

    [image: cover]


  

  
    
  


  A Mad World, My Masters


  John Simpson is the BBCs World Affairs Editor. He has twice been the Royal Television Societys Journalist of the Year. He has also
  won three BAFTAs, including the Richard Dimbleby award in 1991 and the News and Current Affairs award in 2000 for his coverage, with the BBC News team, of the Kosovo conflict. He has written four
  volumes of autobiography, Strange Places, Questionable People; A Mad World, My Masters; News from No Mans Land and, most recently, Not Quite Worlds End. He
  is also the author of The Wars Against Saddam and the acclaimed childhood memoir Days from a Different World.


  
    
  


  Also by John Simpson


  Strange Places, Questionable People


  News from No Mans Land


  The Wars Against Saddam


  Days from a Different World


  Twenty Tales from the War Zone


  (A World Book Day Quick Read)


  Not Quite Worlds End


  
    
  


  JOHN SIMPSON


  A Mad World, My Masters


  Tales from a Travellers Life


  PAN BOOKS


  
    
  


  [image: ]


  First published 2000 by Macmillan


  First published in paperback 2001 by Pan Books


  This electronic edition published 2009 by Pan Books

  an imprint of Pan Macmillan Ltd

  Pan Macmillan, 20 New Wharf Rd, London N1 9RR

  Basingstoke and Oxford

  Associated companies throughout the world

  www.panmacmillan.com


  ISBN 978-0-330-51641-9 in Adobe Reader format

  ISBN 978-0-330-51640-2 in Adobe Digital Editions format

  ISBN 978-0-330-51642-6 in Mobipocket format


  Copyright  John Simpson 2000


  The right of John Simpson to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


  You may not copy, store, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by any means (electronic, digital,
  optical, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be
  liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.


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


  Visit www.panmacmillan.com to read more about all our books and to buy them. You will also find features, author interviews and news of any author events, and you can
  sign up for e-newsletters so that youre always first to hear about our new releases.


  
    
  


  To Dee, in love and gratitude for sharing my world;

  

  to my granddaughter Rachel, in welcome;

  

  and in affectionate memory of Arthur Sale


  
    
  


  Acknowledgements


  Extracts from Scoop by Evelyn Waugh (copyright  Evelyn Waugh 1938) reprinted by permission of PFD on behalf of the Estate of Evelyn Waugh.


  Extracts from Our Man in Havana by Graham Greene reprinted by permission of David Higham Associates.


  Extract from Who Are the War Criminals? by George Orwell (copyright  George Orwell 1944) reproduced by permission of A. M. Heath & Co. Ltd. on behalf of Bill
  Hamilton as the Literary Executor of the Estate of the late Sonia Brownell Orwell and Martin Secker & Warburg Ltd.


  Extract from Leap Before You Look by W. H. Auden in W. H. Auden: Collected Poems reproduced by permission of Faber & Faber Ltd. as the publishers.


  Extract from When Franco Died by Martha Gellhorn in The View from the Ground reproduced by permission of Dr Alexander Matthews as the Literary Executor of
  the Martha Gellhorn Estate.


  Extract from Invasion 1940 by SS General Walter Schellenberg reprinted by permission of Little, Brown and Company.


  
    
  


  
    
      
        
          each playboy in the world whips the same top on a different axis


          
            Arthur Sale, Poems

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
  


  Contents


  List of Illustrations


  Preface


  Introduction


  1. WANDERING


  2. JOURNEYS


  3. VILLAINS


  4. SPIES


  5. DODGIN


  6. DICTATORS


  7. ICONS


  8. BOMBING


  9. GUIGNOL


  10. ABSURDITIES


  11. PLEASURES


  12. MILESTONES


  Afterword


  Index


  
    
  


  List of Illustrations


  Photos not credited are from John Simpsons own collection.


  SECTION ONE


  Real travelling. (Peter Jouvenal  BBC)


  Document check. (Peter Jouvenal  BBC)


  Escorted by soldiers. (Steve Morris  BBC)


  The drug dealers come to market. (Steve Morris  BBC)


  Father Leonel Navaez. (Steve Morris  BBC)


  The cocaine business. (Steve Morris  BBC)


  The Serbian warlord Arkan. ( BBC)


  Osama bin Laden. ( EPA/PA Photos)


  Maurice Rossel. (ICRC  BBC)


  Colonel Gadhafi contemplative. (Bob Prabhu  BBC)


  Colonel Gadhafi declaiming. (Bob Prabhu  BBC)


  Colonel Gadhafi discreetly breaking wind. (Bob Prabhu  BBC)


  Fidel Castro. (Nigel Bateson  BBC)


  The Emperor Bokassa. (Dougie Dalgleish  BBC)


  The imperial ring. (Dougie Dalgleish  BBC)


  Somali bodyguards. (Jonathan Cavender  BBC)


  Hussein Aideed. (Jonathan Cavender)


  Reading Hitlers diary. (Chris Marlow  BBC)


  A trial in St Petersburg. (Ron Hooper  BBC)


  SECTION TWO


  Martha Gellhorn and Dee.


  Luis Zambrano. (Steve Morris  BBC)


  Dr Zekria Bakhshi reads a message. (Peter Jouvenal  BBC)


  Dr Zekria Bakhshi. (Peter Jouvenal  BBC)


  Bob Prabhu.


  Nigel Bateson.


  Tony Fallshaw with Dee.


  Markus Wolf, spymaster.


  No filming in the Lubyanka. (Rory Peck  BBC)


  Jean-Claudes wrecked car. ( BBC)


  British mercenary in the bush. (Franois Marais  BBC)


  With Dr Marko Kadija.


  Dragan Petrovi[image: ].


  Bal[image: ]a, Bata and Dee.


  Celebrating Christmas on the MS Matangare.


  Millennium Island.


  Dee.


  Simpsons World. (Nigel Bateson  BBC)


  
    
  


  Preface


  
    
      Every part of the world shoots up daily into more subtlety.


      The very spider weaves her cauls with more art and cunning to entrap the fly.


      The shallow ploughman can distinguish now


      Twixt simple truth and a dissembling brow . . .


      How doest behoove us then that live by sleight,


      To have our wits wound up to their stretched height!


      
        Thomas Middleton, A Mad World, My Masters, c. 1605

      

    

  


  I decided to lift the title of this book from the Jacobean playwright Thomas Middleton because I felt it expressed the sense that many people have now, and clearly had four
  hundred years ago too, that things around them have gone mildly crazy. Of course, todays craziness is invariably transformed into tomorrows rational order, which becomes disrupted
  once again at some future point and then becomes a new and perfectly workable basis for society; and so on. Maybe these things are particularly noticeable at the turn of our new century, just as
  they were for Middleton. Nevertheless at the age of fifty-six I have seen the system in which I grew up turned inside out, and although I am glad to see most of it go and find plenty of things to
  approve of in the strange new world order, I feel some of the changes are worth cataloguing. Some of these changes that have taken place in the world are encouraging and deeply attractive; others
  less so. This book, which is largely autobiographical, grumbles long and loud about the sameness which is starting to afflict our lives, while celebrating where possible the welcome areas of
  difference and complexity.


  Nowadays I no longer live in Britain, and come back to it almost as a foreign country. I have become the modern equivalent of one of those old colonial types
  who works for England, fights for England, would die for England, but doesnt actually want to live in England. (The source of the quotation has so far evaded me, but I hope I
  have rendered it accurately.) I am extremely fond of the place, but tend to find it better in the memory than in actuality. No doubt I will come back to lay my ancient bones in it one day, but
  while the bones are still in reasonable working order I prefer to exercise them elsewhere. And so my most extensive experience of Britain tends to come nowadays when I have just published a new
  book, and I travel round the country trying to encourage people to buy it. My friend Martin Bell (at least I hope he is my friend, though for some reason we have traded some tetchy words about each
  other since he became a Member of Parliament) wrote recently that it was the foreign correspondents golden rule to get out of the capital. He is absolutely right. You can only understand
  what a country is really about if you get away from the ultra-sophisticates and the clever dicks, and see its heartland.


  During my travels around Britain and Ireland I have come across all sorts of people, from every different class and background, whose only common denominator seemed to be an interest in books
  and in current affairs. I found them as fascinating and extraordinary as if I had come across some long-lost relatives of mine. We shared the same jokes, and had the same general vocabulary in
  common. When you live in Britain you tend to see the complexity of the country, and regard people from the South as being radically different from the North, Scots from Londoners, the North Walians
  from the people of South Wales, and so on. But when you come to them as an outsider, they appear altogether different: as a general type, and rather an attractive one too. As Dr Johnson said, if
  you meet someone else from your village in the nearby town, you greet them with far more enthusiasm than you would if you were both in your native high street; if you are visiting the Continent you
  will find pleasure in the company of anyone else of the same nationality; in the African jungle you will greet another European with delight; and on the Moon you would be overjoyed to meet another
  human being, no matter where they came from.


  I was perhaps less than enthusiastic about the elderly character in tweeds at the back of the tent at one literary festival I went to, who called out
  Shame on you! because of an answer I gave to the question, Has anyone from a dictatorship ever lied to you? (I said, Do you mean apart from the Thatcher
  administration?) But at least he didnt walk out. I met people who had done extraordinary things during the Second World War, or had just slipped away from their nursing duties at the
  local hospital where they saw things on a daily basis which were worse than anything I had witnessed in thirty-one wars and revolutions, or were soon going to leave university and couldnt
  decide whether to travel round China alone or teach in the depths of Borneo or give up everything and settle in Central America. I met a young assistant in a bookshop who was about to become a
  multi-millionaire through a book he had written for young children. I met an engineer, recently widowed, who was going off to spend the next three years helping the victims of a major disaster in
  India. Interesting people; people with a surprisingly open sense of themselves and their lives; people felt I understood and could relate to, because we had the same basic codes and references in
  common. By speaking to them, I felt I had come home.


  Home is a commodity which I confess I am a little short of. As I explained in the first volume of my autobiography, Strange Places, Questionable People, I come of restless stock. My
  father ran away to sea when he was fifteen, and spent much of the 1930s travelling the globe as a steward on board P&O liners. Half a century earlier my mothers grandmother abandoned her
  English husband and eloped with a Texan cowboy called Colonel Samuel Franklin Cody, who became a Wild West showman and then a pioneer of the air and in 1908 made the first powered flight in
  Britain. Soon afterwards my great-grandmother became the first woman in the entire English-speaking world to fly. If there is a gene for heading off into the blue, I have inherited it.


  There was a time when I had a home, like everyone else. I used to know whether I would be free for dinner next Friday, and how much leave I could take this year, and where I would be spending
  Christmas. That was thirty-one years ago, before I became a BBC reporter. Since then travelling at short notice, often to difficult places, has become an all-consuming way of life. I miss
  everyones birthdays, especially my own; I walk out of family reunions to catch a plane; I cancel long-advertised public appearances at an hours
  notice. My two daughters, Julia and Eleanor, grew up seeing relatively little of me. In short, I have become a wanderer on the face of the earth.


  Since I left London for good four years ago, I have at the time of writing made 256 international journeys: an average, that is, of one plane trip every 5.56 days. During that time the place
  where I have stayed the longest is the Hyatt Hotel, Belgrade, during the NATO bombing in 1999. I doubt if this sounds glamorous. On the contrary, it probably sounds quite sad; the Flying Dutchman
  meets the Wandering Jew.


  I do of course have somewhere more permanent than my green canvas hold-all and a hotel room to live in. My main place is in Dublin, looking out onto the Irish Sea, and I also have a small flat
  in Paris, in the shadow of the Eiffel Tower. Life could, in other words, be worse; yet when I travel I do sometimes find myself troubled by the notion of home, and have had to create substitutes
  for it: a virtual reality home.


  These substitutes come in various forms. Home, for instance, is the place where you are a known quantity and your face is familiar. I have constructed a television programme for myself called
  Simpsons World, a political travel show which is broadcast on BBC News 24 to a smallish yet surprisingly appreciative number of viewers, and on BBC World to an audience which is,
  quite simply, staggering; one estimate puts it at 130 million people around the globe. This means that there is almost nowhere I can travel where people do not come up to me to talk about
  Simpsons World. I belong to that tired-sounding yet increasingly real construct, the global village; and in the streets of this village I am not entirely anonymous.


  But for me there is something infinitely more important about Simpsons World than being accosted by viewers: my wife Dee is its producer. It is a family business, which between
  ourselves we call The Simpsons. The BBC, which knows everyones price to the last decimal point, pays her 450 to produce, direct, edit and satellite each programme: so
  little that in Britain she would qualify for income support. But since the BBC also pays the costs of her travels with me, it outdoes any other type of television work she could get.


  And so, when I arrive in my hotel and start unpacking, I am not alone; Dee is there too, and our room becomes our home. We set things up in the same fashion
  (sameness creates a sense of familiarity, and therefore of comfort) and our routines become almost domestic. There are places  New York, or Cape Town, or Rio  where it feels like that
  magical pre-war Hollywood world when people lived their lives in hotels and rang room service every time they wanted a hamburger, or a bottle of champagne: the ethic of the Myrna Loy 
  William Powell comedy-thriller.


  Yet our lives arent always as civilized as that. Dee and I worked together in Belgrade, when NATO bombs and rockets were hitting the city day and night. We have travelled to the kind of
  places most sane people avoid: Iran, Libya, Nigeria, Colombia, the West Bank. As a South African she too is a wanderer, who has left her home, her family and her close-knit, liberal Afrikaans
  culture behind. Between us we have forged a coalition against foreignness and unfamiliarity by creating our own sense of ourselves and our home, wherever we chance to find ourselves.


  Far from having no home at all, then, we have many: first and foremost, of course, the pleasures of Dublin, with its bars and restaurants and bookshops. But just as T. S. Eliot used sometimes to
  sign himself Metoikos, resident alien, I feel myself at ease in cities from Rome to Buenos Aires, from Tehran to Beijing, from Moscow to Johannesburg. I believe, rightly
  or wrongly, there is nowhere on earth that Dee and I could not parachute into in the morning, and provide a respectable account of by that evenings Ten OClock News. That is
  what we do for a living  assuming, of course, that you call this living.


  But you cannot survive on cosmopolitanism alone; you must carry with you a sense of who you are and where, ideally, you belong in the scheme of things. I have built up a mental portfolio about
  myself which is, like all our views of ourselves, partly romanticized and partly genuine: mine involves coming from Suffolk stock (like three-quarters of all East Anglians, my blood-group is not O
  like the majority of English people, but A+), and hanging particular landscapes on the walls of my living room of the mind: the coast at Dunwich, Newmarket Heath, Stoke-by-Nayland, Kings
  College chapel from the Backs. I have of course airbrushed out the power-lines, the little, the hideous housing developments  the reality of so much of England. Now that I scarcely see it,
  Britain has become a rational, calm place for me, where the trains arrive on time, the streets are tidy, and the crowds are invariably polite and unintrusive,
  and crime scarcely exists.


  And of course there are particular, individual pleasures. In Dublin, a whisky sour at the bar at the Shelbourne, or a glass of Jamesons in Finnegans, in our own village; in Paris,
  dinner at the restaurant downstairs or a stroll across the Champ de Mars. On the few occasions we visit Britain we sometimes spend the night in Cambridge amid the mediaeval architecture and
  Pepysian furnishings of the fellows guestroom at my old college, Magdalene, after some particularly convivial evening; or we slump in horsehair armchairs at the London Library, reading; or
  we booze the evening away with friends in the noise and warmth of the Chelsea Arts Club. These things constitute our home just as much as the places where we actually live.


  Everyone has to create such places, these imaginary landscapes, these oases of enjoyment, because we are all exiles and wanderers. It is the human condition, and the most rooted person on earth
  feels the need to make the internal journey somewhere which is uniquely theirs. Michel de Montaigne, who did some travelling himself yet lived much of his life in the tower on his estate outside
  Bordeaux, wrote: You have to create some small back-room [arrire-boutique] of the mind, where you can fully be yourself.


  The arrire-boutique my wife and I have made ourselves is, for all its insubstantial nature, a comfortable one. It is recreated everywhere we set down our cases, every time we take
  our seats on another aircraft, each new hotel room we occupy. It may seem an odd, unconventional kind of life, but it suits us.


  In writing it, I had great help from my assistant at the BBC, Jo Mathys, who always greeted each request for help with the same gentle enthusiasm. Any number of other people have helped me with
  information, among them Bob Prabhu, Tony Fallshaw, Nigel Bateson and Ken Oxley.


  Lists of thank yous are always dangerous, since the risk of leaving out someone important is a very real one. In my last book, Strange Places, Questionable People, I entered an area of
  high mental interference and forgot completely how much I owed in the way of thanks to Mike Weaver, who encouraged me greatly at St Pauls School and at Cambridge, and helped to ensure that I became editor of the magazine Granta. Humble, not to say grovelling, apologies to someone who has been a very good
  friend.


  Especial thanks to Gavin Millar, QC, who defended the excellent iconoclastic and much-missed magazine LM in the libel case brought against it by ITN. ITNs editor maintained that
  they sued LM in the interest of free speech, and Mr Millar generously checked my references to the case in this book to ensure that I too would not fall victim to ITNs noble campaign
  for freedom of expression.


  Since I am nowadays a much edited man, I should thank all my various editors, Richard Sambrook, Adrian van Klaveren and Bill Taylor at the BBC, Dominic Lawson and Robin Gedye at the Sunday
  Telegraph, and Mark Jones at High Life, for giving me the kind of freedom which enabled me to write this book and to experience the things which have gone into it; my editor at
  Macmillan, Catherine Whitaker, for being so relaxed about it, and so kind and encouraging; my literary agent, Julian Alexander, for thinking up the idea in the first place (as well as other ideas
  for the future), and Philippa McEwan, also at Macmillan, for being so unfailingly supportive.


  But most of all I must thank my wife Dee, who as the producer of our programme Simpsons World shares my travels, good, bad and occasionally downright difficult, and has brought
  such happiness and beauty into my life.


  Co. Dublin, March 2001


  
    
  


  Introduction


  
    
      We that acquaint our selves with every Zoane,


      And pass both Tropikes and behold the Poles;


      When we come home, are to our selves unknowne,


      And unacquainted still with our owne Soules.


      
        Sir John Davies,


        Nosce Teipsum, 1599

      

    

  


  Once we had a planet. Now, at the start of the third Christian millennium, were left with a suburb.


  In our world, you can fly from any big city to any other in twenty-four hours or less. A few rogue places exist to which you can scarcely fly at all, but their number is going down all the time;
  as I write they include North Korea, Chechnya, Afghanistan and Somalia. Libya was taken off the list in 1999, and a dozen big international airlines immediately started flying to Tripoli again.


  When, following the collapse of Communism, an American academic made himself famous by announcing the death of history, most of his colleagues disagreed. A decade later there are scarcely twenty
  countries which havent adopted the politics and economics of liberal democracy. If it isnt quite dead yet, history, in the sense of a clash between different political concepts, does
  indeed seem to be withering on the vine.


  Our world has been mapped with complete accuracy, and there can be scarcely any peoples or species left whom we have not catalogued. In 1999 a surprisingly large new species of tree rat was
  discovered in Peru. The previous year two separate bands of unknown wandering tribesmen were discovered in Papua-New Guinea. They possessed no spoken language, and conversed solely in signs. In the
  dense forest in the far west of Brazil I came across a man who had found the arrows of various different groups of indians unknown to ethnography. There are
  undoubtedly groups in the Congolese jungle or the Kalahari Desert who have not made any contact with the outside world. But that is just about all. There are more people alive now than in the whole
  of mankinds past, which creates problems for those who believe in reincarnation. Yet for the first time we all know one another.


  Worse, the differences between us are disappearing as fast as the animal, bird and insect species we share our planet with. In the 1960s you could still work out where you were when you drove
  across the United States by the accents and the food; not any longer. In the 1970s French was still an important second language in countries as divergent as Iran, Yugoslavia and Romania; alas, for
  those of us who have laboured to improve it over the years, not any more.


  An inalienable sameness has settled over the globe. The spirit of place, the specificity which the mediaeval philosopher Duns Scotus called haecietas, thisness, is evaporating fast. So is
  the quality which Gerard Manley Hopkins gave thanks for:


  
    All things counter, original, spare, strange.

  


  We are losing our distinctiveness, our human biodiversity, with appalling speed. As Gertrude Stein wrote of Oakland, California, Theres no there there. We tend to think of
  the process as being American-inspired, but it is merely American-led; the United States has gone farther and faster down this particular road than the rest of us, thats all.


  Europe is doing its utmost to catch up. The powerful sense of regional identity which used to exist throughout Europe has faded very quickly. The first time I stayed in Venice in the early
  seventies I remarked to the old lady who was showing me to my room in the Pensione Seguso that there were a lot of tourists about.


  Ah well, you see, its Easter in Venice.


  It was as if this were something special to the city, which those of us who lived elsewhere wouldnt necessarily appreciate.


  Not long afterwards I spent a weekend on the charming Ile St Louis in Paris, and needed to buy a bottle of ink to write some letters.


  Im sorry, Msieu, said the elderly lady in the general store on the corner, we dont sell ink. I doubt if
  youll get it anywhere on the island.


  The Ile St Louis is about fifty yards equidistant from the Left and Right Banks of the Seine. Nowadays it is full of twee shops selling crpes and glove puppets and paintings by Bernard
  Buffet, and English buskers queue up on the bridge, waiting for their half-hour turn in front of the tourists. Then it was a separate place with its own clearly established sense of identity.


  It is, said General de Gaulle in the late 1950s, impossible to hold together a country which has 265 specialities of cheese.


  All but two or three of those specialities can still be found in France, though European Union regulations make it illegal to sell even Brie and Camembert if it is produced in the strictly
  traditional method. France, once the most idiosyncratic, regionally diverse and uncontrollable country in Europe, is settling into the same uniformity as the rest of us. There are Body Shops and
  Holiday Inns in large numbers there too, and more McDonalds in Paris than in London. Obesity, the defining disease of Western man and woman, distinctly hamburger- and Coke-related, is
  beginning to affect France as it has long affected Britain. As for America, airlines are beginning to introduce wider seats to accommodate the growth in American arse-sizes, and lavatories are
  being manufactured two inches wider.


  In other ways the choices are lessening. Until about 1980 furniture shops in Wales sold what was known as the Welsh bed, wider and shorter than the types available in the rest of
  the United Kingdom. Officially, we are all the same size now. And we are all equal in the face of technology. There was a time when, travelling abroad, I could go for days without contacting my
  office. Now I am fortunate if more than a couple of hours pass without a call from London; even during the night, if they forget about time difference  the one major element of distinction
  between one place and another which no one has yet suggested ironing out.


  When the local telecommunications system doesnt run to the use of mobile telephones  and I have used one to call my office from the Khyber Pass, the Great Wall of China and the
  flat of a drugs baron in Medelln  then I can always take a satellite phone the size of a small briefcase with me. In the 1970s my foreign desk used to communicate with me by telex. The technology was untrustworthy and the language strange:


  All well w u? ga


  Yeah, tho cash a prob, ga


  So what new, eh? ga


  This ga stood for go ahead.


  By the late 1980s the office sent me faxes, though they were on shiny paper which curled up, and the words faded fast. If you went into the hotel business-centre, another 80s concept, and asked
  to use a desk-top computer, you would never know which of a dozen or so types of software it might use. Now, from Damascus to Lahore to Xian, everyone uses Microsoft. Sometimes you have to work out
  how to get out of Chinese or Arabic characters and into Roman ones, but thats all. It probably wont be long before that little nuisance to the manufacturers is ironed out too, and
  everyone will speak and write a kind of English.


  Convenience has driven out variety; and not merely in the hotel business-centre. Which American mall doesnt have its J.C. Penney, its Radio Shack, its Hagen-Dazs? Which British high
  street doesnt have its Marks and Spencer, its Boots, its W.H. Smith, its Principles? And when you come across these shops abroad, your first response is not a pleasant flash of recognition
  but a dull sense that you havent really reached anywhere different after all.


  In the Yemeni capital, Sanaa, there are almost as many mobile phones per capita as in New York City. In Bokhara and Samarkand you can buy hamburgers and hot dogs on the street corner. In
  the remotest reaches of the Amazon the children who play in the dust wear T-shirts with the Nike or Coca-Cola logo. In Iran, I have seen posters advertising a Sylvester Stallone film on the walls
  of the holy city of Qom.


  The feeling is growing, especially in the United States, that there is no need to travel abroad, since abroad is travelling to you. In Washington DC I have been driven by a taxi-driver who had
  been the leader of an Afghan mujaheddin group, and in Paris by another who had been an Iranian air force general. In Denver I once found a taxi was driven by a North Korean who spoke not a single
  recognizable word of English, and in New York City a taxi-driver from, I think, Equatorial Guinea who had no idea where or what Wall Street was.


  Players from more than twenty nationalities play professional football in Germany, including Algerians, Peruvians and Russians. Chelsea sometimes fields seven
  non-British players for its Premiership matches. In the United States or Britain you are as likely to be operated on for a serious heart complaint by an Indian or an Egyptian as by someone of your
  own nationality, and Palestinians are among the best surgeons on four continents. The lists of students and academic staff at Cambridge University shows that they are drawn from at least seventy
  different countries; Oxford, Harvard and Yale could probably match that.


  In London there are colonies tens of thousands strong of Colombians, Thais and Ethiopians  people without the remotest colonial links to Britain. There are Japanese restaurants in
  Kinshasa, Beijing and Geneva, and Italian restaurants in Amman, Minsk and Pretoria. You find the best Thai food in the world in Australia, the best Balti in northern England, and the best Persian
  fesanjun in Los Angeles. Tandoori has become the quintessential British dish, while curry has supplanted fish and chips as the most popular takeaway food. Hamburgers are more popular among
  the thirteen to eighteen age group in France than steak-frites or magret de canard.


  I recognized him because he was dressed like a foreigner, says a character in a pre-war Graham Greene novel, and as late as the 1970s you could still recognize Frenchmen by the cut
  of their jackets, Englishmen by their checks and brogues, Italians by the narrowness of their trousers, Americans by the shortness of theirs and the thickness of the welts on their shoes. Nowadays
  large parts of the entire worlds population, from Kuwait to Sydney and from Galway to Dalian, buy their clothes at Gap: an organization utterly devoid of anything which in previous
  centuries, or even decades, would have been regarded as style. These clothes are, of course, usually made in Indonesia or Guatemala.


  Once, caught by a wardrobe emergency in St Petersburg, I had to kit myself out at short notice from head to toe from the local Hugo Boss shop (the original Hugo Boss prospered in the 1930s and
  40s as tailor to Himmlers SS). I then found that half the members of my audience of Russian literati and local politicians were also wearing Hugo Boss clothes.


  Fundamentally, intones the complacent voiceover on a television advertisement for an international hotel group which claims to be deeply
  sensitive to cultural differences, we are all the same.


  Thats good for business, of course; biodiversity costs money, but sameness encourages economies of scale. Fortunately for the big corporations, everyone everywhere now seems to want
  exactly the same things: Sony Watchmen, Adidas trainers, Toyotas, Swatches, caps with the peaks worn at the back. (When I was on the Spectator we ran a cartoon which showed a teenager asking
  a salesman, Have you got any of these with the peak at the front?)


  There are only a handful of places left on earth where you can escape all this; as I write there is no McDonalds in Cuba, no Coca-Cola in Libya, and no television in Afghanistan. But in
  order to find real difference you have to travel well outside the political pale. If you want to get away from the English football results and USA Today and advertisements with Cindy
  Crawford or Sir Anthony Hopkins in them, you must take your courage in both hands and go to the few really difficult, independent, unpredictable places which are left.


  Sooner or later even these last sandcastles of independence will be washed over. The Havana Libre Hotel will turn back into the Hilton, Tripoli will have Hagen-Dazs ice-cream parlours,
  Afghanistan will tune in to Friends, restaurants in Iraq will accept payment in Euros, and earnest tour guides will lead you in total safety across the dividing line between north and south
  Mogadishu to a Holiday Inn or a Sheraton. How wonderful. I cant wait.


  The stories in this book are mostly set in the wilder, less conformist places of the earth. Unlike Strange Places, Questionable People, which I published in 1998, it is not a personal
  history. It is intended to be something rather different: a collection (inevitably random) of experiences and anecdotes. I conceived it as something along the lines of an after-dinner conversation
  in some distant hotel where a group of journalists and cameramen has gathered at the end of a difficult days work; the modern equivalent, perhaps, of the atmosphere in the smoking-room of a
  steamship, where characters like those from a Joseph Conrad or Somerset Maugham story yarned about their experiences. Above all, I want it to be a celebration of a world which is disappearing in
  front of our eyes  the old, complex world of difference and danger and hard travelling.


  And so I have included stories about a television camera that killed people, about how Idi Amin exposed his testicle to the world, Colonel Gadhafi farted
  his way through an interview and I mooned the Queen, about looking in the deep-freeze of a cannibal Emperor, lunching with MI6 and visiting the KGBs private museum, about what it is like to
  watch a thiefs hand being cut off, about throwing rocks at sharks to keep them away or lying immobile in a hospital bed being bombed, about falling under the spell of Diana, Princess of
  Wales or being married to Ernest Hemingway.


  The great majority of these stories are mine, but not all. I can vouch for each of them, but I have rubbed a little fiction lightly over some of the details in order to avoid unnecessary
  difficulties for anyone I have written about. If anyone recognizes his or her experiences in an unexpected light in these pages, I apologize sincerely: it was because the story was too good to keep
  to myself.




  
    
  


  1


  WANDERING


  
    
      After a long and toilsome march, weary of the way, [the wanderer] drops into the nearest place of rest to become the most domestic of men . . . But soon the passive fit has
      passed away; again a paroxysm of ennui coming on by slow degrees, Viator loses appetite, he walks about his room all night, he yawns at conversations, and a book acts upon him as a narcotic.
      The man wants to wander, and he must do so, or he shall die.


      
        Sir Richard Burton, Personal Narrative of a Pilgrimage to El-Medinah and Meccah, 1855

      

    

  


  Overhead the clouds were as dark and bunched as a boxers fist, and just as threatening. There was a rich, hot dampness in the atmosphere. Drops of darkish water hung on
  the lush bushes from the last downpour. I had to watch where I walked: the road surface was crumbling away, and some of the puddles were deep. The hair hung limply over my forehead, and I could
  feel the drops of sweat working their way down my back.


  I was covering the war in Angola from the side of the Marxist MPLA in Luanda, and having a difficult time of it. Most military regimes impose tight controls on the movement of journalists, and
  with so many advisers from East Germany, Cuba and the Soviet Union the MPLA had become particularly good at it. Slipping out of Luanda at a time of siege took careful planning and a certain amount
  of luck, therefore, since they thought we were all spies. Not long before I arrived an American journalist had been thrown out for sending a message to his office:


  
    
      Everything short here. Send bottled water, as shaving in Coca-Cola difficult.

    

  


  The head of the government information service, an intelligent but rather sinister man called Luis de Almeida, decided that this could only be a coded message to the CIA.


  I managed to get a lift to the outskirts of Luanda. The word was that the Cuban troops who were in Angola  this was in 1976  had a base out here somewhere, just a mile or so from
  the edge of Luanda. It would, I thought, make an interesting story. I was always getting ideas like that.


  The soldiers who were guarding the bridge ahead of me were relaxed. They grinned at me. Their uniforms were tattered, and their boots, unlaced as ever, were too big for their skinny ankles. One
  of them held out a beer bottle to me, and gestured with his other arm that I come and join them. I grinned back, without accepting; you never knew what these Angolan soldiers put in beer
  bottles.


  In Africa, soldiers usually treat you pleasantly and do what you ask them. It may cost a cigarette or two, but thats all. There is a natural politeness and deference to the foreigner.
  When things go wrong, its another matter.


  A big sergeant stood on the bridge, his olive-green MPLA fatigues black with sweat under the arms and across the chest. There was nothing remotely polite or deferential about him. He shifted a
  bottle from hand to hand and watched me, red-eyed, as I toiled up the slight incline towards him.


  Below the bridge a river swirled slickly along, gathering branches and leaves and bits of detritus as it went. The waters were a paler version of the red earth all around us.


  Bom dia. This exhausted most of my stock of Portuguese.


  The sergeant merely grunted. I looked round: taking their cue from him, the soldiers looked less friendly now. They gathered to listen.


  The sergeant asked me for something I couldnt understand. Money? A cigarette? Since I had no cigarettes and little money, all of which I wanted to keep, I played for time. I reached for
  my accreditation, an oblong of plastic with an unconvincing photograph of me on it, and Luis de Almeidas illegible signature underneath. The sergeant scarcely
  looked at it. He gestured for more. This was when I made my big mistake. I gave him my passport.


  There was something about it that the sergeant didnt like. Maybe it was the royal coat of arms on the front, maybe it was the little paper windows for my name and the passport number. He
  opened it contemptuously and flicked through it. Sometimes he held it upside down: not a good sign. Then he jammed my Angolan press accreditation inside it, and flicked it deftly over his
  shoulder.


  But . . .


  I watched the little dark blue book spin up into the damp air, opening as it went and releasing the accreditation. Then they both fell together and hit the reddish-brown water of the river a few
  inches apart. There was scarcely a splash. They tumbled over and over one another, and disappeared behind a rock.


  Molt obrigado. That represented virtually the last of my Portuguese, and I put as much irony into it as I could.


  The sergeant ignored me. His men laughed loudly and obsequiously, as though he had done something particularly witty. By his standards, perhaps he had. I made a play of writing it all down in my
  notebook, as though I were getting together the material for an official complaint, but it was wasted on them. So was the shouting I did; they just laughed even louder.


  I was devastated. At that stage in my life I still believed that there was powerful magic in a passport  that it somehow represented my identity, my selfhood. Maybe I also believed that
  pompous little coda on the inside front cover about Requesting and Requiring in the Name of Her Majesty. I probably even thought that if I got into trouble abroad the British Embassy would try to
  do something about it. I was inexperienced in those days.


  There really is nothing very significant about a passport. When the old, hard-backed dark-blue version began to be phased out during the 1980s in favour of the smaller, softer red European one,
  many British people were outraged. They felt their national as well as their personal identity had been weakened and somehow compromised.


  This merely showed how much we have forgotten about our own national past. From the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815 to the outbreak of the First World War a century later, it was the chief
  distinguishing mark of British citizens abroad that they didnt carry a passport. They went where they wanted, merely announcing themselves at border crossings
  and being allowed through because they were British.


  In 1875 Frederick Gustavus Burnaby, the biggest and strongest soldier in the British army, travelled across Russia to the forbidden Central Asian city of Khiva, carrying an out-of-date
  laissez-passer from the Russian Embassy in London, but no passport. He started his journey at Victoria station, and when his train reached the German-Russian border he and the others in his
  compartment, who included a Russian diplomatic secretary, had to get out.


  
    
      A few minutes later I found myself, with the rest of the passengers, in a large high hall, set aside for the examination of luggage and inspection of passports.


      It was not a pleasant thing to be kept waiting in a cold room for at least three-quarters of an hour, whilst some spectacled officials suspiciously conned each passport. The Russian
      secretary himself was not at all impressed with the wisdom of his Government in still adhering to this system, which is so especially invented to annoy travellers. What nonsense it
      is, he remarked; the greater scoundrel a man is the greater certainty of his passport being in the most perfect order. Whenever I go to France, and am asked for my passport, I
      avoid the difficulty by saying, Je suis anglais; no passport; and the officials, taking me for an Englishman, do not bother me, or make me show it.

    

  


  So the way you demonstrated that you were British was by not being able to prove it. As Thomas Paine said about the wearing of clothes, the carrying of a passport is simply a sign of our fall
  from grace; and in the case of British people it is a very real come-down: a sign of Britains fall in the world, rather than something to boast about.


  That most British of twentieth-century statesmen, Ernie Bevin, understood this perfectly well. Shortly before his death in 1951 the Spectator asked him about his foreign policy. He
  answered, My policy is to be able to take a ticket at Victoria Station and go anywhere I damn well please. In other words, just like Frederick Gustavus Burnaby three-quarters of a
  century earlier, Bevin meant he wanted a world without the paraphernalia of modern controls: this at a time when Central and Eastern Europe was closed to Westerners,
  and China had turned Communist (and had been recognized reluctantly by Bevin himself, who famously said afterwards, I didnt ought never to have done it). Passports, visas, the
  compulsory possession of a return ticket and so on are simply the ways by which international bureaucracy stops us going anywhere we damn well please.


  It was in Africa that I first began to understand these things.


  When I got back in Luanda after the loss of my passport, Luis de Almeida shrugged his shoulders, and ticked me off for going out alone.


  At least they didnt take your tape recorder.


  I wished they had; I could cross borders without a tape recorder.


  At the British Embassy there was a big chain and padlock on the embassy gates when I went round there, and a sign advising British citizens to seek help from the Swiss Embassy. There was a chain
  and padlock on the Swiss Embassy too, but no sign. Back at the Angolan foreign ministry the officials were pleasant, but scarcely helpful. If they gave me a piece of paper to travel with, one of
  them reasoned, it would be tantamount to accepting that something had happened to my passport.


  But it has.


  Again the smile, the shrugged shoulders, the expressive hands held out, palms upwards. I began to think I might have to stay in Angola for a very long time.


  That evening one of the other correspondents, hearing of my problem, told me that somewhere in Luanda there was still a solitary Western honorary consul: a Dutchman, he thought. I looked up the
  name in a pre-war phone book, and drove out to meet him. He was indeed the honorary Dutch consul, and he turned out to be in his mid-fifties, stout, inclined to sweat heavily, and very jolly. He
  had stayed behind when all the other Westerners left, he said, because he liked the place: no other reason. Oh, yes, and he could still make money. An attractive young mestis woman in a
  T-shirt and shorts brought in a tray with tiny cups of excellent Angolan coffee. He winked.


  Maybe there are some other reasons too. He pronounced it udder.


  Reaching into an untidy drawer he pulled out a sheet of official note paper.


  We make dis look good.


  He put it into an old-fashioned typewriter. Sweat made splashes on the desk as he hammered at the keys, sometimes pausing and going back over what he had already written. In the end he did that
  satisfying trick, now obsolete in the days of word processors and printers, and pulled the paper out of the carriage with a ripping sound and the sense of something achieved.


  Dere you are.


  It wasnt merely good, it was magnificent. Her Majesty the Queen of the Netherlands greeted whomever might read this document and assured them that Mr John Cody Fidler-Simpson, a
  representative of the British Broadcasting Corporation (spelled Boradcasting, as though my job was to sprinkle powder around) was a citizen of the United Kingdom, being a member of
  the European Economic Community, and should be accorded any help he might request; by the power vested in the Hon. Consul as Her Majestys Representative in Angola, etc., etc.


  There was no photograph to be countersigned by a justice of the peace, no date of birth, no place to write in my next of kin, and no rules about who, precisely, could be a British citizen and
  why people who had always thought they were could no longer claim the full package. It was just a piece of paper.


  Do you think Ill really be able to travel with this? It sounded ungrateful.


  I dont see why not.


  He was right. I travelled across Africa and Europe for more than a month after that, producing my increasingly tattered and furry piece of paper at each border crossing and having it accepted
  without question everywhere I went. Eventually one of the eight segments into which it was folded separated from the rest and I lost it. That meant that part of the honorary consuls
  signature was gone, and at least a quarter of his official stamp. It still didnt matter: I was allowed out of Germany and back into Britain on the basis of the remaining seven-eighths.


  The immigration officer at Heathrow peered at a couple of the stamps.


  You seem to have been travelling round quite a lot.


  I half expected him to call for help, or put me on a plane to somewhere else. Instead he folded the paper carefully, and handed it to me with a wry look.


  It might be easier to get the real thing.


  It was, of course. I wrote a long letter to the Passport Office explaining everything, and put my dog-eared laissez-passer away in a drawer somewhere. It might have been falling apart,
  but it was still valid; the Dutch consul in Luanda had forgotten to put an expiry date on it.


  There are three bad times: the night before you leave for somewhere difficult, and you sit with your lover or your family trying to behave entirely normally in order to show
  how safe everything is going to be; the following morning, when the car comes to take you to the airport; and the moment when the plane touches down at your destination. Of all these moments, the
  last is by far the worst. It is also more unpleasant than anything you are likely to experience later.


  Even if you find yourself under long, intensive shelling, which is the nastiest thing I know, or are attacked by an angry crowd, which is the second nastiest, it never quite matches that
  dreadful sense of foreboding when the plane jolts, the tyres scream, and the trip begins to unfold: the separation from the comfortable, safe, familiar world of an aircraft, the cold air, the
  uncertainty of standing in line at the immigration desk, defenceless against all the fears you have been suppressing. And of course if shelling, arrest, or angry crowds materialize  and they
  usually dont  you are much too busy to worry about the outcome.


  All of this is a kind of comfort in itself. Knowing that your arrival is likely to be the worst thing that happens makes everything easier. You become phlegmatic, relaxed, undisturbed.


  Arent you excited about going? my wife Dee  the Memsahib, as I call her  asks me; or alternatively, Arent you worried?


  She has worked alongside me for newspapers and television in all sorts of difficult places, from Bosnia to Nigeria, and before she met me she covered the South African townships for the BBC, and
  they can be more dangerous than almost anywhere else on earth. Nowadays she is the producer on my programme for BBC News 24 and BBC World, called, embarrassingly
  enough, Simpsons World, and therefore she goes with me almost everywhere, whether pleasant or dangerous. (Not long ago I had an angry letter from a mullah in Egypt, who wrote:
  Always you are calling this world your world. You must know the world belong only to GOD. To say Simpson World is dishonour to GOD.) Travelling with Dee has brought an entirely new
  dimension of enjoyment to my job. But she still asks me if I am excited or worried.


  The answer is that I am not, because things so rarely turn out as you expect. I have arrived in Baghdad, expecting to be taken hostage or even executed, and have found myself treated with the
  greatest courtesy. I have been on a routine trip to China, looking forward to an interesting few days of diplomatic reporting, and found myself still there a month later, lying in a gutter with
  bullets cracking a foot or two above my head.


  The trouble with real life, as you may have noticed, is that it isnt like the movies. Happy endings usually turn out to be neither happy, nor proper endings. This is one of the reasons
  why, like the movies, tabloid journalism bears no relationship to life as we know it; it is too extreme, too lacking in complexity. There are too few categories of existence. The people the
  tabloids write about are either two-dimensionally glamorous or successful, or they are victims, or they are evil; and the characters in the heart-warming stories which the tabloids
  love have to live happily ever after.


  None of us ever looks as good or acts as well as we would like. And when we find ourselves in danger, there is no low, disturbing minor-key music on the sound track to warn us that something is
  just about to happen. We are just as likely to get into trouble on a bright spring morning as on a dark night, and the people we meet along the way will probably smile at us and wave. Until, that
  is, the trouble starts.


  So if the only thing you know is that you cannot know anything about what will happen, it has a remarkably calming effect. You become like some grizzled sergeant-major, an old campaigner who
  prepares for the worst and actively relishes every quiet, pleasurable moment which comes his way. As Mr Salter tells William Boot in Scoop:


  
    
      There are two invaluable rules for a special correspondent  Travel Light and Be Prepared. Have nothing which in an emergency you cannot
      carry in your own hands. But remember that the unexpected always happens.

    

  


  The unexpected happened to a famous BBC correspondent of the 1960s and 70s and his wife, who was also a journalist, when they were invited to visit President Mobutu in what was then called
  Zaire. To ease his path through the system  if any such thing exists in that country  he had letters from the foreign minister and from the presidents office. The pair of them
  arrived at night, which on the outskirts of Kinshasa is a dangerous time.


  The first couple of road blocks were no problem: a few cigarettes sorted out the bored, greedy soldiers there. The third was much more difficult. The soldiers who manned it were more drunk and
  much nastier than the ones who stopped me in Angola, and they forced the BBC man and his wife out of their car at gunpoint.


  Vos papiers, the soldier in charge shouted.


  The correspondent produced his letter from the foreign minister. The soldier in charge scarcely glanced at it, and ripped it up. Meanwhile the other soldiers were getting ready to rape the
  correspondents wife.


  Vos papiers.


  The letter from the presidential palace went the same way as the earlier one. The British passport he produced was thrown into the bushes. By now the correspondents wife was on the
  ground, and they were starting to tear her clothes. Rape was imminent. The correspondent was desperate. Reaching wildly into his pockets he came up with a credit card and handed it to the soldier
  in charge. God knows what he thought he was doing.


  The man held it up, and ran his finger over the raised lettering, where it said Cardholders Name. He grunted.


  Oui, a cest bon. Tu peux ten aller.


  The correspondents wife, a woman of considerable pluck, stood up and brushed herself down with dignity. The soldiers opened the car doors for them, and saluted drunkenly as they drove
  off.


  That, at any rate, is the story the correspondent told me. If he hadnt worked for the BBC, which forbids its employees from taking part in commercial
  advertising, he could have made a lot of money from it. But then no one works for the BBC in order to make money. And if I hadnt had all sorts of unnecessary bureaucratic problems with the
  company that operates the card in question, I would have revealed its name here.


  The dull sameness which afflicts the shopping malls of the world has not yet started to seep into airports. Not, at any rate, too much. Heathrow is haphazard and utterly
  unplanned, yet manages at times to be surprisingly stylish. Charles de Gaulle is built around a single concept, which sometimes makes life easier and sometimes not, and it is the only major airport
  I know to have a fully stocked antiques shop. Miami has three times as many stalls selling ice cream as bookshops, there are no baggage trolleys because the porters wont permit them, and it
  is horribly difficult to make an international phone call. At JFK I have had to carry two heavy suitcases half a mile between terminals in the summers heat because the porters refused to do
  it and I couldnt find a taxi-driver who was prepared to take me. Smaller American airports  Minneapolis, for instance, or Dallas-Fort Worth  are usually charming.


  At Rio de Janeiro you can doze for hours in comfortable seats (even if you cant talk your way into one of the airline lounges). You can have a shave and a haircut for almost nothing,
  borrow books to while away the time from the excellent bookshop, and sip caipirinhas, those wonderful Brazilian cocktails whose name means little country girls, and smoke the
  strange, sometimes wayward Brazilian cigars. I would rather spend a day in Rio de Janeiro airport than any other airport on earth. For that matter I would rather spend a day in Rio than anywhere
  else.


  There are dreadful airports like Delhi and Beijing, neat and agreeable ones like Helsinki and Amsterdam, graceless ones like Frankfurt, and ludicrously planned ones like Munich. One or two, in
  the words of the Michelin guide, vaut le voyage  they are worth a journey in themselves: Singapore, Barcelona and Kansai in Japan for instance. A pleasant and interesting airport like
  Buenos Aires or Bogota is a pleasure to pass through. Theyre not particularly fast or well-organized, but the shops are interesting, the food is edible, and
  the system works in an easy-going kind of way.


  The most exciting airport in the world used to be Kai Tak at Hong Kong. Even though I dislike being trapped in an inside seat on a long journey, I always used to ask for window
  rather than aisle on a Hong Kong flight. Arriving there was the great flying experience. As the plane came in over the crowded suburb of Mon Kok the high-rise buildings crowded in on
  either side until you were actually looking up at the inhabitants on their minuscule balconies, watching them hanging out the washing. The noise in that narrow canyon was mind-numbing.


  How can you bear to live here? I asked a man in Mon Kok shortly before Kai Tak airport was closed down for ever. He was a cook, and wore a white coat with orange and brown stains
  down the front. His English was scarcely comprehensible, but he was the only person in the whole street who seemed able to speak it.


  I had to repeat the question, because another plane went overhead so close I felt I could read the small print on the wings or recognize the passengers faces at the windows, strained or
  excited like riders on a fairground ride.


  It is very comfortable, said the cook. We know every plane. When they are not flying, it feels different  not so good. If you live here, you live with
  aeroplanes.


  For the pilots, Kai Tak was the last really interesting place in the world to land. The captain traditionally took control as soon as Hong Kong appeared in front of them, and he would know
  exactly when to heel over and raise one wing high, allowing for the difficult crosswinds.


  Of course it couldnt last. Nothing in Hong Kong does  not even the skyline, not even the view from the Peninsula Hotel, not even British rule. The terminal building at Kai Tak, an
  excellent example of 1950s airport architecture, was eventually closed. Nowadays the new airport at Chek Lap Kok, on Lantau Island, is a larger version of Stansted Airport, rational and quiet and
  pleasant, a kind of genetically modified airport created with the help of focus groups and in-depth passenger surveys. The taxi journey, across some of the worlds most exciting bridges, is
  extraordinary; so is the price. Chek Lap Kok is closed much more often than Kai Tak ever was, thanks to the winds, and landing there can be just as alarming but
  lacks the charm.


  The very worst airport I have ever been to, bad enough to give anyone nightmares, was at Baku in the former Soviet republic of Azerbaijan. Theyre building another one now, and maybe
  theyve finished it. I dont know: I certainly dont want to try it out. My colleagues and I arrived with a good deal of television equipment after the usual dreadful journey from
  Moscow: crammed into seats suitable only for children, our knees pressed against the seat-back in front which never seemed to be properly anchored and invariably fell back when the plane took off.
  The flight was a long one, but all we had been given was a white bread sandwich with a filling of oily cheese and a bottle of salty water.


  The lavatories were blocked and disgusting, and when the plane finally landed we all had to sit meekly in our seats and wait until the pilot and his crew left the cockpit and processed down the
  aisle. In Aeroflot, pilots were more important than passengers. (The cameraman I was with, Ron Hooper, became more and more enraged with all this as our trip round the former Soviet Union
  progressed, and he would work out ways of tripping them up or maiming them as they passed.)


  There was no luggage carousel in the smallish, dirty room which served as a baggage hall. Instead, the cases were tipped carelessly off the back of a commandeered army vehicle through an open
  hatch, and we had to pick them out of the heap. Nor, of course, were there any baggage trolleys. The four of us were travelling heavy  it was a long trip  and our personal suitcases
  and the camera gear amounted to fifteen cases altogether, most of them back-breakers.


  At the far end of the baggage hall was a sliding door, which someone had jammed so that the opening was only about eighteen inches wide: so narrow, that is, that an adult was forced to squeeze
  through it sideways. We would ease one case through the gap first, get our bodies through, then pull the second case after us.


  It would have been unpleasant enough in an empty airport. Baku Airport wasnt empty. It was packed with shouting, gesticulating, imploring people, gathered around this single narrow entry.
  As a result, we had to put one case out blindly into a forest of hands, all trying to grab it and make off with it. Their faces, when I finally pulled my body
  through the gap and looked around aghast, all seemed to me to be scarred and hideously distorted. I was met with a wall of garlic breath as I tried to hold on to the first case, fending everyone
  off with its sharp metal corners, and manoeuvred the second one through after me.


  The porters who could have helped us were standing on the far side of the beseeching, smelly crowd, gathered round one of their number. As I came closer I saw that he was a tiny hunchback, with
  the arms and shoulders of a grown man. He had the only luggage trolley in the airport. The other porters were poking him with their fingers and slapping him, laughing.


  What are they saying? I asked our translator.


  Say, Your wife at home being screwed by animal.


  The translator thought this was really witty, and he didnt stop laughing for a long time afterwards.


  The poor man eventually broke away from the taunting crowd, weeping, and ran into a side office where he locked himself in. He took with him the only luggage trolley in the airport, so we had to
  carry everything out of the airport ourselves, fighting off the grabbing hands. The other porters were too busy sniggering at the hunchback to help us. Nothing in Baku afterwards, not even the
  unending line of tiny colourless ants which patrolled the wall of my hotel room beside the bed and bit me all night long, was quite as bad as that nightmarish scene at the airport.


  Things happen at airports. At the one in Kinshasa, another terrible place, I hid in the disgusting lavatories from the white mercenaries who were hunting for me. At Frankfurt
  Airport I encountered a Soviet agent who  to my surprise  told me his whole story on camera. At Brussels Airport, deserted and late at night, I realized I had left my passport behind
  and was only able to catch the last plane by crawling on my hands and knees below the eyeline of the immigration officer, who was reading a sex magazine. At Blantyre Airport in Malawi the soldier
  searching me found I had 2,000 times the amount of money I was permitted to take out of the country, but he let me keep it because I worked for the BBC. At Lima Airport we were warned privately by the Peruvian vice-president that a government agent was going to plant cocaine on us as we left, but we made such a public fuss about the possibility that nothing
  happened.


  In 1989 I spent six weeks in Afghanistan, living rough and travelling across mountainous country to reach Kabul, where the cameraman Peter Jouvenal and I stayed for three days before escaping
  shortly before the security police could capture us. On our way back through the mountains a mujaheddin leader, in tribute to our escape, gave me a Russian bayonet as a keepsake. I tucked it into
  my kitbag and forgot about it.


  We had a harrowing drive through the snow-covered mountains along the border with Pakistan, and I thought I was a dead man several times before we finally made it to the Khyber Pass and safety.
  At Peters house in Peshawar I stripped off my stinking clothes and prepared to wash in hot water for the first time in a month and a half. It was a pleasure simply watching the steam rising
  from the shower. I introduced my right foot into the hot water.


  Then the phone rang.


  Its your office in London, Peter shouted. They say they want you back there as quick as possible.


  Struggling with a towel, I took the phone. There was a stream of instructions from the other end: times of planes, road distances, estimates of possible arrival. The only things I grasped
  properly were that the plane was full except in first-class, and that I would have to leave right away. I turned the shower off without getting into it, and put my filthy clothes back on. They, and
  I, still hadnt been washed for six weeks.


  The taxi journey to Islamabad Airport lasted an hour and a half, and was a nightmare. The Grand Trunk Road, straight and tree-lined, is a splendid route for a lover of Kipling, but by night it
  can be terribly dangerous, with unlit cars, trucks and cyclists suddenly rearing up in the headlights. I had borrowed a very large banknote from someone, and every time the driver slackened his
  pace I would fold it up in a marked kind of way, put it in my pocket, and say, What a pity you arent going to earn this now. But he did earn it. He got me there thirty-five
  minutes before the Swissair flight was supposed to leave.


  Running through the airport with my heavy kitbag took time, and made me sweatier and if anything smellier than ever. I threw it onto the X-ray machine, went
  through the metal-detector and stood waiting for it.


  Someone shouted something in Urdu. Someone else translated.


  You have some kind of large knife. This is a dangerous weapon. We must report it.


  I explained, still out of breath: Russian bayonet  given me by mujaheddin leader  no problem  pacifist myself  desperate to get to London for BBC 
  couldnt they just overlook it?


  Dubiously, they agreed that they could overlook it as long as I promised not to get it out of my kitbag during the flight. God bless the British Raj, I thought, and promised with enormous
  sincerity.


  Sir, youll have to run now. You might just be able to get on board.


  I picked up the kitbag, which seemed heavier than ever, and stumbled out across the tarmac. Ahead of me, they were just starting to wheel the steps away from the aircraft.


  Hey! Stop! Im coming! I have to catch the flight! Please!


  Maybe the sight of this wild creature, clothes fluttering, carrying a kitbag the size and weight of a dead body in his arms and smelling like a detachment of mujaheddin affected them with pity:
  I had clearly been touched by Allah. They pushed the steps back up. I stamped my way heavily up them, completely done, and reached the top. A Swissair stewardess stood there. She looked as though
  everything she had ever worn had been ironed three times before she put it on, and she didnt like the look of me.


  We are closing this flight, she said disapprovingly.


  First class, I said, and I didnt mean it as a term of approval.


  The stewardess reacted as though I had confided to her that I owned Blenheim Palace. But I was still gripping the wonderful red boarding-pass, and she could see that.


  Well, I suppose


  She let me on board.


  Heads still turned to look at me. Having stuffed the kitbag into a cupboard, I stretched out at full length in my seat. I was breathing pretty heavily, and such sweating as I had done before was
  a mild trickle to what I did now. The Swiss businessman beside me looked as though a dog had fouled the seat.


  Hot, isnt it? I said with an engaging smile.


  Actually, since it was February, there was snow on the runway. He looked away with a shudder, and moved as far away as a first-class seat will allow; a lot further, that is, than a tourist-class
  seat, but still within smelling range. I grabbed the glass of champagne which the stewardess brought me, and drank it down in one gulp.


  First drink in six weeks, I confided to the cabin at large, and laughed from pure relief. Even to my own ears I sounded a bit loud.


  The Swiss businessman reached up and pressed the call button.


  I would like another seat, he said.


  I was returning from a difficult tour of duty in Beirut, and was going to take a weeks break in Rome. My roundabout route took me to Milan, where I boarded a very full
  Alitalia flight. It was 7 oclock on a wintry evening, and already dark.


  My seat was near the back, next to an uncommunicative German of about my age: early forties. He grunted. I stole a glance at what he was reading: Gnther Grass. I pulled out T.S.
  Eliots Essays. His eyes strayed across to my book, as mine had to his.


  There was a pleasant buzz of conversation on the plane. Italians are sociable, convivial souls, and like to give advice and encouragement to complete strangers.


  The food will be very good, you know. Its only a short flight, youll enjoy it. Can I get you a pillow? You look tired. Such a pretty jacket.


  The German and I said nothing, but sat in uncompanionable Northern European silence while people got up around us and wandered around, regardless of what the stewardess or the warning lights
  said. When the plane was in the air, but long before the seat-belt sign was switched off, they were queuing for the lavatory, laughing and smoking. (In 1985 you could still smoke on planes, but not
  when you were standing up. They were all standing up.)


  The meal came round, and it was as pleasant as the passenger across the aisle from me had promised. There was a particularly good bottle of Barolo, and the veal was memorable. Then the trays
  were cleared, and Grass and Eliot came out again. My neighbour and I had still not spoken. Outside in the clear winters night the lights of little Italian
  towns glittered and twinkled pleasantly below us.


  We must have been about eighty miles from Rome when we hit the rain. It came down as hard as metal rods, lashing straight across the windows. The plane heaved under the shock, and the passengers
  woke up. A little ripple of concern went around.


  That seemed rather strong. Im not a good flier, myself, I hope it wont get any worse. Dont worry, the pilot knows what hes doing.


  The first bolt of lightning came a few seconds later. It didnt hit the plane, but it was so close that we were thrown off course. The screaming had scarcely stopped before another bolt,
  as blue as a gas flame, struck the left wing and ran all along it, front and back.


  Italians are wonderful people, but it is better not to be among them when unpleasant things are happening.


  My God, were going to die! Were all going to die! God in heaven forgive me for everything I have done wrong. This is the last hour. Nothing worse can happen. O my
  mother!


  Another bolt of lightning hit the left wing, and seemed to run along the fuselage. Then another hit us on the right wing, and almost steadied us for a moment before we pitched downwards.


  This is your captain. We are suffering some turbulence and some electrical discharges, but I assure you there is no danger. This plane is very strong.


  His voice was drowned by the screaming. One elderly man half-rose from his seat and pulled open his seat-belt, then ran, lurching, down the plane towards the back.


  Death! Death! Father, I repent of my sins and seek forgiveness. Ah, Giulietta, shall I ever see your beautiful face again? Why did I come on this terrible flight, when Mario could have driven
  me?


  My neighbour and I sat side by side, locked in an Anglo-German staying-cool-in-a-tight-corner competition. He read his book, I read mine. Neither of us turned a page
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