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PREFACE

The title of this book occurred to me upon awakening one mid-April day in 2001, shortly before I set out on the transcontinental journey it describes.

It was in my mind that if I were to send home a collection of newspaper articles from the countries en route they might cover such a range of themes that, as I would be using Internet cafés to deliver them, this would constitute a fairly new use of email which might somehow—precious thought—marry the staccato rhythms of that medium with the more sustained notes contained in news features.

So it was no coincidence that my irregular series of travel articles published in the Melbourne Age over the next two years was christened ‘Emails from the Edge’.

In 2003, when it became clear that this book would be written not in Australia but in far-off Namibia, and that posting a hard-copy manuscript would be problematic, the title acquired a secondary, quite eerie, significance, because now the book itself would be sent to my long-suffering publishers in the form of emails from the edge of Africa.

At about the same time, when discussing with the publisher what form this memoir should take, I could see that to tell only of my outward journey and not of the inner one would be to tell half a story, or a kind of lie.

People, like continents, have edges. To cross one's own is a different voyage, undertaken with no obvious return ticket. But there are many roads back to a whole life.

At the time of going to print, self-exploration was free of charge and there was still no departure tax on flights of the imagination.





Chapter 1

LOWER, FASTER, FURTHER


In the path of verse, behold the travelling of place and of time!

The child of one night, the path of one year goeth.



A COUPLET BY HAFEZ (KHAJEH SHAMSEDDIN MOHAMMAD HAFEZ SHIRAZI),

14TH-CENTURY PERSIAN SUFI POET, FROM ANTHOLOGY DIVAN OF HAFEZ

CHRISTMAS 2001

Christmas is hardly the word for it, but unmistakable signs of the season were everywhere: there was no room at inn after inn, and tinselled trees sprouted in hotel foyers, welcoming Westerners to that part of the world where it all began.

They welcomed me to Manama, downtown Bahrain, an urban oasis wedged between the Arabian desert and opal-blue Gulf. At the commercial heart of this oasis, the Hotel Aradous beckoned me in from the unremitting heat of the street to the cool relief of its high-ceilinged interior.

This could have been a European grand hotel, from its glittering chandelier and room-key boxes at reception right down to the potted palms. But a glance outside would have cured anyone of such a misconception. From there emanated all the sounds and smells, the tingling, jangling and spicy aromas, that make up an Eastern bazaar.

On either side of the hotel’s entrance were two shops: one a jeweller’s, the other a moneychanger’s, testament to the reign of commerce in this realm. In the alley that ran alongside the Aradous, I passed a tarpaulin-covered teashop, an airy refuge from the ceaseless hubbub of traders. A few metres further down the alley, I came upon a security door where, having made prior arrangements for entering at ground level and avoiding staircases, I found an eager hotel porter waiting.

He unlocked the door, re-locked it at once, and led me through a warren of corridors that eventually brought me back to the foyer. Here I found myself asking yet again those questions that coming from any other guest would have sounded absurd: not only, ‘Do you have a room for six nights?’ but also, ‘Could I have a look first to see whether I can get into the bathroom?’

All this arranged without too much fuss, we finally broached the question of the tariff—as important to me as to any budget traveller, and I still classed myself as one because, although this was no ordinary journey, I remained averse to paying gold-brick prices for base-metal accommodation. After Central Asia, where expenses could be kept within tolerable bounds, the Gulf had come as a rude shock to the wallet. In this region my usual ceiling, US$40 a night, was the basement.

There’s no such thing as a cheap room in Bahrain’s tourist quarter but the Aradous seemed the best option. So, as I waited for the reception staff to deal with other guests first, my mind wound back eleven years to 1990, when I had worked as a sub-editor on the national newspaper—and, anticipating the moment the duty manager’s roving eye fell on me, I took the opportunity to beg a favour.

‘May I use your phone for a local call, please?’

‘Certainly,’ he replied, idly pushing the device across the counter.

I picked up the receiver, checked my newly bought copy of the Gulf Daily News, and dialled.

‘Could you put me through to the editor?’ I asked, having noted in the paper that the deputy editor when I worked there had since been promoted. His familiar English Midlands accent came on the line.

‘Ken Haley here. I’m back in Bahrain, for the first time since I was working here.’

‘Oh, Ken,’ he sounded slightly lost for words, ‘how have you been?’

‘Very well. Time heals, as they say.’ A pause. ‘I wouldn’t mind seeing you … while I’m here.’

‘That would be fantastic. Why don’t you ring tomorrow? We’d be glad to see you. If you’re staying in town, you could catch a bus out to the office.’

‘Yes, well … ’ (the moment of revelation could not be deferred, as I knew the office layout well enough and the editorial offices were literally up stairs on the first floor), ‘it would be fine to meet at the office but I have something to tell you if you have a moment to spare.’

‘…Yes?’

‘You needn’t worry about this,’ I began, a past master at imparting this fact to old acquaintances, ‘but a few years ago I had a spot of bad luck and I should tell you that these days I’m in a wheelchair.’

Silence. I could have counted off the seconds, but took up the conversational slack after a handful had elapsed. ‘There’s really no need to worry, I’ve had a successful career since those days, and the fact I’ve just travelled all across Central Asia and Iran to get here will tell you that. So the office is out of the question, but somewhere in town perhaps?’

It takes more than a telephone to screen out the smell of fear. I could tell from this brief encounter that a meeting which should have provided resolution, a neat rounding off, to a very messy episode from a difficult time was now not going to take place. A chill dread had made that meeting—so imminent a minute ago—disappear. Even though to all the world I was the disabled one, all the pain would be weighing down his side of the ledger. What I looked to as closure would for him have been an opening—on to the worst of times.

So the next night I rang the editor’s office back hour after hour after hour only to be serially fobbed off. In the end I tried to ignore the clenching of my chest, pocketed the indignity and steeled myself to look on it as something other than blameworthy, as nothing more or less than Fate.





Chapter 2

WHERE I’M COMING FROM


I know in my heart of hearts that it is a most excellent reason to do things merely because one likes the doing of them.



FREYA STARK THE VALLEYS OF THE ASSASSINS

I cannot plead anything particularly out of the ordinary in my childhood, except the child. The middle son of three, I was born into a conventional lower-middle-class family and raised on what lay near the edge of Melbourne’s sprawling suburbia in the 1960s and is now a middle suburb. As it happens, my younger brother and his wife now live in that same, formerly weatherboard, house. I received a state-school education and probably had a more religious upbringing than most in secular Australia, owing to a devout maternal grandmother. My politics, though, I inherited from Dad, a traditional Labor voter.

In Australia ‘tall poppies’ are there to be cut down. Mum was, as she remains, an engaging mixture of egalitarianism and keeping up proper social standards. A certain woman down the street might be ‘common’ but a more heinous offence was to be ‘a snob’. Somewhere in the great comfortable middle ground: that was where you belonged.

Except that I didn’t. My rebellious spirit, combined with artistic inclinations, meant that when my grandmother bought me a piano for my sixth birthday I kicked against the discipline of strict morning practice hours but would then play—loudly and discordantly, it must be said—well into the evening.

Beyond boundaries, I became myself, felt free, grew wild.

While I was a loner, the gift of the gab (my part-Irish heritage?) made me quite a persuasive character, and, like most other teenagers, I craved the approval of my peers. But somehow the ‘loner’ and the observer within me proved stronger than the participant. As they shaped my personality I discovered that some of life’s richest pleasures—though not happiness, damn it—are reserved for those of us who do our own thinking and imagining, who ask ‘Why?’ and ‘What if?’ more than is really good for us.

You would have described me as inquisitive rather than acquisitive— and this is a curse as much as a blessing. Somehow I survived high school, by talking my way out of trouble as often as I talked myself into it, and by concentrating on flight rather than fight (being on the move is nothing new to me, you see).

Cultivating individuality, refusing to follow the pack, served me well when I became a journalist, but there was a price to pay. No amount of planing off the social edges of your personality is going to make it anything but deformed. ‘Know thyself,’ said the Greeks. ‘Be yourself,’ say the moderns. They’re both right, of course, but you can’t really achieve the second until you’ve mastered the first—which takes decades, guaranteeing a bumpy ride along the way.

My curiosity got me into this life of journalism alternating with travel: it is the personal denominator common to both. The first news event that swam into my view was the flight of Sputnik. A half-formed image resides somewhere in my consciousness of being held aloft in the front yard, at the age of three, and seeing a pinpoint of white light streak across the sky.

The urge to break away, to disappear, kicked in quite young. I remember when, aged ten, I left my grandmother during a day’s outing in the inner suburb of Richmond, to test a theory that if I went in a certain direction I could walk all the way home. That evening I knocked nonchalantly on our front door in South Oakleigh, 15 kilometres away, to be greeted with a welcome that was memorable enough but somewhat deficient in the congratulations I’d been counting on.

At 20 I went walkabout: up-country to the Murray–Darling basin, taking literally a great aunt’s idle invitation to visit one day. ‘Work’ hadn’t figured in my vision of what would follow but board was not going to be free so I adapted fast. In my ignorance, I had arrived at just the right season to pick up shifts as an orange packer in Coomealla, and when that ended I hitchhiked to Adelaide where I became a part-time piano player in a city pub. I even enrolled in an Arts course at Flinders University and stayed five days (and I’m glad of that because university experience always adds lustre to the résumé). But the sad truth was that my money reserves were getting perilously low so the dream of becoming a journalist and beginning a life’s work could be put off no longer.

It was a profession that I, with my love of language and utter fearlessness when it came to asking dumb questions, took to like a duck to H20. One of the great attractions of being a reporter is that every day brings variety of experience and fresh ideas.

For my restless spirit, new experiences proved a satisfying substitute for new sights, although my wanderlust never slept for long. On weekends I would get into my battered old Torana and hare around the country. When reporting politics from Canberra for the Melbourne Age, I clocked up thousands of kilometres around New South Wales in my spare time.

A relish for solitude, added to a hunger for new views, meant that I could fairly claim to have ‘seen’ my homeland, Australia—all six states and both territories—long before I first set foot overseas, on New Year’s Eve 1980. That trip took me to Australia’s immediate northern neighbourhood: Papua New Guinea, Indonesia, Singapore and Malaysia. In later years, my journeys propelled me progressively farther afield.

Even the experienced traveller makes plenty of mistakes but the natural apprehensions most people feel at being a stranger in the crowd, or far away from home, never afflict me. There is just so much of interest in a fresh destination that until there is a clear and present danger my ‘fear sensor’ is almost always switched off, or at least turned way down low.

Bahrain, the first time round, set my sensor shrieking so alarmingly that it would be many years before I could face the idea of revisiting the scene of my psychic invasion. Like a GI returning to Normandy, I couldn’t blot out the thought that something of my self had been left behind there—something irrecoverable yet, for all that, something that kept calling to me across the passage of decades, something embedded in the sands of time.





Chapter 3

STRAWS IN THE DESERT WIND


Hafez! Thou sawest that chatter of the strutting partridge;

Careless of the grasp of the falcon of Fate, he was.



HAFEZ, FROM THE DIVAN OF HAFEZ

1990

Early that year I was in London, scratching along as a freelance journalist in what was still known as Fleet Street, even though the term had been wrested from its physical domain years before by the likes of Rupert Murdoch and Conrad Black.

Rewind a few years. As happens with most people, I suppose, life had begun to take shape—to form a pattern—before I departed my energetic twenties for the let’s-do-it-easier-now thirties.

With a sidelong glance, I recognised those who had overweening ambition to climb the office ladder and recognised that I wasn’t one of them. Anyway, I felt the pull of a larger world. While working at the Melbourne offices of the Age, my secret dream was that one of my superiors would pluck me out of my generational pool and say, ‘Boy, you’re foreign correspondent material.’ In the early 1980s I made my mark elsewhere, reporting politics in Canberra. But even in two years I started to see the same stories, the same rhetorical spittle, swirling round and round again. Self-mockingly, we journalists sometimes speak of the ‘media circus’: to me, it was more like a laundrette. The political cycle was becoming too predictable; I ached for novelty.

On one of my journeys back to Melbourne, early in 1984, I went for a drink with the news editor and asked him whether he could foresee the day when the paper would give me an overseas posting. My destination of choice would have been Beijing, its extreme otherness tantalising my curiosity, but Washington, London or Ouagadougou would have been equally acceptable. ‘No’ was his reply.

At least I was under no illusions: a short time later, I approached the editor and asked for a year’s leave without pay. This wasn’t a possibility just then, he said. So reluctantly, but with a pretence of fatalistic acceptance, I quit.

The editor must have sensed my unease for he said, ‘Don’t worry, there will always be a job for you at the Age.’ He didn’t add ‘so long as I’m here’ and I was too green to realise that such promises cannot outlast the tenure of the person who makes them. Still, his words warmed me.

Years later, only half joking, I would tell people I had retired at 30. But a new thought followed this, stemming from the action I had taken: ‘If they won’t turn me into a foreign correspondent, there’s nothing to stop me becoming one on my own.’ The ‘plan’ of my life, as it then unfolded, was to indulge two great passions, which can be summed up simply enough: to see the world, and to tell people what I saw.

In practical terms, combining those two passions meant alternating long periods of travel with equally long periods of intensive work— only it didn’t feel like work, because previous travels had already taught me that in the absence of any other distraction I would write: obsessively, joyfully, cathartically. I’d lived long enough to discover that your vocation is what you choose to do when you don’t really have to do anything.

To see the world certainly didn’t mean endless sunbaking (my energy still needed channelling) but I would visit each country on my route thoroughly—a crossover trait from journalism. When money was running low, I found that sub-editing appealed more than reporting. To become a freelance writer would require staying in one place and building up contacts, which didn’t sort well with the travel. Also, as I soon found, sub-editing suited my temperament and exacting approach to language. The craft had four great advantages: it was portable, profitable, always in demand and could be practised every day. ‘They pay us to play with words,’ I wrote home to a friend—and meant it.

In between my journeys throughout the late 1980s I learnt this craft, first in Athens, then in Oman, then in England (Cambridge); and now, in 1990, after an east-west crossing of Africa, I had finally ‘graduated’ to Fleet Street. This was a professional summit: some of the best newspapers in the world wanted my services—the Times, the Sunday Times and the Observer, to name three. Even now, if pressed for a career highlight, I would say that working on the Times foreign desk in the closing months of 1989 and early months of 1990— editing page-one stories about the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Christmas Day massacre of the Ceausescus and the triumphal release of Nelson Mandela—stands out as an imperishable memory.

Looking back, I can see how much I owed to luck: not only was I 35, seasoned yet still keen, but the economy was buoyant, near the end of the long 1980s bull run, so jobs for casual sub-editors were there for the asking. When applying to the foreign desk, it also helped that I could not only spell the names of far-off places but, by then, had actually visited many of them.

However, a pressingly practical reason—my visa status—dictated that, much as I felt at home in England, I could not stay there beyond April 1990.

Every Thursday a glossy weekly magazine, UK Press Gazette, appeared. The Omani job had been advertised in its pages. Now, right on cue, I saw the words, ‘Wanted: Sub-editor, Gulf Daily News, Bahrain’.

There was an interview, conducted by an employment agency, in Croydon, on London’s southern fringe. Within the space of a day I received offers, confirmed in writing, from Bahrain and Hong Kong.

Choices, how I hate them: you always make the wrong one or, rather, if you make one that doesn’t turn out to be right you wonder whether the one you didn’t make would have been better. Out came the feint-ruled foolscap, bisected with a dramatic vertical stroke of the biro: pros to the left, cons to the right. Every aspect was assigned points, the decision weighted according to the relative importance of urban amenity, social atmosphere, job satisfaction … and everything came out line-ball.

In the end it was the lucre that lured me in. According to my calculations I could save twice as much by fulfilling a two-year contract in Bahrain as I could in Hong Kong and, since my aim was to work furiously until I had enough money to hit the road again for some more long-distance travelling, this tipped the balance.

Going out to the Gulf for a second time was an advantage, I felt. Cautions from a colleague—one who had worked closely with me on the Oman Daily Observer—I privately discounted. Knowing that he had split up with his girlfriend while working at the paper that now wanted me, I told myself, wouldn’t that necessarily have coloured his view of the place?

It hadn’t; the rationale behind his warning was twofold: Bahrain is a money-fixated city-state where the sense of social isolation can be very strong, and—he underlined this point—these were dangerous times. ‘Just look at what has been happening to our stringer.’

I myself had been a stringer, or freelance correspondent, for Reuters during 1987–88, my time in Oman. For us newsgatherers the Iran–Iraq War was always just over the horizon, but the stories Reuters wanted from us tended to be about frankincense and camels. Farzad Bazoft was a stringer, too, for the Observer, but filed exclusively and far more regularly from the main theatre of action.

It was one of those pieces, involving acts of daring and daredevilry seemingly more at home in an Ian Fleming plot than the real world, that my colleague was using as a cautionary tale. Bazoft, who had befriended an Iraqi nurse, got her to drive him to the site of an alleged nuclear plant and scooped the soil outside it into a bottle. His idea was to test it later for radioactivity: no one in those days doubted that Saddam was striving after weapons of mass destruction. But Iraqi security saw Bazoft in the act, confiscated the bottle, arrested him and—by the time I was thinking of going to the region—had ignored pleas from the highest levels of the British Government to spare his life.

Yes, I agreed, these are dangerous times. But Iraq is not Bahrain. The war against Iran had finished eighteen months earlier and there was no imminent or obvious danger. So, all else being equal, I made up my mind to go.

A couple of weeks before my flight left Britain bound for the Gulf, Bazoft—convicted spy—was hanged. My colleague, normally a hearty well-wisher, fell silent.

So you couldn’t say I wasn’t warned. There were straws aplenty in the desert wind. I drew the short one.

On 10 April 1990, exactly thirteen years before Saddam’s statue would be toppled in central Baghdad, a British Airways plane carrying me and my luggage touched down at Bahrain International Airport, Muharraq. It disgorged me but not my luggage which, due to a check-in error at Gatwick, flew on to Hong Kong without me. After an anxious 24-hour wait we would be reunited, but it was not an auspicious beginning.

In early April temperatures in the Gulf states begin the dramatic rise to their dizzy summer heights. No longer are people sunbathing in 30°C: they begin to absorb its merciless rays for ever shorter periods and avoid going out into the noonday furnace altogether.

A worker cannot see through a traveller’s eyes. This time the bazaar was not a place to amble through but an obstruction to be hurried past on the way to the daily minibus that took us newspaper staff out to the publishing offices, halfway across the island in a designated industrial area. We would arrive hot and dusty. Of course there was airconditioning but the building itself was isolated from the commercial amenities that make office life in many cities bearable.

Isolation can be geographical or social: it took just a couple of days to discover that, working in Bahrain, I was in for the double whammy. Nothing in a workplace is more upsetting than being out of the loop. Since the job title for which I was explicitly being groomed was that of deputy chief sub-editor, it was naturally of the highest importance that I get on well with the person currently holding down that position. For whatever reason, we didn’t click.

Perhaps I was too determined to experiment with my own ideas, perhaps he was right to consider me disinclined to learn the paper’s established ways. It is, after all, a criticism made of me on some other newspapers where I have worked, so there must be something to it. For my part, I felt that unless I was seen to duplicate his way of doing things he was going to give me a ‘bad report card’, which is indeed what eventuated.

After all these years it amazes me how little I know myself. Even now I couldn’t say for sure whether confessing to a lack of ambition is confronting the truth or avoiding it. At other times, when my self-esteem is battered, my thoughts go something like this: someone of my abilities should have been given more responsibility—even if I didn’t seek it out—and the chance to show I had at least as much skill in people management as they tell me I have on the technical side of my craft.

So from the outset I was battling uphill: having to prove my worth to the incumbent deputy chief sub-editor, someone who was always hovering over my shoulder and who carried an immovable residue of disappointment that I had not measured up as his ideal successor. Small newspapers are like families, and here was someone a couple of years older than I, and actually less experienced in journalism, being called upon to exercise judgments that would affect not only my place in this clan but how long I could hope to retain it.

Journalists are often insecure creatures who mask their personal vulnerability by training the spotlight on others. Any office is a vacuum waiting to be filled by egos that establish a more or less settled pecking order. In my view, these facts taken together account for why newspaper offices are often hotbeds of jealousy, conspiracy, whispers and power struggles rather than co-operative endeavours bringing out the best in human nature. Add to this that one of the best assets a thrusting reporter can possess—a scepticism that extends to not being overawed by the high and mighty—becomes a liability when respect for authority is demanded by the office hierarchy itself, and anyone could see that Bahrain’s overheated atmosphere extended to the office.

Adding to the volatility, the staff on this newspaper—as with all English-speaking media in countries where English isn’t the native tongue—were an exotic mix. The subs’ desk comprised two Englishmen, myself and half a dozen Indians, chosen partly because they would do equivalent work for far less than it cost to hire a Westerner, yet for amounts that appeared to them maharajahs’ fortunes. Their vision was more in the nature of a mathematical equation than a mirage: a few years’ unrelenting work in the Gulf would yield a relatively carefree life back home.

Somehow I always got on better with the Indians than with those in the driving seat, and before long this began to alienate me from management. Outside the office I didn’t have time to develop any friendships. I was like a worm that has wandered out of the garden and finds itself inching across the tiled floor of a house, inexplicably cut off from the rich nutrients of its natural environment and condemned to a slow death.

My flat, in the inner Manama suburb of al-Adliya, was palatial but barren. It was a sprawling suite of rooms in a tower block where every neighbour was a stranger. A shopping centre was nearby, and my idea of radical good fun was to make a beeline for the Western food counter at the back of it, buy obscene amounts of ham (available only to the likes of us in this Muslim society) and take them back to the airconditioned fortress of the apartment, there to create and consume a modest mountain of ham sandwiches. From time to time I would breast the bar at the Londoner, an English pub on the edge of the city. But doing that every night never appealed, and I lived for the most part in a degree of social isolation that supplied ample scope for my office-based anxieties to fester.

So, almost four months into my second period of employment in the Middle East, my Observer colleague’s forecast of unhappy times was being borne out. My future—insofar as it involved working in Bahrain—was on the line, and then one night at the beginning of August my world—and that of everyone I knew there—was turned upside down.

On the second morning of the hottest month of the year (which in the Gulf is really saying something) I awoke naked at seven o’clock in that clinically clean and cold cube in which I dwelt. Blanking out the thump of the airconditioning, I rolled the dial on my bedside shortwave radio, craving my first BBC fix of the morning.

At 2 am GMT, the newsreader intoned, Iraqi forces had invaded Kuwait and hand-to-hand fighting was reported in Kuwait City, the fiercest of it centred on the Emir’s Palace.

When I reached the office, at the usual time, the excitement was palpable. After all, this is the type of occasion a journalist lives for. Editorially, the paper played it low-key. The tone was ‘deplore’ rather than ‘condemn’. To foreigners, Arabs may be just Arabs but national consciousness cuts across ethnic lines everywhere in the modern world and Bahrainis, truth be told, regarded Kuwaitis with a mixture of envy and contempt because of their wealth and penchant for flaunting it.

While none of this altered the attitude of my fault-finding immediate superior, and I remained on notice that my work must improve or I would be for the high jump, those days did engender a greater feeling among the staff of ‘we’re all in this together’ and that fed into a heightened sense of our work’s importance. I think each of us knew that these were defining days for Bahrain, the Gulf and the whole Middle East. Cliché though it is, we were living through history.

But this was one story you couldn’t confine to a box or leave at work. Outside, everyone was talking about it constantly, in tones of subdued fear. I recall more than one dinner spoilt that month by hearing restaurant staff, Indians who invariably had other sideline businesses to run (video shops, often enough), bemoan the invasion’s ruinous impact on their livelihoods.

What did the locals fear might happen? That Kuwait might be just the opening skirmish in a rolling campaign that would proceed, like some unstoppable machine, wiping out more emirates as it gathered pace. At work we had a map on the wall, and anyone could see Bahrain was the next object in the juggernaut’s path.

There was an element of overreaction in this, certainly, but the fear was regularly fed by Saddam’s broadcasts from Baghdad which called on the Shia populations (70 per cent of Bahrainis are Shia) to rise up and overthrow their ‘effete rulers’, as Saddam termed them, in Bahrain, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates. It was a fear that we who worked at the newspaper knew had the Bahraini authorities worried. Within a week of the invasion, the Ministry of Information had installed censors in our offices, and every scrap of copy had to be vetted to ensure it gave Saddam no pretext for extending his destructive war to this tiny island.

Our cocoon of invulnerability to the events that made up our daily news diet had been violated. The outside came streaming in, and no one could ignore for long the fact that our neighbourhood was now the focus of an anxious world’s attention.

Ever since my schooldays I had thought of myself as lacking in physical courage. Schoolyard fights fascinated me, but only as an onlooker: the idea of participation and, yes, fear of the pain of being punched senseless were repugnant to me. I would run a mile.

Here and now, for the first time in my life, fleeing offended my sense of moral courage and even my sense of professional duty. After all, whatever passed, my winding road had brought me to the brink of events that had a mesmerising effect on the mind, an irresistible attraction for the inquisitive intellect. The thought dawned only slowly that sitting this close to the fire of history might singe me, might cost me life itself.

For the first few days after the invasion, the tension between staying and doing my professional duty (strained as relations with the increasingly distant and preoccupied management were) and fleeing was no contest at all. Staying won hands down.

This was the first all-consuming emergency of my life. I can see that now; all I knew then was that, instead of disengaging myself from an obvious source of rising anxiety, I was indulging my inner ‘news junkie’, watching and listening to developments from all the available media eighteen hours a day. The obsessive seemed rational: the more one knew, the better protected one would be against irrational fear, I told myself. What I failed to take into account was rational fear, what must follow when the mind could no longer pretend this was happening only to others. I was being brought face to face with the prospect that I might be caught up in the drama myself, with all that could mean: invading and merciless troops, violence, capture, enslavement. My mind began to race, like an overheated car radiator, and I found that in these most abnormal of times the cost of being a loner is that just when you most need a support network no one is there.

Staying still seemed the right thing to do long before it seemed the choiceless fate of a powerless pawn. But I vividly remember the turning points, when an extra weight was dropped on the scales and fleeing became desirable in the exact proportion as the possibility of it receded. One such turning point was a phone call from home about five days after the invasion. Usually, conversation with my parents was a mixture of family news and the odd snippet of Australian politics. This time there was no small talk. Dad informed me that the Victorian Premier, John Cain, had resigned; and handed the phone to Mum, who—understandably but unnervingly—urged me to leave, saying that, from the TV news every night, she could tell how much danger I was in.

To hear from home that things sounded as dire as they looked to others across the sub-editing table rocked my complacency that all would turn out well in the end. My sense of peril was heightened, but I felt able to cope for as long as I could thrive on the adrenaline boost. So long as I could think of myself as a journalist in the midst of an exciting story rather than as an individual caught up in events that could change his life irrevocably, I could hold my worst fears at bay and keep a grip on reality.

The first essential was to remain busy. At work this wasn’t a problem: there was no shortage of news and, with the censors now in-house, long-familiar procedures took twice as long. Outside, keeping my journalistic upper lip stiff, I saw a golden opportunity to maintain my standing with old contacts at Reuters and the Observer in London when I heard that the first survivors of the Kuwaiti invasion had made it overland to Bahrain and taken shelter in the Kuwaiti Embassy.

It must have been around 10 August, under a broiling summer sun, that I stood outside the embassy gates, eyeing a wary guard until the moment came when, taking refuge in close-packed numbers, I could enter the embassy reception room without arousing suspicions. At this of all times, you might be wondering how I could gain entry to such a sensitive area without being noticed by the guard and turned back. That was easy enough: I had taken care to dress myself in a traditional Kuwaiti outfit: red-and-white check kaffiyeh and snow-white dishdasha so that, in the confusion of milling Kuwaitis at the gates, desperate to meet their fellow nationals and, at least in some cases, missing relatives, all I had to do was keep my mouth shut.

Clutching my notebook and pen in the folds of the garment, I passed into a large, airy room where I saw three dozen or so Kuwaiti men—I noticed no women or children there—huddled together, conversing in agitated whispers. Seating myself at the end of a bench, I turned to the dignified gentleman on my right, asked whether he spoke English and, on receiving a nod, introduced myself as someone who could tell the world of his and others’ reaction to the invasion of their homeland. Tentatively at first, and then like an unstoppable wave, word spread of my role. Admiring the effectiveness of my disguise, and still seeking an outlet for horribly pent-up emotions, the world’s richest refugees spilled their stories with increasing lack of restraint, until in the end the only inhibition that clung to some was an unwillingness to let their names be quoted. With this I could not quibble: several told me their families remained behind, in houses where anonymity would be all that stood between them and murder by a troop of Iraqi soldiers.

The attitude of the Observer backbench when I filed the story the following Sunday showed how happy my sub-editing colleagues from the previous winter were with my feat. But, if they were happy, my superiors back at the News were incensed. Four months earlier I had clutched at a straw in the desert wind; now, the acting editor told me, this was the last straw. I was sacked.

This was not the only time I have been sacked, and serving out notice in such circumstances is always devastating. But, on those other occasions, there was time to pick up the threads and, frankly, money enough to go travelling and seek balm for the battered soul. Here and now, with so much turmoil around me, this quietly delivered order to remove myself had the effect of a bomb going off close to my troubled mind.

It provoked a terrible reaction in me which, nearly a decade and a half on, I can analyse with a wisdom denied me at the time. The tension between staying and going, which the invasion of Kuwait had generated, was suddenly heightened, as I had to serve out my time in a place where I was not wanted, where the choice of staying or going had been wrested from my hands and replaced with an ultimatum: stay, then go. Whether through my decision or others’, it felt—just as my sense of physical cowardice had been tested and I was discovering a moral courage superior to it—that leaving just then was cowardly, nothing less than abandoning my colleagues in time of peril. They weren’t there for me; but an old religion that I had formally abandoned but which still provided my ethical bearings told me I should not just wash my hands of their fate.

Now I look back on that combination of stressful events and say that, under the tension I then felt, it was probably a matter of time before I would have skedaddled anyway. But the decision only pulled one more tile of certainty from beneath my feet. I was discovering the weakness of a philosophy by which I had steered my life in the six years since leaving Australia, rooted in the conviction that by making a plan and following it you can always achieve what you set out to achieve, through sheer willpower.

Adherence to a plan will indeed bring success 99 times out of 100. But the world is not entirely predictable and there comes a time when a plan, rather than being a life raft, is ballast that will drag you down to the depths unless you throw it overboard. As ever, I was learning the hard way.

Extreme anxiety triggered by the August invasion and its aftermath now combined with shame that I had been branded a professional failure, to produce a lethal psychological cocktail.

There was nothing for me to do but hang on grimly and see what would happen. By day, this meant going to the bank at al-Adliya and waiting an hour while other distressed expatriates jostled and shoved their way to the front before opening suitcases on the counter and angrily demanding their funds in cash. Tellers, frightened by their scowls, retreated into the manager’s office under a barrage of threatening fists. The central bank, to prevent the loss of all its reserves, had ordered a freeze on foreign-currency transactions, and overnight the wealth of expatriates who had come to the Gulf to make their living was annihilated, worthless. They, too, were trapped.

I tried to humour myself, Well, at least now I know what the Great Depression must have been like. I’ve seen what a ‘run on the economy’ really means. Telling myself that this was some sort of privilege—that all experience must confer an advantage of some kind—was my way of reacting to the suffering of others, and nothing to be proud of, I can see now. But besides that I see from the perspective of distance that my struggle was to remain an observer, not a participant. If I thought all this loss were happening to me rather than about me, by God, what would I have left to cling to?

By night, unable to sleep more than a few hours while the mounting confusion of fears, dread and appalling news swirled through the tumble-dryer of my mind, a snatch of warning came back to me. In what I jocularly refer to as my Cambridge days, in late 1986, on the occasional Wednesday night after work I would relax with a colleague at a pool hall, a club where my colleague’s father was a member. It must have been just before I went to Oman, my first sub-editing job in the Gulf. As a young professional with rising prospects expecting to hear nothing but words of warm cheer, especially when my colleague’s father told me he had been to the region, I was taken aback when his face clouded over in a most uncharacteristic frown.

I can see him hunched over the table as, just before potting the black, he looked me in the eye and said, ‘The Middle East will find out who you really are.’ Now, adrift in a sea of unceasing thought, I wished to God I had asked that wise man to explain what he meant.

These apocalyptic days kept my mind’s eye trained on multiple ‘reality checks’. The first were the televised newscasts which told what was over the horizon, in more senses than one. They grew ever grimmer and more surreal. Having learnt in the morning that Iraq had taken Western aid workers hostage—the term ‘human shields’ entered the language around that time—I watched and listened at regular intervals for the rest of the day, and then weeks, as the sub-plot thickened, to learn their fate. News fixes as addictive as regular heroin injections proved every bit as dangerous to my sense of balance.

What the Germans call Weltschmerz—absorption in the woes of the world—kept upsetting that balance. On and on the news reports came, the airwaves of gloom swamping my boat and threatening to scuttle it altogether.

The other ‘reality checks’ occurred in the streets around me. They were deserted most of the day—with temperatures in the mid-forties this was not exactly surprising—but in the evening I found myself with too much time on my hands. Wandering the streets, I would be drawn again and again to a few ports of call: my favourite Syrian-run restaurant, where the talk was all of … well, guess what; and the English-run fish restaurant, whose owners were now thinking of getting out while there was yet time.

There was no escape from the strain: in the course of two weeks, excitement morphed into dread. Not knowing reduced me to a state of trepidation fuelled by rumours of the type that sound plausible only during an emergency. According to one which floated my way in office talk, the British SAS, convinced the Iraqis were about to launch an invasion of Bahrain from their Kuwaiti beachhead, planned to land paratroops at the southern end of the island (not far from the News office) under cover of darkness and evacuate us all in a meticulously timed operation.

Unlikely though it may sound, such rumours made perfect sense at that time. Why wouldn’t the British look after their own? And, as Australia didn’t have an embassy there, why wouldn’t Britain include Australian nationals in the plan? I remember, when trying to fathom why no one had explicitly asked me to join such an action, oscillating in my mind between the explanation that, for it to succeed, secrecy was of the essence, so ‘they’ must be waiting for the right time to confide in me; and thinking that, as the paper had been willing to terminate my services, the silence from its ranks meant there was room for only a certain number on board the evacuation ships and I was not among those chosen.

Madness is cancer of the mind. It creeps, not cutting you off abruptly from an awareness of how absurd are the propositions it presents you with, but never giving you the peace of a settled thought, never yielding a settled conclusion. I know now that when you’re going mad you do more thinking to less effect than at other times. Like a car in overdrive, the mind’s gears rev to amazing speeds but the momentum cannot be summoned up to propel you forward.

So one day towards mid-August I found my steps leading me to the British Embassy compound, where—mindful of how ludicrous it must sound— I asked to speak to one of the overworked staff there who were indeed checking the names and addresses of British citizens resident in Bahrain. They noted down my name and contact details as well.

One night, perhaps that same day, I repaired to the Londoner pub, the one place where Westerners, in my few months’ experience of the island, had gone to relax, to get away from their workaday cares. Propping up the bar, as he often did, was Les, the jaunty English news editor with whom I got on well, while the walls of mutual confidence between me and others were crumbling.

To look at him, you wouldn’t know Bahrain was in the eye of a crisis. He seemed understanding, willing to explain what he knew—which wasn’t much more than anyone else—and I see now that my gabbling rapid-fire speech must have been a sign to him then of the tensions that had me in their grip.

We drank, and talked exhaustively of the local, regional and global implications, as journos do, but at no point did Les tip me the wink as to what part of the island the boats would be waiting at, or when the SAS would be spiriting us to safety. Of course I couldn’t ask straight out, because that would risk jeopardising the mission’s success. When a ‘phoney war’ is on, all you’ve ever read about ‘Loose lips sink ships’ and how people are exhorted to react under pressure becomes your attitude; you play the role you think is expected of you. Already I was in the grip of a delusion, but no one else could see it—and that is the saddest thing of all about mental illness.

So I can be sure it wasn’t from Les, but from a comment overheard by a stranger at the bar, that I became convinced that on the following weekend—on Sunday night 19 August—all the Westerners in Bahrain were meant to gather at the airport at a prearranged time (just when wasn’t stated) for an orderly evacuation from the island state. It seemed to my logic-chopping mind that selecting the airport as the rendezvous must have been a ploy to divert attention from the fact that our evacuation was to be seaborne, and that transport would be arranged from there to wherever the ships would be waiting. Sunday it would be, then, and mum’s the word.

We know now that the active phase of Desert Storm, the operation that drove the Iraqis from Kuwait, would create hundreds of cases of what was to become known as Gulf War syndrome. While never claiming to have been in a theatre of armed conflict as directly as those people were, but nevertheless as an early victim of the Kuwait invasion, I have an instinctive feeling for the casualties of that war: truth may have been the first but I wasn’t far behind. Now there was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. For the first time in six years abroad, I suddenly felt a very long way from home.





Chapter 4

THERE’S NO GOING BACK


You can never step into the same river twice, for fresh waters are ever flowing in upon you.
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Eleven years after some of the most dramatic and traumatic days of my life were played out there; and just seven months before the telephone call that didn’t quite put me and my former colleagues in touch again; here was I making a two-hour stopover in Bahrain before setting out on the longest journey in all my allotted days.

I can recall the excitement as if it is happening this very minute. The dominant sensation is that all my birthdays are coming at once. The pitch of anticipation has triggered an adrenaline rush more familiar to adolescents than forty-somethings. For the first time in my mid-life, I can sit back and relax. Two years of online sub-editing for the Japanese have given me enough financial security to blow it all on a really ambitious journey my restless brain has been hatching for years: a crossing of the world’s super-continent—Eurasia—from tropical southern coast to icy northern fringe.

Partly for financial reasons but mostly out of guilt at not keeping a daily travel diary, I have secured the interest of Gary Walsh, travel editor of my old newspaper the Age, in publishing my observations in an irregular column titled ‘Emails from the Edge’. I have reached a similar arrangement with the Sydney Morning Herald foreign desk, telling myself that if nothing is published for the folks back home I’m off on a well-earned holiday, and the rest is all bonus—and maybe history, if anything remarkable ever happens in these places way off most people’s mental maps.

But this is more than a holiday, it is a voyage of adventure through unknown lands and stunning cities: one that will encompass one fifth of the land surface of the globe, between 14° and 82° east of Greenwich and from 17° to 69° north of the Equator. The 41 countries to be explored divide almost exactly in half between Asia and Europe, and almost as neatly between those where the faith of the Prophet Mohammed and that of Christ dominate the landscape. For the first time in 6000 years of civilisation, more than half of humanity lives in cities, and some of the most distinctive are to be found like markers enticing me forward on my straggling route: Tashkent, Tehran, Damascus, Istanbul, Athens, Budapest and Prague.

Friends and casual acquaintances interpret many of these markers as danger signs. Aware that my ‘dream journey’ bears an uncanny resemblance to other people’s nightmares, my thoughts fly faster than the jumbo whose port window I gaze out of this night in mid-2001, to the lands of Central Asia, the Middle East and even further to Eastern Europe. That is the direction I have chosen for this voyage, which should take two years to complete, and my return to Bahrain mentioned above will take place one quarter of the way through it.

No stranger to the road less travelled, I have already crossed Africa twice and left my footprints across vast tracts of East and South Asia, and in the course of all this wandering have trudged up mountain peaks in Borneo, China, Japan and Rwanda. Yet there is nothing aimless in the way I plan these journeys: an intricate plan, mapped out months ahead, provides a structure to be demolished only by the brick wall of reality or dumb bureaucracy—or, occasionally, by a willingness to heed local opinion. All I can foresee is that in the next two years I will be privileged to see the world as it is, not as the media or tour promoters portray it. I will meet real people in two score lands, and absorb something of the way they view the blue-green bauble we all share, most of the time in ignorance of one another’s perspectives, beliefs, hopes and fears.

But even the adventurous traveller should observe the odd rule. Mine are as few as possible:

• Don’t go to a country that is at war or slipping into it, or one under the sway of lawlessness.

• Try to visit all countries en route (except those to which the previous paragraph applies), taking to the air as little as possible. Since I travel to see how people live, not to meet other travellers, getting around at ground level and by public transport—trains, buses, minibuses, taxis, ferries and ships—is my preferred way to go.

• Stay in the most affordable hotels but, wherever possible, seek out lodgings with a difference. Monasteries, be they Buddhist or Christian, have a long tradition of offering hospitality to the unexpected visitor; and, as I will discover in lands as far removed as Kyrgyzstan and Montenegro, the best way to understand a country is to live among its people.

Of course, looking at the world from a metre or so above ground level, the height of my wheelchair, gives me a different view from other travellers—and this can be an unexpected asset.

As our plane begins its descent into Karachi, the intriguing vistas of Pakistan and Central Asia crowd upon my excited mind’s eye. But from previous journeys I know it is not only the quirky individuals and breathtaking sights that will make this an unforgettable epic, but the self-same element of uncertainty that puts other, more placid souls off travelling at all. By definition, a journey longer than a single circumnavigation of the globe is bound to be jam-packed with surprises, not all of them pleasant. Nothing in my diary planner foretells a meeting with Osama bin Laden; my expulsion from Syria on suspicion of being a terrorist; a ‘grandstand’ view of the World Cup soccer final from a medieval monastery; or being dragged away from the Hungarian Parliament in handcuffs.

Of all that is unpredictable, however, one event will stand out above all others. September 11, 2001 will usher in the real 21st century and turn me into an eyewitness of the ‘war on terror’ from the other side of the frontline. Rolling around the Axis of Evil without a care in the world is the only way to see at close hand what ‘they’ really think of ‘us’. And you may be surprised, too, to find that the image we have of the Mideast millions is a gross distortion of the realities on the ground, mirrored only by … the grossly distorted view they have of us.

A blaze of city lights under a dipping wing announces Karachi at 3.30 am local time. After Indonesia, Pakistan is the world’s most populous Muslim nation, with more than 150 million souls, and just over half the countries on my itinerary have Muslim majorities.

The tarmac is rushing up to meet us. Suddenly I’m here at the ‘dangerous edge’ of Asia—Graham Greene’s phrase seems tailor-made for Karachi—and the apprehension that within hours I will be immersed in a sea of humanity, fighting for a foothold as a new arrival among the teeming millions, has driven all Bahrain-bred broodings clear out of my mind.





Chapter 5

HERETICS AND H-BOMBS


[The Pakistani bureaucracy was characterised by 1970s Prime Minister Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto as] a class of brahmins or mandarins unrivalled in its snobbery and arrogance, insulated from the life of the people and incapable of identifying with them.
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PAKISTAN: 3–27 MAY

After arriving in Karachi I soon found myself a room at the venerable Metropole Hotel in downtown Saddar district, where I knew I was in a city of 11 million because they all rattled past my room in an endless file. Though founded as recently as 1950, the Metropole—built as a five-star hotel, but now down to two and counting—has the grandeur of an establishment from the Raj.

I would have nothing against the place, really, if its habit of refilling plastic water bottles straight from the tap and passing them off as mineral water hadn’t cost me a train ticket to the ruins of Mohenjodaro. Two hours before the train pulled out, my stomach and regions further south were devastated by a nuclear attack that laid them waste for a week. But it is the same hotel I have to thank for my recovery: for calling in a doctor who recognised that survival chances would be improved if I could be kept out of hospital; for propping up an industrial-strength fan next to my bed; and for cancelling all laundry workers’ leave for the next 50 years.

Mohenjodaro, in the Indus Valley, is one of the cradles of civilisation. Had I not been struck down in Karachi, my fate on arrival—far from the nearest Western-style toilet, in all probability—does not bear thinking about. The Karachi daily Dawn newspaper mentioned that the maximum temperature around Mohenjodaro had been 52°C the day before.

I wrote in my notebook for May 2001, ‘Every nation has to have a stereotype: Pakistanis are seen abroad as terrorist-cosseting, bomb-making, mullah-loving fanatics.’ In Karachi a truer stereotype would be the dhobi wallahs (barefoot launderers who use riverbanks as their workplaces) who here prefer to call themselves dhobi sahibs. When I pointed out the satellite dish above one of their modest-looking houses, a sahib chided me, ‘We’re not so poor!’

Being a bit short of rivers, but notoriously resourceful, Karachi’s dhobi sahibs use recycled water from local tanks. I was also amused to discover that they do takeaway laundry, drying in their lime kilns the clothes of even the most airconditioned guests from the plushest five-star hotels. As the sahib said, eyes gleaming, ‘Who is to know?’

My Pakistan was a succession of cities, each with its own character: squalid, bustling Karachi; stately Lahore, home to the mighty Mogul fort and restful Shalimar Gardens; modern Islamabad, forever cemented in the memory by the sight of children playing impromptu cricket on the concourse of the majestic Saudi-built Shah Faisal Mosque; and Peshawar, where the world’s freshest naan bread washed down with sweet green tea and enjoyed among curious onlookers in the depths of Qisa Khavani bazaar helped me ignore the gun-runners’ stalls that give the neighbourhood a far less friendly reputation.

And then there was Chitral, a delightful town perched in the foothills of the Hindu Kush. The usual reason to visit Chitral is its proximity to the Rumbur Valley, hard up against the Afghanistan border and home to the gaudily dressed but also hard-up Kalash—village-dwelling, mulberry-wine-drinking and goat-herding folk who have resisted Islam more successfully than they have tourism. But equally memorable were a couple of individuals I met there: the first by—what should I call it?—predestination, and the other by prearrangement.

The predestined one was Imran Shah, 29 when we met, a one-eyed tour guide who taught in a Rumbur Valley primary school until the principal, a mullah, sacked him for telling pupils the Earth was round. ‘He said this is against the teaching of the Koran, but that is not true,’ protested Imran. When we stop at his old school, ex-pupils—who have not seen him for eighteen months—greet him more like a friend than a heretic.

My prearranged meeting was with an 83-year-old, gimlet-eyed retired army officer, Major General Geoffrey Langlands, who is the very model of an expatriate civilian. A lifelong bachelor, he arrived from England immediately after World War II and, finding himself on the Pakistani side of the border after Partition, stayed in Lahore where he felt at home. Although he would much rather be remembered as a classically trained teacher and one-time principal of Pakistan’s closest equivalent to Eton (Lahore’s Aitchison College), his more compelling claim to fame stems from having been kidnapped by sixteen Jamali tribesmen (bandits, if you prefer) fighting to bring self-government to North Waziristan (their patch of the North West Frontier Province) in 1988.

The Jamalis found their captive a tough old bird and released him six days later without receiving ransom money, after the authorities in Peshawar passed on an undisclosed threat.

I leave Pakistan in the most spectacular way possible: by overflying Afghanistan, looking down on the western Himalaya which appears to have been sprayed by the cosmic cake-icer especially for our benefit. Afghanistan, at war since the mid-1970s, is to be missed with regret, and no direct flights link Pakistan with my first Central Asian destination of Kazakhstan, so this flight is taking me to Tashkent, Uzbekistan, where a connection—not to mention a surprise—awaits me.

TASHKENT TRANSIT TERMINAL: 27 MAY

Too much of my time is spent worrying how to get around, now that my travelling days are spent in the seated posture, and perhaps not enough on thinking about how others will react. Now I can see humour in the fact that, not only at Tashkent but next day in Almaty, Kazakhstan, the airlines send a fully equipped ambulance on to the tarmac to meet their only wheelchair passenger. Now I laugh, and can see I should have gone along for the ride (200 metres to the airport terminal in each case). At the time, shame to say, I saw red and refused to accompany the kind medical staff, thus no doubt gaining a well-deserved reputation as a difficult customer and spoiling the prospects for anyone who follows in my tracks.

The point I believe I was trying to make was that, as just another passenger, albeit one who couldn’t walk, I was not an invalid. However, in their lingua franca, Russian, that is exactly the term used for one in my position, and, as I would find throughout Central Asia, a wheelchair user in public is a target for unsolicited compassion and acts of Islamic charity.

In Tashkent they called in the military when I refused to get in the ambulance and, after a diplomatic sit-off, one bamboozled rookie was given permission to accompany me as I wheeled to the terminal, with him watching beady-eyed all the way lest I make one false move. Once safe inside the terminal, I was treated like any other passenger, and found I didn’t like that much either. The terminal resembled a remand prison most of whose inmates appeared to be Indians suspected of trying to emigrate illegally to Britain—and the next flight to Kazakhstan wasn’t due for 27 hours. Fortunately the washroom was navigable. Sometimes, toilets are at the back of impossibly narrow cubicles that require advanced acrobatic skills to reach, and I simply can’t go there …





Chapter 6

ONE STEPPE AT A TIME


[Thomas Carlyle] said he loved God but really worshipped Timurlane.
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In the West these days a wheelchair does not make you conspicuous, it’s practically become part of the social furniture. New buildings are accommodating, and so for the most part are people on the street. No longer are you likely to attract unwanted attention of either the hostile or patronising kind. Not so once you find yourself in Central Asia, where the only ‘wheelies’ to be seen in public tend to sell cigarettes or play mouth organs. Begging is the price my fellow movers and shakers have to pay just to be allowed out of doors.

In time I came to see that the free-wheeler cruising down the streets of Almaty, Osh or Tashkent faced two types of problem in his interaction with the locals: one perceptual, the other conceptual. Put simply, the perceptual difficulty was that people unused to sharing the pavement with wheelchairs actually failed to see me bearing down. It being not only bad manners but counterproductive to barge through, the intuitive charioteer finds himself adapting to the city’s pedestrian rhythms—in some societies pavement users tend to go in straight lines, in others they weave all over the place—and glides or slaloms along accordingly.

The conceptual difficulty is more intractable: the beholder sees you, all right, but thinks you must conform to his only previous experience of people in rolling chairs. (Think dogs: a society that had only ever known silky terriers would do a double take on seeing its first Dobermann.) The odd taxidriver would refuse the fare until I hopped into the passenger seat and showed my bemused chauffeur how the wheelchair dismantled.

Both disregard and false regard have their amusing side. It was on 30 May that—for the first of many times during my crossing of Central Asia—someone approached me on the street and offered me money. Shocked, I handed it back. Every few days the same thing happened. Didn’t these people know that I, a Western tourist, was hundreds of times richer than they? Apparently not. One time I was so annoyed at being mistaken for a beggar while minding my own business that I snapped in fractured Russian ‘Nyet invalid—tourist!’

It took a kindly Kazakh to explain: ‘You are in the Muslim world now. These people are practising zakat.’

One of the five sacred obligations of every good Muslim is to extend charity to those in need, and obviously someone who cannot walk is an object of abject dependence. But how blessed can it be to receive charity under false pretences?

From Bukhara in July I emailed a New Zealand friend for advice. Back came these truly wise words: ‘Take the money and distribute it to the really needy.’

‘Exotic’ sums up Central Asia to a T. Even before I left Australia, the friend of a friend gave me a commission: send back a T-shirt, or any other article, with the word ‘Uzbekistan’ on it. There is something mysterious, perhaps other-worldly, in the very word. There is no vast tract of Planet Earth, I suppose, about which we in the lands of plenty know less. Even rural China or South America seems more familiar. Yet a mere 700 years ago the most far-reaching conquerors since Alexander the Great swept through in the fourth century BC—Genghis Khan and Timurlane, ancestor of India’s Mogul dynasty—passed this way and put the very idea of Asia as we think of it today on the world map.

History brought Central Asia to world prominence on the hooves of vengeance, with a decisive loss by the Chinese to the Arabs in AD 751. The name of that battle, Talas, ought to be as familiar to us as Gettysburg or Stalingrad. But the past is another country to most of us now, so how can we go there except on the wings of imagination?

Certain things that everyone ought to know about Central Asia are buried under the sands of time. For everyone who has heard of Homer and the Iliad, how many know that—at 14 580 lines—the longest epic in world literature, the national epic of a nomadic people, Manas, comes from Kyrgyzstan?

At Merv, now in south-eastern Turkmenistan, up to 1.3 million civilians were massacred in a single week when Tuluy, a son of Genghis Khan, invaded in AD 1221. The sword was his chosen weapon of mass destruction. War on terror? Defence of civilisation? Excuse me. But the blade of creation, not just destruction, had plunged into the heart of the world’s biggest continent 500 years before then, at Talas, when the defeated Chinese taught the victorious Arabs how to make paper and manufacture silk long before Marco Polo. Civilisation—in the form of those numerals the whole world uses today, algebra, medicine and civil order—was at its height here in the early centuries of the second Christian millennium and, while Europe groped its way through the Dark Ages, the triumph of Asian commerce—along the Silk Road—was its crowning glory. A sure token of advanced culture, the necessities of life coexisted alongside little luxuries. I have never forgotten once reading that Timurlane’s capital, Samarkand, boasted lemonade fountains.

So what is it like today, more than a decade after the last (Soviet) empire ebbed away? Impressions, and odd encounters, are all the fleeting visitor has to relate, adding up, if he is lucky, to a sketch rather than a detailed panorama. Here is mine.

KAZAKHSTAN: 28 MAY–17 JUNE

DAY 34 (3 JUNE): ALMATY

My 47th birthday is spent in the well-shaded old capital of the world’s ninth biggest country, whose mountainous backdrop is every bit as spectacular as Denver’s or Tehran’s. Spruced-up and reopened, Zenkov Cathedral sits in the centre of Panfilov Park, surrounded by balloon sellers, pony rides and refreshment stalls.

DAY 41 (10 JUNE): ASTANA

Today is the third birthday of the world’s youngest capital. Formerly Akmola, this unprepossessing city of the steppes was chosen by President Nursultan Nazarbayev who rechristened it with his customary inspiration. (Astana means ‘Capital’.) At noon in the postmodern city square, a brass band strikes up something slightly non-Kazakh—a medley by Abba. A massed dance troupe in virginal white, accompanied by men dressed as harlequins, sways to those exotic Nordic rhythms. Mamma mia!

Nearby, a more authentically Kazakh spectacle is gearing up. Outside a yurt full of dignified elders in colourful costumes, highlighted by aquamarine caps and sky-blue vests, actors clad in the raiment of a medieval khan’s court—warriors in chain mail, maidens in gold-studded jerkins—strut their stuff.

That night, in the stadium just 200 metres from my hotel, I sit among 60 000 citizens to sample fireworks, songs and humour from Russia’s most famous entertainers, flown in from Moscow. Anita Su, a Korean singer, is the toast of the Federation while Efim Shefrin is a clown (in the complimentary sense). As they are staying in the same hotel as me I am honoured to meet them both, but the evening is spoilt by snivelling paeans of praise for Nazarbayev the demigod-president. After an hour of this, I turn to the stony-faced woman on my right and whisper in a sort of Franco-Russian, ‘Stalinisme!’ She blanches.

DAY 46 (15 JUNE): HOURS SPENT IN A VAN FROM LAKE BALKASH TO THE BISHKEK TURN-OFF

Hitchhiking on Kazakhstan’s outback roads reminds me of what private motorists hereabouts have to endure. Our van is pulled over at five roadside police checkpoints. At three of them, the coppers steal money from the driver before letting him pass: the most daring drives his police wagon onto the road and siphons off his petrol.

KYRGYZSTAN: 17–26 JUNE

DAY 48 (17 JUNE): BISHKEK

Unanswered emails have me wondering whether to visit Tajikistan (civil war ended in 1997; advisories say it’s unsafe; I await local advice). A BBC news bulletin says 15 German aid workers, an American and a Tajik driver kidnapped in a remote corner of the country have all been released unharmed after pleas by the Tajik President and his – get this – Minister for Emergency Situations.

DAYS 49–52 (18–21 JUNE): BISHKEK

I stay with a Kyrgyz family whose ground-floor room was adapted for a wheelchair-bound grandmother who has since, um, moved on. They’re a friendly family but we have almost no language in common. The wife is a raspberry addict: the fridge is full of raspberry juice, desserts are made of raspberries or crimson jellies.

DAY 53 (22 JUNE): CHOLPON-ATA, LAKE ISSYK-KUL

My guidebook said that here, on the second highest lake in the world, an old Soviet Navy cutter regularly sailed up and down the waterway. Now that was rich: a naval vessel in a landlocked country. How were the enemy ships going to launch their attack? By being wheeled over the mountains from China?

My idea was to enjoy a pleasant lake cruise. Captain Victor let drop that a Chinese delegation was expected later in the day. Was this a war party, and could anyone gatecrash? Six hours’ patience was rewarded with an invitation to join in.

I turned out to be in the midst of a high-powered meeting between Li Yenming, the Security Minister from China’s troubled Xinjiang province, and the Speaker of the Kyrgyz Parliament, Esen Ismailov. Not for the first time, I had the distinct feeling my wheelchair got me into places where others would fear to tread.

As the evening wore on, Li became drunker and drunker—not, I noticed, on fiery Chinese mao-tai, but on vodka—and led us all in increasingly discordant attempts at compulsory group singing. Through his English-conversant translator, I coyly asked the minister while the combined effects of the vodka, his disco arrhythmia and the sea-swaying of the boat had him off guard, ‘How does your government propose to deal in future with anti-Beijing dissent from the Uighur Muslims?’ ‘Peacefully!’ he barked.

Diplomacy followed: ‘China has fifty-six minorities and we are all members of one big family. One of the members cannot leave the family. We will not allow this.’

DAY 54 (23 JUNE): BISHKEK TO OSH BY AIR

At US$33, this flight is one worth breaking the surface-travel rule for. A 38-seater Yak-40 less than half full should make for a perfect trip. Certainly these small planes are a lot easier to board. I just position the chair next to the swing-out door … and swing myself in.

But service standards are not world-class: this is the only flight I’ve ever been on where the stewardess keeps to her seat, spending most of the time munching her dinner. Asked in sign language when the passengers will be served, she makes it clear with a smug shake of the head that food on Kyrgyzstan Airlines is strictly for the crew.

DAY 55 (24 JUNE): OSH

I tour Jayma Bazaar. There’s a twinge of referred pain when my guide, Zahid, explains that strange pipeline objects in the market are wooden catheters attached to a boy’s penis before he goes to bed, to provide an effective antidote to bed-wetting. Great, I muse, so long as he doesn’t turn in his sleep. Ouch!

There are red pepper, fennel and root remedies like those in a Chinese herbal-medicine shop. A table full of ‘lucky charms’—the most popular line keeps evil spirits from harming babies—is a timely reminder that superstition lives happily enough alongside established religion here, as elsewhere.

DAY 56 (25 JUNE): OSH

Kickboxing at the palvankhana (hippodrome). The wheelchair gains me admittance inside the stadium perimeter just 15 metres from the ‘ring’, a steel octagon in which the fighters—combining kickboxing with Central Asian freestyle wrestling and gentlemanly fistfighting—pummel each other until one submits or is dragged out by white-coated medicos. I ask a fellow spectator why there are so many soldiers around the stadium. He says calmly, ‘Their big fear is a bomb going off.’ Great. Instead they find their hands full putting down violence – not in the octagon but in the grandstands, between overenthusiastic fans.

UZBEKISTAN: 26 JUNE–3 JULY

DAY 58 (27 JUNE): ANDIJAN

From my taxi I see a building with the ‘Sydney 2000’ logo and ask the driver to make a detour. It turns out this is the national Olympic squad’s training camp and not only are the Olympians all present, but one—a Sydney boxing gold medallist—agrees to be photographed with me. Mindful that Uzbek President Islom Karimov had promised a U$$100 000 prize to any gold-garnering compatriot, I ask Mohammad Kodir Abdullaev whether he is looking forward to Athens. ‘No,’ he says in halting English, ‘I am gone professional. Las Vegas.’

DAY 60 (29 JUNE): TASHKENT

Hotel Torun wins the prize for world’s worst hotel hands down. Why should it take 45 minutes to descend nine floors in the lift? Why should a request for mineral water, made to the Russian-style ‘floor lady’ parked in the foyer, be turned down? Why should the same babushka, when eventually given money to make the purchase, just pocket it after pretending to fetch the supposedly non-existent bottle? Why doesn’t reception care about any of this? Why am I dying from dehydration and diarrhoea? At least the last question has an answer: because I trusted the Uzbek barbecue skills of the shashlik vendors outside the Torun. A meaty obituary headline floats through my delirium: ‘Underdone to Death’. By morning, the food poisoning has passed through me, so to speak, and I move to a friendly private hotel in the suburbs.

DAY 63 (2 JULY): TASHKENT

Before September 11 there were three types of tourist destination in the world: countries any holidaymaker would visit without a second thought; countries whose main interest was their ‘edge’; and no-go areas. Officially, Tajikistan was in the third category but, from what people in neighbouring Uzbekistan told me, I thought it probably qualified for an upgrade. Today my residual doubts are dispelled by a most reassuring document: a personal security guarantee faxed to me from the Tourism Minister. This year the country is getting about two tourists a day. I feel privileged. After this, how could I not go?

TAJIKISTAN: 3–8 JULY

DAY 65 (4 JULY): KHOJAND

Once the easternmost outpost of Alexander the Great’s military empire, nowadays this city of 160 000 publicly venerates Lenin (a huge bronze statue still commands the approach to the Syr-Darya River).

Tonight a restaurateur repeatedly refuses payment for a thoroughly satisfying meal. There must be a first time for everything.

DAY 66 (5 JULY): KHOJAND TO DUSHANBE

I travel from north to south, 350 kilometres across 3000-metre-high mountain passes in a shared taxi, a sturdy Volga limousine. This is the type of perfect day travellers will go thousands of kilometres for. At a morning roadside stop we buy fresh bread and honey, enjoyed in the shade of huge upside-down umbrellas.

One hundred kilometres from Dushanbe, a Kalashnikov-toting fifteen-year-old stops the taxi. After a few nervous moments, he lets us go for the price of a watermelon. Fifty kilometres on, entrepreneurs have turned a gushing rock waterfall into a profitable car wash.

DAY 67 (6 JULY): DUSHANBE

Broad leafy boulevards make this capital an unexpected joy. There’s one fall from grace: as I co-opt a young Tajik to help my chair down from a high kerb, he distractedly asks, ‘Are you American?’ At the same moment he lets go of the back rest and leaves me sprawled on the asphalt, unhurt, but angry and disinclined to discuss my nationality. He runs off: a passer-by helps me back into the chair.

UZBEKISTAN REVISITED: 8 JULY–4 AUGUST

DAY 72 (11 JULY): TASHKENT

Two months before a date no one in the West will easily forget, I meet a brutalised man whose anger could in time turn him into a terrorist. So far as I can tell, he is not one yet, more’s the wonder.

In whispers they call Karimov, ex-Communist and founding president, ‘the Pharaoh’. Nine days ago, plainclothes members of the SNB, the Uzbek security police, broke up a peaceful protest by a hundred women in Amir Timur Square, the symbolic heart of this Central Asian capital. A witness says that SNB operatives used truncheons on the women, many of them with babes in arms, before herding them into buses and driving them away.

The women had gathered to make a terribly revolutionary demand: the opening of more mosques in Tashkent. The Western media portray a goodies-versus-baddies vision of Islam. But the Pharaoh will have no God before him, not even Allah. Mosques here are prohibited from broadcasting the call to prayer. Faith-based political parties are banned.

I meet Juma Bahadur (not his real name), a 20-year-old working at a Tashkent Internet club, when I go there to send an email from the edge. He introduces himself simply as ‘a Muslim’ and asks if we can take a walk. Wheels and heels, we amble around the block. What can be so important that he prefers half an hour in the blistering summer sun to the fan-cooled interior of a cybershop?

Bahadur doesn’t keep me in suspense for long. The story he tells dates back to last January. An SNB officer approached him and asked why he had just spoken to a woman on the pavement. When he replied that she had stopped him to ask directions, the officer in plain clothes told him to come along quietly. As Bahadur tells it, he was taken to a police cell—a wooden stool its only furniture—handcuffed and left alone for several hours. After an indefinite period, four policemen entered the cell, covered his chest with a pillow, and pummelled him incessantly on the torso and limbs until he lost consciousness.

He was kept in detention along with 50 other men for four days, until the agent who had stopped him on the street ‘called my parents, and my brother came and took me home’.

When Bahadur asked why the police had treated him like this, they told him ‘because I went to the mosque’.

Every minute or so, Bahadur looks furtively round, as if the trees have ears. He is convinced he understands what motivates Karimov’s police state: ‘Islam, our religion, teaches every person to own his property. When a person knows his power—that I am a man—and everyone wants to own his property, control is difficult. When people are (treated) like pigs, control is easy.’

Only the day before the SNB suppressed the Muslim women’s protest, the Uzbeks suddenly announced they were closing the Kyrgyzstan border to all road traffic between Osh and Andijan, the border I crossed in peace a month beforehand.

I make a wry mental note: at the end of next month, Uzbekistan will officially celebrate ten years as a post-communist state. Ah, but old habits die hard.

DAY 74 (13 JULY): TASHKENT TO SAMARKAND

Have developed a good technique for boarding minibuses. I offer to buy two tickets—one for me, one for the chair. This way it doesn’t get squashed under a mountain of luggage (or chicken shit on rural routes) and the drivers, who leave only when their vehicles are full, manage an early departure. Not only does this tactic transform initial scepticism, even hostility, towards the idea of someone in a wheelchair coming along for the ride, I invariably get to sit up front. Call me elitist but I do like the unhindered views. After all, there is a practical angle to consider: these people will probably pass this way again; I almost certainly never will.

DAY 76 (15 JULY): SAMARKAND

Some place names make you want to drop everything and rush off at once. Zanzibar is one, Samarkand another. Here, in what was once his fabulous desert capital, lies the tomb of Timurlane, that all-conquering warrior-king who stopped the Ottoman Turks in their camel tracks. Having found a welcoming guesthouse in the town’s backblocks, and partaken of a generous breakfast under a trellis covered in purple grapes, I (st)roll down the lane past curious urchins, and there on the left—towering over me—is the great man’s mausoleum.

A nondescript official tells an English-speaker to inform me I cannot go inside with a wheelchair. I adopt a suitably noble mien and inform him that, as I rely on the goodness of helpers (miraculously two step forward from the growing throng at this very moment to offer strong arms) and, more important, as Timurlane was short for ‘Timur the Lame’, nothing is going to stop me paying my respects.

The gamble pays off; I enter the dark hall. Later, my little triumph loses some of its savour when a local resident tells me that the tomb everyone takes for Timur’s is actually a replica: the original lies directly beneath it in a crypt (discovered, intriguingly enough, only in 1959 when a girl playing ball fell downstairs).

Perhaps, I reflect, the official was only telling the simple truth.

DAY 80 (19 JULY): BUKHARA

If Samarkand has been tarted up for tourist groups, Bukhara is the first place I have ever been where people live comfortably in the 15th century. You feel absolutely certain looking around you at bazaars, caravanserais, towering minarets and crumbling medieval mosques that others must have seen and absorbed this same reality more than 500 years ago.

The daytime maximum temperature now regularly exceeds 40°C, giving new meaning to the city’s proudest boast, ‘Elsewhere light radiates from Heaven onto the land; in holy Bukhara, it radiates upward to illuminate Heaven.’

But the brighter the light, the darker the shadows—and nowhere are they more tenebrous than in the Bug Pit (karakhona to the Uzbeks), into which I peer today. Dating from the days when Bukhara was a feudal state ruled by its own emir from the Ark—an awesome citadel with ramparts that still dominate today’s city—the Bug Pit is the fourth cell you come to in Zindon jail. It is a black hole, 6.5 metres deep and covered by an iron grille. Lowered in by rope, the prisoners—five or six in a space no bigger than a well—shared their lives with lice, scorpions and other vermin. Here two English emissaries, Colonel Charles Stoddart and Captain Arthur Conolly, spent their last years before being executed in June 1842. The story goes that they were marched out before a huge crowd just in front of the Ark, forced to dig their own graves ‘and, to the sound of drums and reed pipes from atop the fortress walls, beheaded’.

Through an interpreter, the ticket-seller tells me that in Victorian times the pit was twice as deep as it is now. I believe her implicitly: a grim-faced crone, her voice conveys the authority of someone speaking from personal recollection.

DAY 81 (20 JULY): BUKHARA

Deep in the Old City lies a minor miracle, and a lesson for the 21st century. Here, for thirteen turbulent centuries, ever since the Arab conquest, a Jewish community has survived. How is it done in Central Asia, I wonder, when in far-west Asia enmity has blasted the so-called peace process apart? The first difference I note, listening to Rabbi Gavriel Matatov, 65, is that, unlike the dogmatism spewing out of the Holy Land, the predominant tone is not one of absolute certainty that the promised land won’t be taken over or taken back from time to time.

Ask Matatov about the future of Bukhara’s Jews, and he replies, ‘Only God knows.’ Would that Sharon or Arafat—and all of their successors—had such humility.
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