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Introduction

THE FIRST TIME I ever heard the word ‘quest’ was in a Nasrudin story:

The wise fool Nasrudin had caught word that there was a cave filled with a magnificent treasure hidden in the jungles of Sumatra. Dropping everything, he put together an expedition, and hacked through the seething forests on a monumental quest.

A year to the day on which he had set out, his team reached the mouth of the cave – having done so through a series of coincidences and unlikely good fortune. Ordering the porters to hold back, Nasrudin lit a burning torch and strode inside, his imagination stoked with visions of golden treasure.

Although spacious, the cave was empty.

In place of riches was a wooden box, inscribed with cryptic symbols. Rushing over, the wise fool opened it and found a message, which read:

‘Congratulations on reaching the most valuable treasure in the world! Rather than being in an obvious form, it is presented in the shape of this message and this box. Together they contain pointers which will be easily understood by anyone wise enough to have followed the clues to this cave.’

Stamping his feet, Nasrudin cursed his bad luck.

‘What provision do you provide for those guided not by wisdom, but by serendipity?!’ he cried.

 

Over the decades that I’ve travelled and written books, I have found there’s nothing to get the juices of enthusiasm or creativity flowing like a monumental quest.

Whether searching for the fabled gold mines of King Solomon, or the secret to the riddle of primitive flight, the ‘quest’ theme sets the stage for potential glory, and keeps the humble adventurer on track. Or, rather, it allows him to go off track, once the path has been scoped out.

In the back-to-front world in which I tend to reside, there’s only one thing as important as having a quest: not reaching the desired goal – or at least not via an obvious route. The way I perceive such things, a journey is as much about changing oneself as it is about reaching the destination.

Aim high and off-piste, and you’re promised an extravaganza like none other – allowing a quest to take shape by shunting it into a Twilight Zone of implausible possibility.

Ask any writer who has published more than a usual amount, and they’ll tell you how they receive a mass of mail – in whatever form it reaches them. Unlike many authors, I believe that hearing from readers is important – and I do my utmost to reply to everyone who messages me. Although I write for myself alone, feedback from readers is helpful to me.

Every week I receive many dozens of messages from people who want to follow quests as I have done. They come in thick and fast through social media and emails, via the publishers who represent me, by mail, and occasionally by visitors who turn up at my door. About two-thirds of them are young people who are desperate to embark on a great quest. Enthusiastic and inexperienced, they don’t usually know how to get started.

One of my few strengths is that I never let circumstances get in the way. While being completely broke I’ve planned and raised funds for massive expeditions. Impecuniosity is the most perfect motivator for thinking big.

When receiving such pleas for advice, I almost always reply in the same way – with a list:

 


	Get a sheet of A4 paper and a pen.



	Sit in a comfortable chair and close your eyes.



	Think of five incredible things that interest you.



	Turn them around in your mind as you observe their wonder.



	Open your eyes and list the things, however odd.



	Try to link them to an ultimate goal – even if it’s unattainable.



	Think zigzag and not straight, because a straight route never got anyone anywhere worth going.



	Don’t talk about your idea, but live with it – developing it a little at a time.



	Don’t stress about raising funds. If you’ve allowed the idea to grow sufficiently in your imagination, it will take shape and become real.



	Most of all, don’t ever listen to anyone who tells you that you’re incapable. Naysayers are passengers in human society – the people the leaders drag behind them as they move ahead in search of their quest.





 

Tahir Shah


A New Adventure

THERE WAS A sadness in the stillness of dusk.

The café was packed with long-faced men in robes sipping black coffee, smoking dark tobacco. A waiter weaved between the tables, tray balanced on upturned fingertips, glass balanced on tray. In that moment, day became night. The sitters drew deeply on their cigarettes, coughed and stared out at the street. Some were worrying, others dreaming, or just sitting in silence. The same ritual is played out each evening across Morocco, the desert kingdom in Africa’s north-west, nudged up against the Atlantic shore. As the last strains of sunlight dissipated, the chatter began again, the hum of calm voices breaking gently over the traffic.

The backstreet café in Casablanca was for me a place of mystery, a place with a soul, a place with danger. There was a sense that the safety nets had been cut away, that each citizen walked upon the high-wire of this, the real world. I longed not merely to travel through it, but to live in such a city.

My wife, Rachana, who was pregnant, had reservations from the start. These were fuelled all the more when I ranted on about the need for uncertainty and for danger. She said that our little daughter required a secure home, that her childhood could do without an exotic backdrop. I raised the stakes, promising a cook, a maid, an army of nannies, and sunshine – unending, glorious sunshine. Since moving from India eight years before, Rachana had hardly ever glimpsed the sun in the drab London sky. She had almost forgotten how it looked. I reminded her of what we were missing – the dazzle of yellow morning light breaking through bedroom curtains, the drone of bumblebees in honeysuckle, of rich aromas wafting through narrow streets, where market stalls are a blaze of colour, heaped with spices – paprika and turmeric, cinnamon, cumin and fenugreek. All this in a land where the family is still the core of life, where traditions die hard, and where children can grow up knowing the meaning of honour, pride and respect.

I was tired of our meagre existence and the paltry size of our flat, where the warring couple next door plagued us through paper-thin walls. I wanted to escape to a house of serious dimensions, a fantasy inspired by the pages of the Arabian Nights, with arches and colonnades, towering doors fashioned from aromatic cedar, courtyards with gardens hidden inside, stables and fountains, orchards of fruit trees, and dozens and dozens of rooms.

Anyone who has ever tried to make a break from the damp English shores has needed a long list of reasons. I have often wondered how the pilgrims on the Mayflower ever managed to get away at all. Friends and family regard would-be escapees as crazed. Mine were no exception. At first they scoffed at my plan to move abroad and, when they realized I wasn’t interested in the usual bolt-holes – southern France or Spain – they weighed in with fighting talk. They branded me as irresponsible, unfit to be a parent, a dreamer destined for failure.

The pressure to abandon my dream mounted. It became so great that I did almost back down. Then, one dreary winter morning, I passed a crowd of people on a central London street. An elderly man at the middle of the group was being wrestled to the ground by two police officers. He was dressed in business attire – pressed white shirt, silk tie, three-piece suit and a plump red carnation pinned to his lapel. In a bizarre display of eccentricity, he had taken off his trousers and was wearing his underpants on his head. The police, who were not amused, were busy cuffing the man’s hands behind his back. A young woman nearby was screaming, begging the authorities to lock ‘the madman’ up.

As the man was bundled into an armoured police van, he turned and shouted: ‘Don’t waste your life following others! Be individual! Live your dreams!’

The steel doors slammed, the vehicle sped away and the crowd dispersed – all except for me. I stood there thinking over what I had seen and what the supposed madman had said. He was right. Ours is a society of followers, trapped by an island mentality. I made a promise to myself right then. I would not be subdued by others’ expectations. I would risk everything and leave the island, dragging my family with me. Together we would search for freedom and for a land where we could be ourselves.

 

From The Caliph’s House


The Coin Pouch

EVERY FEW MONTHS, Miki would leave the urban sprawl of Tokyo behind, and travel back home to Sendai on the Shinkansen.

Sitting at the window, she would stare out, as the bullet train gathered speed, her eyes glued to the blurred landscape of identical concrete homes, their balconies cluttered with rusting bicycles and junk.

And she would find herself dreaming – of Paris’s magnificent stone hôtels particuliers and of the grandeur conjured by Baron Haussmann a century and a half before.

There was no detail Miki couldn’t imagine – from the patina of the roof slates on the Elysée Palace, to the aroma of the creamy cappuccinos served up at Café de Flore. She could visualize the Eiffel Tower illuminated on a chill winter evening, as though she were standing before it, or the great rose window on the Gothic façade of Notre Dame, or the enormous tricolour rippling back and forth in the breeze high above the Grand Palais.

Each time Miki arrived at her family home, her parents were a little older and a little more subdued. They always asked about their daughter’s life in Tokyo, and she did her best to make it sound exotic and amusing. Secretly, Miki wished she could tell them the truth – that she detested her job and a life in a city so large that there was hardly a beginning or an end.

She missed her family home in the suburbs of Sendai, but most of all she missed Paris – a place she regarded as her real home, a place she had known only through stories.

The one person who could grasp the infatuation was her beloved ojiichan.

The summer before, he had suffered a stroke. Now he spent his days staring into space, propped up on the futon against goose-down pillows. He couldn’t talk, but he could whisper, although he tired after only a minute or two.

Miki had always dreamed of walking arm in arm with him down the Champs-Elysées, from the Arc de Triomphe towards Concorde. She imagined kicking through the autumn leaves with him as they strolled past the posh shops. Most of all, she imagined herself glancing into the old man’s eyes as they went.

Deep down, Miki knew there was little hope of her grandfather ever leaving the house, let alone travelling so far as the capital city of France.

Each year, for twenty years, the ojiichan had presented his granddaughter with another fragment of the same birthday gift.

The story.

Less of an actual tale, it was more of a description – one gleaned from a first-hand memory of a short visit he had made to Paris in the decade after the War.

‘I was young then,’ he whispered on the afternoon of Miki’s twenty-fifth birthday, ‘so young and so foolish. I wandered day and night through the cobbled streets, my feet floating, my heart beating as though I had fallen hopelessly in love.’

‘In love with Paris?’ Miki asked, as she sat on the corner of her grandfather’s futon.

‘Yes... with Paris, my true love,’ Ojiichan sighed, ‘the most bewitching of lovers. She casts a magic spell on every man who sets eyes upon her.’

Miki reached out and touched her grandfather’s fingers with her own. There were tears welling in her eyes. She could feel the old man’s strength draining away, as though he were coming to the end of his storytelling days.

‘Tell me something, dearest Ojiichan,’ she said, stroking his hand with hers. ‘Out of all your experiences in Paris, what was the most wonderful moment of all?’

Her grandfather’s eyelids lowered very slowly, and his breathing seemed to shallow, until it was so faint that Miki wondered whether he had expired. His eyes still closed, she felt his hand tremble in hers. And then, in a voice so soft as to be inaudible, he said something.

‘I didn’t hear, Ojiichan.’

The old man tugged tenderly at his granddaughter’s hand. She edged closer, until her ear was an inch from his mouth.

‘The coin pouch,’ he said. ‘It was the moment that I saw the coin pouch.’

Miki didn’t understand. Squeezing her ojiichan’s hand a little tighter, she coaxed him to tell the tale.

There was silence for a minute or even two.

All of a sudden the old man began to whisper again.

‘It was a bright Sunday morning,’ he said, ‘Paris in spring, and my last day in the French capital. I had been ambling through the Tuileries Gardens, enjoying the calm pace of life, and watching people out walking their dogs, or just relaxing in the sun. There was nothing planned until the evening, and so I decided to do a little exploring. Without looking at my map, I meandered through the quiet backstreets, until I reached the beautiful Avenue Marceau.’

Miki’s grandfather took a deep breath, his eyes still closed. Only after another long pause did he continue, his words delivered slowly, one by one:

‘I had heard about that street,’ he said. ‘It was very famous at the time – famous for expensive shops. My guidebook said that it was where royalty, fashion models, and Hollywood stars shopped. I had heard that Emperor Hirohito himself had even visited in 1921, when he travelled to Paris as Crown Prince.’

‘What about the coin pouch, Ojiichan?’ Miki prompted, worried that her grandfather had lost his train of thought.

‘I am coming to that,’ he replied pointedly. ‘As I said, I was strolling down Avenue Marceau, enjoying the fine weather, and window-shopping. After all it was a Sunday and most of the shops were closed. I can remember every detail – the pigeons flapping about; the sound of a little girl screaming because she had dropped her ice cream; the stiff uniformed police officer on patrol; and the sight of a wealthy woman striding past me, wearing a voluminous green hat.

‘And then, suddenly, I found
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