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To Harry and Chris

‘A friend is someone who knows all about you and still loves you.’

Elbert Hubbard
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‘Learn to deal with the valleys, the hills will take care of themselves.’

Count Basie


FOREWORD

It seems so long ago that we set off up the steps of Jezzine on our adventure. The world has changed so much since then.

As I sit in my library in Cheltenham, a place that that has been my virtual prison for the last ten months, I stare endlessly at an old map of Lebanon that I have on my wall. Oh, what I would give to be back there again, setting off on what was, without doubt, one of the most memorable adventures of my life.

If the pandemic and lockdown has taught me one thing, it’s the importance of friendship. You only know how important your friends are when they are taken away from you. I am fortunate in that Harry lives near me in Cheltenham, while Chris is an almost constant Zoom presence from his feng-shui-friendly abode in Dubai. They have kept me sane through this weirdness.

It has also, of course, served to remind me of just how vital travel is to my soul. I suffer from wandermust [sic] and have been like a caged tiger even since the first reports started coming out of a place called Wuhan . . .

There are constant plans being made for another, post-pandemic adventure. One idea was to follow the England Test team around Australia for an Ashes series. Another was to sail around the Black Sea in a boat (The Black Sea Sailing Club). The latest is to take the world’s longest railway journey from Lisbon to Beijing.

One day, the club will travel again.

On 4 August 2020, I was at home writing when my phone started going mad.

‘Have you seen the news?’

‘Turn on the news.’

‘You heard the news?’

Whatever the news was, it was obviously bad. Whenever I get these sorts of messages it’s never good. But I didn’t automatically think of Lebanon, as I used to in the bad old days. Maybe it was another 9/11, another tsunami, another Chernobyl? I flicked to a news outlet on my phone and saw the massive explosion in Beirut and went into shock.

A massive amount of ammonium nitrate stored at Beirut Port had exploded, causing at least 204 deaths and leaving more than three hundred thousand people homeless. The ammonium had been confiscated by authorities from an abandoned ship called the MV Rhosus and then left in a warehouse without any appropriate safety measures.

Growing up, as I did, in Lebanon, you tend to get pretty used to terrible news. For such a small country, three times smaller than Belgium, it has certainly suffered way more than its fair share of horror. This explosion, however, cut me to the core. It was personal and, for once, it wasn’t the result of war.

My family have been shipping agents in Beirut Port since 1900. My sister’s office overlooks the port. The massive grain silo that stood right next to the explosion was so incredibly familiar to me. As a kid, I could see it out of my dad’s office. I could see it from the balcony of our family home above Beirut. To me it was the physical centrepiece of our family’s history in Lebanon. In one horrific second it was blown apart, along with a massive part of Beirut. My sister, thank God, was at home but her office, like vast swathes of Beirut, was a write-off. The port, the lifeblood of this coastal nation, was utterly devastated, dealing a shattering blow to an already crippled economy.

This book was always intended to be a love letter to Lebanon. It was intended to try and change people’s attitudes towards the place. Whenever Lebanon came up, people immediately associated it with war and violence. The term ‘looks like Beirut’ became a catchphrase for anywhere that looked beaten up or destroyed.

Lebanon was undergoing economic problems for sure, but the war was long over, and Beirut had been rebuilt. It was time for a reassessment. It was time for people to see the country as I did, as one of the most beautiful places in the world. From the ski slopes, the beaches and the pine forests to the cedars, the food and the people; so warm, so cultured, so inspiring, having kept going through everything that had been thrown at them. And then this. An accident that has left more than three hundred thousand people homeless in a country where, due to the massive influx of people fleeing the war in Syria, roughly one in four people is a refugee.

The rest of 2020 has been a shattering time for Lebanon. The economy is on the brink of collapse. COVID-19 has ravaged the population as they try to deal with the after-effects of the explosion.

Lebanon is a crucial piece in the Middle East puzzle. Instability there directly affects the whole region and, consequently, Europe and beyond. Lebanon deserves a chance to rebuild itself as a beacon of democracy and hope in a historically unstable part of the world.

It seems counter-intuitive but, if ever there was time to show support for this country, it is now. Go there, travel around, walk in the mountains, eat the food, meet the people. You will never regret it.

In the words of Khalil Gibran, one of Lebanon’s most famous sons:



‘Pity the nation that raises not its voice save when it walks in a funeral, boasts not except among its ruins’



Dom Joly

Cheltenham, December 2020



BASE CAMP

England were 147 for 4.

The Lord’s crowd were restless, and we were quite a few pints down when the idea formed in a slightly blurry fashion in my head.

‘We should all do an adventure . . .’ I said, looking at Harry and Chris in what I hoped was an affectionate but enigmatic manner.

‘How about you buying a round? Now that would be an adventure.’ Harry turned his pint glass upside down to indicate his readiness for another drink.

‘No . . . a proper adventure. We should head off and do something big together. You know, like an extended midlife crisis sort of thing.’

The crowd roared as Joe Root waved his bat at a ball and nicked a boundary.

‘ROOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOTTTTTTTT,’ they roared. To anyone who didn’t follow cricket it always sounded like they were booing. This applied to nobody more so than my wife, Stacey, who is Canadian. She occasionally joined me at a game only to be utterly bamboozled by the whole scene. She was not with us today. This was a boys’ day out.

‘I’m serious,’ I continued. ‘How about we do something really . . . out there. How about we walk across Lebanon?’

That got their attention.

‘How long would that take?’ asked Chris, unconsciously adjusting the pocket square in his neatly pressed blazer.

‘Oh . . . I don’t know . . . a month?’ I was totally winging it.

‘Not sure my wife would let me do that,’ said Chris.

‘I’ve got work,’ replied Harry to the evident surprise of the ruddy-cheeked old man in a colourful blazer sitting next to him. He had obviously assumed, from Harry’s gloriously unkempt appearance, that he was on some sort of government day-release programme for ne’er-do-wells financed by some socialist council that, in his view, was responsible for the decline and fall of Western civilisation.

‘Oh, come on. Are we mice or men?’ I asked insistently.

‘Well, I’d have to pretend that it was some sort of extended work trip,’ said Chris.

‘What’s the food like?’ said Harry. ‘Is it all foreign?’

‘It’s the best food in the world. Hands down. You’ll love it,’ I said enthusiastically. ‘So . . . are we up for it?’

‘Yes,’ said Chris.

‘Only if you buy that round,’ said Harry, looking at his empty glass again.

And that was that. A plan was agreed and then promptly forgotten about.

The idea to walk across Lebanon was not quite as off-the-wall as it sounded. I was born in Beirut in 1967 to English parents and lived there until I was sent to boarding school in England at the age of seven. This coincided with Lebanon descending into a vicious civil war that started in 1975 and officially finished in 1990. My life morphed into a rather schizophrenic existence, bouncing between a posh English boarding school and life in what was then considered to be the most dangerous country in the world.

I was always rather jealous that I was just too young to have enjoyed Lebanon in her pre-war heyday when she was known as the ‘Switzerland of the Middle East’ and Beirut the ‘Paris of the East’. Lebanon was a beautiful, sophisticated country full of culture, skiing, beaches, nightlife – an exotic playground for the international jet set. Quite why it was ever compared to Switzerland, a phenomenally dull country with a penchant for anti-multiculturalism, was beyond me. From what I knew of Lebanon, it was more a combination of the Reeperbahn and the South of France, with a skiing option.

My parents, like most non-natives to anywhere, were more evangelical about the place than the locals. They adored the country and they were both in love with the mountains in particular. They loved to hike in them. I have photos of countless family outings there, occasionally with me bringing up the rear seated on a donkey. I think my dad was a frustrated adventurer, duty-bound to join the family company but never happier than when on what we always called ‘expeditions’. My mother adored walking, and one of the few things my parents seemed to have in common was a love of setting off on an expedition into the Lebanese mountains or further afield into Syria.

I always felt that, unlike my older half-brother, Marc-Henri, and half-sisters, Hatty and Anne-Dominique, from my parents’ first marriages, I’d missed the boat in really getting to know Lebanon. The advent of war made free travel around the country much more difficult and we found ourselves more and more confined within the Maronite heartland, in the hills just above Beirut where my father and his first wife, Diana, had built our house when he had taken over the family company from his father in the fifties. And then, when the war had finally ended and Lebanon started along a new, precarious path of relative peace, my parents divorced. Out of the blue, just after my eighteenth birthday, my father suddenly didn’t show up for a family get-together. He had left my mother for his secretary, Cathy, a relationship that would not last long but served as a springboard for his permanent escape.

From the moment I hit my teens, my father and I had a very difficult relationship. Before this we’d got on brilliantly. We’d shared a mutual love of cricket and tennis, and I adored him. Then I committed the cardinal sin – developing opinions of my own. I started ‘answering back’, a crime that appeared to be on a par with treason in his eyes. Having had children of my own I can now see how annoying it is but, in the grand scheme of things, there are far worse things in the world than to be spirited and opinionated . . . being a bad father, for example.

Things rapidly went downhill. He hated the way I dressed. He disliked the music I played. He loathed my ‘attitude’. To be honest, he seemed to disapprove of pretty much everything that I did. He seemed permanently disappointed in me but was unable to express why.

We were not one but two generations apart from each other. He was forty-three years old when I was born in 1967, the so-called ‘Summer of Love’, not that he would have been aware of that. A combination of the slightly antiquated, frozen nature of ex-pat life in Lebanon and the frenetic pace of change that Western society was undergoing in the 1960s and 1970s transported us to worlds apart. We did not communicate well. He loathed conflict but was constantly conflicted. When he had something that bothered him (which happened a lot), he would write long and painful letters. I received such a letter a couple of days after I discovered that he was leaving my mother.

‘By now you will be aware of what has happened,’ it read.

I wasn’t.

‘Know this. You will always know where I am and how to reach me.’

I never really did.

And so, I moved from a physical separation from Lebanon to an emotional one. I’d left the country to go to school for my last term and I never went home. My mother and I were extradited to England, her possessions expunged and forwarded, in a random job lot, to the pied-à-terre that we had been left in Highgate. We both hated the place. It reeked of the past, of bad memories, of holding patterns. We sold up and bought a place in Holland Park. There we remained for the next ten years or so, awkwardly clinging to each other, Levantine exiles in London.

I didn’t go back to the place I called home for another twenty years. I started to block it off. I compartmentalised my life. I built a wall. Lebanon was the past. England was the present. At the age of eighteen, I pretty much started again. Year Zero. I tried not to think about Lebanon or that part of my life. The loss was too painful. I started at the University of London and attended the School of Oriental and African Studies to read first Arabic and then politics. Attended might be the wrong word. I became a goth. I had massive panic attacks. I started to go into university less and less. I became the singer in a band. I started spending lots of time with girlfriends at various provincial universities where student life was more defined and seemed a lot more fun. I was a total mess. I eventually stumbled through university and out into life. I was living in a puzzle and had lost a lot of vital pieces.

Unsure what to do next, I moved to Paris with a girlfriend and spent a year living in exile from exile. I was as rootless as it was possible to be. Then, slowly I got my life together. Having become a diplomat in Prague and a producer for ITN in Parliament, I stumbled by accident into the world of comedy. At the age of thirty I found myself. I made a show called Trigger Happy TV and it went global. I sold the programme to over eighty countries and it opened up the world to me. But much as I loved comedy, my real passion was writing. I started writing for the Independent on Sunday, travel writing for the Sunday Times and, in between comedy shows, sated my wanderlust by traipsing all over the globe.

But I never went back to Lebanon: it was a country that still only existed to me in the pages of my mother’s photo albums. Fading photos of picnics, expeditions, boat rides, stilted parental moments all from the fifties, sixties and early seventies. It was like looking at photos of a party to which I hadn’t been invited. I wanted my own photos, my own photo album. I wanted my own Lebanon.

In 2005, I dipped my toe in the water. I went to Beirut with a film crew to make a show for Sky called Dom Joly’s Excellent Adventure. In this show I retraced the route of one of our family journeys into Syria, to the desert city of Palmyra, historically one of the favourite Joly family destinations for an expedition.

I only spent two days in Lebanon itself before heading off into Syria, but it broke the ice. Three years later I returned for a week to write a chapter about the country for my first travel book, The Dark Tourist. The book did very well, but I felt that the chapter on Lebanon was the weakest. My father was still alive, unspoken tensions within my family were omnipresent, and I was still tiptoeing around their lives and not making my own.

But one thing I did discover on that trip was the Lebanon Mountain Trail (LMT): a 470-kilometre-long walking trail extending from near the Israeli border in the south to the Syrian border in the north.

The LMT had been set up by a group of eco-minded enthusiasts in order to try to give Lebanon’s rather stultified tourism industry a shot in the arm. It would be fair to say that it hadn’t been a huge tourist draw. The trail takes you across the spine of Lebanon, along the mountain range that rises up from the Mediterranean coastal towns, before plummeting back down into the fertile Beqaa Valley and the Syrian border.

In 2009, I had met a man called Paul Khawaja who worked at the British Embassy and was an integral part of the LMT organisation. I’d arranged to meet him at the beginning of one of the stages above Tripoli in the north of the country to go for a bit of a walk and talk. The moment we met, I could feel him giving me a rather disappointed once-over. He made it very clear that he didn’t think the LMT was for me. I pretended that this was no big deal, but it had rankled. I don’t like being told that I can’t do things, even when it is for my own good. The idea of walking across Lebanon stuck in my head. It appealed greatly. Here was a chance for me to make my own memories, find my own Lebanon.

Nine years later, I’d decided to act and, in that lubricated moment of enthusiasm, had decided to write a book about it, roping in two of my best friends to boot.

I wondered whether this was how most great adventures got started. Had Stanley, after a couple of sherbets too many in the Long Room, announced that he was off to find Livingstone and that nobody was to try to persuade him otherwise? Probably not.

The first thing I had to do was to contact Chris and Harry and gently remind them that they had agreed to walk across Lebanon with me.

I emailed them both.

‘I presume you remember that we agreed to walk across Lebanon? I was thinking May?’

Chris came straight back to me.

‘Excellent . . . just got to get it across the line with Samar but count me in.’

There was nothing from Harry for several days. This was not surprising as communication was never his forte. Eventually I rang him.

‘Harry, it’s Dom. Are you up for the walk across Lebanon?’

‘Yes, why not?’ he replied. ‘You sort it all out and let me know. I’ll be there,’ he continued before hanging up.

And that was that. It seemed like we were off. Now we just had to do it.

* * *

Chris, Harry and I had been away together before. Shortly after I met Chris, he suggested that we head off to Sri Lanka to watch England play cricket. I was very tempted but a little nervous that he might have misunderstood the platonic nature of our relationship. So, I proposed that Harry join us on the trip. At the time Chris, who lived in Dubai, had a PA, Zoe, who was not only brilliant at organising stuff but happened to be a direct descendant of Mehmed V, the penultimate Ottoman Sultan and technically ninth in line to take over Turkey should the Ottoman Empire ever be resuscitated.

Chris had put Zoe in charge of the trip and it was impressive stuff. I wondered whether Zoe might be available again to help us organise the Lebanon walk? She wasn’t. I think that Chris’s habit of stumbling out of Sri Lankan bars at two in the morning and ringing her in Dubai to demand that she sort out a taxi had, quite rightly, made her a little wary of taking on such a task again. There was also the problem of us constantly telling her that we had a fourth person travelling with us called Sir Geoffrey Jefferson (Geoffrey with a G, Jefferson with a J) who appeared to have an inordinate number of special requests. Chris would ask Zoe to ring ahead to restaurants that we intended to visit to let them know that Sir Geoffrey was coming and that there were a number of things that he required. These included requests such as ‘Nobody else in the restaurant must be wearing blue. Blue is Sir Geoffrey’s colour and he will not tolerate anybody else sporting it’ or that ‘Sir Geoffrey will not eat at any establishment with a French chef.’ Sir Geoffrey never actually joined us. He was always ‘running late and would be here soon’.

Unsurprisingly Zoe resigned from her position as Chris’s PA soon after the Sri Lankan trip. There was a feeling that she would have found running the Ottoman Empire a little easier. We were never sure whether she knew that Sir Geoffrey didn’t actually exist. She did, however, find the number of a lady in Beirut called Caroll, whose website suggested that she might be someone who could help us organise our Lebanese adventure.

I contacted Caroll by email. She said that yes, she could set up the trip and sent through an itinerary that had us starting in the north of Lebanon, near the Syrian border, and ending up in the south, near the Israeli border. We would be following the Lebanon Mountain Trail and there were established places to stay every night that included guesthouses, monasteries and, to Chris’s chagrin . . . youth hostels.

I looked at the daily distances: they averaged out at about 20 kilometres a day. This didn’t seem too bad as I normally walked about 10 to 15 kilometres a day with my dogs Truman and Fitzgerald in the Cotswolds. At the back of my mind, however, I was aware that the Cotswolds were very much hills rather than mountains. More worryingly, each day had a difficulty level after it. Our first three days went: Difficult, Very Difficult, Very Difficult. This was perhaps not the way to start, given our levels of physical fitness. So, I emailed Caroll again and told her that, as we were three unfit men who were fifty years old and with zero experience of hiking, I was a little concerned about the Very Difficult nature of our walk.

Caroll suggested that we flip the walk around and start in the south and head north. She said that the earlier stages were easier, and that we could ‘get into our stride’ that way. So, it was decided: we were to walk from Israel to Syria across the spine of Lebanon. We agreed on a date starting in the last week of April. I chose this because I didn’t want it to be too hot; nor did I want to walk through the Lebanese winter. Also, my mum told me that this was the best time for wild flowers. Now, I’m not really a wild-flower type of person but this sounded as good a reason as any other.

Chris started training on his own. By ‘training’, it turned out, he meant just aimlessly wandering around his gated community for half an hour or so a day walking his chihuahua, Beano, to his maximum capacity. Because Dubai is almost entirely flat, he later stepped up his training programme by joining the Dubai Polo Club so that he could use their step machine. I was already worried about Chris.

I continued walking my dogs every day and tried to find some slightly steeper hills to clamber up, without much success. Harry lives near me, in Cheltenham, and I started to hear reports that he had been spotted out walking. It turned out that he had gone for about five walks and then saw the itinerary, spotted that one of the days was only 9 kilometres long and decided not to bother training as it would be ‘easy’. I worried that this was not how Ben Fogle had trained for Everest, but it was too late: flights had been booked and I’d told too many people about it to back out now.

Chris was clearly panicking. Two weeks before we were scheduled to leave I received an email from him.


Maestro. It occurs to me that we might have bitten off more than we can chew – Lebanon-wise. Before we embark on this foolhardy adventure, may I suggest an alternative course of action? I have very good connections with a wonderful five-star hotel in Thailand that would accommodate us for a very reasonable price. Might I suggest that we tell our respective other halves that we are off to Lebanon but, instead, fly to said hotel and spend three weeks in the style to which we are accustomed? You could post some stock photos of Lebanon daily on your social channels and I’m sure your imagination could conjure up a far more interesting book about our walk than reality might produce. Just a thought but I implore you to consider it seriously.

Chris



This was so Chris. And this was so tempting. After all, what was travel writing but exaggeration? An amalgamation of experi ences? My duty was to do anything in pursuit of a good story, an entertaining read. I grew up in Lebanon and had a plethora of stories. I could definitely make up a book about me walking across Lebanon in which I turned out to be a naturally gifted leader and hiker. We would get into some serious scrapes – Harry would be attacked by a wild bear (even though there weren’t any in Lebanon). I would bravely fight it off and save Harry without harming said bear. I would adopt the bear, call him Nigel and he would become my faithful companion. Nigel and I would go on to have many more bestselling adventures together, including: Travels with My Bear, Bearly There: An Opium Journey and Bear with Me.

Then there would be the hostage situation. Because Chris, a gadget freak, didn’t know how to use his fancy new GPS machine we would inadvertently wander into Syria, where we would be taken prisoner by an armed gang. We would be kept hostage just as long as we could afford to stay in our Thai retreat. Occasionally I would release brave hostage videos of myself offering to sacrifice my life if they let Chris and Harry go. Eventually we would escape and surface in Beirut (fresh off a plane from Bangkok) to international fame and acclaim, and much pampering from our wives if they hadn’t already remarried and moved on.

There would certainly be no practical problem writing such a book. But I felt a curious loyalty towards Lebanon. Whenever anybody thinks about the country they equate it with war and chaos. The civil war may have officially ended in 1990 but Lebanon still has a PR problem. There was even a guy who spent his time trying to sue any news outlet that used the phrase ‘looks like Beirut’ to describe anywhere that was smashed to bits.

I wanted this trip to be a love letter to Lebanon. I wanted to try to avoid the usual look-at-me-I’m-a-brave-traveller-doing-brave-dangerous-things bollocks that I’d been guilty of in the past. The truth is that Lebanon is one of the most incredible countries in the world and anybody travelling there pretty much has the country to themselves. So, this was the travel writer’s true quandary. When you found somewhere so beautiful, so utterly wonderful, did you share the secret with everybody else?

I hit reply to Chris. ‘Tempting . . . but no dice. We walk.’

It was time for me to stamp my authority on my troops. They needed to know that they had a strong and decisive leader to guide them through the weeks ahead. Unfortunately, we didn’t have one. It was going to be down to me.

To cement my decision, I went shopping with Harry to get our equipment. Harry is an old-fashioned kind of man and shopping is not something that is one of his specialities. We drove to a large outdoor store that I had previously avoided like the plague, seeing as it was the haunt of those annoying middle-aged rambler types with laminated maps, walking poles and silly hats. I suddenly realised with a shudder that I was about to become one of those annoying people.

We started with a rucksack each, a kit bag, walking shirts, trousers, socks . . . the pile just got bigger and bigger. I was almost convinced that we wouldn’t need most of these things, but the panic was setting in and I didn’t want to be without anything essential as, once we were in the High Lebanon, there wasn’t going to be much in the way of shopping. I’d reached out to Twitter for help and a man called Jason, who led expeditions to Everest and such-like, had been very helpful. I’d asked him for a list of things that I might need. The things that stuck out were: toenail clippers, Vaseline and breathable underpants. Having done a bit of walking about in hot climates, I was intensely aware that the ‘gentleman areas’ could get extremely uncomfortable and needed to be looked after with something a little more impactful than the usual baby powder. I steered Harry towards a wall of merino wool underpants.

‘We’re going to need these. My guy says they are brilliant.’ I pointed at the pants.

‘I don’t need any of those,’ said Harry, as though I’d just suggested he defecate on the shop floor.

‘You really do, Harry, it’s going to get hot down there.’ I pointed towards his crotch.

‘I don’t wear pants,’ he said.

‘What, never?’

‘Never. I just don’t see the point.’ He started to walk towards the CamelBaks.

‘Hang on, you’re seriously telling me that you’re going to walk across Lebanon commando? You’re going to be in serious trouble, believe me.’ I was genuinely concerned.

‘No, it’ll be fine,’ Harry said.

He never ceased to amaze me.

Half an hour later we exited the building with a considerable hole in our bank accounts and enough equipment to stage a pretty full-on attempt at Everest, K2 and Annapurna. Our final purchase had been walking poles. Caroll had told me that they were essential, but they had always looked ludicrous to me. When ramblers strode past me in the Cotswolds with them they always had the look of skiers who’d forgotten their skis.

The final stop was at a pharmacy. We needed Vaseline, but it appeared that it was no longer available in one large tub. Only the smaller, handy-sized tubs were on offer. I had no idea how much I’d need so I bought ten tubs. Harry did the same. The pharmacist had to stifle a fit of giggles as Harry and I walked away from the counter with our lifetime supply of Vaseline. Little did she know that she had just served two of the most prominent adventurers in the Cheltenham area. To explain why we needed so much Vaseline would seem boastful and so I left her to come to her own perverted and sordid conclusions.

Preparations were complete. It was time to just do it.


GO EAST

The last time that I had been in Lebanon had been for my father’s funeral in 2011. I was in the middle of my first and only live tour of the UK – seventy dates of mostly dying on stage every night was interrupted by the news of my father’s death. He’d been living with my sister Hatty and her husband Michael at the family home in Lebanon.

In the last years of his life he had become very fragile, a shadow of his former self. He’d get confused as to where he was and think everyone was stealing his money. We had been pretty much estranged since he’d left my mum when I was eighteen. We’d had something of a rapprochement late in his life, but this was with a stranger – a gentle, rather sweet version of his former complicated and internalised self. It was nice, but it felt like I was getting to know a different person. The one I knew as a distant father had already gone. I remember leaving the graveside and driving up into the mountains to the house and feeling guilty. It felt wrong leaving him down there, all alone, abandoned.

Now I was flying home for the first time without having his powerful shadow over any experience I had in Lebanon. This was very much unexplored territory for me.

Harry and I headed towards Heathrow Airport in high spirits. We would meet Chris at Beirut Airport, where he was flying in from Dubai. We would then ‘acclimatise’ by staying for two nights with my sister, who lived in the family house, overlooking Beirut, that I grew up in. Then we would meet Caroll and start our adventure proper.

In the car on the way, we got a message from Chris informing us that he was wearing the ‘hiking blazer’ that he had got his tailor to make. He also informed us that his Emirates limo had just picked him up from his house. We chose not to reply. As we approached Heathrow I got another message. This time it was from my sister, who told me that the British Embassy in Beirut had spotted my tweets about our intended trip and had got in touch with her. She said that they wanted to offer ‘assistance and support’ because they were nervous about what we intended to do. I sent them a message enquiring as to whether they would be able to pay for porters for the trip. Weirdly, I got nothing back.

Finally, just as we were pulling into Heathrow I received a text from Harry’s Belgian wife, Virginie. It was a close-up photo of a disgusting pile of blood-specked dog poo. I assumed that she had not taken my stealing of her husband for three weeks very well. I sent quite a stern text back telling her to get a grip and to not be so possessive. It turned out that there was something wrong with their new puppy. She was worried and wanted to know whether to take him to the vet. She had sent me the photo to show Harry, as he was a devout technophobe with an old phone that did not receive photos.

We checked in and I got Harry into the British Airways lounge, where he started grumbling immediately. Harry was a man who liked things a certain way and we had crossed that uncertain line where breakfast turned into brunch and this troubled him greatly. Harry loved his breakfasts and ‘brunch’ was an American import that had no place in his world.

I always get in trouble at airports. They are like casinos – artificial environments where normal rules don’t apply. You spend money as though it doesn’t count, drink copious amounts of alcohol at times of the day that would make you an alcoholic in normal life and think nothing of having four or five meals before getting on the plane. Humans were hunter-gatherers and we are not built to withstand endless free buffets.

Someone wandered past in shorts. Shorts were now actually properly short, finishing well above the knee. Personally, I missed the meeting when this was decreed and stuck to my below-the-knee Carhartts, opting to wait for the fashion wave to flow back in my favour.

A balding man, who looked like an ageing turtle, wandered past with a black bag over his shoulder. The entire bag was covered with the word SUPERDRY in electric blue letters. I never got this. Superdry had managed to get him to pay for the privilege of walking around like some ugly human billboard advertising their business. It was nonsensical to me but hats off to the company for managing to harness the power of sheep.

I glanced to my right. A tubby man in his late forties was looking around, seemingly checking everyone out. He held a large glass of champagne and had a somewhat haughty air to him. I didn’t like the look of him at all and prayed that he wouldn’t engage me in conversation. Then I realised that the man in question was me. I had now started analysing my own reflection. I decided that it was probably time to give the free champagne a rest and think about the trip ahead.

We were taking a flight that I knew all too well. The BA London–Beirut trip that I had done so many times as a kid. I used to do it as a UM (Unaccompanied Minor). I would have my passport in a laminated pocket hung round my neck and would be handed over to a stewardess at check-in. I was a member of the excitingly monikered Junior Jet Club. This meant that I had a little dark blue book that I used to take up to the cockpit to get the pilots to sign. It’s probably illegal now to be alone in a cockpit with a pilot, like that scene from Airplane! where the pilot chats to a small boy: ‘You ever been in a cockpit before? You ever . . . seen a grown man naked? Do you . . . like movies about gladiators? Joey, have you ever been . . . in a Turkish prison?’

Come to think of it, that film was made in 1980, just around the time I was making those UM flights.

It was so weird to be going ‘home’, returning to the house that I grew up in. The house my father built. The house that was home until it suddenly wasn’t. When my dad died he had left the family house in Lebanon and our house in France to my sister Hatty, who had also taken over the family company. I had no share of my physical past. At once, I felt strangely free of his omnipresent critical scrutiny and totally disenfranchised from my own history. Before his death, I was in exile. Now I was a tourist who’d left it too late to return . . .

My dad had two daughters from his first marriage. The other, Susan, contracted leukaemia and died in 1975 when I was seven. I think, with my Freudian hat on, that this was the fault line. I think that my dad felt guilty that he’d left his first wife for my mother and that my sister had then got ill and that he somehow wasn’t there for her. I think he saw me as a physical manifestation of it all – a living, breathing guilt boil.

The pilot announced that we were landing in Beirut. On the map on my screen I could see Beirut surrounded by places I knew so well. To the south, Tel Aviv. To the east, Damascus. Then the Syrian cities of Homs, Hama and Aleppo. Every place name brought back vivid memories.

Homs was the place that people made jokes about. ‘Why did a Homsi take a car door into the desert? To wind the window down when it got too hot.’

Hama – I remembered its Roman water wheels. That was before that city was almost razed to the ground by Rifaat al-Assad, the über-violent uncle of Bashar al-Assad. But that was in another time, another conflict, earlier than the current Syrian civil war. A time when Lebanon was the war zone and when we would escape into Syria to get away from the incessant conflict. We would drive to the ruins of Palmyra and the dubious joys of the Zenobia Hotel before moving on to stay at the Baron’s Hotel in Aleppo, in the footsteps of T. E. Lawrence and Freya Stark. Now everything was topsy-turvy, as it so often was in this region. Syria was the new ground zero and many of her desperate population were streaming into refugee camps in tiny Lebanon, stretching this already crowded country to the limit.

The landing was bumpy and shaky and the Lebanese on the plane applauded. When I was young, I often wondered whether it was applause for the skill of the pilot or for not having been shot at, as could happen to planes in the bad old days. The old yellow sign on top of the terminal building that used to read WELCOME TO LEB, with the rest of the letters shot up, had long gone. We passed through immigration and met up with Chris, who had landed from Dubai a couple of hours earlier.

‘This is probably the only place in the world where being born in Beirut isn’t a problem,’ he said, laughing, as we greeted each other. He was right, of course. Although I’m British, I was born in the Lebanese capital and this condemned a traveller to hours and hours of suspicious immigration officials and overly dumb questioning.

As we exited the airport we couldn’t help noticing Chris’s luggage. Harry and I had two similar kit bags. Chris, however, was wheeling a silver suitcase the size of a small wardrobe. I was starting to get the feeling that he had not thought through this trip.

We exited the airport and found the smiley old taxi man that my sister Hatty always used. We got on to the airport road into Beirut. This was once the most dangerous stretch of road in the world. The visitor to Beirut would have to pass through Shia suburbs positively bristling with armed kidnappers. We passed the site where the American Marine barracks was blown up in 1983, killing 241 US service personnel and 66 others. Moments later, we whizzed past Sabra and then Chatila, the two Palestinian refugee camps that were the scenes of mass slaughter by Christian militia men in 1982. Beirut was a city of ghosts. And I was one of them.

Soon we were on a new highway that made what used to be an hour’s drive into a twenty-minute affair up into the hills above Beirut. Once off the highway and on the old mountain roads, I could remember every bend of the drive home. My mind was racing. Memories flooding in.

And then we were there. We made the sharp turn onto the drive and started up the overgrown valley below the house. We reached the gatehouse. To the left was an old track that disappeared into the pine forests. I used to wander up there for hours looking for pieces of shrapnel or bullets to add to my collection. The old electronic gates slowly rolled upwards like a drawbridge on a Crusader castle. We drove past the stables on the right that were once home to our horses, Calamity Jane, Tosca, Champagne and Sappho. Now they are home to very different horsepower: a stonkingly large generator, a necessity in a country where power cuts for more than four hours a day are routine.

We drove up towards the house. It was not much different from when I’d left, over twenty years before. A little tattier perhaps, but essentially the same.

The courtyard full of dogs, the red-tiled roof, the thick, roughly hewn limestone walls, the green shutters, ancient sarcophagi ‘rescued’ from Syria with geraniums tumbling out of them. I got out of the car to be greeted by Hatty and her husband Michael. Dogs roared around us in glorious chaos as we headed inside for some welcoming drinks, leaving Chris to struggle behind with his ridiculously large suitcase.

As we got into the house more dogs greeted us, plus a formidable retinue of cats. We were quickly brought up to speed about the complex peace agreement that kept all the different animals from fighting. Some dogs were only allowed out in the courtyard. Others were kept in a locked outdoor enclosure beneath the kitchen. Two top dogs were allowed access pretty much everywhere. The cats, meanwhile, also had to be separated. Two Siamese were to be kept in the drawing room and hall, while others were allowed on the terrace and on the roof of a small hut next to the kitchen above the dog enclosure, but must never meet the Siamese. Several ‘rogue’ cats pretty much did what they wanted but knew from bitter experience that intrusion into certain areas would get them into a lot of trouble and that, should trouble flare up, they were on their own.

It was a set-up as complicated as the Sykes–Picot Agreement of 1916 that originally split the vanquished Ottoman Empire into Western spheres of influence. It was also an animal version of the complex balance of power that has existed in
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