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  PROLOGUE


  WAR AND KINDRED RISKS


  The Northern Ireland correspondent for a London newspaper once told me the intriguing story of the Belfast Tourist Board. This outfit sounds like the winner in a joky magazine
  competition to come up with the ultimate thankless profession  other contenders might be the Tel Aviv Bacon Marketing Board or the British Royal Marriage Guidance Council  but Belfast
  does, in fact, have a tourist body dedicated to convincing prospective visitors that they will not end up as, well, a tourist body.


  The existence of this organization was a source of great amusement to my informant. His cynicism was perhaps justifiable, given the nature of his daily work. The flashier kind of word processors
  have something called save-get keys, allowing a frequently used phrase or formula to be stored and called up with a single stab. The Belfast correspondent was thinking of electronically
  memorizing the sentences The victim was a married man with  children and The  later claimed responsibility in a phone call to a local newspaper, simply
  typing in the number of offspring and the initials of the killers later on. So you can understand why he was somewhat unpatriotic in his attitude to the Belfast Tourist Board. He would pass the
  time between reporting sectarian executions by imagining slogans to be used by the BTB in its advertising campaigns. One, I remember, ran: If you long to feel the soil of Ireland under your
  feet, come to Dublin. If you long to feel the soil of Ireland over your feet, come to Belfast. An equally melodious piece of deceit was: Belfast  where the cares of
  daily existence will be taken away from you.


  But the journalist was perplexed not only by the mere existence of the Belfast Tourist Board but by its apparent success. Every January, the organization would issue a press release proudly
  announcing an upsurge in visitors in the previous year. Surprised to see a rise claimed at the end of a period of more than common atrocities, he re-examined previous figures. The pattern was
  standard. The more bombings and shootings in any twelve months, the greater the tourist boom in the subsequent dozen.


  Worried that he had discovered a phenomenon of ghoulish tourism  a more formalized equivalent of car-crash gawping  he asked the board for its methods of measurement. It transpired
  that they judged traveller traffic by (1) airline tickets (2) hotel capacity (3) car rental bookings. He realized the truth. Those holiday rushes consisted of out-of-town journalists, flying in to
  write BELFAST  TWINNED WITH HELL pieces, after some particularly grim incident.


  The moral of the above story is a simple one: that, in broad terms, the world divides into the tourist zones and the terrorist zones. It is inevitable that travel agents and tourist boards will
  try to haze the borders between them  as a resource which is theoretically renewable for ever, travellers make a significant difference to a nations balance of payments as traditional
  industries fail  but these attempts should be treated with some scepticism.


  It is true that a country may occasionally move from one zone to another, sometimes with uncomfortable rapidity. Most of the 1992 guidebooks had managed to pull Yugoslavia out of the sections
  detailing what to do in Europe. But some had not and their breathless recommendations  friendly people, quiet beaches, plentiful and cheap food
   stood as a warning of the fragility of lucrative tranquillity. Similarly, Beirut was once a resort mentioned in the same breath as Biarritz. I recently read that there is to be an attempt
  by the Lebanese to reinstate Beirut as a vacation place, but, unless they adopt criteria similar to those of the Belfast Tourist Board  counting the ordeal of the Western hostages as 1500
  hotel nights, for example  it would seem a hard market to crack.


  Certainly, you are unlikely to be find me on the first Lazy Lebanon Days Package tour. I have stuck  as both a journalist and a holidaymaker  to the tourist zones. It has always
  been my problem that I love travel but am touchy about where I end up. Wanderlust and cowardice make uneasy headfellows. I live under the Heathrow flightpath. In the window of the room in which I
  work, the 747s are briefly suspended, in miniature size, in the top quarter-pane of glass as they bank for landing. Wishing myself on each one, I then reconsider the desire in the light of the
  liveries. I particularly magic myself aboard the flights of Qantas and American.


  But catering to such neuroses is now a profession. I read  in a business magazine, left appropriately enough as a compliment in a hotel room  that Control Risks, a security
  and crisis consultancy, divided the places of the world in to four categories for prospective travellers. These were:


  
    
      
        LEVEL ONE (Aware): The crime risk is insignificant. No terrorist groups are active and, although isolated incidents are
        possible, the security threat to travellers is minimal. Example: Singapore.


        LEVEL TWO (Vigilant): There are occasional demonstrations or terrorist incidents, but these provide no more than incidental
        threats to business travellers. There is little crime risk to travellers provided they exercise common-sense discretion. Example: South Korea.


        LEVEL THREE (Caution): There is a high crime rate or significant political unrest which could disrupt business travel at short
        notice. Terrorist attacks occasionally cause disruption. Example: Berlin.


        LEVEL FOUR (Danger): Conditions verge on war or civil war; law and order are in imminent danger of breaking down; or there is
        a terrorist campaign directly affecting business travellers. Travel should be postponed unless absolutely necessary. Example: Iraq.

      

    

  


  I realize that the genre of travel writing is, these days, mostly practised on Level Four nations. If there is no political disturbance, then an equal danger must be found in the geography or
  wildlife of the terrain attempted. Level Three destinations may be accepted if the place concerned is probably merely in transition to four-star awfulness: i.e., at the time of writing, Berlin, New
  York, Los Angeles.


  I am equally aware that the territories described in this book  New Zealand, Australia, Middle America, Alaska, Canada, Luxembourg, Brussels, Switzerland, Milton Keynes, Disney-world,
  Expo 92 and Center Parcs  would, in the eyes of most people, not even merit a level one rating. It would be necessary to invent another:


  
    
      
        LEVEL ZERO (Nonchalance): There is almost no serious crime. Politically, one right-wing monetarist government is occasionally
        replaced by another, but this leads only to minor traffic hold-ups on polling day or during a royal visit or religious procession.

      

    

  


  The genesis of this project  an attempted journey in to the heart of lightness of the modern world  should therefore be sketched in.


  James Fenton, a long-time hero of mine and one of the bravest journalists of his generation, wrote in the introduction to his battle-scar memoirs All the Wrong Places of his hunger,
  from a young age, to put himself in the presence of danger. In the squirmiest scene of many in this work, hunger proves literally dangerous, when Fentons hosts in Cambodia hand him a bowl of
  rice, on which, he notices as he lowers his fingers to eat, an army of ants is already feasting. Reluctant to give offence, he shovels down both the rice and the lice.


  You have heroes for two reasons: in hope of emulation or in acknowledgement of the impossibility of following. My interest in Fenton was of the second kind. One of the most cowardly journalists
  of his or any other generation, I have, all my life, had a hunger to put myself in the presence of safety. Ants in the rice? A fly in the soup and I was checking the insurance policy. Thrilling as
  it was to read fearless reporting from the frontlines of the world, I always knew that fearful reporting from the backlines was more my cup of (weak) tea. Not only did I not cover the Gulf War,
  but, sent to America on an unrelated assignment during the conflict, I insisted on flying Swissair via Zurich because of the terrorist threat to Western airlines.


  The process of coming out as a coward was a gradual one. Newspapers are collegiate places, more so since the vogue for open-plan offices, and, occasionally, heading for my safe houses of Arts or
  Books or Colour Magazine (quiet Western elections my speciality), I would drop off in Foreign for a chat. There was a distressingly messy map of the world  this was the beginning of the
  post-1989 period when emergency place names and frontiers were weekly scribbled in with felt-pen  and a wall of clocks (Moscow, Delhi, Peking, they were labelled) up to a day either way out
  of tock with ours.


  The atmosphere was thrilling to a young reporter but  quite unlike other juniors who made this pilgrimage  I was happy for the thrill to stay vicarious. I knew that, if you picked
  up a phone on one of these desks, there was a strong chance that the interference on the line was bullets hitting it. One day, a correspondent stabling in London between assignments idly gave me a
  tour of his wounds. There was his Vietnam knee, his Jakarta forearm, his Tiananmen leg. I gulped. If I had wished to reciprocate, I could only have shown him the negligible discoloration above one
  temple, where, in Washington DC one fateful morning, the door of the bathroom cabinet in the Hay-Adams hotel had swung out suddenly and hit me on the head.


  I seemed, however, to be my professions only sufferer from this condition. The journalist who sat opposite me went off to discover Xanadu, succeeded, and wrote a gut-churning book about
  the physical risks and discomfort involved. More recently, I read a piece by another colleague who, having spent a decade as a reporter in Brussels, had reluctantly left Belgium for Washington, but
  who remained, I assumed from my regular meetings with him there, a fellow peace-zone specialist. Indeed, he talked longingly of returning to Brussels, now that it was getting really hot
  there, as a result of Europes moves towards unity in 1992. However, the piece I now read was headlined: For some reason he didnt shoot me. The gentle Belgian
  specialist had driven his rental car into a black ghetto during the events in Los Angeles which marked Americas moves towards disunity in 1992.


  One of my regrets about my wimp illness was that I would clearly be unable to write a travel book. Just as there are handy phrase books for travellers, there are also  the general public
  may not realize  handy phrase books for travel writers. In the one that I picked up second-hand  the names of the previous owners are sadly not quite decipherable on the title page
   I found the following suggested usages for different situations:


  
    
      
        HEALTH AND PERSONAL SAFETY: Dulled perhaps by the lingering effects of the tsetse-fly fever, I
        never saw the snake, even though it was yards long and exotically marked, like a garden hose painted by Jackson Pollock. It was only when Paolo the scout pounced, splitting the serpent with
        his speara like a West 44th Street stall-holder slicing the bratwurst for the mustard squirt, that I was aware of the certain death on which I was about to tread. One bite,
        you die two minoot, grinned Paolo, scooping the coiled, rent carcass into his rucksack. Later, it would be our lunch.


        TRANSPORTATION: My guess was that the ravine was four hundred metres deep. If there was any comfort in this, it was that the angry frothing of
        the sea against the rocks below sounded, from this height, like a childs whisper. If I was not to know its true volume, then I was dependent on the rope bridge which swung, like a
        summer garden hammock, but less substantial, between the two crumbling heights. Instinct told me that even the minimal luggage I had in my rucksack would dangerously influence the equation of
        man against thread. The bulkiest items were my paperback Proust and my last fresh water bottle. There was no pain as I watched the tin receptacle spin in the air, halt half-way against a
        rock, then drop to meet the sea, its fresh water swirling from the burst stopper to meet the brine beneath. What else could I do? If I were lucky, I might well find another clear stream
        between here and Orinoco. I knew that I should not discover another bookstall. Lighter, in both impedimenta and spirit, I rested a sandal on the first frayed lattice thatch of the bridge.
        There was a creak which would have been thought excessive from a castle door in a Hammer Horror movie . . .


        POLICE AND EMERGENCY SERVICES: Until the actual moment that the cell door closed, and the drunk
        with the gangrenous head wound swung his tequila bottle at me in friendly greeting, I was convinced that my arrest at the carnival had been a bureaucratic error, which would rapidly be
        rectified with smiles and a Way you go, gringo. At three in the morning, when the drunks mouth had stopped erupting but his bowels had taken over, I was again
        convinced that my release was near. A dapper man in pinstripe and bowler hat clicked across the courtyard on well-stitched heels, scuttling the cockroaches with his solid tread.
        Ambassadore?, I asked the drunk. He spat lavishly into the corner where his fly-buzzed slops bulked. Nada. Nada. Suspendatore, he croaked.
        Ow you say, in English, hangerman . . .

      

    

  


  I knew from these phrase books that it was a language I could never learn. Courage was what publishers wanted. But commissioning editors, comically unaware of my problem, took me out for
  pleasant lunches and then, over the sambucca, mooted going there on a camel, or here without a map, or up such and such a gulf with only two pairs of knickers and a tube
  of Polo mints as provisions, or into this particular city where the ruling military government was becoming promisingly unpopular.


  I would politely point out that the only Fall I had witnessed (or would wish to) had been the collapse of the breakfast melons at the Sheraton Mirage on Queenslands Gold Coast.
  Furthermore, the only overseas conflict in which I had ever been involved was the battle for room service. I read Fentons All the Wrong Places, I would tell them, and I
  shook. The only travel book I could ever write, I would conclude my sarcastic riff, would be All the Safe Places. My put-off was their synopsis. And so here we are.


  My map would be that of the quiet world, tourist not terrorist, to adopt the earlier distinction. I made my selection of places through a combination of personal prejudice and
  outside nomination, criteria made clear in the individual chapters. My object was to visit those places most unlikely to be subject to bloody insurrection. P.J. ORourke called a book
  Holidays in Hell. This, perhaps, was Holidays in Purgatory. He had pioneered macho travel. Here was wimp tourism. The hidden heroes of this book are two Englishmen with the same
  surname. They are James Cook, who had the courage to discover the world, and Thomas Cook, who made it possible for others to discover it without courage.


  Throughout my journeys, the rule would be the same. All those places which the great travel writers ignored with a yawn would call me as Kashmir called them. The point was that you could not
  really imagine a newsreader saying An uneasy ceasefire holds on the streets of Auckland tonight. Or: A state of emergency has been declared in Brussels, as United Nations
  observers abandoned a second attempt to enter the beleaguered city. Or: Continued rioting is reported in Barrow, Alaska, where dog-teams hostile to the ruling Republican party are
  stoning the government igloos.


  In short, the qualifications were tranquillity, stability, and conventionally civilized values. I stress this, because the idea somehow got around in a few of the countries I visited that this
  project was an examination of the worlds most boring countries. Untrue. If such judgements must be made, I prefer to follow the modern practice of linguistic sensitivity, or political
  correctness, and refer to these destinations as activity-challenged, differently interesting, or places of calm.


  But it was inevitable that the project would be subject to just such miscomprehension. For example, as the relevant chapter explains, it became necessary, in the section on New Zealand, to
  change the names of the local informants to protect them from threatened reprisals. Let me reiterate: the identities under which they appear here are not their real ones. It would therefore be
  futile for anyone in New Zealand with nothing better to do  a group which may very well be sizeable  to hunt among the sheep for Cousin Claire or the others.


  This phenomenon, however, is part of the culture of the quiet world. Editors of newspaper letters pages and producers of late-night radio phone-ins know that  when faced with the
  emergency of unfilled columns or a lifeless switchboard  they can rely on the law of territorial outrage. Instruct a journalist or a disc-jockey to suggest that a town or a part of a town
   or, in a really serious drought of material, an entire nation  is dull, drab, or generally resident-unfriendly. The yelps of refutation from those who live there will provide you
  with days of correspondence or telephone calls.


  Merely in the newspapers of the week in which I wrote this section, there were two examples of this residential defensiveness. Your writer seems to have it in for the Swiss,
  complained one resentful correspondent, referring to an article on Helvetian obsessiveness, and going on to ask in which of the four languages spoken in that federation the writer was
  proficient enough to have made the judgements complained of. On the Letters page of another publication, a writer objected to a sentence in a previous edition about one of those rare
  creatures, a famous Dane. The relentless list of national figures is a particular risk of running down a small country in print. We have all seen the roll calls of great Canadians and
  celebrated Belgians clogging up correspondence columns because of similarly insolent punditry.


  Here, then, came the register of Danish excellence: Sren Kierkegaard, Carl Nielsen, Hans Christian Anderson, Nils Bor, Asger Jorn, Karen Blixen, Victor Borge, Martin Hansen, Kim
  Larsen, Gabriel Axel, Dea Trier Morch. I must say that my reaction to this catalogue was that you wouldnt much want to be stuck in a lift with any of them, except Anderson, and even
  he might start to pall the second time round on the Ugly Duckling. It also seemed to me that this list was perhaps the apotheosis of tedious-place special pleading, in actually including a
  celebrity called Bor. But the point is well made. Geographical loyalty is a powerful factor.


  Yet the truth is that, for most of us, home is a compromise. The majority of people inhabit a particular region because of an accident of birth (our parents dream home is, for an average
  of at least sixteen years, our own home-base), a necessity of relocation (the pursuit of work or love) or the simple logistics of the housing market and the mortgage system. We would ideally like
  to live in A (if we could afford to), B (if there was a company branch there), or C (if our partners family ties were not five hundred miles away) or, increasingly in Britain, in A, B, or C
  if we could sell our bloody house in D. But, alas, for any of these reasons, D is where we are stuck. Yet call D dull in public and you will discover that each of the D-siders resides there
  apparently from choice. They live there because they love there.


  Hence insults from elsewhere must be rebuffed. Many of the places featured in this book are victims of that racism which even political correctness still permits. Opinion-disinfectant, though
  splashed over most national generalizations, has not yet been applied to the beliefs that Canada, New Zealand, Belgium, and Switzerland are strikingly boring countries, populated by dullards. It
  remains OK to say these things in company. Although my itinerary was to some extent dictated by these stereotypes, I was going to weigh up the evidence. Perhaps Canada would dazzle, and Switzerland
  dizzy.


  And I was also interested in what it was like to be born into, or to inhabit, territory of such notoriety. Stereotypes do not wound uniformly. In the Europe of the popular imagination, an
  Italian was assumed likely to seduce you and a Frenchman to cook you a memorable meal or to be inventively offensive in refusal, but a Belgian was expected to send you to sleep. In stereotypical
  North America, a resident of the United States was expected to be vulgar but fun, while it was reckoned that, on introduction to a Canadian, you would long to find a newly painted wall and monitor
  its progress.


  There would be the ghost of a serious purpose on my journeys. Almost every evening during the period in which I was writing this book, the television news showed lines of rough coffins and
  makeshift biers ready for interment in the ground of what had once been the popular holiday resort of Yugoslavia. The supposed Chinese curse May you live in interesting times! has
  entered common currency in the West. But who could watch such pictures without invoking on themselves the blessing: May you live in boring places!


  Even before it became part of my job to write about politics, I would always learn as much as possible about the government and political system of any country I visited. It was part of the
  weather for me, and therefore hangs around behind the travels recorded here. What intrigued me about the quiet world locations selected for this book was that they were the kinds of places in
  which, traditionally, the electorate had quietly left politicians to get on with the business of government, whether from satisfaction or apathy.


  So I was interested in whether there was such a thing as a safe country in a way philosophically beyond the definition of one in which nothing much currently goes on. Could the Ayatollah
  Khomenei have produced in the inhabitants of Timaru or Ottawa or Milton Keynes the reactions he won from those in Tehran? Lenin lived briefly in Zurich but, had he been Swiss, could he have led a
  revolution there? Do some nations have anaesthetic temperaments and environments which render them immune to demagoguery and revolution? Or is it just a matter of money luck, which, while it
  endures, dampens down unrest?


  The research would be, in two senses, flying visits. Entire travel books had been written about Australia, Alaska, and Canada  although I know of no long volumes about New Zealand or
  Milton Keynes  and this book would attempt to do them all in one. Therefore, the intended effect would be something between tourism and journalism. The tourist and the journalist have much
  in common. Both are dropped in strange places and expected quickly to interpret them  though one is paid to do it and the other pays  before dashing somewhere else.


  In many modern travel books, the author is, at this stage, flinching from foot-long inoculatory hypodermics at the tropical diseases clinic or training with the SAS in Hereford. All I had to do
  was check all the windows and doors very carefully, and catch a taxi to Heathrow. On the way, from habit, I checked my travel insurance documents. This policy does not cover you against war
  and kindred risks, it warned. This was as it should be, for there were surely no places nor people less kin to those risks.


  


  PART ONE


  AUSTRALASIA


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  BEACH TOILET STILL SHUT


  [image: ]


  New Zealand


  It was the cockney in the Reactolite shades  savouring his last authentically greasy British breakfast for a fortnight or even more  who voiced the secret fears
  of all around him. He loudly struck the note which all the others waiting expectantly in the Sky Caf, in Heathrow Airports Terminal One, that morning towards the end of the year,
  were trying not to hear.


  If the market crashes while Im gone, thisll go off anywhere, anyfuckinwhere, in the world . . .


  He unclipped from the inside pocket of his traffic-light casual jacket a small grey plastic bleeper, like a doctors. This one, though, would summon him only to fiscal intensive care
  units, where bleeping screens were wired to the heartbeat of the dollar, yen, and pound.


  Yeah? So it goes off on the beach, youre not going to be able to do fuckin nuffin abaht it, are you? another member of his party objected. All
  youll know is you cant afford anuvver fuckin drink. Ask me, itd be better not to know . . .


  Nah. Satellite phone, I showed you, right? Damage limitation. Whole point of this gear is, these days, you can be there when youre not there . . .


  The exchange made you nostalgic for the time when all that holidaymakers worried about was whether the plane would crash. With economies so dodgy, you could land safely and still get back to
  find you had lost your life. It was the very end of 1991  a year in which the Wests celebrations over expelling Iraq from Kuwait had been wrecked by domestic economic collapse 
  and the atmosphere at Heathrow seemed near to hysteria.


  Even in normal circumstances, everyone at a British airport was euphoric. You never sensed the same release at a terminal in the USA. Americans routinely flew  weekended or visited
  relatives by plane, even commuted to work by air  and, when they took vacations, fled the summer sun in their cities. But, because of the British climate, a holiday was like getting out of
  jail.


  And, these days, there was even more reason to feel liberation from the steely winter. You didnt need a degree in economics to guess that the concourse bustled with people going somewhere
  fun while they still had the money, or starting their early retirement with a break funded by a lump sum, or consoling themselves in even earlier retirement by spending a bit of the redundo in the
  sun. As desperate for business as everyone else, airlines were offering long-haul flights for the kind of money you expected to pay on a train.


  Helped by one of these plunging prices, I had stretched to business class for the Australasia leg of the project. With fewer businesses around every time the FTSE, Dow, or Nikkei closed, the
  extra leg-room and bottomless wine bottles of business class were briefly in reach of the ordinary traveller, or at least of travel writers on a publishers advance. So I had checked in three
  hours before the flight and, after breakfast in the Sky Caf, reported to the Business Lounge, the sofa-bar-and-telly den which airlines run for those on more expensive tickets.


  All around me, people were drinking wine and liquor, sometimes double-fisted, barely an hour after breakfast time. They were not, I think, on the whole, alcoholics, but merely people conscious
  of how much these free drinks were costing them. Getting good value was a mantra of the time.


  As research for my journey, I read the editions of New Zealand and Australian newspapers scattered around the lounge. In New Zealand, the Prime Minister, Jim Bolger, was apparently to be given
  an entry in the Guinness Book of Records, having recorded the worlds lowest popularity rating for an elected leader (7 per cent) since polling began. Unemployment, business
  failures, and manufacturing depression were blamed for the contempt he suffered. In Australia, the Prime Minister, Bob Hawke, was reported to be on the point of overthrow by his own party. His
  unpopularity was attributed to the countrys financial situation. For refugees from a recession, there was not much getting away from it all that year. But at least I was flying from winter
  to spring, and towards the first  and perhaps most tantalizingly non-exotic  quarry of my project.


  My search for the mystical city of Timaru began, like many great quests, with an accidental tip-off. Soon after meeting the woman to whom I am now married, I realized that the
  only seriously off-putting thing about her was an interest in New Zealand which  by normal British standards of an occasional giggle or continual ignorance towards the place  amounted
  to perversion. You would take her to some celebratedly picturesque location in the world and she would say, moistly: It reminds me of New Zealand! Subsequently, when we shared a
  house, I would often open a door to find a New Zealander unexpectedly sleeping or eating there. When the subject of honeymoons came up, my fiances only dilemma was between the North
  Island and the South Island, Auckland or Christchurch.


  All marriages hold secrets, and I felt it wrong to probe this cultural infidelity too deeply. I did learn, however, that she had never herself visited the country. Her Kiwiphile cast of mind was
  a product of friendship with a Christchurch girl, working in London as a nanny, whom my wife had encountered through some metropolitan yuppie network. I will give this friend the pseudonym of
  Jessica, for reasons of her personal security, a necessity which will become clear later in the book. Jessica returned to Christchurch, but my wife subsequently provided advice and shelter for her
  acquaintances and relatives who visited London. Indeed, her unofficial refugee programme for these New Zealanders apparently achieved such domestic recognition that it became standard airport form
  for anxious parents to press her name and address into the hands of their departing offspring. My wife had become a sort of Mother Theresa for Kiwis overseas.


  Jessica stayed with us when she came back to Britain on vacation. One night, she went out to an event organized by her old London crowd.


  Good time? I asked when she came back.


  Strewth, no! It was like going to a party in Timaru!


  Like what . . .?


  Its what we say back home. For a really dull time. Timaru is the most boring place in New Zealand . . .


  But how . . .?


  I had nearly said, in an echo of the New York reaction to the death of President Coolidge, But how can they tell? It was clear that this phrase was the Antipodean equivalent of English
  declarations of non-enthusiasm like: Its about as exciting as a wet weekend in Wigan! (Newark for Americans, Melbourne for Australians.) And yet the existence of a New Zealand
  version surprised me. The joke-location, the gag-town, surely depended on a perceived sharp contrast with the place in which the joke was made. Newark was amusing to New Yorkers because it was
  small cheese beside the Big Apple, Sydney residents thought Melbourne tight-arsed in comparison with their let-it-hang-out city.


  However, at least from my prejudiced perspective, it seemed unlikely that a person living in any given place in New Zealand would be in a position to quip about elsewhere being less exciting. A
  British magazine used to run a weekly feature called The Experts Expert, in which members of a profession elected one of their peers as the best. In the same way, if what Jessica
  said was correct, then Timaru, New Zealand, was the Dull Places Dull Place. For someone planning a project such as this, the lure was unrefusable. Timaru promised to be the Mecca of the
  non-event, an oasis of stasis, the world centre of the early night.


  The kind of travel writers who proceed by elephant or canoe tend to sneer at those who go by air. But planes are not without their pains. You can reach Australia in less
  than a day now! people say in wonder, usually just after watching a television documentary about Captain Cook or Christopher Columbus. You can be reasonably sure that those expressing this
  sentiment have never spent twenty-five hours in a vacuum-sealed aluminium tube aimed at the Antipodes.


  You nonchalantly ignore the safety demonstration, wondering why they still do the bit about life-jackets and inflatable rafts when no passenger plane in aviation history has successfully ditched
  in the ocean. It is presumably a confidence trick for twitchy flyers. You read the in-flight magazine, learning of Sir Peter Ustinovs embarrassing flatulence at a luncheon with the Queen
  Mother. While listening to the first cycle of the Classical Favourites Selection on the complimentary head-set, you pull the free-gift, complimentary one-size fluffy leisure socks
  over your own, discover that the one size appears to be Dustin Hoffmans, and reflect in passing why wearing two pairs of socks in the air should be thought automatically more comfortable
  than wearing one, these soft socks presumably being a complicated way of encouraging flyers to remove their shoes.


  You choose between the complimentary Riesling, Chardonnay, and Shiraz. You realize that you have heard the words The ever popular Mozart, in his short and tortured life, produced . .
  . before. The Classical Favourites Selection is beginning its second cycle. You look up restlessly, but the helpful red line which charts your journey on a pull-down world map
  at the front of the cabin has barely left the British mainland for the Irish sea.


  You shuffle the three novels which, you calculate, you should at least have got through before New Zealand. You manage fifty pages of the first, but your eyes are protesting, perhaps
  dried by the recycled air, maybe edged together by the sedative effect of the complimentary American Riesling, Chardonnay, or Shiraz. The red wine is served icy, not from a sommeliers
  mistake, but because of what room temperature is at 33,000 feet. The fold-out cinema screen comes down. There appears that actor with the moustache about whom, a few months earlier, you had
  thought, after seeing him in a not-bad late-night film, I wonder what he did after that? What he did after that, it appears, was to star in a movie about a baseball team which develops a new robot
  pitcher which upsets the opponents and, unfortunately, falls in love with the coachs wife. Sadly, the robot blows a gasket in the World Series play-offs, thus underlining the superiority of
  humans. The coachs wife goes back to him.


  You chew your Pt en Croute with Cumberland Sauce and choose between Fillet Steak with Horseradish Butter and Prawns with Tomato and Fetta in Filo Pastry. When the dish comes, you
  have to check the menu to see which you are eating. The man in the next seat  whose beefy forearms keep winning the game of elbow wrestling you play each time one of you leaves the seat
   tells you about his daughters university course, and gives a run-down of his views on the worlds airports, citing Singapore as the most pleasant and well appointed. The red
  line on the cabin map now curves plumply across the Atlantic.


  If this were a flight to New York, you would be looking for your shoes and completing immigration forms. But you are not going to New York. You are heading to New Zealand, still three New York
  flights further on. Meeting resistance from your novel, you drift into a Riesling, Shiraz, or Chardonnay doze, jerking awake to an announcement about turbulence and the importance of a fastened
  seat-belt, which yours already is. On the fold-down cinema screen, that actress who looks a little like Jane Fonda is appearing in a black comedy about a bank robbery. You fiddle with the dial on
  your complimentary head-set. The ever popular Mozart, in his short and tortured life, produced . . .


  You land at Los Angeles, where it is the late afternoon for Americans but the small hours of the next morning by your interior timepiece. There is five hours between flights. You take a cab out
  to Brentanos at Century City, in case of running out of books on the second leg of the flight. Back at the airport  American dusk, a London time when only babies are awake  you
  change planes and airlines, where the Maori stewardess offers a choice of complimentary New Zealand Riesling, Chardonnay, or Shiraz and a new in-flight magazine, in which you learn of Sir Peter
  Ustinovs embarrassing flatulence while dining with Dame Kiri Te Kanawa.


  The captain announces that the approximate flying time to Christchurch from Los Angeles is thirteen hours and fifty-five minutes. (All long-haul flying times end in fifty-five, just as all
  prices end in ninety-nine, and for precisely the same reason, to prevent the consumers guessing the truth.) The airline magazine also features an article on how to enjoy (PR-speak for
  survive) a long-haul plane trip. Stand up as often as possible. This helps to guard against haemorrhoids and blood-clots. This squirmy detail confirms that the
  enjoyment of the flight offered is of a somewhat negative kind. Drink as little alcohol as possible. But what else is there to do up there?


  You shuffle the now five books in your seat pocket, abandon the delicate English novel about the Second World War, seventy pages read, for the latest conspiracy theory about the Kennedy
  assassination, bought discount in Los Angeles. Somewhere between the grassy knoll and the Cuban with the umbrella despite the sun shining your body-clock punches you out for three hours. Waking
  shivering and sludge mouthed, you stare uncomprehendingly at the middle frames of a movie about a boy in a wheelchair who wants to be a baseball player. Staggering down the cabin to the latrines
   is that ache around the thigh a haemorrhoid or blood-clot gathering bulk?  you discover a queue and a faecal smell drifting back.


  Eventually admitted, you find the suction lavatory blocked with a wodge of paper, bright blue disinfectant fluid, and a more disturbing dull brown trickle. You struggle with the complimentary
  miniature toothpaste tube and brush. The toothpaste has a metal seal across the top. You blearily try to burst it on the serrated edge of the tap, but the tube shears off and nicks your thumb. You
  settle for brushing your mouth with probably recycled water. You try, with your eyes, to tell the next person waiting that the blockage was there when you took occupancy, for the protocol of
  jets heads, of smells and messes, is a peculiar one. Unlike in other public conveniences, users are subsequently in proximity, vulnerable to the astonished sidelong glance, the accusatory
  mutter.


  Seated again  at what, for your stomach, is breakfast time  you choose between Escalope of Chicken with Rambutan and Tamarind and Poached Salmon Trout in Basil Cream Sauce.
  Werent salmon and trout two different things when you left the ground? The stewardess offers to leave a bottle of the Chardonnay with you. No, no, thank you, yes, all right, please. The man
  in the next seat tells you that there will be no economic recovery until the government stops taxing small businessmen like him so hard, lets go of their balls, gives them some incentive to invest.
  You have mysteriously started sneezing.


  As the red line on the cabin map folds over Honolulu, you are sweating and coughing. You fiddle with your complimentary head-set, riding the channels for distractions. Mozart was only
  thirteen when he . . . I cant get no satisfaction . . . And then they do what with this tobacco, Walt? They roll it up and set light to it? . . . Gonna take you up where you
  belong, higher than the . . . Above the Cook Islands, you are bringing up what looks like Pacific coral: vivid yellow and black knots. Long-haul jets are a Hilton for germs, all breath
  and bilge on a kind of loop through the structure.


  You bundle your five books, two of them half-read, into a bag. The very last in-flight movie before the Antipodes is about an American dog which inherits a fortune. By the Tasman Sea, you could
  do Little Nells death scene without rehearsal. Try not to fly with a cold or respiratory infection, says the airline magazine in its advice on how to enjoy your long-haul
  flight. Discomfort can result during take-off and landing as cabin pressure changes. But what if you caught the bug in transit? Anyway, the descent into Christchurch reminds you of
  the scene in an Edward Bond play in which a character is deafened with a knitting needle.


  Good flight? asked Jessica, at Christchurch Airport. I melodramatically bowed a depressurization-deaf ear towards her and allowed a theatrical release of phlegm
  into a handkerchief before answering that it had been a little gruelling.


  Oh, poor you. Its best not to fly with a cold . . .


  Yes, well, I didnt have it when I . . .


  You are a bit pale. But youll still be able to get breakfast at the hotel . . .


  I think I just had dinner . . .


  What Jessica actually said was git brikfist it the hitil. The Kiwi accent is a vowel-vice voice, in which the e is squeezed to an i, the a elongated to an
  ee. A New Zealander, for example, writes with a pin, and signals agreement with the word yis. Jessicas close friend Sarah was See-rah. Phonetically, the
  accent was very close to white South African but, in spirit, the voices were quite different. Perhaps it was merely a matter of projection of national image, but South African sounded cold and
  cruel to me  an ugly voice for what had been in recent decades grotesque ideas  while there was a warmth, and even music, to the clenched vowels of New Zealand. If this was not merely
  international prejudice, then the distinction was, presumably, one of pitch. The South African sentence landed with a thump; New Zealand ones finished in the interrogative lilt which was also an
  Australian habit.


  On the road into Christchurch, we kept stopping at traffic lights, but it was purely from legal convention. There was almost never another car or person crossing. With the shrinking and bloating
  of the clock in the air, I had lost track, but, surely, it had been Thursday in Los Angeles.


  Its not Sunday, is it . . .?


  Why? Oh, no. This is Friday morning rush hour. If you think this is bad, wait till you get to Timaru . . . Oh, Ive booked you a hotel there. I got you three nights. The
  receptionist said: Are you sure? . . .


  Jessica laughed. I realized that this was my equivalent of the moment in more traditional travel books when the chief tribal scout tells the visitor seeking passage: No one take you to
  Alligator Bay, sahib. Fish lives there, you in heaven in ten seconds . . .


  Jessica had a friend who worked for the Park Royal, Christchurchs plushest hotel, a pyramidal prong in glass, fitted out in the American way of marble atriums and
  see-through lifts. My connection had secured me a suite for the price of a room. I was told that previous occupants had included Jackie Collins and Wilbur Smith, on promotional tours, and Sir Peter
  Ustinov. I wondered if he had written about it for an in-flight magazine.


  One wall of the top-floor room was all window, providing a panorama of Christchurch, a pleasant and correct city, curled around a river, park, and cathedral, reminiscent of Canterbury, England,
  on which the place is partly architecturally based. The room had black furniture, offset by cream carpets and walls, illuminated, if you wished, from ceiling spotlights. The fridge was a miniature
  off-licence, with a vast genealogy of glasses laid out beside it. The bathroom had a sunken tub and a whirl-bath and three wash-basins, presumably for when the suite was occupied by rock stars
  entertaining more than one friend for the night. The towel rack looked like lambs asleep. There was also a gold-wrapped chocolate on each pillow, it being a peculiar assumption of expensive hotels
  that the kind of people who can afford to pay a labourers weekly wage for one nights accommodation will suddenly go ape-shit with gratitude for a free piece of confectionery.


  I blacked out from jet lag, and woke  in what was New Zealands afternoon, my God knows what  to watch CNN, our ages new universal cultural glue. Because this American
  cable news service was now such a standard global fixture, a quick way of assessing the state of the economy of any nation was to check what appeared between the programmes on CNN. Poor markets
  used filler factual material where the advertisements should ideally have been. In Christchurch that afternoon, the gaps were being packed with a scroll of Important Dates. When these
  reached December 24th  Christmas Eve  Important family time in many countries, you knew that the New Zealand budget was seriously stretched. The rest was public
  information about condoms, and weather bulletins which ended with an estimate of that days ultraviolet burning time. (One of the holes recently found in the ozone layer was directly above
  New Zealand.) Everywhere you went in the quiet world at that time, you saw the same warning initials on the posters: UV and HIV. Sex was death and sun was death. And the money was running out.


  Jessica had arranged invitations to a series of dinners and cocktail parties around Christchurch, to help with my background research before I risked Timaru. Im a bit worried that
  youre prejudiced in advance, she said. There was a certain truth in this. Apart from the knowledge enforced by the psychological oddity of my wifes devotion to this distant
  nowhere  and the television advertisements for New Zealand Lamb, which had always been a central part of British culture  my previous perception of the place amounted to three pieces
  of factual bric--brac. The first  from, I supposed, some squib on a newspaper foreign page  was that British and Australian airline pilots landing at Auckland and Christchurch
  had been cautioned by the local authorities for making the chortling cabin announcement: Ladies and gentlemen, we have just landed in New Zealand. Please put back your watches fifty
  years.


  My second stored story was that the British police and army frequently sent informers, grasses, canaries  in need of a new identity when their cover was blown  to New Zealand,
  where they were given a different surname, a nose-job, and a flock of sheep. According to legend, there were often odd social incidents, in which a New Zealander would suddenly fail to respond when
  their name was shouted, or turn round when another one was called. It seemed to me that there was an interesting anthropological thesis to be written assessing the effect on the relative temper and
  interest of these two nations of the fact that Australia was a culture built on British convicts, while New Zealand was a culture built on British coppers narks. I was also interested in
  whether it was made clear to the informers before they agreed to turn Queens evidence that New Zealand was where they were headed if it all went wrong.


  The third Kiwi detail I retained was that New Zealand was the world pioneer of research into, and treatment of, the debilitating viral illness ME (myalgic encephalomyelitis), vulgarly known as
  yuppie flu. What intrigued me was how  given that the symptoms were listlessness, tiredness, and a lack of will to do anything  they had been able to tell that the first victims had
  ME and were not merely New Zealanders.


  But these were the prejudices of an outsider. My first impression on arrival had been  perhaps inevitably for a native of a country of fifty million who had frequently travelled and
  worked in a country of two hundred and fifty million  of geographical spaciousness and social intimacy. With three million residents, New Zealand had a citys population in a
  nations space. At Christchurch, I had been fifth off the plane, and the previous four were all personally greeted by the ground staff (OK, Bob?, Good to see you there,
  Rachel!). The explanation was either a frequent flyer programme or an anthropological discovery of some moment: the last remaining industrial democracy in which all of the inhabitants were
  on first-name terms.


  On the social round in Christchurch, I was surprised most of all by the solid Anglophilia and monarchism of the white New Zealanders. A liberal embarrassed by the baggage of Empire, I tended
  when in the Commonwealth to urge the inhabitants to overthrow the Governor-General and write their own constitution. This was in tune with the mood of the younger Kiwis (Were going to
  git your Queen off our stimps and binknotes, a girl warned me at a dinner party. Hiv Katherine Mansfield, Richard Hadlee, pipple lik thit.)


  But the oldies were fierce Elizabethans, surrogate Londoners. Over dinner or drinks, they would suddenly ask me: How is the Queen Mothers leg? or Is the Duchess of
  Yorks new book as good as her first? I had noticed in the newspapers that the big television offerings in the Christmas 1991 schedules were HRH The Prince Andrew 
  Helicopter Pilot and Fergie  Portrait of a Princess, Mountbatten-Windsor brown-nosers imported from Britain. Each was at least a year old, but the broadcasting authorities had
  presumably concluded that the monarchy was a sufficiently constant institution for this not to matter. I decided not to test these colonials loyalty to the Crown with the London gossip that
  the couple might soon have separate residences as well as separate documentaries.


  Jessicas father, a sheep farmer near Christchurch, had never visited Britain in his sixty or so years, but had learned the layout of the capital from maps and atlases. When his daughters
  had gone overseas on my wifes refugee programme, he had been able to direct them to Harrods and the British Museum, telling them where to change lines on the London Underground. It was an
  almost eerie act of mental fealty to the mother country, as his generation called it without irony, from which his parents had sailed in hope during a previous British recession.


  The bungalows in which these prosperous farmers and bankers resided outside Christchurch were replicas of those you would have found in the Home Counties twenty thousand miles away, filled with
  genteel antiques, Turner prints, wooden Harrods boxes of loose-leaf tea. The manners of the New Zealand middle class were English manners but more staunchly taught and practised. For example,
  Jessica had somehow grown up believing that it was an insult to a supper guest to serve fewer than two vegetables (excluding potatoes) and that real friendliness meant three.


  In the mother country, the approach to these things was generally a bit of steamed green or orange for visual contrast with the dull spuds. Hence, at dinner tables in England, Jessica would
  regularly flinch as the lids were raised from the porcelain pots, in what was perhaps the only known case of a carrot being a stick. That manners mattered so much in New Zealand was, clearly,
  partly a colonial inheritance taken to extremes (like the Indian civil service), but also perhaps, in this case, a characteristic developed as a defensive distinctiveness from the Australians next
  door.


  However, as was suggested by Prime Minister Bolgers record low showing in the polls, politeness towards the government was lacking among all generations. Although cultural movements
  tended to reach New Zealand several years after their impact on Britain and America, the country had, oddly, been something of an ideological pioneer. The first Western democracy to allow women the
  vote, New Zealand had also hosted the worlds first and most cosseting welfare apparatus. Such was the national pride in this structure that a New Zealander working in London as a cab driver
  had once told me that, when he informed his mother by letter that he needed a small operation, she telegraphed back that he was to fly home for treatment, rather than risk it in Britain.


  The first among what would be many Conservative critics of this costly state embrace was Anthony Trollope who, in 1872, objected that the colony is over-governed, over-legislated for,
  over-provided with officials, and over-burdened with national debt. But, three decades later, Asquith, the British Prime Minister, solemnly described New Zealand as a laboratory for
  the instruction of younger countries. This patronizing compliment ignored the fact that it was countries of greater or similar age  Britain, Canada, Australia  which most
  diligently copied the welfare model. It certainly worked for New Zealand. According to legend, as recently as 1950 the number of unemployed was twelve.


  But now there were twelve in some families. Since the middle of the 1980s, New Zealand had been at the front of the pack in another political experiment: the complete dismantling of a welfare
  system. Once again, it had become a laboratory watched closely by Britain, Canada, and Australia, though this time by the parties of the Right rather than the Left. In 1984, the Labour government
  of David Lange had inherited the problem of the islands economic decline (partly a result of its old trading buddy, Britain, turning towards the European Community markets) and expanding
  welfare-related debts. The governments response had been severe deregulation.


  The Kiwi dollar was devalued by 20 per cent, Air New Zealand and the Bank of New Zealand privatized (the latter sold, with cruel cultural irony, to the Bank of Australia), the top rate of income
  tax halved, and state pay-outs strictly limited. Family allowance was abolished and other benefits reduced in value by a quarter. Pensions were income-tested and the qualification age raised by
  five years. Free medical treatment was scheduled to be removed. This was Reaganism and Thatcherism stretched beyond the dreams of their creators. As a sort of symbolic demonstration of the
  demolition of the old provisions, New Zealand Rail withdrew the lifetime free passes of the nations only two surviving holders of the Victoria Cross from World War I. The government called
  this a true enterprise culture.


  In economics as in medicine, experimental treatments are acceptable only if symptoms subside. New Zealands did not. Unemployment doubled to 12 per cent during Labours
  administration, and a quarter of manufacturing jobs were lost. The result was that a fabledly stable political system  the Anglophile egomaniac, Sir Robert Muldoon, had been PM for nearly
  ten years  gave way to an almost Italian jitteriness. In 1990 New Zealand had four prime ministers. Lange, a smart lawyer, left office after abandoning his wife for his speechwriter. His
  successor, Geoffrey Palmer, thought a safe replacement because of his low sex drive, was then feared too drab to be risked in the ballot and was replaced by Mike Moore, a stocky, demotic,
  charismatic cancer survivor. But Moore was not enough and, in the 1990 election, had lost to Jim Bolger of the National Party. It was Bolger, a starchy ex-farmer, who, fourteen months on, was
  scoring the single-figure charisma statistic.


  This was partly because National had enthusiastically extended the policies of the party it had thrown out of office. Bolgers economic lieutenant, Finance Minister Ruth Richardson,
  monthly snipped away more of the fiscal umbilical cords connecting societys frailest to the state. The governments seventy thousand publicly owned houses for the poor had been handed
  over to the control of a corporation which charged the commercial going-rate. By the time of my visit, there were reports of schools introducing breakfast clubs (a polite phrase for
  soup kitchens) for children going hungry at home. Not because of middle-class sentimentality towards the downtrodden, but because unemployment and business failures were now affecting the
  well-heeled too, Richardson had become a national bogeywoman, herself dubbed Ruthless, her policies called Ruthenasia.


  At my Christchurch soires, I kept being told the latest Ruth joke, a rather strenuous clump of puns, but which I record here from anthropological interest as an example of New Zealand
  political humour: So Ruth decides, being virtually a min already, that shes going to have a six change. And the doctor says, what kind of cock do you want? We have all sorts. And Ruth
  says, well I dont want a Bulger [Bolger], and I dont want a Palmer [hand-gesture of masturbation], I think Ill settle for a longy [Lange]. A cultural analyst could have
  hours of fun unpicking the strands of contempt for male politicians (all pricks), and fear of female ones (pretend-fellas), wrapped up in that gag.


  Most of the political comment you heard was the aimless anger of a betrayed electorate, stronger on complaint than alternative policies, but a friend of Jessicas father  another
  sixtyish sheep farmer, called Jim  was more reflective. Ixports, he thought, were the key.


  I think, he said, that we are victims of history . . .


  What do you mean?


  Well, not just Britain and the Common Market  do you still call it that?  although that didnt help. But look at our ixports. First, lamb and butter. Id never
  even heard the word cholesterol until two years ago, Im feeling a bit sluggish, and my doctor gives me a blood test and starts reading the riot act about egg-and-bacon breakfasts every day.
  And when one of the girls said she was becoming a vegan, we thought it was like, you know, the Mormons. But now I have this rabbit-food stuff for breakfast, and this chemical spread on my bread,
  and we try to eat red meat only twice a week, although we are, if you like, biting the hand that feeds us . . .


  You could see that the advance of cardiac awareness and vegetarianism might be bad news for a nation living on its sales of lamb and butter. But Jims other hypothesis was more novel: that
  a far distant nation of minimal military expenditure and significance had lost out from the end of the Cold War.


  The Eastern Bloc was a big buyer of wool, he said. Every soldier in the Warsaw Pact had a thick greatcoat and some pairs of woolly socks. Come the thaw . . .


  It was hard to imagine a better illustration of the world economic order, which could not be denied, no matter how far away you were from the core.


  And take the Kiwi fruit . . . said Jim. In the previous decade, this lime-coloured furry-skinned fruit  named after the flightless bird which was one national symbol and
  looking like the rugby ball which was another  had become a restaurant and kitchen hit. It was used, particulary in nouvelle cuisine, as the contrast ingredient for everything from
  meat to fish to cheese. As food became an art form, its colour had been another blessing.


  New Zealands great new export, Jim explained. Looks like were going to be living off the little buggers
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