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 A personal quest of discovery around
the world
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“The water lily” 2013: a collage of travel
paraphernalia collated on my travels & inspired by Monet's
“Water lilies”


 Introduction
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“The sweetest light brings great insight” 2007

 


I wanted to keep it light and happy and simply
rejoice at what I encountered along the way.



The makings of a
journey
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“Every mountain that we climb is a vital living sign”
2006

 


I had ached to travel – it was deep in my bones.
“You'll need more than a month or two to get around here, Babs!”
Pete mused, smirking at my neatly compiled organigram of successive
regions to visit, places to see and things to do. Pete had
travelled around China long before Michael Palin's popularised
accosting of benign sages, and had gone to Australia when it was
still a backpacker's adventure.

 


Now in my early 40’s, and in the throes of leaving
heavy work strictures, I was taking the travel plunge, hoping to
gobble up all the sights and sounds I so wished I had encountered
in my far too sensible, professional-development-conscientious
twenties. To me, Pete's delightfully relaxed laissez-faire aura
came down to his early independent travels and the wonderful array
of people that happened along his route. Surely, my orchestrated
planning would maximise the sparkle on the way and seduce my inner
artist to dance.

 


“Babs, you'll have to book soon, otherwise you'll
never get there,” Pete prodded, as I flicked yet again through the
shiny photos in piles of travel guides, and reconsidered various
travel magazines, small organised regional tours, as well as a
brochure for “grown-up gappers” that seemed far too organised to
leave space for the unexpected.

 


I wanted to go everywhere, to see it all, as much as
I could at least without retracing my steps on my intended
once-around-the-world journey.


 Hippo Hide Delight
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“A simple grin (as big as him)” – the joy of
reminiscing 2015

 


Durban airport was bustling and confusing: I had
prearranged a taxi, but none of the drivers had a card with my name
on it. As I was about to look around for an official taxi stand, an
energetic and wiry, young Indian chap rushed over to me, explaining
rather dubiously how he had had to make a sharp U-turn outside the
airport to help young girls, looking lost.

 


I nodded in agreement: I was far too tired and far
too new to quell his enthusiastic bubbling, and so I conceded
continuously and superficially to all of his plans about meeting
his brother, who happened to run a cafe on the beach. I just had
one proviso of dropping off my bags first at the charmingly named
“Hippo Hide Backpackers”.

 


Durban was dusty, multi-lane and full of traffic. At
one red light, a white early thirty-something man held up a sign
for help close to the driver's window, who, in turn tutted loudly
in consternation, “You have two good hands, my friend, you don't
need any handouts from me”, and then proceeded to discuss the whole
trouble with the country today...

 


Once we reached the more residential area, I was
struck by how many large homes there were – all had unmistakable
warnings over their gates, advertising the presence of active
“armed response units”, ready in case of attempted break-in. The
conspicuous barbed wire added to the menace. As we drove along the
wide boulevards, there was no easy sense of strolling down the
street, and people appeared only to congregate outside the large,
multi-storied shopping mall.

 


The backpackers was also gated, and as soon as the
security guard appeared, I profusely thanked my driver for the
wonderful way in which he had explained absolutely everything to
me, and then I disappeared inside. The whole place was well
maintained and welcoming, with a cute miniature stone hippo and
small landscaped water pools in the backyard.

 


I felt immediately comfortable at the sight of quaint
attention to detail and also grateful at the care a rather relaxed,
suave-looking black receptionist took in explaining close-by
amenities, and in stressing what tactics I should adopt for
blending in. We both consequently fully agreed: I clearly looked
distinctly European, distinctly fresh off the plane, and pristinely
disoriented.

 


“Okay”, he paused, “Just keep walking straight down
the hill and straight up the hill again – you'll be fine.”

 


This was my first real glimpse of South Africa's
national preoccupation with personal safety: the all consuming
topic cuts across race, social standing and residential area and
seems elevated to the same vernacular popularity as the proverbial
“ English weather”. Thus prepared, I ventured out in a daze of
sunshine, baked heat, and total unfamiliarity, too fatigued by the
journey to feel much concern.

 


At some point, I realised my zen-like plodding past
the big armed response placards had taken me down the hill, but
also around a long corner. I faltered. There was no shopping mall.
Should I retrace my steps or try to zig-zag over to where I thought
it might lay?

 


Then I noticed, a private guard in khaki uniform,
seated on a wooden chair, outside a large gated house, diagonally
opposite to where I stood, and watching. He had a gun resting on
his lap. I smiled slowly and deliberately crossed the road over to
him. “I think I'm lost”, I admitted cheerily, “Are you able to help
me, please?”

 


The kind guard carefully advised how to find the
shopping mall and an excellent pizzeria a few streets down, as well
as how best to make my way back to Hippo Hide, where a friend of
his worked.

 


At the shopping mall, a till assistant complimented
me on the sturdiness of my money belt; a little like being
complimented on good boots when hiking in the Alps.

 


I had no idea how to prepare myself for whatever
people here pervasively worried over, but I was directly touched by
how often they genuinely sought to offer reassurance albeit by
counter-productively rotating around personal safety, even during
the briefest of exchanges.

 


And, as I walked back to “Hippo Hide”, my only point
of reference in Durban, I puzzled at the disconcerting tug between
unspecified concern and heartfelt friendliness.

 


The next installment…
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“bijli harmony – reflected energy” 2013


 A final manuscript – Carry the sun in
your heart; hold life in your hands
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“Carry the sun…” 2007

 


It was always something to do: travel to far flung
places and keep going until I arrived back where I had started and
taken in the full circle of sights and sounds and experiences.

 


There was never any complication in my mind, just
changeable terrain and the same me lapping up the sun and the
elements with a few changes in habitat to adjust to conditions on
the ground.

 


And yet, at the same time, it literally meant the
world to me, and a chance to absorb all complexity and
understanding of what existed in parallel at each moment in time: a
speck of the present as a globe of the living.

 


In time, I saw how so much as a continuous roll
defied any boundaries or circumscribed borders, but at the time,
nine months zigzagging east to get back west along main arteries of
cultural traffic and hiking bonanza felt the perfect way to polish
my mid-career yearning for that special enlightenment flecked with
rare moments of extraordinary excitement: I was ready to
travel.

 


My partner Pete was a seasoned traveller, and just
the experience of being somewhere strange and not knowing the
language held such great allure – testing my own comfort to survive
and engage on reduced basis without props, I felt, would activate a
whole new dimension to living.

 


The reality of a hidden latitude and undiscovered
treasures inside transpired on my return with a broken ankle and
time to cultivate my passion for art and painting during the
healing process.

 


Instead, here's a quick rendition of what I care to
remember and am not too squirmish about sharing:

 


Monkeys look so cute until they mug you for what you
got.

Safety in numbers are for those too scared to strike
out on their own.

Kind people live everywhere.

People don't need guides to tell them how to
experience life.
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