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Introduction

BY NATURE I am drawn to extremes.

I like searing heat and freezing cold, towering mountains and pancake-flat plateaux, epic stories, and tales no more than a few lines long. I like journeys that take months to complete, and fast, spontaneous trips which shake you from your comfort zone. I love the countryside – rolling landscapes where there’s nothing but nature – and I love cities, too.

My notion of a city is rarely one that’s prim and proper – the kind you encounter in the refined capitals of Europe. Rather, my idea of a city is a sprawling, seething cornucopia of people, invention, noise, filth, riot and uproar. The kind of place that shakes you to the marrow of your bones, sucking you in, stirring you around hard as you steep in it like sheets of leather in a vat of dye, before spewing you out at a time of its own choosing.

I love cities because I hate them.

In the same way that I have a grotesque and macabre fascination for medical curiosities, I find myself gripped by city life. For me, the allure of a metropolis is all about the layers.

However hard I try I can’t ignore detail.

Walk down a street and my mind bombards me with every smell, sound, and sight. It pleads with me to reach out and touch the wall I’m brushing against, or to taste the heaps of fruit for sale on makeshift carts. As I notice it all, I see it together and set apart. I see the old and the new, the soft and the hard, the light, the dark, the wild and the restrained.

The more I suck it in, the more my mind races at the ingenuity and the interaction, and the more of it I want to experience.

Drawn as I am to wonder, it’s no surprise that the conurbations of the Indian subcontinent and the Far East offer me special delight. Walk down the pavement in Kolkata, for example, and you are introduced to an all-encompassing hurly-burly of life, wit, wisdom, and problem solving.

A few years ago, while doing just that, I came to a ramshackle street-side stall serving tea in tiny earthenware cups. Under an awning stretched out between three upright poles, I noticed a foreigner who looked decidedly out of place. Wide-eyed and appreciative, he seemed to be savouring every moment.

‘Bill from Tuscaloosa,’ he said, even before I had sat down on one of the broken old stools.

‘Tahir from all kinds of places,’ I replied.

We shook hands, my mind noting that Bill’s grip was muscular and tight.

‘Just arrived,’ Bill said.

‘Looks like you found your feet pretty fast.’

‘Certainly have.’

‘What brought you to India?’

Bill sneezed hard, and asked for another cup of tea.

‘Needed a dose of frenzy,’ he replied.

‘Frenzy? And did you find it?’

‘Yup.’

‘What kind of frenzy?’

‘The kind you can’t get on the Travel Channel,’ Bill answered fast.

‘As in?’

‘As in IMAX 3D taste- and smell-o-vision.’

‘With full Surround Sound?’

‘That’s it!’ Bill roared. ‘You know it!’

‘Yes I do.’

‘And why Kolkata?’

‘Because it’s fully loaded, that’s why.’

‘Not quite with you.’

Bill appeared disappointed, as though I wasn’t keeping up.

‘Kolkata looks like a city,’ he explained. ‘It smells like a city, too, and behaves like a city in every way... but it isn’t actually a city at all.’

‘Really?’

‘Yup.’

‘Then what is Kolkata if it isn’t a city?’

Bill clicked his neck, left right left, and sighed.

‘It’s an onion,’ he said.

‘How’s that?’

‘Because of the layers.’

‘Onion layers?’

Bill from Tuscaloosa gave me a double thumbs up.

‘Now you’re getting it!’ he yelled.
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City of Dreams

WHILE HUNTING FOR Feroze, I had pitched up at a guest house near the main Park Street area in central Calcutta.

Dingy as an oubliette, the hotel was packed with a tour group of Glaswegians. Downing bottle after bottle of local beer in the reception, they disclosed that they had come to Calcutta on a pilgrimage in honour of their hero – the legendary Bengali film-maker Satyajit Ray.

Only one of the group stayed away from the drink.

Unlike his companions, he was extremely reserved. As the others lurched about clinking bottles together rambunctiously, he perched primly on a high stool, like a cockatoo. His face was long and very pale, with bristly greying sideburns and a sharp nose; his eyes were magnified by clumsy, black-framed spectacles. When I asked him if he was an admirer of Bengali films, he affirmed in a Yorkshire voice that he was. Leaning his torso towards me, he said his name was Horace, and that Calcutta was his passion.

A retired schoolmaster, Horace funded his annual trips to West Bengal by conducting cut-price tours for people with an interest in Bengali cinema. Surprisingly, there appeared to be no shortage of customers. He had spent years studying Calcutta’s history – but Horace’s preoccupation was with the present, not the past. In his twenty visits to the city, the former prep-school master had gained a rare understanding of Calcutta – one that eludes most foreigners.

‘Calcutta’s indescribable!’ he called, clearing his throat. ‘Not because it’s reprehensible – it certainly isn’t. But because it’s an astounding mixture of every element of humanity. Westerners dwell on the sordid aspects, blinkering themselves to the city’s secrets. Focus only on the beggars, the diseased, and the collapsing buildings, and you miss the sheer ingenuity.’

‘Ingenuity?’

‘It takes an Eastern mind to decipher Calcutta,’ said Horace, peering over the black frames which had slipped down his nose. ‘Ask a room full of Bengalis to look beyond the city’s day-to-day routine and, without hesitation, they grasp its reality.’

‘What about foreigners?’ I asked.

‘Calcutta has a strange effect on them,’ said the schoolmaster, glancing nervously round at the group of rowdy Scotsmen. ‘It tends to destabilize them.’

‘What does?’

‘Everything... but most of all the buildings. The sight of the once-majestic architecture, which now lies derelict, is too much for them. Haven’t you seen tourists tearing their hair out in the streets?’

I shook my head. But Horace wasn’t interested in feedback. He was only halfway through his lecture.

‘Calcutta has moved on,’ he mused. ‘The facades may be crumbling, the streets may be a mass of pot-holes, and the traffic a frenzy of heaving buses and suicidal driving. And, granted, it may be dark as night at three in the afternoon – but this is Calcutta, the “genuine article”.’

I gazed across to the guest house’s front door and wondered how I could escape through it. The teacher clapped his hands to regain my attention.

‘We British doted on a city which didn’t really exist,’ he said. ‘We put up monuments to our heroes, whitewashed everything in sight, enjoyed our liveried servants and our airy bungalows on the banks of the Hoogly. We got everyone speaking English, and saluting our kings and queens: all in desperation to create a Kensington in West Bengal. But as soon as we steamed away, after Independence, Calcutta – the real city – began to burgeon forth.’

Horace drew a deep breath. I sensed he was reaching the crux of his lecture.

‘Fifty years on,’ he said studiously, ‘and the true character is still percolating forth. Every day Calcutta becomes a little more rounded, more lived in and loved. Spend time here, and what at first seemed like utter chaos reveals itself as quite methodical. Calcutta has a way of arranging systems. As they develop, they provide security for those who need it. Open the mind to the wider picture. Scan about for a minute or two, and these systems become visible... they’re everywhere.’

 

As I sauntered past Flury’s, a cafe which was the height of fashion in about 1922, I mulled over the schoolmaster’s remarks. How could he see systems in what was, for me, a random jumble of people? I hoped that one day I, too, would learn to decipher the city’s secrets. Although I tried to make sense of Park Street, all I saw was the endless blend of cars and beggars.

I did notice a respectable man fraternizing with the beggars across from Flury’s. He appeared to know them well. Feeling lonely, I went over and struck up a conversation. Calcutta’s the only city I know where you are actively encouraged to stop strangers at random for a quick chat.

The man was dressed in a blue jacket, with leather braces, a silk handkerchief in his top pocket. His face was swarthy, his ears protruding, and his hair shiny as greasepaint. When I asked him about Calcutta’s mysterious underbelly, he – like Horace – was eager to share his information.

Known locally as Nondan – everyone in Bengal goes by a nickname – he had made it his business to help out some of the beggars living in central Calcutta.

‘The streets are a window into a million lives,’ he recounted, poetically. ‘Beggars are a part of our society. We mustn’t shun them, but help them whenever we can. Who knows what will happen to us next week, or next month? We may end up out here, begging for a living, too.’

Nondan led me down Park Street. Outside the affluent shops and expensive restaurants, weaving between the yellow and black Ambassador taxis with their fish-mouth grills or squatting in the deep monsoon gutters: there were beggars everywhere.

‘Ask yourself why others don’t come to beg here, too,’ Nondan said, pausing outside the Moulin Rouge – Calcutta’s version of the celebrated Parisian nightclub. ‘No beggar would turn down the chance of working on Park Street. But you see, the homeless here aren’t positioned randomly.’

‘Of course they’re random, they’re wandering around!’

‘No they’re not,’ contested Nondan firmly. ‘Take that woman over there...’ He pointed at an elderly woman, her head veiled with the end of her lilac-coloured sari. ‘Like all of them, she stays within the area that she rents.’

‘Rents!’

‘That’s right – she pays about half of the money she makes directly to the Dadas.’

‘Who’re the Dadas?’

‘The “Big Brothers” – the men in control.’

‘A Mafia?’

‘Well,’ said Nondan hesitantly, ‘you could call it that. They demand protection money from all the beggars working this area. Anyone who doesn’t pay is beaten up.’

‘There can’t be much money in it for the Dadas,’ I said. ‘Why don’t they go and get into some more profitable line of business?’

Nondan rolled his eyes.

‘Not much money in it!’ he choked. ‘Are you mad? Calcutta’s beggars are a multi-million-dollar business.’

‘Nonsense...’

‘Do your sums,’ said Nondan. ‘Calcutta has at least eighty thousand full-time beggars. If each one’s making about twelve rupees a day and, say, they’re working every day of the year...’ Nondan gesticulated wildly, counting on his fingers. ‘Well, I make that about... about three hundred and fifty million rupees... that’s about...’ Nondan thought for a few seconds. ‘That’s about ten million American dollars a year between them. And that’s only Calcutta – all Indian cities have lots of beggars.’

As I went over the figures myself, Nondan gave a stern caution.

‘Be warned,’ he remarked. ‘When in Calcutta, never underestimate what looks simple.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘All right,’ said Nondan, surveying Park Street. ‘Take a look at that woman over there. What do you see?’

‘I see a woman – like any of the others – holding a screaming baby.’

‘How old would you say she is?’

‘About fifty. That must be her grandson in her arms...’

‘Wrong!’ exclaimed Nondan.

‘Then perhaps it’s her friend’s child.’

‘Wrong again! Remember – in Calcutta, nothing’s that simple. I know that woman. She hires the baby.’

‘Impossible!’

Nondan regarded me with an austere glance.

‘My friend,’ he said gruffly, ‘this is Calcutta. Nothing is impossible. That woman doesn’t have young children, they’re all grown up. It took her years to get a spot in this part of town. She knows that people pay more if you’re crippled or have an infant – so she rents the baby. It costs her about three rupees a day. She looks after it very well.’

The arrangement seemed back to front.

‘In the West,’ I said, ‘people pay to have someone babysit their child.’

Nondan shook his head from side to side, as if condemning such a primitive system.

‘Does the woman have to feed the baby?’

‘Of course not,’ he declared, irritated at my stupidity. ‘The baby has to wail – if it doesn’t, no one will give money. What better way of ensuring a baby cries than not feeding it?’

One had to admit that, although a little on the ruthless side, the system was ingenious.

Nondan knew his way around the secret world of Calcutta’s streets. His information was inspiring, yet one question bothered me.

‘There’s one last fact I need to know,’ I said.

‘What is it?’ asked Nondan, greeting some street urchins.

‘Where do the beggars hire their babies from?’

Nondan looked at me as if I were an imbecile. Then, answering what was to him the most elementary question of all time, he replied:

‘From the baby dealer, of course.’

 

From Sorcerer’s Apprentice


A Ghost for Sale

ON MY FIRST night in Essaouira a man tried to sell me a ghost.

We were sitting on the ramparts facing the sea, the searing winter wind on our faces, sipping our café noir. The man, a local with a Portuguese name, held a clenched fist in my direction.

‘It’s in here,’ he said.

‘What is?’

‘The ghost.’

‘How much is it?’

‘A hundred dirhams.’

‘Why’s it for sale?’

The vender frowned.

‘I’ve no need for it,’ he said.

‘Well, what use is it to me?’

‘Believe, really believe,’ he said, ‘and this ghost will be the keyhole into your dreams.’

There is something about Essaouira, the former Portuguese city clinging to Morocco’s Atlantic coast, which touches all who venture there. It’s a hybrid, a meeting point of East and West, one of those rare destinations where you never quite know who you’ll meet. The only certainty is that you will leave it different from when you came.

In atmosphere, Essaouira is quite unlike the imperial cities of Morocco’s interior. It’s magically desolate, almost like a forbidden enclave perched at the end of the world. The buildings are stone: thick grey walls, standing proud to the wind and to the freezing Atlantic waters. They form a stark and alluring canvas for a thousand colours – carpets hanging for sale in the souqs, skeins of wool dripping with dazzling dyes, panniers of glinting red mullet being hauled up from the port.

Spend a few days there, traipsing up and down the ramparts with their weatherworn Portuguese cannons, or down the orderly stone streets laid out by the French, and you forget that the rest of Morocco – or the rest of the world – exists. For me, that’s the extraordinary power of the place, a power that’s lured visitors for centuries.

The Phoenicians moored their ships at Essaouira in the seventh century BC. Five hundred years after them, the Romans arrived under Juba II. They used their base there as a manufactory for Tyrian purple dye, a colour derived from murex sea snails, prized for dyeing the Senatorial robes. Then came the Portuguese in the fifteenth century. They christened the city ‘Mogador’ and, after them, Essaouria became a haven for pirates, who plied the Atlantic waters raiding European ships. The medina was laid out in about 1760, by French engineers, on the orders of the Alaouite Sultan Mohammed III. Having glimpsed the natural strategic position, he built a naval base there, and one devoted to trade.

I myself was first drawn to Essaouira by the scent of the wood.

The narrow lanes of the lime-washed media are packed with tiny workshops, carpenters busy in the shadows of each. They are master craftsmen, moualems, creating marquetry boxes, carved from the aromatic thuya tree, whose gnarled roots are harvested from the surrounding region. I first smelled the fragrance when taken there as an infant. Essaouira was a destination then on the hippy trail: VW combos, tie-dye and the fresh memory of Jimi Hendrix, who’d just swaggered out of town. Smell those roots, get their aroma deep into your chest, and they lure you back like the scent of lotus flowers on the wind.

The baby-boom hippies may be gone now, but you can still feel their presence. I am never sure whether they came to Essaouira because of the community’s free-thinking attitudes, or if they actually changed the place.

Go down to the beach and you’ll find surfers aplenty, some of them the children of hippies who were here a generation ago. They come from all over the world to do battle with the ferocious winter waves. And in the narrow streets of the old city, tie-dye, dreadlocks, and illicit tobaccos are also in plentiful supply.

As the severe winter chill melts into spring, Essaouira’s atmosphere transforms like a chameleon. The skies turn indigo blue, daubed with wisps of cirrus, the sharp light radiant against white-washed walls. And as spring slips into summer, the city is charged with electric anticipation at the annual Gnaoua Festival, held each June.

An ancient mystical fraternity with their roots sunk deep in African lore, the Gnaoua conjure music that’s a powerful blend of African and Arab, a bridge between this and the spirit world.

Sit at one of the medina cafés and from a distance you hear the distinctive clatter of qarkabeb, the oversized iron castanets, symbol of the Gnaoua. As they come closer, their rhythm shaking the soul, they have the power to send locals and foreigners into trance.

On the night I was offered a cut-price ghost, a group of four Gnaouas swept into the café in which we were sitting. The clatter of their iron castanets was like an exorcism rite, chasing out the demons.

The man beside me held his fist above his head.

‘They can smell it,’ he said.

‘Smell what?’

‘The ghost, the gnaoua... look at them!’

I turned in time to see one of the troupe collapse to the floor. He began writhing, his eyes rolled back.

‘It’s quite normal,’ said the man, darkly.

‘Are you sure?’

The ghost-seller nodded.

‘I speak the truth,’ he said. ‘I swear it, on all I hold sacred.’

 

From Travels With Myself
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