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Introduction

I became a foreigner. For myself, that is what a writer is – a man living on the other side of a frontier.

V. S. Pritchett

THE HAPPIEST MOMENT of my life presented itself one cool February afternoon in the Transantarctic mountains, many years ago. I was hiking up a valley. Fearful of losing my bearings, I stopped to fish a USGS map from my pack and spread it on the ice. Tracing my route by topographical landmarks (including an especially pointy mountain glaciologists had baptised The Doesn’tmatterhorn), my finger came to a straight line drawn with a ruler and marked Limit of Compilation. Beyond that, the sheet was blank. I had reached the end of the map.

I went to the Antarctic and put my tent up and down for half a year because I found the continent a potent symbol of terra incognita. More of that later. But here’s the point. The polar wind was uplift for the prose. There are many and varied landscapes in this book, and the pieces they inspired mark my progress as a writer, for better or worse. Re-reading them revived the pleasures of crossing unimportant African borders using a kidney donor card as ID; of sharing a bathroom with a harp seal; of mixing a cocktail of six parts vodka and one part something else (they didn’t revive any memories of that, because I can’t recall what happened next). Throughout my writing life, travel has loaned a vehicle in which to explore the inner terrain of fears and desires we stumble through every day. Writing about travel allowed flexibility and freedom within a rigid frame of train journeys, weather and a knackered tent. The creative process is an escape from personality (Eliot said that), and so is the open road. And a journey goes in fits and starts, like life.

My chief endeavour, in my work, has been books: travel books, biographies and a lumpy mix of the two. I wrote these essays, reviews and squibs along the way, for love, and for money. Having made the selection, I arranged the material in categories. The first section consists of travel pieces. The second is a sequence of essays on my role models: writers I admire who took inspiration from foreign lands in one way or another. In the third section I have assembled pieces about a particular person in a foreign land: I called it ‘Putting a Figure on the Landscape’, and its subjects range from a contemporary Chinese artist to Henry Stanley. The fourth, short section is an indulgence consisting of skits I wrote when confined to barracks in London. The fifth and final section gathers up articles that appeared after my life changed irrevocably and I – well, you will see what I did when you get there.

The Appendix contains my sole foray into fiction, an exercise never to be repeated, though, as the reader will see, it threw up some interesting issues. Finally, an obituary I wrote of myself for an anthology which, for reasons too complicated to divulge, failed to materialise. I reproduce it here for the first time, in case the reader is curious about the person who slept on Captain Scott’s bunk, was a rubbish stripper and peered into the lavatory with Ronald Reagan (though not all at the same time).

I chose not to take the chronological approach, as it seemed to me that the arrangement I have described imposed a more coherent logic on what is a wide range of subject matter. I hope that recurring patterns of thought and theme draw together material written 20 years apart. Roots and rootlessness; domesticity and the open road; the murky unknowability of our own motives (let alone anyone else’s); the funk of hopeless, loveable humanity in a world gone wrong. These are the topics that slither through this collection like the cobra whose skin I smuggled back from Libya and nailed on the kitchen wall. Those, and the struggle with despair, the need to make order, our relationship with landscape and the unbreakable bond between past and present.

The pieces cover a 20-year span. When I wrote the first, nobody I knew had an internet connection. That year John Major went to Downing Street, Nelson Mandela walked free and Iraq invaded Kuwait, while The Cure headlined at Glastonbury and Gazza wept at the World Cup. Two decades on – but you know what’s happening now.

Some of the pieces in Access All Areas are conventional essays – new introductions to classic works of travel literature, for example; others you could call incidental journalism. This latter might be an enemy of promise, but it gets me out of the house, often to places I would not otherwise go. Dropping in to a village in Kerala for six days might not yield any profound experience, but it offers suggestions and opens up possibilities. This collection, by its existence, examines the difference between the magazine assignment, for which the writer must travel fast and purposefully, and the book, for which the journey evolves its own inner logic. Although, as I have said, I am in my bones a writer of books, I got a lot out of these short pieces. Let’s face it, writing is hell, so an essay or feature curtails the agony. Producing a book, over the long haul, has a hostage-like feel. That said, I love the deep research a book demands. Every day is a success when you research, every one a failure when you write.

I often hear it said that tourism has murdered travel writing. I don’t think so. Mass travel has liberated the form. No amount of package tours will stop the ordinary quietly going on everywhere on earth. When I lived in Chile in the early nineties I found my weekly trawl round the supermarket gripping beyond belief: watching women decide between this jar of dulche de leche or that one, weighing out their chirimoyas, loading up with boxes of washing powder. In Greece a decade earlier I often joined girlfriends at their weekly weigh-in at the local pharmacy (domestic scales had to wait for more prosperous times). Don’t you sometimes find daily life almost unbearably poetic? Minute curiosity is a requirement of the travel writer – and of the biographer, novelist and poet. The significance of the trivial is what makes a book human. Out there on the road, I have often found that the most aimless and boring interludes yield, in the long run, the most fertile material.

In short, the notion that all the journeys have been made is just another variation of the theme that the past exists in technicolour while the present has faded to grey – that everything then was good, and everything now is bad. A theme, in other words, as old as literature. I add the point that there are no package tours to the Democratic Republic of Congo, still the heart of darkness, or to the parts of Saudi Arabia where women live in a perpetual ethical midnight.

An element of memoir clings to these pages, perhaps inevitably. The attentive reader will deduce that I grew up, with metric money but without computers, in that literally gloomy interlude in British history when the lights went out. Embedded in the St George district of Bristol for as long as records revealed, my family fell neatly into two groups: the paternal tribe supported Bristol City, the maternals the Rovers, the Reds’ mortal rivals. Every Saturday, during the season, I accompanied my father to the terraces at Ashton Gate. When the first team was playing away, we watched the Robins’ Reserves.

At the age of 18, the family home having ceased to exist in the wreckage of my parents’ marriage, and the Robins about to plunge three divisions in consecutive seasons, I moved to Paris to work as a shopgirl in a fashion emporium in the Forum des Halles. This was the beginning. I found it inspiring to be a stranger in a foreign land. I had an acceptance letter from an Oxford college in my pocket, and found, via an advertisement in the window of a tobacconist’s (oh, those long-gone days), a maid’s room in a flatshare in the sixteenth arrondissement. At work, Madame Regnier, the manageress and a former Dior model, insisted on Pink Floyd’s The Wall at all times on the store’s new quadraphonic surround-sound system. The customers never complained, but it almost killed me. Frenchwomen categorically refused to wear legwarmers, but they bought our glitter jumpsuits and tube tops by the thousand. After a year of little but fun and poor behaviour, I converted my francs into dollars and took a Greyhound bus around the United States.

More of all that later too. When I was deciding what to include in this collection and what to discard, I sought pieces illustrative of their time, as well as of my own interests. Besides covering a geographical spread – Pole to Pole, via Poland – the stories ricochet between luxury (an ocean-going liner) and fantastic discomfort (a poorly constructed igloo), and between the frosty crunch of the Russian Arctic and the sweltering swamps of Malawi’s Kasungu, a place so hot that toads explode. I also aimed for a variety of lengths and formats, in the interest of pace and rhythm: like different distances at an athletics meet.

It has been said, all too often, that I was ‘brave’ to stride forth across pack and tundra, alone with a bar of Kendal Mint Cake. This is absurd. Brave people risk their lives to protect others, or to protect democracy; brave people battle to live a compromised life in the teeth of horrific marginalisation, and to live it well. Besides, I seek refuge in the protection of solitude – I prefer being there alone, to here with you, as the reader will quickly see. I like the sense of being homeless. It’s a good starting point, for a writer. The trick is to find sustenance in what Nathaniel Hawthorne called ‘the communications of a solitary mind with itself’. Booze has a similar effect, and is easier to find than the sober self-communication Hawthorne had in mind. But those days too have gone, alas.

So we can disregard talk of bravery. I will admit only to a sliver of courage in always returning to sit still behind my desk, facing every morning the tyranny of the blank page. Every journey yielded energy, joy and, above all, hope. There was always a dash of human dignity to lift a story out of absurdity and farce, however ugly the background. The world everywhere and simultaneously is a beautiful and horrible place.

Whatever the subject here, whether frivolous (belly-dancing) or grave (HIV orphans in East Africa), I have striven to be true to life and faithful to the world’s multiplicity. And although overarching themes are discernible in these pages, I reserve the right to be inconsistent in my opinions. I learnt from a gang of atmospheric chemists on the top of the Greenland ice sheet that nothing in nature is isotropic – meaning, looking the same from each side.

My publishers have brought out this collection to mark my fiftieth birthday. Fifty, perhaps, is the time of life when most of the places you visit you will never go back to, and nearly all the books on your shelves you will never read again. It marks the stage another writer recently called ‘the retreat from Moscow’. At the beginning, I was afraid they wouldn’t take me seriously. Now I am afraid they’ll take me seriously. I see in many of the earlier pieces here a fumbling search for certainties. But as one gets older, one realises there are no questions, only stories. And who can deny that the willingness to experiment vanishes? I find myself reading almost no contemporary fiction. I have not reached the point identified by Kingsley Amis when he said he only wanted to read novels which began ‘A shot rang out.’ But it might not be far off.

Schopenhauer said the first 40 years are text, the rest commentary. So I thought I had better nail this collection down. As I put it together, I had a vague sense of getting out of the woods before the trees arrive.

So here I am at 50. I never thought it would be luxe, calme and volupté. But I never dreamed it would be like this, either.

2011


1

Finding the Story

I Met George Best in Moscow

MY CHILDHOOD WAS characterised by homogeneity. Everyone we knew – indeed, everyone we had ever met – was like us: white, Protestant, working-class and Bristolian. Everyone left school as soon as they could; all the men had jobs; everyone hated the Welsh. We were the same as everyone else – except, that is, in one respect. My mother believed she had been Russian in a previous existence.

The conviction was based largely on a viewing of Dr Zhivago at the Henleaze Orpheus, but mother was sufficiently keen on discovering the Soviet within that she signed up for night school classes in Russian, and often took me along. I remember us both sitting in baffled stupor on the minuscule chairs of a local infant school while a bouffant-haired teacher scrawled hieroglyphics – or was it Cyrillic? – on the blackboard.

One day, my father, who was and is a builder, saw an advertisement in the Daily Express (the only newspaper ever to make an appearance in our flat) for package holidays to Moscow. The concept of the package holiday was new; we had never been abroad; Russia was as remote as the South Pole. But before I knew it the money had been found, and in September 1971 we made the long journey across to Heathrow, crawling along A-roads between Swindon and Maidenhead, where the M4 did not yet exist. I was ten.

It was late at night and explosively cold when we were herded from the airport bus into the grand entrance of the Rossiya Hotel, a 12-floor, 4000-bed block of Soviet concrete in the historic Zaryadye district, hard by the Moskva River. In this monstrous edifice, which had its own concert hall and later entered the Guinness Book of Records as the largest hotel in the world, the watchful authorities billeted Westerners. Premier Kosygin had nominally ruled the country for seven years, but First Secretary Brezhnev was in charge. Although the Soviet Union was not yet the economic basket case of later years, Brezhnev’s reforms were failing, and stagnation loomed. To us – hardly accustomed to luxury – everything in Russia looked grey, tatty and worn-out.

We awoke the next morning to a vista of Red Square, our grimy window facing the monumental bronze of the patriots Pozharsky and Minin, greenish with age but still plotting the expulsion of the Poles. Having piloted us safely to the cavernous dining room, my father engaged a waitress in the first of many high-decibel conversations in pidgin English. He conveyed the message that we wanted eggs (can he really have clucked and flapped his arms?), and shook three fingers vigorously round the table, indicating that we all wished to have an egg.

Half an hour later, just as nine fried eggs were conveyed to us, a file of twenty-odd men in grey suits with plastic shamrock buttonholes trooped in to the room and sat down. My parents recognised them immediately as the Northern Ireland football squad, in Moscow to play a European Championship qualifier. It was as if the Gods had come down among us. Derek Dougan! Dave Clements! Tommy Cassidy! And of course, the titanic figure of George Best himself, sheepishly tackling a plate of rubberised fried eggs just like us.

All talk of Romanov ancestry vanished as groups of players stopped at our table for a chat. (Foreign tourists were a rarity in Russia then.) Best was twenty-four, and already established as one of the most dazzling strikers the beautiful game had ever seen. He had been wearing the Number Seven shirt for Manchester United since making his debut for the club as a shy 17-year-old with a Beatles haircut. The season before the Moscow fixture he had netted his now legendary six goals in a cup tie against Northampton Town. Drink had not yet taken hold, and Best’s devilish good looks, sky-blue eyes and soft Belfast vowels had won the nation’s heart. In Moscow he let others do the talking, always standing bashfully at the back of a group.

When player-manager Terry Neill asked if we’d like tickets for the match at the Lenin Stadium that night, Dad almost fainted clean away. Later that morning, in the hotel foyer, we posed with the stars in front of a small mob of British newsmen in belted macintoshes (they had not yet evolved into glamorous paparazzi). Best was noticeably less forthcoming with the press than some of his teammates. He certainly didn’t care for being photographed. But it was his face they wanted. ‘Put your arm round her, George!’ a snapper shouted when he spotted me close by. ‘She’s a bit young, even for me!’ he called back.

Swaddled in all the clothes we had packed, that night we sat alongside tens of thousands of Muscovites under the malfunctioning floodlights of the Lenin. Everyone smiled at us. Dad wanted to buy a programme as a souvenir, and tried to convey the fact to a bear-like man in the adjacent seat. Once the rouble dropped, the man leant over into the next row, snatched a programme from an innocent spectator’s hands, and gave it to Dad. The greens went down 1-0 after a penalty decision went against Terry Neill. The next day, our tribe back in Bristol opened the Daily Express to see us grinning goofily alongside Georgie Best. We returned to a heroes’ welcome, and still talk of the event today.

1995

The End of the Bolster: Romance in Poland

In 1981, I purchased a return ticket to Warsaw on LOT airlines. I was 20, with a year of university behind me. Why Poland? I can’t remember, except that the country had been in the papers a lot that year. I had been waitressing throughout the holidays and accrued the absurdly small sum required to buy, in addition to the plane ticket, a month-long Polish rail pass.

It was already dark when I arrived in Warsaw, but I had the address of a government accommodation office and managed to get there on a tram. There was throughout the Soviet bloc at that time a scheme under which visitors could stay in people’s homes. It was cheap, and I thought it would be a good way of getting to know Poles.

The office had a full-length glass frontage behind which a poorly stuffed eagle moulted kapok. A heavy revolving door scraped through its revolution like an orchestra tuning up. Two gorgons swathed in black behind a formica desk looked up, briefly. I could see that they found the interruption to their knitting an irritation.

A double room, it quickly emerged, was all that was available. I said I’d take it. It was against the rules, snapped Gorgon One, revealing a row of gold teeth, for a single person to take a double room. She returned to her knitting with a triumphant clack of needles. I said I was prepared to pay double rates. ‘Also illegal,’ chipped in Gorgon Two, anxious not to miss out on the opportunity to ruin someone’s day. In addition, they alleged there was not one hotel room available in the entire city.

I deployed a range of tactics, including tears. No dice. It was dark, and I was in a strange city without a word of Polish.

At that moment the revolving door spluttered to tuneless life once more. All three of us looked up. The crones muttered darkly, no doubt about the damnable inconvenience of a second customer. A tall, blond man with marble-blue eyes and a rucksack sauntered athletically into the room.

‘We’ll take the double room,’ I said to the crones.

One looked at the other. So it was all true.

The blond man put down his rucksack and held out his hand to shake mine. An Elastoplast covered his right thumbnail. I knew from the first syllable that he was Australian. It turned out that he had already been on the road in the Eastern bloc for a month, so when I explained the non-accommodation situation, he found it perfectly normal that we should share a room.

We stayed in a high-rise in the industrial suburbs, guests of a saturnine family who had been instructed not to speak to us. (In those days, Poland was still a boiling sea of suspicion, and people who rented out rooms were vetted. So much for meeting Poles.) Once we had settled in to our chilly billet, my new friend took up the cylindrical bolster that lay at the head of the double bed and placed it down the middle. ‘No need to worry,’ he said. ‘This is my half,’ and he pointed to the left side of the bed, ‘and that’s yours.’

The Security Services had been busy that year, doing what they most liked to do – shutting up everyone else, brutally if possible. Millions of Poles naturally reacted with anger, and in March Solidarity activists had coordinated an extraordinary general strike unique in the Eastern bloc. Tension had subsided somewhat, but the economy was a car crash. Even though every food shop was empty, a queue snaked outside, the people waiting for some tiny rationed bit of something to be doled out from behind the counter. A Solidarity poster on the telegraph poles showed a black skull with a crossed knife and fork under it.

As for Teddy, following in the footsteps of so many of his compatriots he had taken six months out to have a look at the world. His mother was a Pole who had arrived in Western Australia as a 24-yearold refugee. She had married Teddy’s father, a wood-turner from Perth, and they had worked hard and made good. Teddy, who was 23, was the youngest of seven. He turned out to be a fine companion, with a relaxed antipodean attitude to everything that the Polish system tossed in our path. We decided to travel together. But before leaving Warsaw we paid 20 pence for opera tickets in Teatr Wielki, installing ourselves in the magnificently restored Moniuszko auditorium to listen to a fine coloratura soprano sliding up and down Amina’s arias in La Sonnambula. Afterwards we sat in bars kippered with smoke, downing tiny glasses of vodka. We left the capital to wander through the mildewed rooms of baroque castles, and tore our jeans climbing to hermitages teetering on gothic outcrops. We visited Teddy’s mother’s birthplace, where I took his photograph, and travelled to the Tatra mountains, where we swam in Lake Morskie Oko, climbed Mount Kościelec and ate spicy wild boar sausages.

One day, at the end of our second week together, we took an overnight train to Wrocław. Early in the morning Teddy procured a cup of acorn coffee from a vendor through the train window and brought it to me, waking me by stroking my arm. When I opened my eyes I felt a rush of emotion. Despite all Poland’s exotic unfamiliarity, I learnt then that the most foreign country is within.

We visited Chopin’s birthplace, a modest manor in Żelazowa Wola, a hamlet nestled in the Mazovian heartland. A group of musicians from the Warsaw Conservatory were giving Chopin piano recitals in the grounds; as we approached they were belting out mazurkas, but when we took our seats a young man began to play the C-sharp minor Scherzo. The fierce opening octaves uncoiled over forest, glades and the willowed hills behind the fast-flowing Utrata: a perfect setting for the music of an ardent patriot. But Chopin finished the piece at George Sand’s summer house in Nohant, on the northern rim of the Massif Central. He was 29, consumptive and guilty at his self-imposed exile in Louis-Philippe’s France. Folded into the devotion, a betrayal. But one forgot all that, and one even forgot Poland as the genius of the music took hold. The small amphitheatre of chairs gave on to a clearing infused with the butterscotch light of late summer, and the intense final harmonies of the incomparable Scherzo – a climax of desire and longing – drifted away over the silver beeches. We sat there in the chequered shadow of the trees, Teddy rested his fingers on the nape of my neck, and that was the end of the bolster.

1998

Postscript

The story rolled on for some years, the highlight, at least in retrospect, an extended camping tour up the west coast of Australia. One saw Teddy as he was made to be seen: wading into the ocean to spear supper. We both loved the open road. Every two or three days a petrol station emerged from the red dust of the distance. Each had a bar and a shop. We stood at one bar on our way to the Ningaloo Reef and I asked Teddy about the gutter at our feet, running along the wooden partition.

‘Blokes used to piss in it,’ he said. ‘So they didn’t waste time going to the toilet round the back.’

Writers have compared a love affair to the mapping of an unexplored land; it seems a good analogy. Seen through to its logical conclusion, the lover does less well than the cartographer. That, too, has a truthful ring.

As a writer I have learnt to see the past as a friend. What else is there? The present is never around for long enough. I chose this next piece as it illustrates – rather clunkily, it now seems – the way landscape can work as a mirror to history. In these lines I can also see, dimly, the notion that I was working to keep the shadows at bay; what we all do, all the time. The grope for redemption, or at the very least respite, recurs throughout these pages, in different disguises.

Tierra del Fuego

Tierra del Fuego is an archipelago that drips off the tail of South America. Separated from the Chilean and Argentinean mainland by the waters of the Magellan Strait, the largest island is itself divided between the two republics by a vertical line drawn with a ruler. This is the bottom of the world, a region where the curve on the globe turns steeply inwards.

Before I turned 30, some years ago, I found myself down there, marooned at Puerto Williams on Isla Navarino, the southernmost permanent settlement in the world. I was at the end of a six-month journey through Chile. I was writing my second book, and I had learnt Spanish on the way down the thin country. It would have been easier if I had not spent the previous two years learning Italian at night school in London. But I ended up with a strong Chilean accent, still noted with disdain by Madrileños today. It had been a great time. My heart was fresh. So were my legs, as I had just recovered from a bout of scabies picked up in a boarding house in Puerto Natales. I had got to Tierra del Fuego. It was Land’s End: the place where the whole world stopped. What could be more beguiling?

A white man first sighted land there in 1520. He was the Portuguese-born navigator Ferdinand Magellan, standing on the deck of Victoria, and he named what he saw Smokeland, after the spires rising from the natives’ fires. When he got home his patron, Charles V of Spain, announced that he wished the place to be called instead Fireland, on the basis that there was no smoke without fire. Nobody knew that Fireland was an archipelago. It was Francis Drake who discovered that, when he pushed past the icebergs in the flagship Pelican, not yet renamed Golden Hinde, 58 years later. Drake had already lost three of his six ships and barely weathered the horse latitudes, that subtropical region in which the old sailboats were so frequently becalmed, their captains ordering the crew to throw the horses overboard to conserve drinking water.

Navarino is Chilean now, and Williams its only village. The settlement was named after John Williams, a sea captain from my home town of Bristol whom the young Chilean government dispatched in a 27-ton armed schooner in 1843 to claim the Magellan Strait for Chile. Williams is a harsh and frigid place, squeezed in between three oceans: the Atlantic shoulders in from the east, the Pacific from the west and the Southern Ocean from below. The westerlies in particular come freighted with rain and snow. Even in summer, the temperature averages just 11ºC without windchill – and it is windy all the time in Tierra del Fuego.

It was a place where nothing ever happened. The low houses with their corrugated iron roofs were separated by dirt tracks carved with puddles, and when you walked away from them they slunk back into the purple mist. My billet was a guest house, though whether any other guest had ever appeared there was a matter for conjecture. One day, to pass the time, I hitched a ride in a lorry that was to deliver wood to a police station at the western tip of the island. The driver had called at the guest house on his way out to deliver some sausages. We clunked through miles of deciduous southern beech forest, the silvery trunks swaddled in pale primrose lichen and twisted into alphabet configurations by the prevailing south-westerlies. A band of white mineral deposits circled every pool, and their metallic whiff percolated the unheated cab.

The station consisted of a hut in a clearing which sloped down to the water’s edge, and a small jetty. It was an odd place for a police station, but Navarino lies directly below Argentinean territory, separated from it by a 12-mile strait. As the two countries existed in a permanently tensile state, the Chileans kept a keen eye out lest a marauding naval force were to surge over to claim the bounty of Navarino for Argentina. Three unarmed policemen served the station, and it was difficult to see what they would do under those circumstances; but nobody worried too much about the detail down there.

The memory of the Falklands conflict was fresh, and any enemy of the Argies was a friend to Chile. At the end of the afternoon, as I was about to leave with the lorry, which had by now disgorged its firewood, the head policeman asked me if I’d care to stay for a while. My diary for that day notes, ‘Magritte clouds, beaver wigwams in the sphagnum bogs. No toothbrush. Must stay. What will I read?’

My carabineros took me mushroom picking, and taught me which ones were for eating. We fried them in butter with a bright orange spherical fungus we snapped off the beech trees. Every evening, the head carabineros got out his photograph album, and we leafed through it in the flickering candlelight: here was José at Viña, at a party, on the beach. He was living off his memories in the back end of Tierra del Fuego.

In the early morning, when the cleaver-peaks of the Darwin Cordillera turned baby pink, we took the horses to patrol the bays of the Beagle Channel to the south-west. The horses stamped the tussock grass, steam dissolving off their coats into the chilly morning air, and lumpy steamer ducks careered over the rocks, redundant wings flapping. We strolled about, and the policemen showed me where grass had grown over mounds of shells and ash left by Yahgan Indians, who used to paddle their beech-bark canoes from bay to bay, diving for shellfish and hunting seal. The name is Westernised; they called themselves Yamana, which means ‘people’. They were nomadic, and moved around the part of Tierra del Fuego that stretches from the Brecknock peninsula to Cape Horn, though their territory shrank as they were hunted by white men, and they ended up confined to the canals round Isla Navarino. They spoke five mutually intelligible dialects which together constituted a linguistic group unrelated to any other, and enjoyed one-word verbs meaning things like ‘to come unexpectedly across a hard substance while eating something soft’ (like a pearl in an oyster). But they had no words for numerals beyond three: after you got to three, you said, ‘many’.

The Yahgan were killed off by imported Western diseases, and by European settlers who sliced off their ears in order to collect the reward offered for each dead Indian. The last pure Yahgan died in 1982.

When we rustled the gorse bushes, fat upland geese took off against the Hockney-blue sky, unfolding white-striped wings. To the south, mountains trickled down into the ocean, last visible remains of the longest range on earth – one that runs 4300 miles from the Caribbean to Cape Horn, where it goes underwater, and who knows what happens to it then. In the peaty light of early evening we rode towards the mountains called the Navarino Teeth in the heart of the island, a gleaming, uneven row of lower canines. Polar winds hurried across the ocean at that hour, and winter gusted in from the south.

On my last night we went at sunset on a final trip: my carabineros wanted me to see a beaver. There were many clearings of leafless and chiselled trunks enfolded within the luxuriance of the forest, but although we saw their wigwams and their swimming pools as we sloshed through the mud, we did not see any beavers. I heard the policemen expressing disappointment among themselves. The clouds hung low like white canopies, illuminated from underneath. The mountains turned shades of indigo and the mirrored water darkened, cracked by trails of ducklings. On the highest peak of Hoste Island, a slender column of rock jutted upwards just before the perpendicular walls of the summit.

‘That’, said José, ‘is what we call the monk entering the monastery.’

When I woke on the last day a three-foot-long stuffed beaver glared up from the end of my bed, baring horrid little yellow teeth.

This was 15 years ago. When I think of it, costive at a desk behind the rain-splattered windows of home, staring into the sulphurous haloes of London streetlights, I see the ghostly outlines of beech-bark canoes paddling eagerly from Wulaia to Douglas Bay. And I look back not just at a landscape I loved deeply. Shipwrecked now in another life, here where the curve on the globe is barely perceptible, I can just make out too the hopes and dreams of a young woman I once knew, down there in Tierra del Fuego.

2005

Postscript

Since that visit, the Chilean government has sold tracts of the dense southern beech forest at the eastern edge of Navarino to Japanese paper manufacturers, and a plankton known as marea roja (red tide) has poisoned the shellfish that nourished generations of Yamana. And so it goes.

In the first years of the millennium I spent a lot of time in East Africa researching Too Close to the Sun, a biography of Denys Finch Hatton, the white hunter and lover of Karen Blixen immortalised by Robert Redford in the film of Blixen’s Out of Africa. The coast cast a spell I could never break. Centuries before the railway opened up the interior, Arabian merchants capitalised on an alternation in the monsoon winds to found harbour towns from Somalia to Mozambique. Lamu, Zanzibar, Kilwa, Mombasa, Pemba – ports that retain the easeful elements of the Orient, where you can still drink coffee served from brass jars by vendors tending tiny charcoal braziers behind the plain ashlar beauty of the Arab mansions. Once, in the Quirimbas islands of northern Mozambique, I travelled south by dhow in a soft night breeze. What, I found myself thinking, was so strikingly unusual about the long black band of shoreline spooling out ahead? The wake of the dhow stimulated light-emitting plankton that glowed in the warm waters of the Mozambique Channel. Then, as I listened to the low Ki-Mwani murmuring of the boatmen, I realised what it was. There was no artificial light anywhere – not a single pinhead of sodium breaking up the solid darkness of the East African coast.

When the Portuguese arrived in what is now Mozambique in the fifteenth century they set up their provincial capital in the Muslim trading port of Ibo in the Quirimbas, and from it grew fat on slaves and ivory. Ibo today is a study in sultry dilapidation. Far from home, where I like to be, I loitered among whitewashed mosques with walls a metre thick, and blowsy almond trees heavy with swollen pods. In São João Baptista fort, below cannons still trained on ghostly pirate ships, silversmiths sat hunched over their burners late into the night.

I had just recovered from a fever, possibly malarial, and had spent delirious nights in a strange bed. In the Quirimbas I felt elated to be well, taking an attenuated delight in a quietly sweltering landscape of mangrove channels and fish eagles, of outrigger canoes filled with stillgilling barracuda, and of the lateen wings of dhows rising from the water like fins. On the uninhabited Rolas (pronounced ‘Rolash’), half a dozen families camped out, waiting for their catch to dry on racks – anglers with the tubular eyes of the bottom dweller, octopus, snapper, parrotfish – and under a makeshift shelter boys were smoking kebabs of spiny sea cucumber. The women’s faces were painted white with a mucira beauty mask made from the pounded root of a bushy plant (Anita Roddick used it some years ago for a Body Shop product). Before long I was installed under a coconut palm turning my face up to Manessa, a dowager in a nightie printed with the words ‘Starry Dreams’. Once applied, the mask is finished off with a particular pointillist pattern, in my case involving rivulets of ‘tears’ signifying that my boyfriend was sleeping with another woman. When I got through to him on the phone a week later, he denied it.

Over on the mainland of Cabo Delgado, outside a broken-down custom house the national flag flapped in the wind. It is the only flag in the world to bear a firearm – the silhouette of a Kalashnikov AK-47. This exemplifies the paradox of northern Mozambique: one senses a chained phoenix beating its wings in the ashes of civil war. Inland, the wreckage of capital projects marked out the terrain like the trading towns of pre-colonial days: manufacturing plants which failed because there were no engineers to maintain them; agricultural projects sited in the wrong place on account of well-intentioned consultancy schemes out of touch with African reality – every conceivable half-built liberal dream a robust reminder of the African politician’s cash-siphoning skill.

Imagine the hope that filled my heart after the Telegraph sent me off to meet Peter Ryan. I was 18 when Margaret Thatcher became prime minister. It took me a long time to understand how comprehensively she had murdered my socialist dreams. I wanted a world in which politicians built societies on truth for the good of the people. I thought there was a moral centre. The joke was on me. But I was desperate to find a grain of hope, and I found it in Malawi.

Dead in the Long Run

Catherine Mbalaka stands in the shallows of Lake Malawi squinting at the horizon as the fine mist they call a chiperoni drifts off the surface of the water and rises towards the western escarpment. We are looking out for her two dugouts, fetching back bulging nets. A wizened 41, with cropped hair and kinetic energy, the smiling Mbalaka is chuckling. After decades of hungry misery, her small fishing business is doing well. She started with a dugout and two home-made nets. After a year, she could afford another dugout; now she plans to buy a motorised boat, so her fishermen can work in deeper waters. She did it with the help of managed borrowing from a dynamic young British-based charity that directly helps the poorest of the poor. The Microloan Foundation gives them a hand up, not a hand-out.

Last month I toured Malawi to meet a wide range of women engaged in the fight out of near destitution through the small-loan system. A few had secured access to clean drinking water for the first time in their lives. Some were able to send their children to secondary school (only primary education is free). Many had made the transition from mud hut to brick house. So it is possible. ‘My life,’ Mbalaka told me once the latest haul of chambo were flailing on the sand, ‘has been transformed.’

The small miracle taking place in Malawi is the result of the vision of one man: an affable 54-year-old Devon-born businessman called Peter Ryan. Tall and angular, with raven hair, strong features and a ringing laugh, Ryan looks like the archetypal Englishman abroad. He wears sandals and socks, and as soon as our plane touched down on African soil he changed into a blinding Malawi-made print shirt he had stowed in his hand luggage. ‘Giving money away is a bad idea,’ Ryan explained to me as we set off from the capital, Lilongwe. ‘We lend very small amounts – from £15 to £180 – and provide borrowers with training, a carefully managed financial plan and ongoing support. They set up in a variety of fields, from sewing to market trading, and end up with a steady income from a sustainable business.’

Malawi, the landlocked former tea protectorate of Nyasaland, is a worm-shaped country that wiggles between Zambia, Tanzania and Mozambique. Its eponymous lake runs for 500 kilometres down the eastern flank, though in reality it is more of an inland sea (when you swim, every day it’s a shock to rediscover that the water isn’t salty). Beyond the lake westwards, bush and saddleback mountains yield to uncultivated plains and the characteristic bouldery hills of the Rift Valley.

Malawi is the ninth-poorest country in the world. According to World Bank figures, 90 per cent of 12 million Malawians live off an average of 45 pence a day. Unlike many of its neighbours, the country has virtually no minerals; delayed and erratic rains, a changing climate and rampant deforestation mean crops regularly fail; there is no visible industry, no economic infrastructure and next to no tourism, and there are no public universities or teeming game reserves. After leaving Lilongwe airport we were in empty scrub after five minutes – there was none of the ribbon development that spools through the suburbs of other East African cities. Hour after hour we barely passed another vehicle, just uninterrupted rivulets of trudging people.

I sat in on a Microloan borrowers’ meeting in Sasani in central Malawi and watched a loan officer coaching 12 women in the newly formed Sitigonja group (the name means ‘we will not give up’ in Chichewa). To foster collective responsibility and a support network, the charity lends to small groups, not individuals. The loan is divided out equally and each member is responsible for her own repayment. ‘It’s basically joint and several liability,’ said Martha Nkhoma, a regional manager who also looks after credit operations for the whole programme. At the meeting we sat on rush mats in the shadow of a spreading gmelina tree, conversation punctuated by the timeless Malawi thud of maize kernels being pounded in a mortar. Three women were suckling babies. Sasani has no sanitation or running water. The nearest clinic is a four-hour walk. Everyone has malaria at least once a year. When I asked the 12 women under the tree how many look after Aids orphans as well as their own children, eight hands shot up.

After the meeting I talked to the group’s chairwoman, 24-year-old Loveness Banda. We loitered in her MLF-funded teashop, a windowless brick room in which Banda dispenses tea, rice and buns under a handwritten sign announcing, Ngongole Mawa – ‘Eating on Credit Tomorrow’ (meaning pay up). She had dollied up the décor by stringing up lines of colourful sweet wrappers twisted into butterflies. Infants wandered in and out; Banda had her first when she was fifteen. Slight and muscular, she looked me in the eye and talked steadily in alliterative and highly inflected Chichewa. ‘One day a week is a buying day,’ she explained when I asked about her routine. ‘It’s a four-hour walk each way to catch a minibus to the town market, where I pick up supplies.’ After only three months in business she already had a stall selling okra and red beans as well as the teashop, and plans for future loans tumbled out of her. She exuded entrepreneurial flare: in another life, she might have been a CEO. ‘All I had before discovering MLF through a friend’, she said as we parted with the elaborate triple-grip Malawi handshake, ‘was a strip of cassava plants.’

Loans are arranged in four-month cycles; once one cycle of repayments is made, the money is recycled into another loan and the group borrows a higher sum, thus enabling businesses to grow. Borrowers are charged 24 per cent interest on the first cycle and 20 per cent thereafter. And it works: MLF enjoys a repayment rate of over 96 per cent, a figure that would excite our own high street banks. I asked Ryan why he only lends to women. ‘I’ve asked our loan directors if we should start including men,’ he said, ‘and they are adamant that we shouldn’t because we know that families benefit far more when women receive the cash.’

Banda was completing her first loan cycle. At the other end of the MLF path out of poverty I found 30-year-old Christina Mzula, currently repaying her ninth loan from a stall in the old town of Nkhotakota. ‘Incremental small amounts of capital,’ she told me, ‘have allowed me to expand from a tiny range of products to this –’ and she gestured towards three walls of shelves crammed with hundreds of items, from batteries to chloroquine tablets, eggs (sold individually) and skin-lightening cream. While we were talking, a procession of children arrived clutching a handful of kwacha to purchase one of the small plastic bags of gleaming groundnut oil hanging from the roof like goldfish at a funfair. (Two tablespoons of oil for 5 kwacha, or 2p.) ‘I am about to purchase a fridge,’ Mzula told me, ‘so I can sell cold drinks.’ She works at the stall from six in the morning till nine at night, six days a week; her husband, a salt trader, buys the goods wholesale when he is in Lilongwe.

Make-work schemes and cottage industries are not new to the charity sector. In Bleak House Dickens satirises Mrs Jellyby’s fellow philanthropist, Mr Quayle, who plans to teach the denizens of Borrioboola to make piano legs. But the majority of these schemes have no business underpinning to make them sustainable. ‘You have to manage it tightly,’ says Ryan. ‘It doesn’t just come.’ Now based in Chiswick in west London, Ryan is married with two grown-up children, and on non-Microloan days he works as a consultant in the consumer field. Crucially, he has in-depth experience of fledgling small businesses. A surfeit of compassion and a deficit of hard-headed business skills arrest the development of many small charities. It was the application of rigorous business methods and good practice that most impressed me as I toured Microloan offices and projects in Malawi.

Ryan is driven by the conviction that it is possible to enable even the poorest of the poor. He started the foundation in 1998 in a classic spare-bedroom start-up, initially to support a programme lending to low-income individuals in the Philippines. Seeking an environment for a new project, he went to Malawi in 2001. ‘It was a conversion on the road to Lilongwe,’ said Ryan. ‘Malawi was the ideal place to introduce the self-sustaining charitable model I had in mind.’ He recruited one employee, the redoubtable Kenson Chiphaka, and the foundation made its first loan to a group of women selling sugar and tomatoes. They got 100 per cent of the money back. The charity currently employs 32 local staff (with Chiphaka as country director) based in six regional offices; Ryan plans to roll out four more offices next year. Patrons include Sir Bob Geldof, and the UK operation is run only by a recently recruited CEO, a fundraiser and a squadron of volunteers. Ryan himself draws no salary. And nobody ever, ever flies Club Class.

Ryan is one of the growing band of apostles of microcredit, arguably the most significant trend in the aid sector in a generation. Sometimes known as microfinance, microcredit was pioneered by Muhammad Yunus, the charismatic Bangladeshi who earlier this year won the Nobel Peace Prize. ‘As a professor of economics in the seventies,’ explains the genial, round-faced Yunus, ‘I used to get excited teaching my students how economic theories provided answers to economic problems of all types.’ But in 1974, when famine ate up Bangladesh, Yunus began to have doubts. ‘What good were all these elegant theories,’ he wondered, ‘when people died of starvation on pavements?’ Finding that no formal institution was available to cater to the credit needs of the poorest – he refers to ‘the prison walls of collateral’ – in 1976 Yunus conducted an experiment, lending $27 dollars’ worth of taka in a carefully monitored scheme to 42 women to make bamboo stools. Repayments – including interest – were small (daily at first), rather than the lump sums demanded by banks; but they were made. Contrary to conventional financial wisdom, the poor turned out to be reliable borrowers. The philosophy of aid was turned on its head.

Yunus converted his programme into a bank he called Grameen. To date the institution has loaned $5.3bn to six million families from Ecuador to Eritrea (there were lots of fights with the World Bank along the way). Some time ago I visited the lush villages in the Chittagong Hills close to the border between Bangladesh and Myanmar. I was amazed to find small Grameen bank branches tucked away in the remotest spots, catering to, and managing, the needs of illiterate women with no other access to credit. In his autobiography, Banker to the Poor, Yunus rails against the corruption and bureaucracy of international aid. ‘If foreign aid does reach Bangladesh at all,’ he thunders, ‘it usually goes to build roads, bridges and so forth which are supposed to help the poor in the long run. But in the long run you are dead. And nothing trickles down to the poor.’

Opponents of microfinance argue that it remains a palliative measure which does nothing to bring about the systemic reforms essential to the reduction of poverty. But how many millions of pounds and dollars have been poured into the black hole of aid to no effect? I travelled through the Nkhotakota reserve in northern Malawi on a 27-kilometre ‘road’ recently built at vast expense with donor finance. It was so poorly constructed that the first rains washed it clean away. The fleets of shiny white four-wheel drives emblazoned with the logos of multinational NGOs have overtaken the declining elephant population. But they rarely benefit the poorest in a sustainable way. The writer Paul Theroux spent two years teaching in Malawi in the sixties (he encountered his first dictator there, he recounts in Dark Star Safari, and got his first dose of the clap). When he returned in 2001 he was bewildered at the deterioration: his school had all but collapsed and the only businesses that remained in Soche Hill were coffin-makers. Large-scale international charity, Theroux concluded, was failing.

In the sixties, of course, there was no HIV/Aids. An estimated one in five Malawians carries the virus; recent random testing revealed the figure to be as high as 30 per cent. Average life expectancy has dropped to 36, and those left alive cope with 400,000 Aids orphans, a figure that is rising. I was shocked at the low level of Aids education and awareness. At a meeting of the Vinjenje HIV/Aids Coping Group I watched a sick woman breastfeeding her three-month-old twins – a known means of transmitting the virus. But nobody had told her not to breastfeed. ‘The only information we have,’ one woman in the group told me, ‘comes from the radio.’ I asked those who had a radio to raise their hands. Fewer than half those present did so. Frequently, husbands abandon ailing wives and find someone else to infect. I saw at least 100 pre-school orphans in that small district alone. None were adequately nourished. Many had no family. The unlucky ones are abandoned, and God knows what happens then. Mr Kurtz himself couldn’t have foreseen the horror.

Despite their proliferating numbers, women living with HIV/Aids are still stigmatised, and Microloan tries to reach as many as possible. I visited Jennifer Chemdala in the village of Malasa, a pleasant hilly jumble of huts, houses and small boys chomping mangoes. Chemdala greeted me among pots of canna lilies outside the smart wooden front door of the house she built from the profits of her second-hand clothes business. Her husband, lying under a mango tree nearby, was very ill. Chemdala herself had tested positive. ‘When my husband got poorly,’ she told me, ‘MLF helped me scale back my borrowings so I did not default on loans while taking care of him.’ Tall and dignified, with the ready smile of most Malawians, she has four children and four orphans and hopes to stay alive until all eight can fend for themselves.

When lenders complete their cycle of loans, the foundation weans them on to the next phase: becoming a bank borrower. On my last day in Malawi I attended the opening of the new Microloan regional office in Kasungu, 80 miles north-west of the capital. There I met Thandiwe Gama, a grocer who had paid back her final £180 loan (the highest available) and was learning about what to expect when she enters the intimidating environment of a bank branch. Britain’s High Commissioner to Malawi, Richard Wildash, a keen supporter of Microloan, drove up from Lilongwe to cut the ceremonial ribbon, greeted by a troupe of dancers ululating choruses of welcome. The imperial past was so close in this backwater that the people of Kasungu bowed to the High Commissioner when they left his presence. It was a glimpse of what my countrymen had done there in Nyasaland before me, and I didn’t like it. ‘The empowerment of women in Malawi is something we very much want to support,’ Wildash told me. He acknowledges that while the anti-corruption drive still has some distance to travel in the public sector, Microloan can offer almost total transparency. As Chiphaka told me as we sipped celebratory Fanta at the conclusion of the ceremonials, ‘None of our money is siphoned off. It goes directly from us to the borrower.’

Most women I met exuded optimism, strength and, frankly, a joyful spirit. Many were widows (‘Microloan is our husband now,’ one said). But some were too weighed down to be cheerful. I spoke to Alima John outside her home off the old Nkhotakota market. The porch was crowded with children and goats, and as we talked, the sun set with its tropical haste and paraffin lanterns began to glimmer through glassless windows. John’s was a handsome, large face, her mouth naturally turned up in a smile – ironically, under the circumstances. She is an established MLF borrower. Besides selling vegetables, she rents a sewing machine for her eldest son to generate extra income. But as her business began to take off, six orphans joined her own brood of four – first her sister’s three, then her brother’s. ‘I could manage with seven,’ she told me, ‘because my brother shared the load, but then he died too …’

Microcredit has gained so much ground over the past decade that even corporate big hitters are clambering on to the bandwagon, arguing that microfinance should rely on investors, not donors. The UN designated 2005 the International Year of Microcredit, in the same year Citigroup, the largest banking outfit in the world, established a microfinance division, and many young Silicon Valley entrepreneurs are investing in the field. Some argue that the whole future of microfinance lies in the profit sector, not its charitable equivalent. Ryan disagrees. He considered taking MLF down the bank route and rejected it, arguing, plausibly enough, that banks are beholden to investors seeking a return – even the new breed of ‘ethical investors’.

By the end of this year the charity will have made 10,000 loans. Ryan plans a further 7000 next year. His long-term vision includes Microloan branches in other sub-Saharan countries as well as the expansion of an embryonic fair-trade venture exporting products from Malawi to the UK. ‘We’re close to being self-sustaining already,’ he said as we boarded the plane home, the loud print shirt already replaced by a Pringle sweater. ‘This is the crucial stage for Microloan. We are on a long journey.’ Bon voyage.
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Bringing Lynx Home

High in the San Juan mountains, on the southernmost spur of the Rockies, an elongated tawny cat with amber eyes and chocolate ear tufts lifts a paw like a small tennis racquet and softly crunches the deep snow of a spruce forest threaded with stands of silver-trunked aspen. She
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Solovki: Russia in Miniature
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