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Introduction

IN THE DRAWER beside my bed I keep a stack of expired passports.

There are more than a dozen of them, charting zigzagging adventures around all corners of the world. On nights when I can’t sleep, I take them out, flick through their pages, and remember the journeys represented in a sea of slapdash immigration stamps.

Last night was one such night.

I’d been tossing and turning for a while, all kinds of thoughts and ideas coursing through my mind. As a way of stirring the flow of memory to wash away my worry, I took out the passports, and selected one.

Issued in 1992, it was cancelled three years later, every available inch of space filled. A picture at the front shows a bright young thing in his mid-twenties in need of much travel to ripen him.

Flicking through the passport, a particular immigration stamp caught my attention. Smudged and inexpertly pressed down on the page, it read ‘ENTRY TO TAHIRLAND!’ At an angle beside it was a second stamp, which read: ‘EXIT FROM TAHIRLAND!’

Before I knew it, I remembered one of the most bizarre expeditions of my life, through the deserts of Upper Egypt and across a frontier like none other.

In a way, the journey had begun in the summer of 1978 at prep school in Tunbridge Wells. An especially wretched master ordered the class to turn to a certain page in the geography textbook. Just before zoning out, I noticed something written at the corner of the page:

‘Between Egypt and the Sudan there lies a land known as Bir Tawil, an example of a Terra Nullius – a land unclaimed by any nation.’

The rest of the class got down to studying about the emerging nations of post-colonial Africa, while I began fantasizing about venturing to Bir Tawil, and claiming it for myself.

In my experience, the most successful journeys, and the best books, are derived from ideas laid down decades before. There’s nothing quite like having something churning away in the back of your head – with you as you work, rest, and sleep.

The Terra Nullius of Bir Tawil was one such notion.

I’d often forget about it for years on end. But when something sparked me to remember it, I found a hidden region of my brain had been grinding away at it all along.

Fourteen years after first reading the name of the unwanted land, I became the King of Bir Tawil.

As a traveller there are few delights as gripping as crossing a no man’s land between one country and another. I have always been drawn to the oddity of the way the south of Country A is the north of Country B, and how the east of Country C is the west of Country D.

Likewise, frontiers are man-made fictions that rule our experience of travel. At a time of mass human migration they’re in the news more than ever, leading me to frequently revisit the journeys I’ve made from one nation to the next, across frontiers.

While crossing a no man’s land between Sierra Leone and Liberia, a Polish adventurer once struck up a conversation.

‘We are nowhere,’ he said.

‘Nowhere and everywhere,’ I added.

The Pole sighed lugubriously.

‘What joy it is to reach a frontier filled with hope of what will come next,’ he said.
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Across the Straits

A MOROCCAN FRIEND told me that to understand his country, one had to understand the kingdom to the north.

The cultures of Morocco and Spain, he had said, are linked by history, by tradition and by blood. So in the middle of February we planned a trip to the Alhambra in southern Spain, where the great palace-fortress of Moorish kings still stands at Granada. It seemed the perfect time to visit what must be the finest Islamic palace ever constructed.

Another reason for the journey was to get away from Casablanca. I fantasized that when we came back a week later all the work would be finished. To ensure the craftsmen would toil day and night, I asked Kamal to stay in the house until our return.

Living in Morocco, it is easy to forget that Europe is no more than a few miles to the north, albeit in another continent. We took the train up to Tangier and crossed the Straits of Gibraltar to Algeciras. The ferry was low in the water, listing to the port side. She was called Isabella, the name of the queen who routed the Spanish Muslims from the Iberian peninsula eight centuries ago. The straits may be only eight miles across at their nearest point, but they divide two continents, an ocean, and a sea.

We stood out on the deck in the breeze, watching as Africa slipped away. The minarets of Tangier grew smaller and smaller, until they were no more than specks on the horizon. Gulls swooped over the stern, where a dozen crates of fish were packed in ice. We strolled along the guard rail to the bow, where we found Europe approaching.

Anyone who has travelled in Andalucía has been touched by the spell of Morocco. The Moors retreated to African soil, but their legacy endures throughout Iberia. Their invasion of Spain took place in 711 of the Christian era, and the Islamic faith was practised there for more than five hundred years. Today, you can find traces of the Moorish past in Spanish food and music, scholarship, folklore and in the language itself.

The Alhambra palace at Granada is so exquisite that a visitor is at a loss to describe it. I was first taken there as a child. I remember walking round the gardens and through the great halls, my mouth wide open in awe. I had never imagined such beauty, such precision.

The chill winter air was perfumed with the scent of roses, lulled by the sound of water tumbling from fountains. Ambling through the courtyards again, this time with my own children, I was spellbound by the serenity, a ballet in stone. The lines and textures were easy on the eye, the sounds and smells equally pleasing. Like the ballet, there was a sense that such perfection had been effortless to create.

We stayed in a small guesthouse in the shadow of the palace. The nights were cold, the mornings glazed with frost. I was overcome by the tranquillity. I told Rachana that I wanted to stay there forever and to walk away from the Caliph’s House. She laughed and then seemed very serious.

‘You’re not joking, are you?’ she said.

 

From The Caliph’s House


The Fool

CURVACEOUS, BIG-BONED, AND a shameless flirt, Doña Fernández did her level best to shock everyone she encountered.

More often than not dressed in a super-tight T-shirt and an ultra-skimpy miniskirt, with a spectacular beehive towering above her head, the doña may once have been a beauty of sorts. But time had been cruel to the face that, I liked to imagine, had broken a thousand hearts. Half an inch of foundation cream, mascara, rouge, the blonde-dyed bouffant, and pearly dentures made it challenging to accurately deduce her age.

Pouting, she insisted she wasn’t a day over forty. My own guess was that number and at least the same again.

Like all the other travellers taking refuge at her modest pension, I’d wound up under its roof having fallen victim to thieves.

The longest-serving resident, an American student, had been accosted at knife-point while hitching outside town.

Another, a Dutch artist, was mugged in the public toilets down at the port.

Three more – a trio of French street musicians – claimed to have been pickpocketed on a local bus. While queuing to report the incident at the police station, they’d had their instruments pinched.

As for me, I’d dozed off on the overnight sleeper from Madrid. Waking as the train screeched its way into Algeciras, I found myself relieved of my luggage, valuables, and even my shoes.

With no money or passport, and wearing a pair of borrowed sneakers, I drifted from hotel to hotel. But none would take me in as I didn’t have ID, let alone funds with which to pay.

So, like all the other misfits lying low in the backstreets of Algeciras, I found the only sanctuary with an open door was the inimitable Hostal Magnífico.

Having recently arrived, my stock value was still high, as was the shock value in reacting to Doña Fernández’s cleavage – which was thrust in my direction as soon as I crossed the threshold.

I remember huffing and puffing on that first morning, declaring optimistically how I’d be out ‘within a day or two at most’.

Looking back, I see why the other residents did their best to keep straight faces. Some had been stuck in the Algeciras limbo zone for weeks, or even months.

My room there resembled a cell in a Pakistani solitary confinement block. Unfortunately, I know that for certain. At the time, I didn’t give the lack of comfort much thought, however. Mounted high on the back wall, the only window was the size and shape of a dinner plate. No amount of jumping up and down ever revealed its view.

For three days I lined up at the police station and waited to be seen. A line of freshly robbed travellers snaked out the door and around the block, hinting at the scale of the local crime wave.

When I finally got to the front, the duty officer seemed unimpressed by my tale. Rolling his eyes, he suggested I call my parents by reverse-charge call.

I did so, and they promised to send funds by express transfer.

Unfortunately, Andalucía’s banking system was as incompetent as its thieves were capable. Despite endless visits to the bank, I was holed up in Algeciras for weeks.

At times during my extenuated residence at Hostal Magnífico, I wondered whether the voluptuous Doña Fernández was somehow caught up with the ring of thievery preying so adeptly on unsuspecting young travellers. Our communal misery ensured her business boomed.

The unintentional stay in Algeciras, with its vantage over the Straits to Africa, may well easily been a footnote in my travels. But an encounter took place there unlike any other, leading me to ponder whether the theft of my belongings was somehow preordained.

Having been installed at Hostal Magnífico for about ten days, I was no longer shocked by Doña Fernández’s cleavage. Nor was I interested in playing cards with the French street musicians, who were desperately attempting to win funds through poker. Like most of the residents, they’d long since given up on ever landing a transfer from far away friends or family.

I filled the days by reading crime novels borrowed from the hostel’s bookshelf, and by planning the books I hoped one day to write.

Days passed slowly.

As the first week edged towards the second, time slowed yet more.

Late one morning, a woman called María arrived.

For two reasons she was different from everyone else taking refuge at Hostal Magnífico.

First, she hadn’t been robbed.

Second, despite what everyone thought and said, she was a truly good person.

Sitting in the reception when she arrived, I observed from a distance whether she recoiled at Doña Fernández’s bust.

To my surprise, she did not.

Nor did she balk when the Dutch artist strode out the door wearing only a pair of painted-on boxer shorts.

María’s journey had begun in her native Ecuador, and taken in more than fifty countries between her home village and the Sea of Okhotsk.

Slightly built, she was hollow-faced and prim in an unusual way. Her eyes were emerald green, and her smile was utterly intoxicating. Ten minutes after her arrival, the French musicians enquired if she wanted to play poker. As graciously as I have ever seen an invitation passed up, she declined. A moment later, when each of them tried to chat her up, María held up her ring finger, with the words, ‘Already taken, boys.’

A couple of days came and went before I spoke to María myself. Although my funds still hadn’t arrived, I did a deal with Señor Chen, the owner of a Chinese takeaway across the street from Hostal Magnífico. A hole-in-the-wall by any standards, it was roach-ridden, and stank of raw sewage. I swore that when my transfer came in I’d buy him a new set of frying pans.

Señor Chen may have been a rogue of the first order, and possibly the worst chef that ever lived, but he was my saviour for dishing out two daily bowls of leftover soup.

Three days after her arrival, María came in at lunchtime and joined me on the one and only table at Señor Chen’s.

She asked what was good.

‘I always have the “house soup”,’ I said.

‘Is it delicious?’

‘Not exactly.’

‘Then why do you order it?’ María asked.

‘Because it’s what Señor Chen gives me as his part of our deal.’

‘And what do you give him in return?’

‘I’ve promised him a set of new frying pans.’

María frowned – not a frown of displeasure so much as one derived from bewilderment.

‘I’m in Algeciras because I was robbed,’ I explained. ‘Was on my way to Morocco… to visit the house where my grandfather lived.’

‘Where was that?’

‘Tangier.’

‘Which street?’

‘Rue de la Plage.’

María smiled graciously, as she’d done when the French musicians asked her out. Ordering a bowl of the house soup, she scratched at a patch of grime on the spoon placed before her by Señor Chen.

‘Tangier’s the crossroads of the winds,’ she told me. ‘It was there my journey began… and there it ended last week.’

‘How long have you been travelling?’ I asked.

María looked across at me hard, as though her mind was making a connection.

‘For twenty years,’ she said. ‘Since the summer of 1967… when I was young and headstrong and guided by a dream.’

I asked a question, something about favourite destinations, but María didn’t answer it. Instead, peering deep into my eyes, she said:

‘The dream got me to leave a village in Ecuador, and set off in search of wonder.’

‘Did you find it… the wonder?’

‘Yes, I did.’

‘Where?’

Again, María smiled, a little more intently than before.

‘I found it on Tangier’s rue de la Plage.’

My eyebrows raised.

‘My grandfather lived at number seventy-one… at Villa Calpe.’

The leftover soup arrived at that moment, steaming more than usual.

‘Yes, I know,’ María countered in a slow, firm tone, when Señor Chen had sloped away into the kitchen.

‘Really?’

‘Yes. Because it was he who sent me on the journey.’

‘You knew him?’

Raking the rim of her spoon over the soup’s fatty surface, María nodded.

‘Back then Tangier was a melting pot of people and of secrets,’ she said, ‘blown there by the prevailing winds. But he was in a league of his own.’

‘He moved there after my grandmother died, in 1960,’ I said. ‘Utterly broken, he chose Tangier because he wanted to be in a place they’d never been together. He lived there until November 1969, when he was struck by a reversing Coca-Cola truck outside Villa Calpe.’

‘That’s right,’ said María, as if affirming the veracity of my information.

‘How did you come to meet him?’

‘Through the actor James Coburn. They were inseparable friends as you surely know. At the height of his fame, Coburn was in Tangier making a movie called Duffy. I was involved as a lowly production assistant.’

‘I heard that Coburn was a disciple of my grandfather.’

‘Yes, he was. There were two great masters in his life. One was Bruce Lee, who instructed him in the Way of Kung Fu. The other was Sirdar Ikbal Ali Shah, who instructed him in the Sufi Path.’

María stirred her soup, hoping to cool it.

‘We used to meet in the afternoons and sit in the garden of Villa Calpe,’ she said. ‘He would tell me about his life, and I’d listen with rapture, like a child hearing magical tales.’

‘What about your journey?’

The question caused María to freeze, the rim of the spoon hovering at her lips. Very slowly, her hand lowered, and she said:

‘That’s a very odd thing.’

‘The journey?’

‘Yes, and the way it came about… all of it.’

‘In what way?’

María looked across at me hard again, her eyes twin oceans of emerald green.

‘One afternoon your grandfather was complaining about a leak in the bathroom,’ she said. ‘The plumbing at Villa Calpe was in a terrible state. A week before, the boiler had exploded – blowing off half your grandfather’s moustache
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