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Jupiter

When the reserve tank ran dry too, and the engine choked and died, I guessed I was ten or fifteen miles from Gaya. The thought was disagreeable. It might mean spending the night there, and somewhere I had read that Gaya was the dirtiest town in India.

I let the bike roll off the asphalt onto the grass under a shade tree. The trunk of the tree was stout and twisted with prominent roots and a grey scaly bark. Drooping clusters of small dry leaves gave a medium shade. It was a common tree in India though I still could not remember its name.

I tucked my gloves into my helmet and stood by the bike looking up and down the country road and across the field of green wheat wondering who was going to help me this time, and what it would lead to. I did not doubt that help would come, and with it most probably some unexpected twist in my fortunes. It had taken years to achieve that measure of confidence and calm, and as I waited I allowed myself some pleasure in knowing it.

My thoughts brushed over the years and miles of the journey, tracing the fear as it had waxed and waned along the way, trying to hold it all together and reassure myself that there really had been a beginning. Without a beginning how could there be an end? At times, and more frequently now, I could feel the tiredness invading my bones, bleaching my retina and raising a mist on the horizon of my mind. Soon it would have to end. There were many men walking along the road. Most of them wore loose cotton clothing, once white but stained right through by the reddish brown soil of Bihar. It caught the sun softly, and the people passed by under the trees like pale shadows taking up no space.

Few motor vehicles were on the road. Some men were riding bicycles, and a few drove ox carts or rode in pony cabs. There were some buzzing auto-rickshaws too, which are three-wheeled scooters with cabs for passengers. They were unlikely to have spare petrol. In the state of Bihar you could get three or four meals for the price of a litre of petrol.

A taxi came towards me full of people pressing forward. The driver was bent over the wheel with his dark face thrust against the windscreen and all the expression squeezed out of him. The wheels flew up and down on the bumps, and the taxi slithered and juddered across the waves of tar as though trying to escape, drawn to its destination only by the concerted prayers of the people inside it.

By this time several men had stopped to observe me and then reluctantly walked on, but now one came who spoke a little English. His colour and features indicated that he was a Brahmin, though his knotted cord, if he had one, was covered by his shawl and shirt. He told me straight away that he was very poor. I replied by telling him that I had no petrol.

‘Village is there,’ he said. ‘Not far.’

He stopped another man coming along slowly on a bicycle with a shopping bag slung from the handlebars, and spoke to him in Hindi.

‘He says they will be having petrol. It is two miles. Not far.’

I thanked him and waited. I felt sure there would be no petrol at the next village but could not say so. There were more words spoken in Hindi.

‘This man will go on his bicycle. How much petrol you are wishing?’

It did not seem to me that the man had volunteered but he appeared to accept the Brahmin’s authority without question.

‘That’s wonderful,’ I said. ‘Ί will need a litre,’ and started to fish in my pockets.

‘No, no, good sir. Afterwards you can pay. Now he will go.’

The Brahmin’s prophecy was instantly fulfilled. The man turned his bicycle and went. The Brahmin then mentioned again, as a matter of purely academic interest, that he was poor, this time adding that I was rich. I felt that he was striving towards some kind of dialogue which would result, without his even having to wish it, in my turning my fortune over to him and continuing on foot. This might well have happened in ancient Indian legend, but I was not the warrior he took me for, and he was not sage enough for me, though he had a sly air about him.

So I withdrew politely from the conversation and sat at the foot of the tree to write and take pleasure in the afternoon. It was February. The light was still cool and golden, and there was peace here too, a kind of detachment that I found only rarely in public places in India. It seemed a perfect time to put down on paper what had been accumulating in my mind since the day, four days back, when I made my great mistake.

In the three years of my journey I had never made an error like it. I had planned to ride to Calcutta from Darjeeling, a long ride for one day on Indian roads, but the highway is better than most. It parallels the border of Bangladesh and, for part of the way, runs in company with the Ganges. What I had actually done on meeting the Ganges had been to take the highway that runs upstream to Patna and Benares. But had I done it? There was no recollection of choice. I had followed the holy river, secure in the knowledge that it was flowing on my right-hand side, unaware that I had crossed it in a confusion of streams and bridges and was on the west side and not the east. When I had noticed my mistake I had already travelled 150 miles in the opposite direction to Calcutta, a sufficient distance to change my life.

Why hadn’t I noticed where the sun lay? Or which way the river was flowing? Or that I had crossed into Bihar from West Bengal? I prided myself that these observations had become second nature to me. Why had they failed me there?

This enormous deflection in my path had led me straight towards the heart and soul of India, to the birthplace of Buddhism and the most sacred Hindu places. On examination my reasons for rushing to Calcutta had seemed trivial, banal, though still, in my tired and confused state, desirable. Then, sadly at first, I had abandoned them and embraced instead this strange quirk in my destiny. It had led to remarkable experiences, the last of which had found me in a glider, high above Patna, whirling in a thermal current alongside a flock of big brown ferocious birds of prey.

All this took a while to record, and I still kept the pleasant sense of having been nudged towards some fateful event. My Brahmin had drifted away, tired of explaining me to every passer-by. His emissary to the village had not returned. I stood up and, as something to do, beckoned at an approaching car. It was a polished limousine driven by a chauffeur. Two fat women, lolling in the back, observed me with amusement, while the chauffeur intensified his glare at the road ahead and accelerated past me. At the same time a lorry was coming towards them from Gaya. The lorry moved farther out into the road, and the car was driven, screeching horribly, into a shallow ditch. The lorry driver smiled at me and held up his thumb, and I grinned my appreciation.

A few minutes later two men on an Enfield motorcycle stopped just beyond me and walked back. The driver would have gone on, but the pillion rider insisted on stopping and, as it turned out, he was the owner of the machine. He was a young man, stubbily built and very short even in his stylish high-heeled shoes. He wore tightly fitting flared trousers, an embroidered yellow waistcoat and a magenta turban of the kind used by members of the Rajput or Kshatrya caste. His bearded face carried an expression of almost unbearable solemnity, like a boy trying to show respect at a funeral. At first I thought he was in the grip of extreme sadness, but the expression never varied, and in fact he was on the way to his brother’s marriage ceremony and an occasion of great joy.

Eventually, between us, we solved my problem. It involved many people, including a retired vice-chancellor of Magadh University from whose carburettor we pumped the necessary litre, and it was very satisfying to all concerned. The shy cyclist also returned from the village, without petrol, and smiled most happily to see us all at work. He would accept nothing but a warm handshake for his trouble. The vice-chancellor left for Gaya, having invited me to drop round for tea. Then I also rode off, with escort, on my way to a Rajput wedding.

And they brought on the dancing girls.

There were two girls, but only one of them danced at any one time, while the other sat between the tabla player and the violinist.

We were several hundred men sitting on sheets of thick white cotton spread over an area of twenty feet by forty feet or so. The day had gone, and the sky was replaced by a great multicoloured awning lit with fluorescent tubes. Most of the men wore suits, though only the oldest kept their jackets. Naturally we all had our shoes off, and they were ranged around the edge of the tent. My friend, whose name was Raj, warned me mournfully to watch out for my things. Already, he said, four pairs of shoes and two suitcases had disappeared.

The air was at that perfect temperature in which the skin luxuriates, and scented by the incense sticks smouldering in front of the bridegroom. The groom lay back on a throne of bolsters and quilts, with his paternal grandfather on one side and the pundit on the other, both alert and upright and with bright yellow turbans on their heads. The groom seemed quite detached, his eyes only barely open.

‘He has been fasting for two days,’ murmured Raj. ‘He will not eat until tomorrow after the wedding.’

Two rifles lay on cushions in front of the groom, their barrels pointing over our heads. At significant moments they would be fired to frighten off hostile tribes, for the Rajput are a warrior caste.

The principal dancing girl held the floor most of the time. She was my favourite too, although her shape was far from my ideal. Her arms and shoulders were impeccable and moved with sinuous grace, and her face was full and pretty. The rest of her was wrapped tight in bodice and sari, but she proudly maintained an enormous and agile paunch, which seemed somehow to be much older than she was. I found myself watching it a great deal, amazed at the liberties it took, but distracted as I was by her belly I could not ignore her face. With true artistry she had created an expression of such supreme contempt for men that if I had been alone in a room with her I would undoubtedly have withered beneath her scorn. And just as surely, if it had softened towards me at all, I would have fallen into a state of deepest bliss.

It must have been founded in bitter personal experience.

‘They are prostitutes, you know,’ Raj whispered, in a voice charged with darkest meaning, and I saw that this had to be the most important thing about her.

The dance itself was a strange and fragmentary thing, and at first I thought it quite ineffectual and hardly worth the ten-rupee notes that she peeled off her audience and passed to the tabla player. She would stand, tapping one hennaed foot, shaking the ankle bells, swaying to the beat, and arrange her body into one of several positions, perhaps a hip and shoulder pushing forward, legs slightly bent, head tilted to one side. Then, catching a particular phrase from the musicians, she would shuffle forward across the cloth, moving whatever there was to be moved (the belly moving itself in perfect harmony) for just six steps, before straightening up, letting her arms fall to her sides and sweeping us with a stupendous pout that said quite plainly ‘There, you bastards.’

In those six steps she said everything there was to say about men and women. Most of the time she merely swayed and sang, gesturing mechanically with her smooth, lovely arms, making not the least effort to put meaning or feeling into the song. Men shouted insults at her, elders castigated her for being too greedy or ordered her to moderate her behaviour. She always did as she was told, but always her scorn triumphed. And I found myself longing to see, just one more time, those six derisive steps.

When she stopped to rest and her relief came on, and when I was not being cross-examined by other guests about every most intimate detail of my life, my eyes would seek out the father of the bridegroom. He also wore the brilliant yellow turban, but sat among the crowd. Clean-shaven and less solemn than Raj, he nevertheless had a tough and imperturbable manner and his smile was controlled and distant. I watched him because I had begun to wonder whether he was the reason I had found myself following such unexpected paths during the previous days. One of the first things Raj had told me about his family, when we stopped for beer on our way to the wedding, was that his father had great powers. He was a clairvoyant, a seer, he could read a man’s soul and destiny.

‘He will take your hand and tell you things about yourself. He has done this for many people. It is too important. He will do it for you.’ Raj was becoming morosely excited by the idea.

‘Palmistry,’ I said.

‘No. No. Not palmistry. You will see.’

And several times after he had introduced me to his father he asked me:

‘Has my father told you yet?’

But no, he had wanted to wait, for the right time, for a quiet moment, and since in their eyes I had become an important guest, having been gifted to them, as it were, by fate, and he had a reputation to sustain, I fancied that he was probably looking at me too from time to time when I wasn’t looking at him.

Long after midnight, when the flow of ten-rupee notes had ceased and the dancing girls had wilted away, we all stretched out on the floor and went to sleep, with our wallets tucked under our heads. At the bride’s house, a farm building about three hundred yards away where other festivities were being held, the loudspeakers were switched off and the last Hindi pop song went rolling away under the moon across the great luminous plains of northern India. The lights in the tent went out, but the curtain of coloured lights that covered one whole side of the bride’s house from roof to ground went on glowing, at least until I went to sleep.

The following morning, after we had all wandered off into the appropriate field, and washed at the pump, and breakfasted, the bride and groom came together at last. They were led into a small, cloistered courtyard which formed the heart of the bride’s family house. There they sat on cushions with the bride’s pundit between them and the groom’s pundit on her other side, and as many of us as could manage crammed into the remaining space. To my amazement, and enlightenment, the chief dancing girl was also there with her musicians. The bride was obscured by veils, flowers and a brilliant wedding sari. The groom wore a paper hat from which sprouted and hung an extraordinary array of tinselly objects. To my Western eye he looked like something between a Christmas tree and an old-fashioned Martian, and his face also was invisible behind the things dangling from his hat.

The bride’s pundit had some sheets of paper torn from an exercise book and covered with sacred texts which he read in a harsh jabber, stopping frequently to decipher an illegible word, or to seek counsel with the other pundit. Meanwhile the dancing girl and the musicians sang and played the same sexy songs as the night before, and people chatted loudly to each other trying to make themselves heard. The groom also had to perform various movements at certain points in the ceremony, like spooning milk with a folded leaf from a crock onto a pat of smouldering cow dung. At one time he had to do this with a cloth held in front of his face, though it is unlikely that he could see much anyway. I thought his ordeal was quite awful. Half starved, half blinded, stifled by far too much clothing, enveloped by the most shattering din and propelled through these complicated symbolic acts, I wondered whether any part of him remained quiet enough to know the meaning of it all. It looked to me like a ceremony devised by women in revenge for all the overbearing authority and pomposity that an Indian husband is capable of.

After half an hour no end seemed in sight and I left to walk outside for a while. Everything and everybody was at peace. I noticed clearly how all the man-made structures, the mud-walled houses and cow sheds, grain stores, tanks, irrigation channels and hay ricks were at one with the earth and the trees. A poor and backward harmony, some would say, best appreciated from a distance, but surely there must be some middle way …

My appointment with destiny was approaching. Raj’s father was getting ready to leave for his office in Patna.

‘Come,’ he said. ‘We’ll sit in the car.’

We sat turned towards each other, and he said:

‘Give me your hand.’

I held it out, and he grasped it as in a handshake, but held it in his grip for several moments. Then, releasing it, he gave my thumb a quick backward flip, and murmured: ‘Achcha!

‘You have a very determined soul. This also is reflected in your mind.

‘You are Jupiter …’

Why not? I thought. I like the sound of that.




Trouble with Mars

Officially the journey began at 6 p.m. on Saturday the sixth of October 1973. The announcement was to appear the following morning in the Sunday Times. I had just stepped out of the newspaper office with a last armful of film and other oddments, and I had seen the story in proof.


MARATHON RIDER OFF

Ted Simon left England yesterday on the first leg of his 50,000-mile motorcycle journey round the world …



I really had to go.

It was not an auspicious day, far from it. Unknown to me it was the Jewish holiday Yom Kippur. More important, it was the day chosen by the Egyptian High Command to begin a devastating assault on Israel. Soon after midday the radio began to report massive attacks on Israeli positions in the Sinai. By the end of the afternoon the Middle East was at war again. The ‘Yom Kippur’ War.

The war lay right across the route I had been planning and preparing for six months. I thought they had done it on purpose. Maybe you know how it is when you have decided to do something really enormous with your life, something that stretches your resources to the limit. You can get the feeling that you are engaged in a trial of strength with the universe. Dock strikes, assassinations, revolutions, droughts, the collapse of the Western world, all those things you usually say ‘ho-hum’ to in the papers begin to look as though they were designed as part of your personal fate. I mean, I had trouble enough with the Ethiopians over their Muslim guerrillas, with the Triumph factory going on strike, with the Libyans running a holy crusade in their visa department. But a full-scale tank war, I thought, was going a bit too far.

The route of my first seven thousand miles to Nairobi had become so familiar to me that it lit up in my head at the touch of a button like those maps in the Paris Métro with their strings of little coloured bulbs. I knew I was utterly committed to that route, by a thousand considerations, climatic, financial, geographic and emotional. War or no war, I would have to go through, but it filled me with trepidation. The only consolation I could find was that fate had obviously marked me out for something special. If the omens were dark, they were at least vigorous. It seemed uncanny. I felt blessed and cursed at the same time. Star-crossed.

I stood alone in the gutter with my laden Triumph in the black and rainy night, fumbling with my parcels and wondering where to pack them. I was wearing a lot of clothing I still had not found room for on the bike, in particular an old RAF flying jacket and, over that, a waterproof anorak. The anorak was too tight. To get it on at all I had first to stuff the jacket inside it and then struggle to pull this whole rigid assembly down over my head. It usually took several minutes and made an amusing spectacle at the roadside, but I was sentimentally attached to the jacket and did not want to spend money on another waterproof. The effect, once inside, was excellent for sitting still in cold driving rain, but movement was awkward and robotlike, and produced a lot of heat.

Drops of sweat rolled into my eyes as I struggled and juggled with the packages, unable to put them down, because every surface was streaming with water, unable to find space anywhere, for every last crevice seemed to be packed with something.

A Good Luck postcard from a friend, which had touched me deeply, fell to the pavement and I watched helpless as the writing dissolved in the rain and the inky water washed around my boots. This, I thought, was not the heroic departure I had envisaged.

I looked at the absurdly overloaded Triumph standing next to me in the gutter and had my first cruel glimpse of the reality of what I was embarking on. My vision had been dazzled by the purple drama of warfare and banditry. Now I saw, with awful clarity, that a large part of my life henceforth would be devoted to the daily grind of packing and unpacking this poor, dumb beast.

‘It’s impossible,’ I whispered.

For weeks it had been an enthralling game, a meditation, and at times an obsession, wondering what to pack and where to pack it. The major departments were Food, Clothing, Bed, Tools, First Aid, Documents, Cameras and Fuel. The Kitchen was pretty much established in one of the side boxes. I had a neat Optimus petrol stove in its own aluminium saucepan; a nonstick frying pan with a folding handle; a pair of nesting stainless-steel mugs; some ill-assorted containers for salt, pepper, sugar, tea, coffee and so on; cutlery, a tin opener with a corkscrew, matches and a water bottle.

The problems were the same here as in the other departments. One had to fill the space completely and stop things from rattling, breaking, unscrewing themselves, leaking and rubbing against each other. The temptation was to stuff the spaces between the hard objects with odd items like bandages, spare gloves, toilet paper and socks. The results were impressive in terms of insulation, but as the software spread everywhere amongst the hardware it became impossible to remember where anything was, or to get at it, or to notice when it was missing.

The subtleties of packing a house and garage into the equivalent of four suitcases can be learned only with experience. At that time I was still at the loaded-wheelbarrow stage, and the bike looked and felt like it.

The Wardrobe was in the Bedroom, and that was in a red nylon rucksack which lay across the bike behind my saddle. The theory was that if ever I broke down in a jungle I would have a rucksack to walk off with. It contained a sweater, spare jeans, long woollen underpants, a number of shirts, socks and shorts, and an impeccable white linen jacket reserved for garden parties on the lawns of tropical embassies. The Bedroom consisted of a light one-man tent, a mosquito net the same shape that could be supported on the same poles, a down sleeping bag with a cotton liner and a small inflatable airbed.

Strapped down beneath the rucksack were two sealed gallon cans of oil intended ultimately to be used as spare fuel containers. The rucksack was high enough to act as a back rest, and was held by a long elastic cord.

Behind the rucksack was a fibreglass box. This was Casualty and Photographic. I was blessed with a medical arsenal of great power and flexibility, assembled by some very conscientious friends. As well as various antibiotics and other drugs and salves, I had bandages of every description, dressings suitable for amputations and third-degree burns, tweezers for extracting bullets and disposable scalpels for performing my own appendectomies. In screw-top bottles I was given some horrendous white stuff for body lice, and a strange mixture of cod-liver oil and glucose, which, they said, was an old naval remedy for tropical sores, Packed in with all this were two Pentax camera bodies, three lenses and three-dozen aluminium canisters of film, and under it all, to deaden the sound, lay a pair of carefully ironed and folded white trousers in a plastic bag to accompany the linen jacket at consular cocktails.

The Workshop was slung on either side of the petrol tank in two canvas bags, and the Office sat on top of the tank in a zip-up bag with a map holder. Annexed to the Office was the Bathroom, consisting of a rather luxurious sponge bag and a roll of paper.

The remaining side box had to cope with the biggest department of all, Miscellaneous. Here were two inner tubes, a piston, shoes, waterproof gloves, a torch, a visor and a hundred things I had collected that had no other home to go to.

I knew I had too much stuff, but there was no logical way to reduce it. Some of the problem was, of course, pure sentiment. How could I junk anything as unique and exotic as a mixture of cod-liver oil and glucose? It was worth carrying round the world, worth even cultivating a sore, to see whether it worked. But generally I was on the horns of the fork and spoon dilemma: if you take a fork, why not a spoon, if salt then surely pepper; if you are going to ride fifty thousand miles on a motorcycle then at least you want to lie comfortably at night. There was nothing I had not chosen carefully, and it always seemed that the least important things were also the smallest and lightest and least worth discarding.

How can one anticipate the unknown? Preparing for the journey was like living a paradox, like eating the cake before I’d had it. More than once I realized the absurdity of what I was doing. The whole point and beauty of the journey was not knowing what would happen next, but I could not help myself striving to work it all out in advance. My mind became a kaleidoscope of scenarios that I had conjured up out of my imaginary future, showing Me Crossing the Andes; Me in a Jungle; Me in a Monsoon; Me Fording a Torrent; Me Crossing a Desert.

The mystery deepened the more I tried to penetrate it. I bought and packed bits of this and that for emergencies which, when looked at in a different light, seemed like the purest of fantasies. A snake-bite kit like a rubber thimble, a field compass, storm matches, a space blanket to stave off death on an ice field, all beckoned to me from the shelves of the big camping shops, and when they were small enough I took them. But it was beyond me to imagine myself steering a compass course across a wilderness, being marooned on a glacier or wanting to boil water in a cyclone.

And who can walk along the pavements of the city of London and seriously contemplate the prospect of being struck by a cobra?

I suspended my judgement and went on adding to my pocket universe like an agnostic crossing himself before battle.

In a linen belt next to my skin I carried £500 in traveller’s cheques. In a black wallet locked into one of the boxes were small amounts of cash in currencies ranging from cruzeiros to kwachas. In the bank, or promised, I had over £2,000. I considered that with all this I had enough money to go round the world, buy what I needed and take two years doing it.

Fuel costs I estimated at £300, shipping costs at £500. It was 1973. Petrol in Europe cost around a dollar a gallon, and there were $2.40 to the pound. The war, which came to be called the Oil War, had just begun. Inflation was considered bad at 5 per cent. I could allow myself £2 a day, on average, for food and occasional accommodation, and considered that to be generous. Seven hundred and thirty days at £2 comes to, say, £1,500. Grand total: £2,300, leaving £200 for troubles and treats. Crazy arithmetic, but the best I could do. How was I to know the world was about to change, not having been there yet?

The idea of travelling round the world had come to me one day in March that year, out of the blue. It came not as a vague thought or wish but as a fully formed conviction. The moment it struck me I knew it would be done and how I would do it. Why I thought immediately of a motorcycle I cannot say. I did not have a motorcycle, nor even a licence to ride one, yet it was obvious from the start that that was the way to go, and that I could solve the problems involved.

The worst problems were the silly ones, like finding a bike to take the driving test on. I resorted to shameless begging and deceit to borrow the small bike I needed. There was a particularly thrilling occasion when I turned up at the Yamaha factory on the outskirts of London to take a small 125-cc trail bike out ‘on test’. I had my L-plates hidden in my pocket, but first I had to get out of the factory gates looking as though I knew how the gears worked. Those were the first, and some of the hardest yards, I ever rode; now it can be told.

I failed my first driving test and I thought I might just as easily fail the second. Since that would not do at all, I obtained a fraudulent licence and was quite prepared to go off with that, but fortunately it turned out to be unnecessary, and my life of crime ended there.

I was lucky to get the support of the Sunday Times, and in particular its editor, Harold Evans, and it was partly to acknowledge my good fortune that I chose to ride the Triumph rather than the BMW. The British motorcycle industry had crashed to its lowest point ever and I felt that a journey started in England and sponsored by a great British newspaper ought to be done on a British bike. The decision gave me some heartaches later on, but no real regrets. It always felt like the right thing to have done, which was all-important.

The bike was essentially the same Triumph that had been on the roads for decades: a simple, solid piece of engineering, difficult to break and easy to repair. It was a vertical twin, with pistons that moved up and down in unison and had a reputation for drilling the marrow out of the rider’s bones, but I had low-compression pistons that allowed me to run on low-grade fuel and also flattened out the vibration. In fact it was a comfortable bike to ride. It was the 500-cc Tiger Hundred that had been used by the police. Its single carburettor was easier to tune and more economical than the twin carburettors of the Daytona. Good petrol gave me sixty-five miles to a gallon, so that even a standard three-gallon tank offered a range of nearly two hundred miles. It had high, wide handlebars so that I could sit up and take notice as I went, and good ground clearance to take me over rough going. And it was light as well as sturdy. Of all the bigger machines it was the lightest by thirty pounds or more, the equivalent of about three gallons of petrol.

We had planned all sorts of interesting modifications at the factory, a list as long as a sheet of foolscap, but when the time came to fetch it, I was lucky to get a machine at all. The workers had just decided to lock the management out, it was the end of the road for the old-style Triumph company and I think my bike was the last one to leave the factory for a very long time. It was totally unmodified, and so hastily prepared that a pint of oil fell out of the chain case on my way down the Motorway from Coventry.

I know Triumphs are supposed to leak oil, but this is ridiculous.

But it was nothing, a paper seal slipped in assembly, easily put right. You could stop the oil if you took the trouble. That was what British bikes liked, a bit of trouble. They thrived on attention, like certain people, and repaid you for it. Not a bad relationship to have.

We got on well together from the start. I thought of us as constituting a sort of space capsule that could travel at will, at least in two dimensions, unconstrained by the need for hotels, shops, restaurants, good roads, bottled water and sliced bread. I was aiming at self-sufficiency because I wanted to travel the way Livingstone did, or Columbus; as though anything could happen and all of it was unknown. It was going to be the journey of a lifetime, a journey that millions dream of and never make, and I wanted to do justice to all those dreams.

In spite of wars and tourism and pictures by satellite, the world is just the same size it ever was. It is awesome to think how much of it I will never see. It is no trick to go round the world these days, you can pay a lot of money and fly round it nonstop in less than forty-eight hours, but to know it, to smell it and feel it between your toes you have to crawl. There is no other way. Not flying, not floating. You have to stay on the ground and swallow the bugs as you go. Then the world is immense. The best you can do is trace your long, infinitesimally thin line through the dust and extrapolate. I drew the longest line I possibly could, that could still be seen as following a course.

Generally the great overland journeys follow the Asian land-mass east until the traveller is at last forced to take to the water at Singapore. I chose a different way because I was powerfully attracted by the challenge of Africa, and in great awe of it too. If I could conquer Africa, I thought I would be able to face the rest of the world with confidence.

So I chose Africa, and logic prescribed the rest. Cape Town led naturally to Rio de Janeiro. A cruise ship sailed that route three times a year at very reasonable rates, and as an act of faith I booked my passage for February 24,1974. From Rio a long loop of fifteen thousand miles around South America would bring me up the Pacific coast to California. Across the Pacific the picture was more confused. China was interested in receiving only coach parties, and. Southeast Asia was seething with the war in Vietnam, but there was Japan, Australia, Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand. Coming home through India seemed absolutely right. That was a challenge I would be better prepared to meet after being loose in the world for a while.

Dutifully I collected information about Pacific fares and sailings, about road conditions in the Andes, ferry services in Indonesia, the weather in northern Australia, but it was all foolishness and at heart I think I knew it. When I spread the Michelin maps of Africa on the living-room floor (and they must be the most beautiful road maps ever made), when I gazed down at the enormity of that continent, the physical variety and political complexity of it, and when I considered my complete ignorance of it, Cape Town seemed as distant as the moon.

What point, then, in worrying about the stars. It was enough to know they were there and that I was heading for them. I thought myself to be the most fortunate man alive to have the whole world almost literally within my grasp. There was no one on earth I would have changed places with.

Or so I thought – until that black night on the pavement of Grays Inn Road, when I stood dripping rain water, sweat and despair, crushed by the unwieldiness of the monster I had created, and the enormity of the prospect I had invented for myself.

Only three yards away, behind the thick glass doors of the Sunday Times lobby, was the bright and comfortable world that suited most people well enough. I could see the commissionaire, smoothly uniformed behind his desk, looking forward to a pint of beer and an evening with the telly. People in sensible light-weight suits, with interesting jobs and homes to go to, flaunted their security at me and I felt my gut scream at me to strip off this ridiculous outfit and rush back into that light and the familiar interdependence. It struck me very forcefully that if I went on with this folly I would forever after be the man outside in the gutter looking in. For a moment I was lost beyond hope, utterly defeated.

Then I turned away from all that, somehow fumbled my packages away, got on the bike and set off in the general direction of the English Channel. Within minutes the great void inside me was filled by a rush of exaltation, and in my solitary madness I started to sing.

All the way I was saying good-bye.

Good-bye to parents and friends, good-bye to London. Goodbye to Snodland on the Canterbury road, always good for a laugh. Good-bye to the lambs and oasthouses and orchards of Kent. Good-bye to Friday night piss-ups and Saturday football and Sunday roasts.

In Dover I bought a big blue and white golfing umbrella for £4. How can I explain such craziness? It fitted neatly alongside the bike.

Good-bye to the White Cliffs, to Boulogne and the sugar beet of Picardy, to Grandvilliers (‘Son Parking, Sa Zone Industrielle’), to the saucisson of Beauvais and the Paris Périphérique, all intimately known to me for a decade or more.

In Orléans I slept in a hotel and basked in the admiration of a garage proprietor. ‘I owned many English motorcycles, AJS, Norton, Matchless, Sunbeam. I wanted to make a journey like yours, but …’ He shrugged. ‘All this Japanese rubbish they make nowadays.’ Not true, but I appreciate the sentiment, so good-bye to him too, and to the fog over the tree-lined avenues and the high passes and the fairy citadel of St Flour, all so familiar but all seen with fresh wonder because of where I am going, because of knowing that maybe, possibly, I might not quite make it back here again.

And the swoop down into Millau, where I just, and only just, miss being killed. With my lungs full of adrenaline I shout ‘Madman! Assassin’ at the blind commuter who overtook me in his liver-coloured Simca and pushed me off the road against a stone wall. I squeezed past on the dirt, very shaken. How can I possibly anticipate such insanity? Yet I must, somehow, to survive. I will survive. Remember, then, that outside cities, towards evening, when the light is failing, people are driving home in a hurry, tired and bored by their work. And you will be going the other way, also tired. So at the end of the day, when you’re anxious to go quick, SLOW DOWN.

[image: A map of western Europe and northern Africa marks a route south from London in southern England through Orléans and Nice in France, Florence, Naples and Roggiano in Italy and Palermo in Sicily to Tunis in Tunisia.]
Lodève. A Last Night in my house. How can I bear to leave something so beautiful? The contradiction is too painful, and the pain makes me anxious to be gone.

There are other good-byes too delicate and too fraught with emotion to be written about in passing, for I have lived a while. On my way down through Europe I learn the value of the love I am abandoning. At times I experience a degree of misery and loveless-ness I have not known since adolescence. I wonder whether I will have the capacity ever to bear such pain again. It occurs to me that that may be the condition for perpetual youth.

Good-bye to my unfinished dream, to the toasted vineyards of the Hérault, to Montpellier, Nîmes and Aix-en-Provence.

In Nice I have a friend who manages a ‘Grand Hotel’ on the Boulevard des Anglais called the Westminster, slightly faded since its Edwardian heyday when expeditions like mine were undertaken by gentlemen. It strikes me as a suitable place from which to say a last Good-bye, and the ‘departing explorer’ poses for a picture by the potted palm outside the revolving door. We had hoped to line the hotel staff up outside, but the union wouldn’t allow it. So off to Monaco and the Italian frontier, good-bye to France, and … Shit! I’ve left my passport at the hotel. The departing explorer returns red-faced to depart once more. Dramatic farewells, it seems, are not for me.

Enough of this messing about, I tell myself. It’s time to take the journey seriously. For one thing, no more hotels. Tonight you sleep out and save money.

Monaco, Genoa, La Spezia and, as night falls, Florence. I pick up a ‘Camping’ sign and follow it to Fiesole, where I am ambushed by an English couple in a small restaurant who tell me to look up their relatives in Sierra Leone. If only I were going there.

It is late. The’ Camping’ sign leads up a very narrow steep hill, with a gate at the top. The gate is locked; the campsite deserted. The slope is too steep and the bike is too heavy. I can’t turn it around. It falls over and I am too weak to move it. Disgusted with myself, I unpack it, pick it up, turn it around, repack it. Rain begins to fall. I will not go to a hotel. At the bottom of the hill is a small parking place. I put the bike up on the centre stand, put up my umbrella and go to sleep in the saddle, lying forward on the tank bag. I am amazed how easy it is, how little I care what others may think, how little sleep I need. I am riding high on energy, like a surfer on a big wave.

To Rome on the autostrada, but the tolls are too high, and I get off it to go south through Latina and Terracina. Just before Naples, in the dark, I find a campsite that’s open. During the last hours on the bike, my mood had plunged to despair, but the work of unpacking and cooking keeps misery at bay, and a bottle of wine washes it away.

To Naples and Salerno, and now the autostrada is free. It rides the bumps down the spine of Italy, a wonder of engineering, always either tunnelling or soaring across great airy chasms. The weather is wonderful too, hot sun, crisp clean air. On the empty highway I begin to feel the rhythm of a long, uninterrupted ride. In most of Europe this is impossible, life is so dense, intricate, a million parishes joined up higgledy-piggledy and every patch intimately known to somebody for hundreds, sometimes thousands of years. I feel I am already leaving Europe, I can feel Africa there, so vast I am already within its aura.

The movement has a complex rhythm with many pulses beating simultaneously. Underlying it is the engine with its subtle blend of sounds, eighty explosions a second, cams on push rods, push rods on tappets, rockers on valve stems, valves on seats, ball bearings revolving and racing, cogs meshing and thrashing in oil, oil pumps throbbing, gases hissing, chains whipping over sprockets, all this frenzy of metal in motion, amazing that it can last for even a minute, yet it will have to function for thousands of hours to take me round and home again. Through all these pulses blending and blurring I seem to hear a slow and steady beat, moving up and down, up and down, three semi-tones apart, a second up, a second down; as I listen it grows clearer, unmistakable. Is it there or am I inventing it? Is it the pulse of my own body intercepting the sound, modifying it with my bloodstream? Try as I will I can hear no other pulse, no other pitch. There are other instruments in the orchestra, however. The lapel of the flying jacket flicks against my shoulder like a kettle drum, my overlong chin strap beats a more complicated tattoo on the helmet and undeniably there is vibration too, a faint tingle spreading from foot rests, grips and saddle, comfortable at fifty, distinctly unpleasant at sixty-five and then flattening out again at seventy. With 1,500 miles on the clock I consider the bike run in, and I’m riding at seventy and over. On the autostrada the load has no apparent effect, until I go up over eighty on a curve and feel the beginnings of a nasty wobble. I settle back to seventy and lean forward to hit less air. A full tank takes me almost three hours without a stop, three hours of contemplation and speculation, contemplation of past mistakes, speculation on future dangers. Why does my mind dwell so much on the down side of life, when the present is so exhilarating and satisfying! I find myself anticipating ghastly accidents, desperate situations, macabre and quite unreal challenges, like riding the bike over a rope bridge swinging across a Peruvian canyon, as the vines slowly untwist and snap, a strand at a time … shades of San Luis Rey. My heart is actually beating faster when I catch on to what’s happening. It’s the ‘B’ movie syndrome. In my childhood they always used to show two movies, ‘A’ and ‘B’, though often they were both ‘B’. In ‘B’ movies everything spelled disaster. Windscreen wipers at night meant a horrific crash. A creaking door, a footstep, an oversweet smile, a ‘nice’ stranger boded pure evil. Anything whatever to do with aeroplanes or of course rope bridges, and you were clinging to your seat (or girl friend) waiting for the spine-chilling consequences. Was that how I was conditioned to expect the worst? Or were the pulp moviemakers simply cashing in on an archetypal human instinct? Is it possible, I asked myself indignantly, that all these years you’ve been palpitating because of some cheap Hollywood con trick …?

Something touches my foot, and I look down to see objects streaming onto the road surface. One of the canvas bags has stretched down to the right-hand exhaust pipe and caught fire. Half my tools and spare parts are spread across the autostrada. They are undamaged, the bag is easily tied up with string and I go on.

There you are, you see. If you had imagined it, you would have had the screwdriver through your foot …

At four o’clock, with an hour of daylight left, I turn off the autostrada to find a place to camp. The small road leads me through a hot and dusty land, horse and cart country still, Calabria on the instep of Italy, where the favourite colour for clothes is still black. Rising towards the mountains, I come to Roggiano, a small town baked into the hillside, encrusted with age, inward-looking and shy of visitors. In the town square I halt, uncertain what to do but unconcerned. I have seen nowhere yet to put a tent, but my night under the umbrella has given me a strange confidence. I no longer care what happens to me. I stop the engine, pull off my helmet and, still sitting astride the bike, light up a cigarette and let peace settle about me. On the further pavement a small group of men is assembled, all wearing carefully pressed suits. Some children spot me and rush up shouting. Eventually I walk over to the men, who are dignified but curious, and at a slow and easy pace we exchange pleasantries until, at last, one of them suggests that if I go up the hill I will find an ‘international centre’. They will give me a bed. A swarm of small boys bears me and the bike like a carnival float up the hill.

The ‘centre’ is an assortment of low buildings set among trees and flowering bushes. In part it is devoted to the national campaign for literacy, but there is more to it.

A handsomely bearded young man welcomes me without hesitation, as though such arrivals were commonplace. In a matter of moments I am standing in a communal hall drinking black coffee, served by a young woman in black, who stands by us gravely as we drink. A minute ago I saw her, with a vast bundle of laundry at least as tall as herself balanced on her head. She passed easily through a doorway with not an inch to spare anywhere. Such impressive poise. It should be an Olympic event.

The young man explains that the buildings were erected by people from all the fourteen villages of the Esore Valley in their spare time. There are bedrooms for those who come from a long way off. It has a full-time staff of four: his father and himself, another teacher and a secretary.

The father and founder, Guiseppe Zanfini, receives me in his study. He beams at me with such concentrated benevolence that I want immediately to vote him into office, any office. Then, without preamble, he launches directly and astonishingly into his story:

‘When I was eighteen I was a Fascist from my eyes to my boots.’

His hands describe the ample portions of himself which that includes.

‘I volunteered for the army to go to war. I was in an officer school, then in Sicily, and four years after came my first real battle. I heard the toot toot on the bugle’ – he goes ‘toot toot’ into his fist – ‘that meant “Prepare arms.” I was in the tent to pick up my gun and clean it, and I thought: “This time it is not for paper cut-out figures. This time you will have to kill real men,” and I knew then I couldn’t. Not to kill men with mothers like mine, with children – men who have come from homes like mine which will be in misery.’

In a measured hush he speaks of love and brotherhood, his face flitting between solemnity and ecstasy. As the battle progresses he shows graphically how others lost a hand, an eye or a leg, and wipes imaginary blood – other men’s blood – from his face. Tears tremble under his lashes as he relives his moment of conversion in front of me, at his office desk.

‘Afterwards the colonel wanted to give me a decoration for staying on my feet through the battle. I refused. I told him I could never bring myself to kill another man. He said he understood and asked me only to keep my sentiments to myself. Three months later was armistice and I was able to go to university. In the new democratic Italy I studied to be a teacher and I came home to Roggiano to teach others that we must have peace not war.

‘Then I saw that our men were returning from the prison camps to their firesides and talking about war. And soon the children in the square were rushing about going “Bang, bang” and “Boom, boom.” I saw that although we had already lost one war, we were in danger of losing an even bigger one around the hearth.’

Zanfini is about to see his last and most extensive project realized. After seven years of bargaining and persuasion he has brought the mayors of the fourteen communes of Esore – seven Christian Democrats, four Communists, three Socialists – together to agree on one school for the whole region. A school for children and adults too.

Zanfini rises like Caesar and unfurls his blueprint, which is magically to hand. ‘All this,’ he says, and there is a lot of it, some thirty or more buildings, sports stadium, pavilion, theatre and so on, ‘all this will cost only an eighth of what must be spent if each commune were to build its own necessary school.

‘Calabria has agreed. Now we wait only for Rome and the Law.’

He sinks majestically to his seat.

‘Another march on Rome,’ I suggest jokingly.

‘Never,’ he says. ‘There must never be another march anywhere.’ And that same ineffable sweetness floods over his face. ‘Peace and Love. Love and Peace.’

I am absolutely convinced of his sincerity. His operatics only enhance the impression. If you really believe in something, why not give it all you’ve got. I am sizzling with excitement at having stumbled on something so rare and passionate. I know that somehow the manner of my arrival enabled me to draw much more out of this man and the situation. I feel alive to every nuance, every colour, aroma and texture, even the soup stain on Zanfini’s jacket.

I really did not expect the journey to start so soon.

In the morning I spend an hour repacking the bike. Every morning it’s the same, but the improvement is always noticeable. I’m getting the weight where I want it, the bike feels better and there’s more room as things settle into place. Today I want to get to Palermo. I know it is about 150 miles to Reggio, where the ferry crosses to Sicily, but after that I have no idea. It did not occur to me to bring a map of Italy, so little did Europe figure among my preoccupations.

The ride to Reggio is glorious, with glimpses of the Mediterranean, as from a small aircraft, and then the drop down to the sea. The ferry chugs across to Messina and a promising new autostrada points to Palermo. Then abruptly, after ten kilometres, the road becomes narrow, twisting, replete with roadworks and jammed with impassable trucks throwing undigested diesel in my face. It is 150 more miles to Palermo, much farther than I thought possible. Most of the way I crawl along in the dark. I arrive in Palermo at eight, very far gone, and lose myself in a maze of impoverished streets.

I stop, I have to stop somewhere, in the Via Torremuzzo, and try to collect my wits. After a really long hard ride I feel my blood fizzing in my veins as though suddenly decompressed. I sit on the bike, for I dare not leave it, surrounded by a press of urchins, outside a noisy bar. In this strange period when movement has stopped but the noise and vibration are still ringing through my body I seem to have stumbled into an enchanted canyon populated by circus freaks and the odder characters of fiction from Rabelais to Damon Runyon. Dwarfs, giants, fat men, rubber men, sweeps, touts, pimps, slobs, whores and bearded ladies, throng in the spotlights and cavernous shadows, lurk behind bead curtains and make theatrical appearances on impossible balconies among outrageous articles of underwear. After a few moments my vision sobers down. Much of the effect is due to almost mediaeval street lighting, and a warmth in the night air that allows people to display a lot of skin, but even so Torremuzzo is a very flamboyant street.

I am beat. Too tired to think in English, let alone Italian. Where am I? No idea. Where should I go? No notion. The street life surges around me. I feel a hundred sharp and hungry eyes fastened on my bike as on a Christmas tree hung with gifts ripe for the plucking. Ashamed of my weakness, I can think only of the telephone number I was given of friends of friends. The Fat Man, playing cards on the pavement, says, Yes, there is a telephone in the bar. I carry the looser items of luggage in with me. The friends of friends are at home. They will come in a car and fetch me. I sit where I can watch the bike, and wait. What will I do when there are no friends of friends? I resolve to deal with this question later.

An Israeli approaches me. Yes, an Israeli, selling himself hard. Do I think, he asks, that if he goes back to Israel now they will put him in gaol for desertion?

What would you do, I ask, if you arrived in a strange, exotic city at night and had no friends to turn to?

He goes away. It’s as I always thought. There are two kinds of people in this world: those who ask questions and those who answer them.




Africa

At first I thought he was a noisy, obnoxious fool. He was sitting on one of the green, slatted benches on the deck of the Tunis ferry, humming an Arab tune to himself and tracing the course of the melody through the air with fat and grimy thumb and forefinger joined at the tips like Siamese carrots. His face, all pits and wrinkles, wore the determined bliss of someone trying hard to get high. His head was the shape of a coconut and he saw me coming with eyes like black olives buried in old grey cheese. He wore a padded green combat jacket zipped up to the neck, patch-grey trousers and old-fashioned pointed shoes. His body seemed to be coconut-shaped as well.

‘Ah, you, vous, was machen. Sprechen Deutsch. Ich auch. Scheisse.’ Then a burst of Arabic, and ‘Ich bin Hamburg, Dusseldorf, Amsterdam. Viel fraulein. Folies filles. Eins. Zwei. Fa. Scheisse.’

The wave of gibberish hit me as I walked towards him, and I thought it was some kind of invitation to talk, but he broke off again and went back to his trance-like singing. There were other Tunisians around, all grinning madly, and I felt embarrassed and annoyed. For me this ferry crossing to Africa represented a decisive leap into the unknown, a voyage of no return. Although the fighting between Egypt and Israel had stopped, I thought it might break out again at any moment. I was full of stern forebodings and in no mood for mockery, and I shied off to the far rail to talk to two effete Englishmen from Tangier who offered me the proper degree of respect. As far as I could see, we were the only European passengers. The crew members were Italian and wore fancy blue sashes around their middles, which I thought less than manly. The other travellers were evidently Tunisians going home from the great casual labour exchanges of the North, dressed by the flea markets of Europe and carrying their belongings in big cardboard boxes or papier-mâché suitcases tied with string. As my friends gossiped about the goings-on at the court of the King of Morocco, I watched the thin, hardy men with their enormous bundles of stuff fighting their way along the gangways and through the hatches, the scapegoats of Europe, wearing our castoff clothing, hustled and slandered from border to border, available to do any job too dirty for a white man. No wonder they looked ugly and morose, except when grinning. No wonder I thought they had been mocking me.

After a while my smart friends decided to take to their cabin for a snooze, since they were travelling first-class, and I went into the main saloon to see how I would pass the rest of the ten-hour crossing. The saloon was nearly full of Arabs, stretched out in the upholstered chairs and sofas trying to sleep. I started talking in French to my neighbour, a gentle Tunisian engine driver called Hassen, but it was only a few moments before I began to be aware of the barman. He was twiddling the knobs of the television set. He was angry. The thick white flesh of his face was set in an expression of stubborn conceit. He was literally pigheaded. The set had been tuned to a programme of Arab music, but the channel he wanted was showing an Italian football match. The picture was indiscernible through the interference patterns and the sound was merely a crashing roar of static but it seemed to satisfy him. It was plain that he was not going to have any bloody wog music in his saloon. He was a fat short man and his pregnant belly slung over the silly blue sash made him look unbearably pompous. As he steered his bumptious body back to the bar, he kicked aside the out-stretched feet of sleeping Tunisians rather than walk around them. On his way he picked up empty soda bottles and flung them skilfully halfway across the lounge into a large cardboard box where they fell with a regular, shattering din. From then on I was unable to take my eyes off him.

It was truly breathtaking to see one man seize upon an environment which belonged, theoretically, to his forty or so customers, and use it for the complete expression of his own selfish and domineering nature. Behind the bar, his seat of power, he granted or withheld his favours as capriciously as any despot. Europeans he served with a ghastly conspiratorial grin. Others he refused altogether, loudly, rudely, with vulgar gestures. When some newcomer dared to tamper with the TV he flew into terrible tantrums.

His strutting and posturing were unforgettable. He treated the lounge and its occupants as his private colony and, with great energy, found a thousand ways of showing his contempt (mildly reflected in other members of the crew) while the rest of us submitted in our various ways, resigned, resentful or merely numbed.

He represented in my eyes all that is brutal, greedy and corrupt in human behaviour, and he was a powerful influence in stimulating my sympathy for the Arabs. Short of violence it was obvious that the man could not be stopped.

The singer came in a little later, when it started to rain outside. He sat at the far end of the lounge still chanting and smiling as though at some Sufi vision. In the confined space the songs were much clearer. Hassen said they were nonsense about girls and love, and he was apparently making them up as he went, but at least he offered an alternative kind of vitality to the terrible malignant power of the barman.

The Arabs nearest him began tapping and clapping along, and others drifted closer, but he continued for a while as though he were unaware of any of us, playing the fool for another audience that only he could see. The barman was noticeably annoyed and the tempo of his outrages increased, but although he still commanded two thirds of the saloon he did not meddle with the singer, whose territory was growing. I sat for a while on the border line of their two spheres of influence, and it was like looking out on two different worlds. To my left, shouting, hostility, the smashing of bottles and, from the TV, the gibbering howl of the ether. To my right, singing, laughter and a beat that was beginning to reach into me. Hassen and I moved across to the right.

The singer judged this the moment to come out of his private retreat, and began to respond to his followers. I could not imagine how I had ever thought him distasteful. At worst he was a simple clown, but his power now seemed to grow as the barman’s dwindled. He interrupted his buffoonery with poetry, and Hassen told me it was original and good. The same thumb and forefinger placed the words in the air with a precision and meaning that I felt I could understand, though I spoke no Arabic. The songs also became longer, more lyrical. Slowly, over a period of several hours, the pitch of his performance built up. The barman by now was utterly effaced, the TV could no longer be heard. Everyone in the saloon was with the singer, his to a man, and yet he still seemed strangely detached from us, not feeding at all on our adulation in the manner of a Western ‘star’. Nor was there ever an attempt by anyone to compete with him. He remained the focus of energy for the rest of the crossing.

Towards the end he moved from songs and poetry to oratory. It was a long speech, and if the rhythms were anything to go by, it was in the Arab equivalent of blank verse. His voice now was very muscular and gritty. The harsh, hard-nosed syllables flew out in formation and beat on my ear. His audience replied with moans and cries of agreement. I imagined the voice amplified a thousand times, a hundred thousand times, from loudspeakers on all the minarets of Islam.

The sounds conjured up an atmosphere of great ferocity, yet the sense of the speech, it turned out, was moderate. It had to do with peace and war in the Middle East. It praised the moderate statesmanship of Bourguiba, and poured scorn on the troublemakers who would fight, like Qaddafi of Libya, to the last Egyptian. Hassen said it was good sense, realistic and very poetic.

‘I too thought at first he was just a fool, but now what he says is very impressive.’

It was well after dark when the ship arrived in Tunis. By then I had made another friend, Mohamad, a young Tunisian who was one of the singer’s most enthusiastic accompanists. He was more stylishly dressed than most, with a jazzy peaked cap on, which he never removed. His nickname, loosely translated from Arabic, meant ‘The Swell’. He asked me where I was going to stay in Tunis, and I said I had no idea.

‘Then you will stay with me. My family will be very honoured. You will have everything we can offer. We will be extremely proud to have such a famous man in our house and our friendship will last forever. I have a dark skin but my soul is white as a lily. You will be safe and well in my house.’

Before leaving the ship I happened to notice the barman. He seemed a rather insignificant person, cleaning up after us, hardly worth bothering with.

Arriving in Africa was, after all, pretty much like arriving anywhere. You used your imagination to make it different. There was a harbour, a passenger terminal, offices and officials, the usual formalities and indignities. Everyone spoke heavily pointed French against a background of murmuring Arabic.

The ferry was a drive-on, drive-off ship and there was no delay in unloading. I took the bike outside the dock gates and waited for Mohamad. I had explained that there was no room for him on the bike and he had swallowed his disappointment and said he would find a taxi. I wondered whether he had invited me so that he could get a lift home on the bike. It seemed important to expose all these ignoble possibilities, to get a true measure of his hospitality. After all, I was going to write about it. I wouldn’t want to





































[image: A map of northern Africa marks a route east from Tunis in Tunisia through Sousse, Sfax and Gabès in Tunisia and Tripoli, Sirte, Benghazi, Cyrene and Tobruk in Libya to Salloum in Egypt.]






































































































[image: A map of northeastern Africa marks a route east from Salloum in Egypt through Mersa Matruh and El Alamein in Egypt to Cairo in Egypt.]
























































































[image: A map of northeastern Africa marks a route south from Atbara in Sudan through Kindera, Goz Regeb, Kassala, Khashm el Girba, Gedaref and Doka in Sudan and Metema in Ethiopia to Gondar in Ethiopia.]























































































[image: Penguin Random House]

THIS IS JUST THE BEGINNING

Find us online and join the conversation



TWITTER / X
twitter.com/penguinukbooks



FACEBOOK
facebook.com/penguinbooks



INSTAGRAM
instagram.com/penguinukbooks



YOUTUBE
youtube.com/penguinbooks



PINTEREST
pinterest.com/penguinukbooks



LINKEDIN
linkedin.com/company/penguin-random-house-uk



TIKTOK
tiktok.com/@penguinukbooks




For the latest books, recommendations, author interviews and more
Sign up to the Penguin Newsletter

Find out more about the author and discover
your next read at Penguin.co.uk




PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published by Hamish Hamilton 1979

Published in Penguin Books 1980

Copyright © Ted Simon, 1979

The moral right of the author has been asserted

ISBN: 978-0-141-92929-3

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


All correspondence to:

Penguin Books

Penguin Random House

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW



EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/follow_penguin_logo.png





EPUB/images/p022.png
—.—-.a-..n—--o...-sw...—_..§—\_

) -
N

ENGLAND

[~ ~ P

| ENGLISH CHANNEL .
- - OB

X

R ERTY
1y l,|,|1

/= TYRRHENIAN ~ &

- -

Road miles: 20002
By bogt amwenanmm

o MILES 200
—_——
0 KM 20






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/images/p043.png
)
i
!
\
\

-

FEngy
sy
Fygys

>

]

f

2

g §

Spprg

I
5""

{9

$ 11y
slig,

{
[
EENERRS

L

f Salloum

\
) EGYPT

Rond miles: 1520






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
Ted Simon

Jupiter’s Travels






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/images/p060.png
{1
— *" MEDJTERRANEAN SeA =

55517@7\» R A

Mcrsa \/ :
A .
Matri ElAIarﬁ\

—>  Road miles: 485
i By ﬂ’ﬂ;ﬂ:967milﬂ9
=== By ferry:230 miles

o MILES 200
—_————
(<] M 200






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


EPUB/images/p077.png
¥ Goz Rygely

Khashm el airlm. /' Kassala

s AsHiard o

Road miles: 620






