else are the outsized portraits of our host dressed in a fez. Karim, it turns out, also heads Porto Novo’s Muslim community.

Karim claps his hands and a girl appears. From a cabinet he brings out champagne glasses and a Lanvin ice bucket. He fills a glass with melted water from the bucket and hands it to Rasbutta.

We realise, talking to Karim, how mistaken it is to suppose that the abolition of the trade in 1838 led to the end of slavery. The last shipments of slaves left Ouidah in 1901. And yet as recently as 2001 there were reports of children being sold in Porto Novo. ‘When I was young,’ Karim reminisces, ‘there was a slave market in this town. Children who didn’t have parents, they were offered to people who would feed them.’

Before we leave, Karim casts his eyes about the room for something to commemorate this unscheduled visit by a Brazilian da Silva. He hovers over a scrap of printed cotton before settling on a yellow rosette, a leftover from a three-year-old voodoo festival. He pins the rosette to the chest of his putative distant cousin and Rasbutta is thanking him when his eyes lock on something across the room. On the crimson carpet, beside an exercise platform, is a man’s skeleton.

Karim chuckles. He bought the skeleton in Paris where he has another house.

‘That’s George.’

WE DRIVE NORTH to the former capital, Abomey, where skulls once covered the mud walls of the Palace.

‘We are in black Africa. With us the dead are not dead,’ intones a guide before a metal-framed bed of the sort you find in English boarding schools. The sheet is patterned with teddy bears and ducks, and where the pillow ought to be is a blue cooking pot. The guide removes the lid for us to make a donation. ‘The dead are with us and their souls are venerated by the sacrifice of animals.’

The bed is the chief feature of a tomb to one of the Kings of Dahomey, who pledged to leave their people richer with each reign. This ambitious promise led Dahomey’s rulers to sacrifice humans as well as animals, hunting their victims in season like pheasants. ‘The warlike spirit,’ an English traveller, A.B. Ellis, reported in 1883, ‘was kept alive by a yearly war which commenced in April.’ The crack troops were women who fought with a ferocity ‘that most resembled the blind rage of beasts’. Foreigners were forbidden to set eyes on these ‘Soldieresses’, but Ellis, risking a snatched look through his fingers, survived to describe them as physically plain: ‘all of them looked wiry and muscular and were covered with the cicatrices of old wounds.’

The royal Amazons beheaded their prisoners out of sight in the Palace compound. Ellis was told that they poured the blood into pools three feet square and set miniature canoes afloat on it. Afterwards, apparently, they mixed the blood with gold dust, sea-foam and rags, and patted the mixture, along with the skulls, into the temple walls.

‘How many sacrifices a year?’ I ask the guide.

‘It’s been exaggerated,’ he shrugs. ‘About eighty.’

There’s not much to see in Abomey’s Royal Palace save for a collection of Dutch clay pipes and a pair of wooden thrones. The larger, four feet high, is carved from a fromager tree and belonged to the Viceroy’s patron, King Ghézo. The backless stool rests, beneath an open civil servant’s umbrella, on four cracked human skulls lacquered to a nicotine hue.

‘He must have looked a bit stupid sitting there,’ reflects Rasbutta.

‘I don’t suppose many people told him that,’ my sister responds.

The second stool, embellished by two skulls, is the throne once squatted on by Ghézo’s mother, Princess Agontimé.

‘She was sold by her stepson to Bahia,’ says the guide.

The majority of prisoners were not beheaded, but exchanged like Princess Agontimé for pipe tobacco. Rasbutta finds the concept a slippery one to grasp. Between us, my sister and I try to explain: The Portuguese in his native Brazil refused to smoke tobacco picked from the lowest leaves of the plant. Rather than waste the leaves, merchants in Bahia experimented by lacing them with cane molasses which, reasonably pleasant tasting, had the advantage of adding weight. This sweetened pipe tobacco, known as soca, found an unanticipated market in West Africa. One after another the Kings of Dahomey became addicted, preferring soca to all superior brands. To finance their craving, they offered in exchange an erratic supply of slaves. By 1750, Bahia was sending fifteen ships a year to Ouidah. Each cargo contained up to 2,000 rolls of the syrupy-smelling tobacco and carried back to Brazil up to 700 Africans, from all ranks of society, who were put to work on the plantations.

RASBUTTA BUYS A DRUM in Abomey’s voodoo market. He beats on it for the rest of the day. His song is morose, unvarying.

Nao sei de onde eu sou

Nem de onde eu vim…

I don’t know who I am,

I don’t know where I came from…

A thought torments him. Could it be, as Karim da Silva suggested, that he descends from the slaver’s family? Already several people have remarked on Rasbutta’s resemblance to Amoudatou. And there is a curious incident. In a poorly lit house beside a church, we interrupt three brothers seated around a Bacardi bottle. One of them, noticing Rasbutta, flings out a hand. ‘Hey! Are you a da Silva? You look like a da Silva. Ooh là là, il ne parle pas français.’

The man can have no idea who Rasbutta is: we have walked in out of the blue. But he has guessed right. ‘C’est incroyable,’ he cackles when we tell him. ‘Et c’est vrai.’

Rasbutta’s thoughts grow wilder. If you have no documented proof of ancestry, all ancestors become possible. Why should he not be descended from a Portuguese slaver? Or someone more aristocratic? His daydream helps me to understand, among American blacks, the widespread affection for names like Earl, Count, Duke, Prince, King and Caesar.

The grandfather of Haiti’s Toussaint Louverture was, before his sale into slavery, a Prince of Dahomey. And what about Princess Agontimé who was sent to Brazil, right up the coast from Rasbutta’s village. Rasbutta, his mind dwelling on her ghoulish stool, is obsessed. ‘What do you think? Maybe I’m descended from a king?’

WE DRIVE TO OUIDAH, a coastal town of small mud houses and large boards advertising ‘London cigarettes’ and ‘Black King’ schnapps.

José-Rodrigues da Silva disposed of his slaves from a fort that today houses the ramshackle museum. Set in a concrete plinth is the charred steering wheel of the last governor’s Citroën. Also on exhibit are a rusty ankle shackle, a photocopied print of an Amazon and Dahomey’s first flag. Embroidered in 1811 and framed by three cutlasses, the centrepiece is a figure holding aloft a basket of fresh-severed heads.

The museum contains no portrait of da Silva, but on one wall there hangs a painting of his more famous successor, known locally as Chacha.

Ouidah’s most prominent slaver, and the model for Bruce Chatwin’s Viceroy, was a curly-haired Brazilian called Francisco Felix da Souza. His wealth, Chatwin wrote, was a curse: ‘Prince de Joinville, a son of Louis Philippe, came to call and described fantastic displays of opulence – silver services, gaming saloons, billiard saloons – and the Chacha himself wandering about distractedly in a dirty caftan.’

Exactly as da Silva’s birth is celebrated in the Maison Familiale in Porto Novo so, on 4 October every year, the da Souza clan gather in Ouidah to honour their ancestor with dances and songs in Portuguese, and dishes of feijoada and pirao. ‘We fete his birth, but not his death because he lives always,’ the head of the clan tells me.

Honoré da Souza, a lawyer who owns the aluminium concession for Togo, is the new Viceroy of Ouidah, an honorific title with no political power attached but lashings of sentiment. Two weeks before our arrival, in the spacious pink da Souza courtyard, Honoré was crowned before several hundred members of the da Souza family. They assembled beside Francisco Felix’s ebony Brazilian bed. Prayers were muttered, a bottle of Royal Stork gin passed round, and afterwards Honoré, wearing a replica of the tasselled cap of his ancestor, was lifted three times on and off a wooden elephant throne. After a 21-gun salute, his uncle Norberto handed him the cane of command.

I speak to Norberto. ‘Let me get this straight. You, a black, are celebrating the life and continued existence of a white Brazilian who was responsible for sending your people into slavery?’

Norberto nods. ‘He had to earn his living. Then, slavery was the fashion. Now it’s rice.’

THE AUCTIONS TOOK PLACE outside the da Souza house, beneath a large ancient tree. The tree is still growing, still casting a specked shade. Its roots protrude from the earth like the bones on the back of one’s hand, plunging underground just a few feet shy of a metal sign printed with the words Route des esclaves. As had da Silva’s slaves half a century before, da Souza’s slaves filed from under these same branches clustered with yellow berries, through the Quartier de Brésil, past crumbling merchants’ houses of luminous apricot, along a red dirt track.

Martine da Souza is Chacha’s great-great-granddaughter and works as a guide at the museum. She leads us onto the Slave Road. It cuts for three miles through cane plantations and rice fields. We walk in the footsteps of the estimated twenty million Africans who trod this path between 1530 and 1901, with gags in their mouths and their feet in metal hoops.

After a mile we come to a statue commemorating the Place de l’Oubli, where each and every slave circulated a tree four times to say goodbye to their country. The ceremony was intended to obliterate a person’s origins and cultural identity – which makes it all the more noteworthy that Rasbutta should abruptly remember, a few yards after leaving this place, a detail which has slipped his memory; and which suggests that Rasbutta da Silva is descended not from a slaver, nor a king.

Rasbutta recalls in his fishing village how his grandmother described the marks on her grandfather’s ankles. Marks left by a chain.

Another mile on, we reach the Casa de Zomai, ‘the house of darkness’. The slaves were locked for three months in this room, into which no light penetrated, to subdue them for the trip in the hold – an inferno described by one historian as ‘week after week of shitting, starving, shrieking hell’.

‘After three months in darkness,’ says Martine, ‘they were no more Dahomeans, no more human beings.’

Back in the sun, Rasbutta speaks to my sister in a low urgent voice. ‘I feel I’ve been on this road before. I feel this is my road. We’re going to come to a river and a bridge.’

‘How do you know?’ she says. There is nothing in sight, only the dirt road.

‘I just feel it.’

Right at that moment, we observe a three-headed statue on the verge. ‘Tohosu,’ explains Martine: the water divinity. And points. ‘There’s a bridge over there, crossing the river.’

We walk over in silence.

The beach is furrowed by black pigs with sandy noses foraging for shrimps.

No one swims from this shore. There are so many sharks that, in 1879, the canoeists went on strike: too many had been eaten. As well, there’s a dangerous undertow. ‘Don’t go into the sea – ever,’ our honorary consul has warned. ‘We’re sending back one person a month in a box.’

Close to the water’s edge, five men prepare to launch their pirogue. They run down the sand and paddle like mad. The waves engulf the grey dugout, overturning it. Nothing is whiter than the foam that hisses in a broad, bubbling band towards us.

We watch the men flounder back through the crashing surf, cursing.

There’s no shade and we are sweating. A local poet imagined this stretch of coastline as the doorway to hell. ‘It opens onto a blue sea. There is a woman with bare breasts who walks towards the prison of the waves. It’s my mother.’

Today, the men who right the canoe and retrieve the glass floats are fishermen. In the past they ferried a human cargo to the ships. How much, I wonder, were Rasbutta’s ancestors bartered for? Sixteen Dutch clay pipes? Twelve Pondichéry handkerchiefs? Sixty pounds of soca?

It has taken time to absorb this shocking thing. The people whom Rasbutta has met in Mama Africa are not, ancestrally speaking, his family, but his enemies. The Africans who stayed behind, the da Silvas, the da Souzas, the Kings of Abomey, were those who had connived in flogging his forebears for sweetened pipe tobacco.

‘Rasbutta, what do you feel?’ I ask.

He goes on staring out to sea, towards Brazil, towards the young Rasbutta, the fisherman’s son who had no clue what he was singing about.

‘I don’t feel anything,’ he says after a long time. ‘They should be feeling something.’
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Madam Say Go

SONIA FALEIRO

‘Madam say, “Go!”’

She scraped her scarf back on her head and I saw she was in her twenties, that her face was only large enough to accommodate her features. That one kohl-lined eye was swollen shut.

‘Madam?’ I said, trying not to stare.

She nodded, tilting her good eye towards me. ‘Where going?’

‘Bombay,’ I said.

‘You?’ I asked tentatively.

‘Hyderabad,’ she replied. ‘This flight Hyderabad,’ she said decidedly.

I shook my head. ‘This flight Bombay.’

She turned to the window; it was dark outside.

‘You do want to go to Bombay?’

She rummaged inside the box-like handbag on her lap, and retrieving her ticket handed it to me. She’d started her journey in Abu Dhabi and was to end it in Bombay.

‘Hindi?’ I asked, handing it back to her.

She shook her head. ‘Telugu?’

I shook my head.

‘English,’ she sighed. ‘Okay.’ She stuck her hand out. It was small, limp, and covered with scabs. ‘Padmavati Kadali, village Rameswaram, Andhra Pradesh. How are you?’

‘Good,’ I replied, shaking her hand gingerly. ‘How are you?’

Kadali shrugged. ‘Last week job, today nothing. Madam say, “You stealer! Go!”’ Her face broke into a grin. ‘Madam cheat Padma out of salary and madam say “Stealer!”’

She shrugged as though to say ‘the irony’.

‘Hyderabad going?’

I pressed the call button for the flight attendant.

‘Just a minute,’ I told Kadali.

She nodded.

The cabin lights were dim, the other passengers reduced to shapes and sounds. The shape of a woman covered entirely by a thin grey blanket; the sound of a man’s rasping snores; the shape of a baby burrowing restlessly into its mother’s breast; the sound of the mother’s determined ‘Shhhs’.

I’D BOARDED THIS FLIGHT in the UAE; it was a connection from Bahrain. I’d flown into Bahrain from Kuwait, Kuwait from Qatar. Technically, I’d started my journey in Bombay, but really, it had been months before that when I’d been in Kerala, taking a vacation from writing. I’d become intrigued by the adverts offering work in the Gulf that covered every public wall, alongside chalk paintings of gods and goddesses and life-sized, colourful posters declaring the latest Super Hit! film. Alongside these Help Wanted! In Dubai! Call Now! adverts were plastered cheaply printed offers of help with procuring a visa, and acquiring skills to be Best Maid! and Top Mechanic!.

Later, I learnt that Kerala sent more than two million, or one in six, of its people to the Gulf, the most of any state in India, and that remittances from these men, women, and even children young as sixteen, boosted the state’s economy by thirty-five per cent. Five million Indians, many barely literate construction workers and domestic help, had been making this journey since the 1970s, signing on for a hard life, far harder than they might even have had in India, but one that was also meant to be far more lucrative.

I wondered not just who these people were, but also, why they kept going back. For although their remittances, estimated at over fifty billion dollars annually, were life altering, so too was the abuse many suffered. In India government officials shared police reports – of a maid burnt with an iron for damaging a shirt, of a cook rescued from a home where he slept at midnight, woke up at 3 a.m., and was given dog food to eat.

In Qatar, an official at the Indian Embassy said it wasn’t unusual for an employer who couldn’t be bothered to buy his employee’s ticket home to drive her to the border with Saudi Arabia and abandon her. There was the story of a worker ‘encouraged’ to give up a kidney to his sick employer, of the maid whose ears were sliced off, of the IT employee promised an IT job, but who instead found himself herding sheep.

The abuse didn’t start in the Gulf. Recruitment agents in India charged exorbitant sums; money that was borrowed, sometimes from a half dozen places, at a high rate of interest, sometimes in exchange for pledging a home as security; because the job seeker believed he would earn that amount back quickly. But the job he was given was, more often than not, not just different from the one promised, it was low paying and binding. Breaking a contract could nullify one’s visa.

Agents were also responsible for what was known as ‘pushing’. An agent whose client had been rejected for a visa would pay off immigration officials, ensuring that when his client’s passport was to be examined, it wouldn’t be. He’d be ‘pushed’ through, turning him, instantly, into an illegal immigrant.

Once in the Gulf, semi-skilled or unskilled workers were forced to live isolated lives. They submitted their passport to their sponsor or employer, and because the visa and work permit system in the Gulf was skewed to entirely favour nationals, it was virtually impossible for them to break a contract, even one that broke the initial commitment made to them by a recruitment agent, or that underpaid and overworked them, or made their life a previously unimaginable misery. To leave the country without the consent of their sponsor could result in them being charged with absconding; leading to arrest and deportation, ruining any chance they might have had to renew their visa and apply for a better job. The comparatively lucky ones experienced the ‘Taxi System’: an ‘absconder’ who’d made his way to the Indian Embassy was heard out, fed, and given legal counselling. He was then placed in a taxi and sent to the deportation centre where he would stay until his case was resolved and the embassy could buy his ticket home.

While workmen were confined to their places of work and sleep, evidence of their toil was everywhere. In the perfect smoothness, length and curve of freeways, in the shimmering chrome and glass beauty of skyscrapers, in indoor ski slopes and outdoor Venetian-inspired water canals.

At the Al Hajeri labour camp in Doha lived three thousand Indians who worked at the Ras Laffan Industrial City, one of the world’s largest LNG exporting facilities. The day I was invited to visit just happened to be the day the contractor decided that workers must put in an extra shift. When I arrived, the sprawling camp was empty except for a supervisor and kitchen staff. I was welcome to inspect the sleeping areas, the supervisor said, and the kitchen. Vegetables were imported from Kerala, he assured me; workers even ate fish and chicken. The men, I said, can I see them tomorrow? The supervisor shook his head glumly. ‘Out of question.’

At least I’d seen workmen. Not at the camp, but almost everywhere else, drilling, digging, paving roads. They toiled in the steam of the hottest day, in the swirl of wind and dust storms; security guards oversaw their every move. But at least I could verify their existence with my own eyes.

Domestic workers were entirely invisible.

The homes they worked in were enormous domed villas with walls so thick, so high, one could only imagine what lay beyond. When contacted, the owners of these villas would invite me for a meal at an expensive restaurant, and they’d be courteous, recommending shopping malls, and because I was a writer, one of the few bookstores in town, and they would talk of how they couldn’t live without their help, how she was so clean, so loyal, and it was so sad I couldn’t meet her because she was currently unwell/on vacation/in India.

My best bet, if I wanted to speak freely with a domestic worker, I was told by another official at the Indian Embassy, this time in Kuwait, was a deportation centre. Or, the flight home.

THE ATTENDANT BENT over me. ‘Can I help you?’

‘She thinks she’s going to Hyderabad,’ I said, nodding at Kadali.

Kadali looked up at the attendant eagerly. ‘Hyderabad?’ she said.

The attendant was sympathetic. ‘Her madam packed her off to the wrong city, I suppose. Happens all the time.’

The man in the seat in front of me swivelled his head. ‘Gulfie people are all rogues. Muslim sheikh mafia, I tell you!’

‘Let me talk to the chief attendant,’ the attendant said. ‘We’ll take care of her, don’t worry.’

‘We should boycott the Gulf!’ the man spluttered, his face bulging. ‘Why don’t we do it? I’ll tell you why. Because we Indians have no pride, that’s why – NO PRIDE WHATSOEVER!’

The attendant gave him a look.

‘Blanket?’ he beseeched.

Kadali turned to me. ‘My husband told this would happen. They always send home long way. Wrong way. “But never mind, madam,” he told me. “You can look after yourself.”’

‘He’s right,’ I said. ‘I’m sure you can. I mean, you have.’

Kadali’s eyes lit up. ‘I told madam first time, “You beat!”’ She grabbed my wrist. ‘“You beat, I take police. Straight police!”’

I burst out laughing. So did she. ‘Straight police!’ she giggled, slapping my knee.

‘But wait, what about your eye?’ I asked.

She was sheepish. ‘Fell down airport rushing, rushing. So happy to go home.’

I didn’t know whether to believe her.

‘You fell down?’

‘Uh huh,’ she nodded.

The chief attendant came over. He appeared solicitous. ‘We’ll drop her off with the ground staff in Bombay,’ he said. ‘They’ll do the needful.’

Nothing about Kadali’s expression changed. She was serene, like all she’d needed was a confirmation of her suspicions, and now she knew she’d been duped, she could move on.

‘What do you do?’ she asked, not appearing to give her own situation another thought.

‘I’m a writer,’ I said.

‘Housemaid,’ she pointed to herself. Digging into her handbag, she retrieved a plastic sandwich bag, and from it, a passport stored safely within. ‘Take a look.’

Kadali posed with a wide smile, a gold chain at her neck, gold earrings in her ears, a dot of red on her forehead. Her dark eyes focused intently ahead, a mixture of curiosity and impatience. It was clear that she was, at whatever age the photograph had been taken, already a fully formed personality, who might be moved by the world, but would not be swayed by it.

‘How long were you in Abu Dhabi?’ I asked, handing back the passport.

‘First, Oman. Two years after, visa expire, come home, work hard, earn thirty thousand rupees, then only Abu Dhabi.’

‘Thirty thousand for the agent?’ I asked.

She nodded.

‘In Abu Dhabi,’ she continued. ‘Madam sleep. Mister drink. He travel a lot and madam, oh so fat, so grumpy I can’t tell, every time mister travel she lose mind; walk up and down house like ghost talking non-stop crazy to herself. Four children she had, four big-big children, and who look after them tell?’

‘You did,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ she smiled fondly. ‘I wash, I fed, I school bus took. I told stories of India. The children liked my stories. See my hands? So much work, hands need hospital!’

‘Were you happy?’ I asked.

She thought about this. ‘The food was good … Because I cooked!’

She grinned. ‘Cook well, eat well!’

‘But money? Some month 500 dirhams*, some month zero dirhams. And madam so crazy, I can’t tell.’ She tapped the side of her head meaningfully. ‘When my husband call from India, if madam hear, she pull my hair and scream, “Boyfriend?!” What boyfriend? Mister has been my husband for eleven years.’ She giggled naughtily. ‘Too much time!

‘But when madam go out, I call husband. I say, “Too much difficult without you. Too much sadness.” And he say, “You be okay, Padma, you be fine. Stay strong for me, for children.” “Okay, alright,” I answer. “I’m okay.” But inside not okay. I think of husband. Of children without mother. I think, when I go home after three years, maybe four, they will call me “Aunty”. Not Mummy, Aunty. And then, after all this, madam say me, “Stealer!” “What did I steal?” I ask her. “Tell me!” “Like you don’t know!” she reply. So I said, “I don’t know, right. But I know you crazy woman.” Madam get so angry she come towards me to slap but I say, “Uh uh, remember, police!” That make her more angry than anytime! So angry she was, she make me clean full house, fill full fridge, iron all clothes, and then, only then, she say, “Go! I buy ticket, go!” When I was leaving, madam’s children how they cry. And why not? I love them too much. But madam? Madam watch TV and when I say, “Madam, goodbye,” she say, “Huh!” Huh?! Two years I clean after her and she say, “Huh!”’

Kadali tut-tutted. ‘Too much bad manners.’

‘What will you do now?’ I asked. ‘Will you go back?’

‘Never!’ she said. ‘Never go Abu Dhabi. Go home.’

‘To your village?’

Kadali leaned in. ‘My home in village have one room. Bathroom, kitchen, one bed four peoples all same room. At evening time, 5 p.m, lights go. Padma light candles, send children to rich neighbour with more candles, so children can study well. Padma’s husband has bicycle. He has chickens, goat, cow, also mother but she live in other village so no problem for Padma. In village nothing fancy like Abu Dhabi. No money like Abu Dhabi. That’s why I go Abu Dhabi. To buy for children things I never had – schooling in English medium, clothes, shoes, nice food. One boy of mine so crazy for film star Nagarjuna, must watch Nagarjuna film at least once month. Once month! Crazy boy!’

‘He our Baby Nag!’ She laughed fondly.

‘But who say to me if you go work there you get beat, you get shouting, they call “Stealer”? No one. People who stay say, “Ai Padma, when you come home get some gold for me also.” People who go say, “Come quick, this place better than USA.” Hah. Like in Abu Dhabi all eat gold. Eat gold, yes, but all? I’ll tell if someone ask. But no one ask, because no one want believe.’

She shook her head sadly. ‘Everyone like to dream.’

‘I thought you said you fell down.’

Kadali shrugged. ‘Fell down, get pushed by driver in hurry for me to get in airport. Same thing. Fell. Hurt eye.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ I said.

The attendant was leaning over me again. ‘Everything okay?’

I looked at Kadali.

She bobbed her head. ‘Fully okay.’

Kadali watched the attendant walk away. ‘Now on, Padma stay home,’ she said. ‘If Padma cook, for family. If clean, for family. No crazy madam stealing money then calling Padma stealer. Enough! Maybe less money, okay. Even no money, okay. Sell chickens. Sell goat. Something.’

‘Good for you,’ I said, meaning it. ‘Good luck.’

‘Thank you,’ Kadali smiled. ‘But not required. Going home.’


* 500 dirhams is about £85.
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The Monk’s Luggage

PAUL THEROUX

I remembered from long ago the Mandalay train as basic, the trip an ordeal. This train was in better shape, but it was no less a ghost train, a decaying relic of the past, taking me from Rangoon, the skeletal city still haunted by the military, to the northerly ghost town of Mandalay. I felt that strongly as we set off. I had no idea how accurate that vision of Mandalay was, as a city of wraiths and the living dead, and people being screamed at by the demonic soldiers.

In the sleeping compartment a young Frenchman was lolling in his berth, his sinuous Thai girlfriend, still in her teens, wrapped around him. I said hello and then went to the platform to buy some oranges.

A monk with a bundle slung over his shoulder was being pestered by a ragged Burmese man. The monk was speaking English and trying to give the man some money – some folded ragged bills.

‘No, two dollah,’ the Burmese man said.

‘This same, these kyats,’ the monk said.

‘Two dollah,’ the Burmese man said again.

I said, ‘What’s the problem?’

The ragged man was a scooter-rickshaw driver, who had taken the monk to the station. He insisted, as many Burmese did of foreigners, on being paid in American dollars.

‘Here,’ I said, giving the man the two dollars. The man took them with both hands, fingers extended, then touched them to his forehead.

‘You’re a stranger,’ the monk said. ‘You don’t know me.’

I had been reading a Buddhist text, The Diamond Sutra, as background for a story I was calling ‘The Gateway of India’, so I was able to say, ‘The Diamond Sutra says that you should give and not think about anything else. You don’t speak Burmese?’

‘I’m from Korea.’ And it turned out that he too was on this train to Mandalay, the fourth person in my compartment. He said hello to the Frenchman and the Thai girl, and soon after, with a clang of couplings, the train started to move.

I looked out the window and marvelled again, as I had on arriving in Yangon. Nothing had changed in the outskirts, either – after the decaying bungalows and the creekside villages, it was just dry fields, goats cropping grass on the tracks, ducks on murky ponds, burdened women walking, looking haughty because they were balancing bundles on their heads, slender sarong-wearing Burmese, and befouled ditches.

I dozed, I woke up; the Frenchman and his girlfriend had separated and dozed in the upper berths. The monk sat opposite me.

He was a Zen monk, his name was Tapa Snim (‘snim means monk in Korean’). He had just arrived in Myanmar. He was fifty years old. He had shifted his small bundle; it was now in the corner of his berth. He was a slender man, slightly built, very tidy, with clean brownish robes and a neatly shaved head that gave him a grey skull. He was not the smiling evasive monk I was used to seeing, who walked several inches above the ground, but an animated and watchful man who met my gaze and answered my questions.

‘How long have you been a monk?’ I asked.

‘I became a monk at twenty-one,’ Tapa Snim said. ‘I have been meditating for twenty-nine years, but also travelling, I have been in a monastery here in Yangon for a few days, but I want to stay in a monastery in Mandalay.’

‘How long will you be here?’

‘Meditation for six months, then I will go to Laos and Cambodia – same, to meditate in a monastery.’

‘You just show up and say, “Here I am”.’

‘Yes. I show some papers to prove who I am. They are Theravada Buddhist. I am Mahayana. We believe that we can obtain full enlightenment.’

‘Like the Buddha?’

‘We can become Buddha, totally and completely.’

‘Your English is very good,’ I said.

‘I have travelled in fifteen Buddhist countries. You know something about Buddhism – you mentioned The Diamond Sutra.’

‘I read it recently. I like the part of it that describes what life on earth is:

A falling star, a bubble in a stream.

A flame in the wind. Frost in the sun.

A flash of lightning in a summer cloud.’

‘A phantom in a dream,’ Tapa Snim said, the line I’d forgotten. ‘That’s the poem at the end. Have you read The Sixth Patriarch’s Sutra?’

I said no, and he wrote the name in my notebook.

‘All Zen Buddhists know this,’ he said, tapping the name.

We travelled for a while in silence. Seeing me scribbling in my notebook, the Frenchman said, ‘You must be a writer.’

He had a box of food, mainly potato chips, pumpkin seeds and peanuts. He shared a bag of pumpkin seeds with us.

Up the great flat plain of Pegu Province, dusty-white in the sun, the wide river valley, baking in the dry season. Small simple huts and villages, temples in the distance, cows reclining in the scrappy shade of slender trees. Tall solitary stupas, some like enormous whitewashed pawns on a distant chessboard, others like oversize lamp finials, under a blue and cloudless sky.

The bamboo here had the shape of giant antlers, and here and there pigs trotted through brambles to drink at ponds filled with lotuses. It was a vision of the past, undeveloped, serene at a distance, and up close harsh and unforgiving.

Miles and miles of drained and harvested paddy fields, the rice stalks cut and rolled into bundles and propped up to await collection. No sign of a tractor, or any mechanisation – only a woman with a big bundle on her head, a pair of yoked oxen – remarkable sights for being so old-fashioned. And then an ox cart loaded with bales of cotton, and across a mile of paddy fields a gold stupa.

I walked to the vestibule of the train, for the exercise, and talked a while with an old toothless man going to Taungoo. When I asked him about the past he seemed a little vague.

‘I’m fifty-two,’ he said, and I was reminded how poverty aged people prematurely.

When I came back to the compartment, Tapa Snim was rummaging in his bag. I watched him take out an envelope, and then he began knotting the two strands that made this simple square of cotton cloth into a bag.

‘Do you have another bag?’ I asked, because the smallness of this one seemed an improbable size for a long-distance traveller.

‘No. These are all my possessions.’

Everything, not just for a year of travel, but everything he owned in the world, in a bag he easily slung under one arm. True, this was a warm climate, but the bag was smaller than a supermarket shopping bag.

‘May I ask you what’s inside?’

Tapa Snim, tugging the knot loose, gladly showed me the entire contents.

‘My bowl, very important,’ he said, taking out the first item. It was a small black plastic soup bowl with a close-fitting lid. He used it for begging alms, but he also used it for rice.

In a small bag: a piece of soap in a container, sunglasses, a flashlight, a tube of mosquito repellent, a tin of aspirin.

In a small plastic box: a spool of grey thread, a pair of scissors, nail clippers, Q-tips, a thimble, needles, rubber bands, a two inch mirror, a tube of cream to prevent foot fungus, ChapStick, nasal spray, and razor blades.

‘Also very important,’ he said, showing me the razor blades. ‘I shave my head every fifteen days.’

Neatly folded, one thin wool sweater, a shawl he called a kasaya, a change of clothes. In a document pouch, he had a notebook and some papers, a photograph showing him posed with a dozen other monks (‘to introduce myself’) and a large certificate in Chinese characters he called his bikkhu_certificate, the official proof he was a monk, with signatures and seals and brushwork.

And a Sharp electronic dictionary that allowed him to translate from many languages; and a string of beads – 108 beads, the spiritual number.

As I was writing down the list, he said, ‘And this’ – his straw hat – ‘and this’ – his fan.

‘Nothing else?’

‘Nothing.’

‘What about money?’

‘That’s my secret.’ And then carefully he placed it all on the opened cloth, and drew the cloth together into a sack, everything he owned on earth.

‘Tell me how you meditate.’

‘You know the Japanese word koan,’ he said. It wasn’t a question. ‘For example, in ancient China, a student asked an important Zen monk, “What is Buddha?” The monk answered, “One pine-cone tree in front of a garden.”’

Out the train window I could see a village set in a bower of dense trees, offering shade, scattered groves of bananas and coconut, more lotus ponds, people on bikes. And here before me the shaven-headed and gently smiling Tapa Snim.

‘I meditate on that. “One pine-cone tree in front of a garden.” It is a particular tree.’

‘How long have you been using this koan?’

‘Years. Years. Years.’ He smiled again. ‘Twelve hours a day.’

‘Is it working?’

‘I will understand eventually. Everyone has Buddha-spirit in their mind. By reason of sufferings and desires and anger we can’t find it.’ He rocked a little on the seat, and then went on. ‘If we get rid of suffering and desire and anger, we can become a Buddha.’

‘How do I get rid of them?’

‘Meditate. Empty your mind – your mind must be vacant. Non-mind is the deepest stage of the deep stage.’ He asked to borrow my pen, and the little notebook I’d been using. He said, ‘Every night I have a serious question in my head – every day and night. Look.’

He set down six Chinese characters, inscribing them slowly, each slash and dot. Then he poked at them, translating.

‘Sun-faced Buddha, moon-faced Buddha,’ he said. ‘For twenty-six years I have thought about this. If I solve this I will know truth. It is my destination, my whole life, to solve this problem.’

‘But how did you happen to choose these images?’

‘One day, a famous monk, Ma Tsou, was asked, “How are you?” This was his reply.’

‘Why did you come here to meditate? You could have stayed in Korea.’

He said, ‘Buddha travelled! So I travel. I am looking for enlightenment.’

‘What do you think about Burma?’

He laughed and told me that on the day of his arrival he had gone to the railway station, but the ticket window was closed. So he waited on a bench and, waiting there, had fallen asleep. When he woke up he discovered that the pouch at his waist had been razored open by – literally, a cutpurse – and some of his money stolen.

‘But small money! Big money is in a secret place.’

‘You’ve been to India?’

‘India can be dangerous,’ he said. ‘But I have a theory about India.’ He sat forward, eager to explain. ‘I see many poor people there, and I think, What is their karma? They are the poorest people in the world. Why do they receive this big suffering? Eh?’

I said I had no idea, and that the people here – right out the window – seemed miserably poor, living in bamboo huts and steadying wooden ploughs pulled by oxen, and labouring under the load of heavy bales.

‘India is worse,’ he said. ‘This is my ridiculous thought. I know it is silly, but…’ But, he implied that it was not ridiculous at all and that I should not be too quick to judge him. ‘Indian people have many bad karmas. In their history, they created violence, they destroyed Buddhist stupas and persecuted monks. They all the time blame Muslims, but Hindus have been just as bad. In my Indian travel I think this is the deep reason for the suffering there.’

‘What about Korea – any suffering?’

‘Suffering everywhere! In Korea we have mad crazy Christians, because we are under the influence of the United States.’

‘Reverend Moon?’

‘Many people like him!’ Tapa Snim said. ‘I am glad to be here.’

In the setting sun, the muted pinks and browns, the subdued light, the long shadows of the labouring bent-over harvesters. And in the dusk, the unmistakable sign of rural poverty – no lights in the villages, only the lampglow in small huts, or the small flare of cooking fires at ground level, the smell of woodsmoke. All the train windows were open to insects and smoke and, passing a swamp or a pond, a dampness in the air, the malodorous uprush of the hum of stagnant water.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


ops/images/f0157-01.jpg
4
<
<
<
<
<
<
<
<
<
<

sassrsssssssssrsssse)





ops/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





ops/images/f0054-01.jpg








ops/images/f0083-01.jpg






ops/images/f0314-01.jpg






ops/images/f0381-01.jpg
A A AR

il
[

B N





ops/images/f0389-01.jpg





ops/images/f0292-01.jpg





ops/images/f0223-01.jpg





ops/images/f0043-01.jpg
‘
¢
¢
¢
¢
«
¢
«
¢
¢
<
¢
«
>

]
PLDLLPIPLLPLIPIIL LSS





ops/images/f0131-01.jpg





ops/images/9781847657459.jpg
‘meetinys with mmaﬂ{a@[e travel writers






ops/images/f0311-01.jpg
R L

AssAsAAAAAAL"





ops/images/f0332-01.jpg





ops/images/f0403-01.jpg





ops/images/f0237-01.jpg
AMINATTA FORNA






ops/images/f0428-01.jpg





ops/images/f0260-01.jpg





ops/images/f0331-01.jpg
‘

R AR A5

w
o
@
—
&
o
—
(=
o
o
o

PP T





ops/images/f0283-01.jpg
) ) —

TIFFANY MURRAY

FYVYVYYYYVYPYYrrryreys

AAAAAAAAAAAAS





ops/images/f0008-01.jpg





ops/images/f0354-01.jpg





ops/images/f0411-01.jpg
CERUT VLR VYV VV YLV VYV VY

@

»
Q
-
=
=
L]
™

HOWHEL HOIXT ADIHLIY4,

PV

Y8 LEIGH FERMO

0]





ops/images/f0312-01.jpg





ops/images/f0014-01.jpg





ops/images/f0368-02.jpg





ops/images/f0274-01.jpg





ops/images/f0368-01.jpg





ops/images/f0387-01.jpg
‘(‘(‘4'(‘4““33-”

Y

<
«
<
.
<
<
<
<
<
<
<
<
<
<
s





ops/images/f0108-01.jpg





ops/images/f0158-01.jpg





ops/images/f0181-01.jpg





ops/images/f0045-01.jpg





ops/images/f0116-01.jpg





ops/images/f0359-01.jpg
:::::::::

srsssrsrssrsst

PP





ops/images/f0393-01.jpg





ops/images/f0246-01.jpg
;i N/ “\\Gt&
i






ops/images/f0210-01.jpg





ops/images/f0382-01.jpg





ops/images/f0182-01.jpg





ops/images/f0291-01.jpg
7
HANBURY -
TENISON

e Y WV AP

AAAAAAAAAA A A AAAAAA S





ops/images/f0371-01.jpg
PRSIy

LAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAS





ops/images/f0073-01.jpg





ops/images/f0115-01.jpg
LLOYD JONES

B Y T Y Y VS

AsassAsAAAAAAAAAAAAS





ops/images/f0379-01.jpg





ops/images/f0153-01.jpg





ops/images/f0224-01.jpg





ops/images/f0012-01.jpg
o“‘:p‘»;))“;:n”a"





ops/images/f0144-01.jpg





ops/images/f0173-01.jpg
ltliltdddldlidddd#ldﬂ

N e





ops/images/f0129-01.jpg





ops/images/f0404-01.jpg





ops/images/f0238-01.jpg





ops/images/f0301-01.jpg
AAAAAAAAAAAAS

SHEHADEH

»»»»»»»»»»»»»»»»»»»»






ops/images/f0053-01.jpg





ops/images/f0070-01.jpg





ops/images/f0322-01.jpg





ops/images/f0209-01.jpg





ops/images/f0353-01.jpg





ops/images/f0084-01.jpg





ops/images/f0193-01.jpg
SARA WHEELER

Assaaaaasan

POLLLPPP L PP P PP PP AP PP





ops/images/f0032-01.jpg





ops/images/f0103-01.jpg





ops/images/f0296-01.jpg





ops/images/f0342-01.jpg





ops/images/f0296-02.jpg





ops/images/f0124-01.jpg





ops/images/f0302-01.jpg





ops/images/f0321-01.jpg
CPIVVRVTRRRR RV VLWV VY

S s o o S P





ops/images/f0132-01.jpg





ops/images/f0245-01.jpg
«

«
<
‘
<
«
L4
«
<«
«
4
<
«

PELLLLLLL2L 1200000000





ops/images/f0194-01.jpg





ops/images/f0146-01.jpg





ops/images/f0341-01.jpg
“RVVVVVVV VvV

.

o
2
o
-1
o
J
(]
£
o
-
()

LPLLPPPP PP PRI PP PP





ops/images/f0259-01.jpg
CVVVVVYVV YV






ops/images/f0104-01.jpg





ops/images/f0123-01.jpg
@) vicionia

HISLOP.

PAPPALPIPLLLPIPIII I PP

P





ops/images/pub1.jpg





ops/images/f0372-01.jpg





ops/images/f0284-01.jpg





ops/images/f0412-01.jpg





ops/images/f0361-01.jpg





ops/images/f0174-01.jpg





ops/images/f0200-01.jpg





ops/images/f0199-01.jpg





ops/images/f0069-01.jpg





ops/images/f0030-01.jpg
l\gA\AAQA\A\x~





ops/images/pub.jpg
P

PROFILE BOOKS





ops/images/f0143-01.jpg
AAAAAAAAAAAAS

,o;a}:»o;»»;;w:»;ﬂ





ops/images/f0273-01.jpg
Aassaan





