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FORTUNA











Fortuna!

I looked to where the Captain pointed but saw only a
black cloud looming on the horizon. His mate took up the shout.
Fortuna! Fortuna! The sailors scurried faster than I had yet seen
that mob of Levantine lingerers bestir themselves, pulling on this
and tying up that. I concluded that whatever fortune was in store
would soon slip from our grasp. The commotion smoked out my
companions from our cabin.

"Bigod what's up? Pirates?" growled Higgins.

"God forbid," peeped Winstanley.

We scanned the sullen swell for a Moorish galley or
an Albanian brig. There was nothing to see, not even the dolphins
and seagulls that had escorted us from Sicily, only the black cloud
bearing down upon us. In front of us was blackness and lead. Behind
us was brightness and foam. We were on the cusp between two worlds,
light and dark, night and day, good and bad. Reason said prefer the
first but there was delicious apprehension in the second.

First was lightning, forks of it, tridents of it,
two at a time, cracking the sky not top to bottom but side to side,
two fathoms above the surface of the sea; then thunder, great gavel
blows bringing the world to order before the cataclysm; a canon
blast of wind and a dreadful rolling thunder; no horizon but a
great tide bearing down on us broadside. The wind began to blow
immensely strong and gusty. The waves rose in towering heaps,
taking on the lowering black of the clouds and the hollow roar of
the thunder. We were assaulted by such torrents from the skies and
waves from the sea that it was impossible to distinguish them.

"We are in God's hands" whimpered pious
Winstanley.

"We are in God's arse" muttered impious Higgins.

Our Captain paced before the wheel, giving first one
order and then another to his helmsman, undecided whether to face
or flee our fate. He struck all sail but for a stay on the mizzen
and this was soon taken away by the gale. Everything movable on
deck was washed away and much that was fixed, including the
binnacle and the taffrail and the helmsman, poor devil. The Captain
ordered the wheel to be lashed. Our ship ran bare-poled, tossed
hither and thither by cross seas; her seams began to open by her
labouring; she wallowed like a log; water poured into her hold and
our cabin, so it seemed we would drown equally well indoors or out.
The Captain bellowed, the seamen bustled, and we were ordered
below, accused of conspiring to help the storm by getting in the
way of their manoeuvres. We persevered on deck, each praying in his
own way for deliverance, Winstanley reasoning with the Lord who had
walked upon the water and Higgins cursing the devil and I kneeling
with my head in the scuppers to give Neptune his due.

After an hour of this watery hell we heard a new
noise dead ahead, a beating, booming crashing din. Matapan,
went the rumour round the men. This is the name of the great cape
of the southern Greek mainland and I felt a surging relief that at
last we were near dry land, until I saw the consternation on their
faces. The Captain ordered the wheel unlashed. Somehow they rigged
a handkerchief on the remaining mast to give us way and we steered
to larboard. Half an hour later we heard the same sound again, dead
ahead. We tacked away to starboard and soon heard the danger again
to larboard. To starboard, to larboard, to starboard again until we
heard the ominous din on both sides. There was nothing to do.
Helpless, we clung to the rigging and waited for the Clashing Rocks
to crush us.

"Like fish in a trap," bellowed Higgins and shook
his fist to the sky.

"Amidst the rocks he heard a hollow roar

Cliffs and shaggy shores, a dreadful sight!

All rough with rocks, with foamy billows
white," piped Winstanley.

As the cliffs closed in on either side the wind blew
mightier and seas piled upon seas. I was so disoriented that
sometimes I sensed we were flying under the sea, sometimes sailing
through the storm clouds; terror was sublimated now into despair,
now into elation. After an age of struggling in mind and body
against the buffets of the storm I surrendered to the awful power
around us. I was immediately wrapped in the sweetness of
submission. In a cloak of calm I heard the din, I saw the rampaging
waters, but I was in a different place, outside and above it all,
at one with an ethereal being. My grip on the rigging weakened, my
stance on the bucking deck relaxed.

A goddess rose out of the waves not a chain's length
from the ship, rising from the foam, a lovely woman, bathed in her
own light, naked as a statue, with only her silken tresses to
preserve her modesty. With such grace she extended her hand to me
and smiled. Her divine beauty illuminated my true self; she was my
saviour; she restored me to life.

"By God I will have you. And a pint of champagne
too," I shouted at the vision and was tossed back into the
hurly-burly of the tempest.

How did I get into this watery pickle?


 EXILE






Look at my
parents in the breakfast room: John Bull nourishing the guts of an
Englishman with brown stout and offal; Britannia, swathed in
Grecian folds and flaunting the shield of righteousness, the helmet
of propriety and the spear of pretentiousness, slurping milk slop.
Money and breeding! Such a marriage! A line of London merchants,
bankers and aldermen, grown rich in the Turkey trade, converged
with a line of Lords and Ladies grown poor at the races and the
gaming tables. On the stage we know who is New Money, wiping his
mouth on his sleeve, slamming his tankard on the table, and who is
Old Breeding, dabbing her lips and delicately putting down the
crested China cup, but this is not a stage. My father is an Earl.
His sister is Lady of the Chamberpot, or some such, to Her Majesty.
My mother has an income of fifty thousand a year and her brother
has a factory in Constantinople.

Breakfast is the prelude to intimacy. With a belch
and a sigh they rise and wish each other a good morning, their
first words of the day. Mother leads the way upstairs. At the end
of the corridor she waits for Father to open the door. Taking
advantage of her déshabille and lack of hoop or horsehair, he slaps
her rump, a daily indignity she has suffered in silence since the
evening he first ushered her into the bridal chamber. For over
twenty years she has hoped that her indifference will discourage
him, while he has hoped for a reaction.

They enter a
small room decorated for scholarship. Geography is served by a map
of the county, History by a bust of the First Earl, Natural History
by a portrait of Excelsior the Derby winner, Natural Philosophy by
a diagram showing the correct amounts of gunpowder for different
gauges of shot, Fine Art by a silhouette of my mother, Literature
by the texts contained in a pile of The Rambler's Magazine Or The Annals Of
Gallantry, Glee, Pleasure And The Bon Ton, Calculated For The
Entertainment Of The Polite World, a long-winded way of saying erotic tales and
gossip. My favourites are The History And Adventures Of A Bedstead
and The Memoirs Of Lydia Lovemore.
This delightful periodical is
aimed at the Man Of Pleasure, a harmless and honourable vocation so
long as it consists of both receiving and giving.

And so the philosopher
parents take their ease before the window on a velvet-upholstered
bench, artfully designed so that its occupants may either look out
on the estate or have their backs to the light for reading or sit
opposed for the convenience of conversation. Courteously, Father
lifts one of the mahogany lids for Mother and the other for
himself. They lower what has to be lowered and raise what has to be
raised, accommodate themselves on the velvet seat and Hey Ho! Fire
Away! I will leave the olfactory and auditory elements of the scene
to your imagination, dear Reader. Be generous with them, according
to your own experience.

They are privy with
each other with unfailing regularity. They have a similar double
closet in London and a travelling version for Bath and Droitwich,
in case their lodging does not have this convenience. The double
throne is the seat, the bottom, the fundament of their marriage.
They spend the rest of the day on their own affairs, Father in the
hunting fields of the county and Mother in its drawing rooms. Their
daily rite is their last remaining intimacy, in which they relieve
themselves of their innermost notions, Mother's in dribs and drabs,
disconnected little nuggets, squeezed out with sighs; Father's
half-baked and blustery, exploding into the world with grunts of
satisfaction. They churn and mix together their excretions and,
more often than not, dump them on my head, for the issue they most
often air is their own, their son and heir.

And so it was that after one of their
conflatulations I was summoned into the library; dark leather
bindings from floor to ceiling, oaken lecterns, the ladders and
galleries of a Newgate scaffold. My disinclination for study
derives from this gloomy place of sermon, sentence and
chastisement. Father stood at window, back to the light, looming
ominous. As soon as I heard the dreaded words 'Yer mother and I
have decided...' I feared the worst, but not worst enough. I had
been hounded home by some trivial fracas involving a wager, a
gallop down Piccadilly, an upset carriage and a summons. I expected
a lecture and some vague threat of spending the rest of the season
with Mother in Leamington or inspecting our estates in Ireland,
serious punishments indeed but not difficult to evade. I failed to
anticipate the worst sanction of all.

"Yer mother and I… decided... The Tour."

The Tour! The European Tour! The Grand Tour! The
Sword of Damocles hanging over the youth of England! Exile from
home, friends, horses, dogs, mistresses. Foreigners with their
dreadful languages, food, manners and diseases; the perils of the
road with sordid inns and interminable scenery; ruins, museums,
galleries, sites and sights, tiresome enough in the smudgy prints
and daubs brought home by previous victims and in reality the
epitome of tedium.

"Father...but why?"

"Yer Edgy Kayshen, Mibboy."

This was humbug. The only Edgy Kayshen he cared
about was whether I could jump the sticks, shoot straight, and use
a rapier. He never made the Tour himself. He had done the only
decent thing with foreigners: shot them. Now he wanted shot of
me.

Oh for the days when the bloods of England cut
swathes through Europe in pursuit of Rape and Loot. We descendants
of the Black Prince now have to be polite to foreigners in pursuit
of Seduction and Shopping. The end result is similar - we come home
with cases of bibelots and pox. But where is the glory in spilling
guineas not blood? Better to empty a pistol than a purse on foreign
Johnnies.

Worse was to come.

"Proceed Italy to Constantinople...yer Uncle
accommodate yer."

"But Father, he is in trade."

"Consul's rank…entry to the court.. Sultan… monopoly
of walnuts…yer rank uncompromised…Ainslie the Ambassador… me fag at
Harrow … introductions yer uncle can't..."

Depending on the good offices of a man regularly
flogged by my father was the least of my misgivings. What would I
do there? Count walnuts? Buy and sell things is what I should be
expected to do. The British ambassador's salary is paid by the
tradesmen of the Levant Company. His Excellency is not so much the
embodiment of the sovereign power of his Britannic Majesty as Mr.
Fortnum soliciting a customer.

And worse. As well enter a monastery as go to Turkey
for society - travel no further than Drury Lane to witness the
seclusion of women for the sole delight of their tyrannical
masters. Add to this the Muslim proscription of wine, dancing and
theatrical performance and you are left with a Season which would
make Leamington Spa attractive.

There was no point in arguing the toss with Father.
My mother was behind this. Appeasement was the best stratagem so I
lapsed into his vernacular.

"Very well Father... affairs in order...three
months...make preparations…assemble accoutrements… organise passage
…find companions… winter… perilous crossing… roads impassable
…depart next spring…"

Anything could happen by then: plague, apoplexy, war
with the French, and in six months I would be twenty-one and not
beholden to their authority. Alas they had anticipated this.

"Leave now…first of the month…companions found…I'll
settle yer affairs… creditors … summons..."

I am a scion of
the English aristocracy. I am indebted to tailors, boot makers,
merchants, publicans, bankers, Shylocks, usurers, and sundry
creditors. I was chucked out of school, rusticated from Oxford,
ejected from countless bawdy houses, and am generally considered in
Town and County the bravest blade. I am valiant in pursuit of
foxes, dauntless in the massacre of birds, heroic in a
steeplechase, intrepid at the gaming table, spirited at the
theatre, gallant in the boudoir, untiring in the bawdy house,
gracious at the ball, witty in the coffee house. To my parents I
bring pride, expense, summonses for debt and proposals of marriage.
In short I am the model son. And how do they reward me?
Here is your narrator, your
guide, your HERO, for want of a worse word - sent into exile,
sacrificed to filial duty and financial obligation. I would enter
my majority with a clean slate but at what cost? And with what
dreadful company?

I will introduce my fellow Tourists as I was
introduced to them.
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TOURISTS











When Father pronounced sentence in the
library it was only the beginning. There was worse: I was to be
denied proper company, good fellows to keep the spirits up, in case
we led each other into mischief. I was to be provided with a tutor
and an artist. The former was my mother's choosing, the Reverend
Arthur Winstanley, late of Christ Church Oxford.

I was summoned to the drawing room. Winstanley sat
pallid and prim on the edge of his chair, in tight black clothes,
his hair plastered down like a skullcap, his arms to his side and
his hands clenched tight, coiled to spring into sycophancy. On his
concave belly a watch chain made a thread of silvery slime. He was
not many years senior to me but old beyond his years, not in
appearance, which was smooth and juvenile, but in the gravity of
his demeanour, a maturity derived not from experience of the world
but a lifetime spent with dry old books and wet old men. This was
to be my companion to the Orient.

"Did you know Mr. Winstanley at the House?"

"I did not have that pleasure, Mama, our paths did
not cross."

They may have crossed as he made his way to matins
and I to bed. Otherwise my path rarely crossed with anyone outside
the clubs, including my tutors, which is why I did not remain long
in residence. One especially steered clear of tuft-hunters and
biblers like Winstanley, who had been skulking round my mother for
months in the hope of obtaining the curacy of the village church,
which is in our gift.

"My dear, Mr. Winstanley is an authority on Homer.
He will be a precious guide through Greece."

"How do you reconcile the pagan Gods with our true
religion?" I asked. He shot a glance at Mama.

"The poets tell of how Jesus Christ redeemed Homer
and all the ancient prophets from Hell. They foreshadowed the
incarnation of Our Blessed Lord and his Saving of Mankind through
his Precious Blood." He bowed his head at our Redeemer's name and
my mother dutifully imitated him.

My consolation was that if his company was
punishment for me, mine was for him. This pious bookworm must have
welcomed the proposal of the Tour with even less enthusiasm than I.
All his months of hopes, prayers and ingratiation come to this, a
year or more of travel and travail with me. I was his test, his
trial, his ordeal. If he came through, his reward would be a living
and the curacy of our church. I promised myself that he would earn
his sinecure.

The artist was my father's choosing, Cornelius
Higgins. I was summoned to the billiard room. Bumpers of brandy
were more palatable than Mama's China teas but didn't lessen my
foreboding. Father was seated in his great leather chair, a box of
cigars at his elbow. Beside the fireplace slouched a menial come to
stoke the fire. I selected a cigar and beckoned him to give me a
taper to light it with. He had the insolence to ignore me.

"Mibboy…Mr. Higgins…draughtsman…"

Dear Reader, picture to yourself an artist, slender
fingered, slight, pale of face, exuding sensibility and good taste,
one of the twiddle poops that haunt the Royal Academy. Now picture
the opposite and you will begin to picture Higgins, a broad
shouldered, bow legged brute of some forty years. His head was
different shades of red all over, from beetroot complexion,
blood-shot eyes, tracery on the nose, veins on the cheeks to ginger
curls and bird's-nest beard. He had boxer's ears, bruiser's lips,
wrestler's belly, brawler's arms, bare-knuckler's hands, tug-o-war
thighs, and, in startling contrast, dainty fencer's feet.

"Draughtsman, Papa? What will he draw? Our
cart?"

"Genius with pencil…"

Higgins selected a cigar, bit off the end and spat
it into the fireplace from which he took a taper, lit his own and
passed it to me.

"Me valet…the colonies…France…good man with a
blade…"

Clearly he was chosen more for his skill with the
poniard than the pencil. While Winstanley was to be guardian of my
soul, Higgins was to be guardian of my body. But the thought of
appearing in the drawing rooms of Europe with this simian in
tow…

"Sir!" was all I could say in protestation, which
the ape took for a greeting.

"Me pleasure Sorr."

To cap it all the devil was an Irishman.

It soon became apparent that all this was my
mother's doing. She wanted me away from scandal; the dames and
dowagers of her drawing rooms wanted me away from their daughters;
the burghers of her family wanted their lodges and liveries
preserved from gossip; their bankers wanted their coffers preserved
from my creditors; the magistrates wanted no more inducements and
intercessions on my behalf.

And there was worse. Her brother, my uncle, the
Turkey merchant in Constantinople, wanted a return for the treasure
his family had bestowed on our family name. Whatever my age and
whatever reputation that preceded me, I had the rank and title that
would ease his path into circles from which he was hitherto
precluded, both Turkish and English. It was not I who would benefit
from my uncle's patronage - it was he who would benefit from
mine.

And there was worse. My brave companions and I were
charged with collecting such statues, urns and ornaments we could
ship, and drawing those we could not, for the enhancement of our
ancient seat. Under my mother's influence the family seat was
becoming no more ancient than my own bottom. I was born, like my
father and his fathers before him, in a good old English house with
chimneys and ghosts from Good Queen Bess, to which each generation
added its bit. Since that auspicious day my mother was engaged in
pulling the old place down - too dark, too low, too old, she
said, by which she meant unfashionable. So now we lived in the
shell of a Palladian palazzo under Athenian porticos, pediments,
arcades, and colonnades. She seized on a harmless bit of plain old
English countryside, enough for a decent steeplechase, and was
carving out Arcadia: we must have a lake and a grotto and a temple
and a grove and a ruin.

Why all this Romery and Greekery? It is absurd to
have a Roman villa in a Leicestershire field, a Florentine palazzo
on a Kentish hill, a pagan temple in a Surrey wood. The good old
English countryside is littered with Grecian trumpery that belongs
in Vauxhall Gardens. Do we have no English style, no English
castles, no English churches? Why decorate our houses with half
naked cherubs and putti, nymphs and satyrs, poor shivering things,
exiled from the sun to our misty meadows? We have fairies and
hobgoblins of our own who belong in our woods and fields. Even
Tudor Christ Church has a Mercury in the middle of its yard - get
it out, I say, and put Puck in its place; not to speak of its faux
Grecian library all out of scale and out of context in its elegant
Peckwater quadrangle, pompous white marble foisted on mellow
Cotswold stone.

New Money has no taste of its own so they buy it
ready made. Mama wished to see in her house what she wished for
herself - taste, refinement, elegance, acceptance of her family in
Society for more than her wealth and her husband's breeding line.
So she sent me out with a shopping list. She provided us with a
list of parts and the most she would pay: a torso, 12 guineas;
armless wench, 25 guineas; amphora, 3 guineas, horse head, 15
guineas. Egged on by the Academy, foreigners make copies of their
art in cheap stone and plaster and hand them to us with a smirk.
They keep the best for themselves and palm us off with bits of old
marble they'd as soon burn up for quicklime.

All in all, I was not in the best of spirits to
embark on my journey.
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A QUEST






My bookseller insists that our journey must
have a Quest. There should be some tangible goal to provide a
framework for the narrative. The mission must not be easily
accomplished but hindered by obstacles that we must overcome for
our enlightenment and your entertainment. He says the quest is the
spine of novels and travel books.

The quest is more than a literary device: it is an
allegory of life. Underlying the quest is the Christian idea that
life is a trial, whose sole purpose is reward at the destination.
But is this the only way to consider life's journey? For my part,
the purpose of a journey is the journey. If it contains any quest
at all, it is to find decent lodging, pleasant scenery, good
company and to avoid danger and discomfort. A journey is an end in
itself and a quest is an unnecessary distraction. Indeed, the
committed traveller does not want to reach the goal for it means
the entertainment is over.

Substitute the word life for journey and you have a
philosophy that was coined by Epicurus. What awaits life's journey
is the grave and so we dally and linger and seek pleasure in the
byways and put the ultimate end out of our minds. So the Devil take
the quest, I say, we shall all get there soon enough. Don't wish
your journey away on contemplating what lies at the end.

There is no point to my journey. It is motivated by
its origin not its destination, the compulsion to depart rather
than the reward of arriving. I am pushed not pulled. I have no
goal. Our destination is certainly Constantinople but I have no
desire to go there. To lard over our aimless ramblings with a
specious quest at the bidding of my bookseller is patronising and
unnecessary. I am expelled from England and must arrive in
Constantinople, that is the framework of my narrative.

Join us then on an Epicurean journey and let us
continue with thunder machine and wind machine and a crack on the
cymbals



EGRIPOS











For how long we laboured in the hollow of the
storm I cannot say. It grew no worse and the little light of hope
grew stronger. The gale became a wind, the breakers turned to
billows, the torrent dissolved into a mist. The clouds above us
opened for an instant and we greeted a golden crescent in our
various languages, fengari, luna, selena, moon. The shores
on either side of us took shape and opened from the narrow strait,
through which we had shot, into an open bay. We asked our Captain
where we were but he ignored us, proof, if it were needed, that he
had no idea.

We tossed along the eastern shore, looking for a
harbour, and were half a day before we found one. We stood in for
the port, steering so close to the land that we were within ten
feet of being dashed upon the rocks, and found an anchorage inside
the harbour that was scarcely more favourable than the sea outside.
The water was so agitated that the Captain would not lower a boat
for fear of it being swamped. We gazed with longing at the solid
ground so tantalisingly close.

By sunrise it was as if the tempest had never been.
The gentle breeze blew away the nightmare and the promises we had
made in return for our salvation. We prayed so long as danger
lasted and now reverted to ribaldry.

"Didn't I tell you to trust in the Lord?" preached
Winstanley.

"Then why did you beshit yourself?" taunted
Higgins.

"For the same reason you swore to God's Mother you
would not touch another drop of spirit," I scoffed.

"Arrah, we're not saved yet," he grumbled, granting
himself a reprieve from sobriety.

So in manly conversation we concealed our true
feelings of humility and relief. As for myself, I reflected on my
Goddess of the Foam and resolved to honour her at the earliest
opportunity. Abstinence since our departure from Italy had given an
edge to my appetite for the sex, exacerbated by our near shipwreck.
The nearness of death inspires as much regret for the sins one has
not committed as repentance for those one has.

On three sides we were dominated by mountains
dropping steeply to the sea and penetrated by the bay in which we
found shelter. An imposing castle stood sentry on a bluff. A sandy
beach was lined with stone hovels and punctuated by a rocky mole.
The landscape required the descriptive talents of the brush rather
than the pen, as I informed our painter-in-residence.

"Mister Higgins. Surely even your bloodshot eyes
will find some pretty sight to massacre. To work."

This was malice. His hand could not hold the
charcoal until he had drunk a glass or two of brandy for his
breakfast.

"Bigod, how many of your bucolic pictures do I have
to draw? I have picturesqued every scene and ruin from London to
Leghorn."

"What else can you draw? Other than a cork?"

The truth was that Higgins drew like an old maid.
His pictures were competent but lacking spirit, that touch of the
daemonic which marks out the nightmares of Harry Fuseli and other
modern artists. His bloodless talent was at odds with his boozing,
brawly nature. I wished for his sake that he would infuse his
pictures with the passion he vented in the tavern.

A crowd of ragged idlers gathered on the beach to
gawp at us. We were eager to disembark but our Captain ordered our
weapons to be prepared, not that we had anything serviceable but
blades and pikes, since every grain of powder was waterlogged. His
men jury-rigged the broken masts and tattered sails in case we had
to run for it.

"What is the matter? These are God-fearing people,"
said Winstanley and clutched his ever-present bible. "A false God
but a God nevertheless."

"God-fearing or not, if this is a nest of pirates we
will make a fight of it," said the Captain. "Unless you prefer to
be sold to the galleys."

"We are British subjects, Sir!"

"Then you may be ransomed. But the rest of us will
fight."

He pored over his sodden charts but it was clear
that he had little idea where we were. He called to the natives and
asked the name of the place. Protimo was the answer, which left him
none the wiser, then Egripos, which left him none the happier.

"The Turks of Egripos," he said and glowered. "We
must refit as best we can and leave by nightfall."

When I asked the reason for his ill opinion of our
hosts he shrugged and said he hoped we would never find out but to
keep our purses and our breeches buttoned.

Our companion, tutor, adviser, Mentor and sage,
tedious Winstanley, jumped in with the information that Egripos is
better known to scholars as the island of Euboea. Egripos is a
Turkish corruption of Euripos, the name of a narrow channel, famous
in antiquity, in which the tides flow two ways at once. Egripos in
turn was corrupted by Venetians to Negropont, as it is known to us
and other civilised peoples. Once again his Oxford learning proved
admirable but useless.

We were diverted by the sight of a little cavalcade
ambling down the road towards the mole. It consisted of a handful
of janissaries on broken nags and a platoon of ragged urchins led
by a portly gentleman on a mule so short that his feet almost
touched the ground. He was of some fifty years of age with hennaed
moustaches and a dignified belly. He had put on a fantastical and
ancient uniform, like a dancing bear keeper's, to honour us,
although his fingers foraged in his nostrils which impaired his
dignity. His turban was extravagant and had it slipped further down
his waxy face would have extinguished him like a candle-snuffer. We
disembarked to greet him.

I had learned on our journey to treat these petty
officials with the civility I reserved in London for royalty and my
bankers. I said that I was a member of the Great British
Aristocracy in such a way that, despite my youthful good looks, he
would assume that I was equivalent to his Vizirs and Pashas. I
puffed Winstanley as an exalted antiquarian not a two-a-penny
Oxford M.A. Higgins I painted as the Gainsborough of Greece, rather
than the Dauber of Dublin. In return he introduced himself as
Pericles Honorary Consul to the English and whomsoever other
infidels had the fortuna to alight at this part of the
island. His command of our language was passable. He asked to see
our firman, the passport entitling us to enter the island.
We apologised that we had no such document, having flown directly
from Italy on the wings of Fortuna.

"But respected Lordos, this is imperative. The Pasha
is too stickling in case of Frankish gentlemen."

"We are English, Sir, not Frenchie." I had yet to
learn that Franks was their term for all Christians, whatever their
nation.

"Also English respected gentlemen."

"Then please provide us with a firman."

"I have not the power. Our Governor, Ali Veri Bey,
God preserve him, must write it following a personal audience."

"Then take us to him. Where is he?"

"He is residing in his serai beside the lake,
Sir."

"Dammit we'll call on him."

"Sir, I regret you may not leave this shore without
a firman."

"Well, we shall make our repairs and leave
immediately."

"Sirs, that is not to be possible without a firman
of departure to leave the island."

"Which I suppose we have to get from the Bey."

"Oh no, Sir. I am gratified that I am empowered to
equip this"

"Excellent news. Please do so."

"How can a person depart before he has arrived? I
must not issue a firman of departure until I have seen a firman of
arrival. My job is worth more than this."

In the growing heat of the day we tried to resolve
the dilemma each in his own way; Winstanley with sweet reason and
blandishments; Higgins with hectoring and threat; I with a palmful
of silver. I leave you to guess which was most effective. Pericles
agreed to escort us to Ali Veri while our captain and crew remained
with the ship to carry out repairs and revictualling.

I cut a dash in my scarlet hussar's jacket and
Highland cap, a yellow kerchief round my neck; Winstanley minced in
black with a white collar like the country parson he aspired to
become; Higgins shambled slip-shod in a long plaid jacket, stained
with ink and wine. We looked more like a party of strolling actors
than English gentlemen.

Consul Pericles led the procession on the mule and
we followed behind under the escort of his soldiers. I took offence
at being treated as a captive but was soon glad of the protection.
Ragamuffins followed us and mocked us and called us Franks and
Unbelievers and, I imagine, worse, and tried to tug our clothes and
trip us. Their elders stared as we passed, crossing themselves and
spitting on the ground. I was uneasy at being displayed like spoils
in a Roman triumph; Higgins glowered through his bushy eyebrows;
Winstanley blushed and hung his head. We then decided that
conquering heroes was the better part to play so we waved and bowed
and soon had the lads laughing and cheering us.

We passed through a village of wretched mud and
straw cott ages. The poverty and squalor turned our stomachs.
Animals were slaughtered and fish were cleaned in the street and
their entrails thrown into the gutter in the middle, where
half-naked children played. Rubbish of all kinds, including the
contents of chamber pots, was chucked willy-nilly out of
doorways.

"Why, Winstanley, this is no better than the
villages on our estates."

I liked to tease my obsequious tutor with such
remarks. Relying on subservience to advance his career, he did not
know whether to contradict or agree with me.

Our progress was halted by a funeral procession. A
score of people followed a bier carried by six men. The women among
the mourners wept and moaned and made hideous ululations. The
corpse was wrapped in a shroud with the head left exposed. It was a
young woman, her eyes sewn shut and her jaw tied up, her blackened
face disfigured by ulcers. Pericles made repeated signs of the
cross over his breast. Our escorts looked on dispassionately. The
Turk believes that kismet, or fate, cannot be
avoided. Even when plague afflicts the city they go about their
business as usual, saying it is the will of Allah if they are
stricken.

"Ti na kanoume. What can we do?" sighed
Pericles. This phrase we were to come across often in our dealings
with Greeks.

"Breathe out! Breathe out!" peeped Winstanley,
pressing his handkerchief to his mouth.

"Through which orifice shall we breathe in?"
inquired Higgins. "The one you speak through?"

We left the
harbour and followed a steep path up between steep-sided hills,
their rocky faces depilated by goats, devilish black things with
corkscrew horns. In half an hour or so our little retinue of
Turks, Greeks, Franks, dogs, boys and wastrels reached Ali Veri's
serai, or summer house, beside the lake of Distos.
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The serai
was beautifully situated on a
low headland where the mountains came down to the lake, surrounded
on three sides by water and sealed at the neck with a fortified
wall. It was a plain and square two-storey building with a tile
roof, flanked by stables, to make a courtyard where we dismounted.
It appeared more like a barracks than a summer house until we were
led out of doors to the lake-side of the building and into the
world of a Turkish miniature: an orchard of lemon and walnut trees;
a garden of roses; a marble fountain; a cage of songbirds;
shimmering water; rippling reeds; the conical hill of ancient
Dystos; the mountains beyond. Our host awaited us under a gazebo
strewn with cushions and laid with ornate Persian carpets of
striking colours and intricate pattern.

Ali Veri was in his forties, of medium height and
plumping up nicely. Over plain silk robes he wore a yellow
waistcoat decorated with pearl buttons. His moustache was waxed and
a black beard came down to his waist. An ornamental belt carried a
scimitar and a brace of pistols richly inlaid with gems. I
presented him with a Brummagem silver box. He invited us to sit
down beside him and we exchanged vacuous courtesies, relayed
through Pericles. I was surprised to find such Christian politeness
among a people, whom I had been taught to believe were little less
than barbarous. Once these formalities were over, Ali came to the
meat of the matter.

"May we know what has brought you to our humble
island?"

"We are tourists, Effendi."

It was not polite to say that we had blown up by
chance and wanted to get away as soon as possible. Earnest
Winstanley stuck in his oar.

"Sir, we wish to visit sights, whose fame we have
imbibed with our mothers' milk; the seat of Agamemnon Lord of the
Greeks; the palace of Achilles; the massive walls of Troy where
beautiful Helen was abducted by ill-fated Paris..."

"Thank you Winstanley. We have the picture."

"You are a long way from Troy. All we can offer is
the Bay of Aulis where the Greek fleet assembled."

No ruins was good news. I made small talk for the
three of us, since Winstanley was ill-at-ease in company,
substituting pedantry for politeness. We swore Higgins to silence
since his natural argumentativeness soon soured conversation. I
welcomed the appearance of servants with a splendid coffee service
of rich china cups and gold dishes. Four hookahs followed and were
placed before the Bey, Winstanley, Higgins and me. With subtle
distinction a chibouk, a pipe, four feet long and made of a
plain black wood, was offered to Pericles. Winstanley tried to wave
the contraption away but I frowned at him. I was less interested in
offending the Bey's hospitality than in seeing Winstanley choke
and, if the djinn inside the belly of the hookah was kind, turn
green. I had no such hopes of Higgins, who was partial to all kinds
of narcotic.

The hookahs were made of brass topped with a silver
cup containing loose pellets of smouldering tobacco. The hoses that
led from the neck were wrapped in red cloth and ended in amber
mouthpieces. Winstanley wiped his surreptitiously with his kerchief
but I relied on the disinfecting power of smoke. This passes
through water in order to cool and clean it so what is breathed in
is the only the essence of the weed. It soon reduced us to a
pleasantly soporific state. Winstanley, who was not as used to such
an enjoyable vice as the rest of us, slumped back on his cushions
with a benevolent smile. I imitated him, as a sense of calm
combined with heightened awareness pervaded my body.

"I am told that your prophet forbad wine but not
tobacco," I said.

"If he had forbidden tobacco he would really have
been a prophet," growled Higgins.

"Mister Winstanley, breathe slowly. Don't steam it
like your English pipes," advised the Bey.

"Be a man and take a lungful. We'll tell you if you
turn green," I said.

"You have no fears for yourself?" asked the Bey.

"My father hardened me against such poisons by
letting me taste them from an early age. But this is unusual
tobacco. It tastes sweet."

"It is mixed with mastack. You Franks call it
bangue. Arabs call it assis."

"Hashish and tobacco? The old world and the new,"
grunted Higgins.

"Hashish? My dear sir..."

While my tutor's mind protested his body was too
drowsy to put down the mouthpiece. He lay back in a reverie and,
like us all, drifted in the bluish mist of smoke swirling to the
touch of a peacock feather fan wielded by a languorous Negro
boy.

"I hope we find other pleasures to entertain you,"
said the Bey.

As did I. I relied on Sam Johnson's dictionary,
whose pithy definition summed up my expectations: Seraglio – a
house of women kept for debauchery. I hoped to have some sport
before we went steeple-chasing over the waves again.

"Effendi, we have a keen interest in the sex. On our
travels we look out for all kinds of beauty as well as
Classical."

"Please make yourself plain."

"We wish to worship Aphrodite the Goddess of Love.
In the practical way."

"This is not London or Athens, we have different
manners here."

"And how do your subjects conduct their love
affairs, Effendi?"

"With continence, Lordos. With continence."

"However much we try to suppress it with unnatural
morality, human nature is the same everywhere."

"The customs here are different from those in
Christian countries. Our women are shut away in their own part of
the house."

"Gives spice to flirtation, eh Higgins?"

"The women must be good for a tumble if they are so
well guarded."

"Three weeks ago, one of the women of my household
was found with a Greek of the town. She claimed she had invited him
for which I had her flogged. Her confession did not mitigate her
lover's crime and he was strangled."

"Ah. Indeed. Consul Pericles, how long does our
Captain need for his repairs?"

"Perhaps intercourse will be possible with the
English lady on our island," said Pericles.

"What? An Englishwoman? We shall have company yet.
Is she young? Is she beautiful? Does her husband keep a
horsewhip?"

"Sir, I beg you," peeped Winstanley.

"She is alone but for a Syrian servant. She has a
firman from the Pasha of Egripos. She declined lodging in the town
and went straight up into the mountains, a month ago. She refused
an escort and she is probably dead."

"Why did you allow this, Effendi?"

"She is a foreigner and an unbeliever and a woman
and clearly mad. I did not insist."

We had met such women on our travels. They are less
of a rarity than is commonly supposed. Past their prime, they roam
the world, armed with a watercolour brush in search of views and
butterflies, yearning for the romance that escaped them in their
fast receding youth. In the end they succumb to brigands or fever
or Cheltenham and no more is heard of them.

Fortunately the good mood was restored by an
excellent dinner in Turkish style, during which we steered clear of
controversy. To our pleasant surprise the Bey gave us wine to
drink, although he himself took only rose water. We reclined on the
carpet with the dishes on low tables.

The Bey interrogated us about life in England. I
painted a rosy picture of the old country with its cultured
Nobility and stout-hearted yeomen, quaffing ale and scoffing beef
around the village green and altogether superior to the French.
Winstanley was inspired to explain the game of cricket, which
bemused our host as much as his tobacco did us. He mastered the
leg-before-wicket but stumping eluded him.

I asked our host what he found to interest him in
Egripos.

"I was tired of the intrigues of Constantinople,
jaded with dissipation, harassed with the pursuit of ambition. Here
I live a simple life in the midst of beauty."

"I find that the beauty of Nature is
counter-balanced by the tedium of having to live in it."

"There are some interesting things here for
tourists." He reached to a dish of spit-roast kid, tore off the
head and held it up. "On a mountain near the city of Egripos there
is is a deep cave. At its mouth, an amazing vine springs from the
bare rock. From its size and age they say it was planted by
Dionysos himself. Inside the cave are heaps of skulls."

"Human skulls?" asked Higgins, torn from
contemplation of his wine cup.

"Goats. Their horns are stuck into the vine and the
trees round about."

Our host cracked the skull with his hands and
scooped out the brains. Our artist relished the anecdote of the
cave more than the delicacy put before him.

"The devil take them. What else, Sir, what
else?"

"The Christian saint they worship has the head of a
goat."

"Such superstitions have no place in our enlightened
age," said Winstanley.

"In that case nor does the goat-headed Devil. Do you
want to banish him too, Winstanley? Are you a Methodist?" I
said.

"I would banish everything that is not
rational."

"There are many spirits at work in the world that
influence our actions. Many lurk beneath our understanding," said
the Bey.

"Satan," growled Higgins, part question, part
answer.

"I plump for Aphrodite," I said.

Our conversation was interrupted by the bringing of
pipes again and the ceremony of lighting them, which my tutor
watched like a schoolboy before a bag of humbugs. He lay back on
his cushion, sighed and closed his eyes. Seeing our appreciation,
the Bey promised a pouch of the stuff for our private consumption
along with a box of opium pastilles to ease the discomfort of
travel.

"Nothing purifies the mind like eating opium.
Pythagoras invented it," he said.

"Did you hear that, Winstanley? We can thank the
Greeks for something."

"Not the Greeks.
Plato and Pythagoras and Aristotle acquired their wisdom from the
builders of the pyramids."

"The murky beliefs of the Egyptians have nothing to
do with the everlasting brilliance of the Greeks," said
Winstanley

"Everlasting? Where is it now? The cradle of the
civilised world is now a graveyard of ignorance and superstition.
You search for Troy. All you will find is a flat field. Your Greece
lives only in your imagination."

At the mention of Troy Winstanley burst like a genie
from a bottle. This was a new Winstanley, touched by the muse, the
gleam of inspiration in his eye, the eloquence of madness on his
tongue. He recitated the beginning of the Trojan war; how Paris
visited King Menelaus of Sparta and was besotted with his wife,
Helen; how he stole her away to Troy; how King Agamemnon of Mycenae
raised an army of all the Greeks to win her back. This was not in
his usual sanctimonious drone but in an actor's voice, full of
feeling, with gestures and mime that would have done credit to Mr
Garrick. He finished with a tableau of the two lovers standing arm
in arm on the battlements of Troy and watching the horizon for the
vengeful fleet of Agamemnon sweeping down upon them.


We applauded and even the Bey, who probably had
understood little, complimented him. Winstanley sat down exhausted,
sweating like a horse, gazing about him as if he were only now
aware of our presence. He took a large draught of wine and fell
fast asleep. The rest of us talked and smoked and drank far into
the night until sleep overcame us too and we lay down where we sat,
wrapped in woollen blankets, under the stars of an Aegean heaven.
Fagged out by our trials at sea we slept soundly until the
following day.
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In the morning we were left to our own
devices. We passed the time
with our favourite literature: Higgins in the label on his brandy
bottle, Winstanley in his beloved Alexander Pope and I in the
stimulating Memoirs of Miss Fanny Hill.

After dinner, we accompanied Ali Veri, who was
returning to his main residence in the castle of his town. Our
escort, a surly crew of janissaries, was mounted on nags and mules.
Their captain, the Chorbaji, which means in Turkish
Doler-Out-Of-The-Soup, was from the left side unremarkable. Of
middle years, past the flush of youth but still a handsome fellow,
he was tall and erect and without the pot belly of those loyal to
the standard of the janissaries, the cooking pot. He wore tunic and
knee-length trousers and the long greatcoat of his profession, with
a dagger and a cudgel tucked into his cummerbund. He was
clean-shaven but for a long hennaed moustache and the matching
tilde of an eyebrow. His head was shaved but for a braid hanging
down behind from under his white felt cap.

And then you saw his right side: a sheep's head in a
butcher's window. The skin was raw and red, pocked and wrinkled
from the cap to the collar, stretched tight over his cheek bone and
his jaw, with no moustache, no eyebrow, no hair at all. His lips
strained into a rictus, his eye bulged from its weeping socket, his
fleshless ear puckered into a bumhole. The only concession
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