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INTRODUCTION

WHAT WE DON’T KNOW WE KNOW ABOUT ANXIOUS TRAVEL
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I thought I’d learned. Grown. Don’t we all? We cling to these stories of progress in both society and our personal lives. From birth we’re fed maxims about life getting easier as it goes. Face your fear, conquer your fear. ‘That which does not kill us, makes us stronger,’ wrote Nietzsche. I thought I’d spent enough time in the Philippines to have squished all fear of it. After living here plus eight trips over the last thirteen years, I’ve toughed out the heat, the traffic jams, the pollution, two minor car crashes. I’ve been to the places where drug-users were executed by vigilantes. I’ve interviewed an activist who was hounded at home by a soldier who warned them to stop dissing the regime – or die. I stayed cool on all those occasions.

I thought I’d devised strategies. I’d learned to pass the auto-stalemates by looking out the window and noting graffiti, adverts or the arbitrary poetry of urban breakdown – storm-dislodged hyacinths mantling the Pasig River, kids racing each other through a concrete pipe abandoned diagonally across a Cubao backstreet. If there was nothing to see, I’d read a book or pen my own. Writers shouldn’t be short of material in a mesmerising city like Manila.

So why now am I in a taxi on Kalayaan Avenue, Quezon City, shaking like machine gun recoil, battling for my breath, launching water down my torrid throat? Why has the soothing inner voice of curiosity – how interesting is this, how fascinating is that – declined into the gravelly tones of paranoia? Will I make my interview on time? Are my questions facile and white and privileged? Do I smell? Why is the hand-fan strapped to the head rest in front of me only multiplying the amount of warm air rather than cooling me down? Will I have enough change for the driver at drop-off? Does the driver know where he’s going? Am I going to die? A Philippine taxi with rear seatbelts is as common as a good film starring Gerard Butler.

These are rookie worries – or should be. Worrying about these worries only adds to the worry. It’s a self-perpetuating process. Distraction is needed. Breathe in through the nose, out through the mouth. That’s the advice. Easier said than done when a main symptom of my anxiety is imagining I can’t breathe. But how imagined is it? I’ve been failing to quit smoking for a decade – I could have damaged my lungs. Mental and physical health are wedded, they say. That doesn’t make me feel better.

What does work is beer. But it’s 9.22am and that’s not an option … yet. I could warrant one at lunchtime with my interviewees. They’ll see me gulp San Miguel and barely eat … until I’ve drunk enough to stop freaking out about choking on food. That’s another symptom. My interviewees shouldn’t judge – they know the Western weakness for the sauce. If they do judge, I’ll take the risk. I’ll also risk feeling worse tomorrow from a hangover. But when anxious I can only aim for short-term relief. I never learn.
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I’ve had many crises like this in my years of travelling anxiously. I spent most of that trip to the Philippines in a state of agitation. It’s a medically defined acute form of restlessness that compels you to fidget and generally keep moving your body. It was first recorded as a side effect of anxiety by the ancient Greek physician Hippocrates, who made reference to ‘trembling’. In the eighteenth century, European doctors would diagnose agitation in those suffering from the ‘vapours’ or ‘nervousness’. During that fateful time in Manila, if I stayed still my heart rate would surge and challenge glabrous-headed techno-nerd Moby for his Guinness World Record for the track with the fastest bpm (1,000, as it happens, and the tune is called ‘Thousand’, appropriately). Into the symptom mix can go head-spinning nausea, the sensation that slow-setting concrete has been shovelled into my lungs and a veritable Niagara of perspiration. Unfortunately, my sweat cleaves to my backside, leaving embarrassing stains. More embarrassingly, the agitation that hit me while attending an academic conference made me get up periodically and saunter to the other end of a seminar room. This put off the poor junior researcher who was delivering their first public talk – and nervous enough themselves. And of course, my embarrassment about embarrassing them only fed the anxiety beast.

Rationally speaking, there was nothing disturbing about that conference. I’d spoken at many before and I’d been looking forward to this one. But panic isn’t rational, by definition. I just about held it together until the end-of-event drinks reception. An underhand move my anxiety makes is convincing me that the latest crisis is not mental but entirely physical – a bug, a stroke, a coronary. This self-deceit will make me do something that will trouble others and thus bring further shame to me. In this instance, I had symptoms that were new to me, including severe indigestion, which told me that this wasn’t the usual drill and required medical help.

The conference convenor called me an ambulance. It pulled up outside the conference hall astonishingly fast for Manila, a city of petrified traffic. I lay on a stretcher, had devices stuck on me. My blood pressure and heart rate were stratospheric. While a tiny island of sense-making still left in my fear-flooded head told me these were the typical signs of a panic attack, the rising levels of paranoia told me they were the causes of it. Chicken and egg. While I was strapped up and wheeled off, colleagues looked on in startled pity, wine glasses in hand. Do they think I’m a lunatic being dragged off to the asylum? That I have a contagious disease they’re now at risk of? If this turns out to be a fear-episode – which it likely will – should I feel guilty about wasting the time and money of the beleaguered Philippine health system? Will someone else with a ‘proper’ illness die because my histrionics deprived them of medical attention?
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While I couldn’t work out what had ailed me on that trip, I returned from the Philippines hoping to have left behind whatever it was. I was foolish to believe that. Summer 2018 was exceedingly rough. I averted a breakdown through a middle-class combination of sea-swimming and meditation. In one meditation I had an epiphany. After feeling the tranquility that’s the goal of this enterprise, an intense sadness came over me. I wept and wept, the face of my close friend Gareth, who’d died four months ago, shimmering in my mind’s eye.

Later I came across a theory that anxiety is the nasty dividend of failing to express emotions, especially grief. It’s like a beer pipe in a pub that doesn’t get cleaned. Dirt builds up to the stage that a pint pulled through that pipe will upset a punter’s stomach. I hadn’t done the necessary spiritual ‘cleaning’ work. I hadn’t allowed myself to grieve for Gareth just after his death. I’d bottled my grief up – to continue the boozing metaphor – and tried to abandon it by travelling 6,500 miles to the Philippines. I’ve since learned that geographical distance and psychological distance are different things. In fact, travelling physically away from a problem of the mind or soul can bring you closer to it, emotionally speaking. In Thomas Mann’s 1925 novel The Magic Mountain, young Hans Castorp feels that he’s leaving ‘home and regular living’ behind as his train makes the steep ascent into the Swiss Alps. But escaping to a sanatorium in a placid landscape away from the hubbub of civilisation only amplifies his fears and doubts about illness, life and love. My fate was less ambiguous than Hans’, though. (If you don’t know what I mean by this I’m not going to spoil the plot of that novel here.) My grief, undealt with at the time, was allowed to fester and mutate into almost 24/7 distress for three months.

For many, anxiety is triggered by current or coming events. The hot flush as you wait to be called for the interview. The arrhythmia attending the driving test. The bubbling belly before you deliver the public pronouncement. I’ve been that guy – I still am sometimes. I’m not proud to share this, but I once prayed to whatever might be out there to make the public building I was in fall down. Inside this building, I was about to read out some of my writing to a crowd of eleven. I was in such a psychic mess that I would have preferred crushing twenty people – including me – to death than have to stand up and speak some words into a microphone.

It sounds ridiculous when you strip down an experience like that to its bare elements. Reactionaries, ‘anti-woke’ crusaders and just general arseholes will claim that nothing anyone does today is as anxiety-inducing as going over the top in the First World War. But that misses several points. Anxiety is culturally and historically relative – if you pulled a Tommy out of the trenches and whisked him in a time machine to twenty-first-century Britain, he might have a meltdown trying to use Instagram or accepting that Liz Truss was ever allowed near the levers of British power. Secondly, as mentioned, the dread felt before or during an activity often has nothing to do with said activity.
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If anxious feelings always were directly related to the task at hand, I’d have been convinced I was dying while being harassed by bellicose beggars at the Ghana–Côte d’Ivoire border, rather than suddenly feeling that way while drinking a cup of tea one Sunday morning in my home in the south of England. I still can’t fathom how the latter event could lead to abject terror for two hours … which led to another ambulance call. But at least, when the ambulance does come, and the kit is wheeled out, and the paramedics assure me I’m not going to die – ‘If you were eighty, mate, I might be worried, but you’re forty, so I’m not’ – the freak-out halts. I’m reassured that, if this isn’t a panic attack and it’s something that could kill me, I have the best people here to stop me getting killed. It’s the opposite of what they call white coat syndrome. Although these NHS workers are employed – for not enough respect or money – as physical healers, the aid they’ve given me is closer to what a shrink or shaman dispenses.

At other times, when my life’s been in genuine peril, I’ve settled into a strangely blank state of mind. I’ve been at risk of drowning twice – both times off beaches in Southeast Asia – and evolution intercepted panic. Some survival instinct dulled my fear, took possession of my limbs and propelled me like some clockwork toy against the overbearing current back to the safety of the shore.

If the anguish on my last trip to Manila was traceable to grief over my friend, what’s the current consternation about? I can’t think of a spiritual knockback of late. So, what if my anxiety is the sign of a deeper, trickier malaise? In sort-of-Freudian mode, anxiety can stem from an unconscious conflict. But what one? This is a big question. It requires investigation. I feel like a sleuth of the soul, a Philip Marlowe of my own mental health. How do I find out if the malaise is professional in nature? Existential? Emotional? Intellectual? A sickly cocktail of all the above? Perhaps I’m not being authentic. Perhaps everyone frets about that in our age of surface and imitation. Over the course of my life, I might have been lying to others and to myself. Maybe everyone does that, too. Am I playing at being the cocky, Hemingwayesque foreign reporter? The macho geezer who boasts over whiskies at the bar about weathering the hurricanes – literally or otherwise – of the Global South? I don’t do this consciously, but then it’s what goes on in the unconscious that really matters, many would argue. But I must have made a conscious decision to use the argot of war at the start of this book – all that talk of ‘battling’ and ‘machine gun recoil’. That’s not me. I don’t know what a machine gun sounds or looks like outside of the movies. I’ve never had a fight in my life. I’m not that kind of man.
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You can drive yourself mad – or more anxious – by trying to second guess what that deeper malaise is, what’s really making you anxious, what you don’t know you know is bringing the pain. In Nigeria during the run-up to my wedding, I was struggling with what I call low-level anxiety. Much more on this later. Low-level anxiety is manageable – for me – with beer, which keeps the mood just buoyant enough to avoid paralysis. On that trip I tried to convince myself that I didn’t need to be anxious since I was, on paper, having the time of my life. I was travelling in my beloved West Africa, learning about animism (more on this later, too), listening to great music, eating great food, getting to know my imminent in-laws and, above all, marrying the woman I loved – and still love – more than anyone in the world.

So why the fear? Was it a flare fired from the icy waters of my unconscious up into the clouds of my conscious to tell me that I was about to make some dire existential mistake? Was it the psychical equivalent of a wedding guest throwing up their hand when the vicar pops the question: ‘Does anyone know of any lawful impediment to this marriage?’ And then naturally my thoughts turned to how to suppress the anxiety, what size of bone to throw to this particular Rottweiler-of-the-soul to stop it snarling. If unbeknownst to my conscious mind I didn’t want to marry Oge and this anxiety was a result of denying it, would calling the whole thing off be the best option?
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What I’m plagued by now, here in Manila, is also low-level anxiety. I don’t rule out graduating to something worse. As this taxi ride drags on, I ponder what the current heebie-jeebies are code for, what they’re trying to tell me, if anything. All I can think of is an ongoing obsession with my health. This isn’t the kind of health obsession that has resulted in my being healthy, I hasten to add. On the contrary – the demons and the angels of my nature are fighting it out, and the demons are winning. I’m way more susceptible to the id, which tempts me to smoke and drink and eat junk, rather than the superego, which politely advises doing pilates and munching kale. For a Westerner in Manila there are myriad temptations to be unhealthy. I tend to associate my downtimes here with partying. But I was 30 when I was living here. In those halcyon days I could get away with chain smoking Marlboros and guzzling San Miguel. Now, aged 43, I’m overweight, on meds for gout and blood pressure and … well there’s nothing more tedious than a list of someone’s medical problems. In short, I can’t get away with it anymore.

Inevitably, dwelling on this only ups the anxiety. I opt for different relief that’s healthier than beer: I play a game on my phone. Contrary to the folk devil image of video games turning our kids into maudlin ghouls, they can boost our wellbeing, too. Psychologist Christian M. Jones and colleagues concluded that games can generate ‘positive emotions’, ‘contribute to emotional stability’, reduce ‘emotional disturbances in children’ and serve as ‘a means of stress relaxation and stress reduction’. Just now, I’m gaining respite from taking everything too seriously by concentrating on an unserious text adventure based on a science fiction ‘gamebook’ I loved as a kid. Nostalgia is part of the appeal and it puts me into a happier headspace. Unfortunately, distraction doesn’t always come easily to me.
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I must get through the next fortnight in Manila, somehow. I’ll do the necessary to survive in the short run, as I’ve done on every anxiety-clouded trip I’ve made, not only to the Philippines and Nigeria, but to France, Côte d’Ivoire, India, Nepal and elsewhere. But more challenging have been the longer-term causes and consequences of my travel fear. Addressing them has been a motive to write this book.

It’s important to say that I haven’t endured the same degree of stress as travellers like war correspondents or military personnel. Some of their experiences are shared in this book, but this story is mainly about my struggles with what many would consider ‘easier’ journeys, that are objectively closer to those that most people take for work or pleasure. Whereas the dread that strikes the soldier, for instance, can be traced back to the trauma of witnessing death, the dread dogging those of us who do fairly ordinary things on the road can be harder to figure out.

Anxiety is also hard to define because its symptoms and effects vary. The Oxford English Dictionary describes ‘anxious’ quite broadly: ‘1. Experiencing worry, nervousness, or unease; 2. very eager and concerned to do something or for something to happen.’ In their eye-opening little book Anxiety: A Very Short Introduction, Daniel Freeman and Jason Freeman dub anxiety an ‘emotion’. At the same time, they say that it can be ‘a pretty mysterious experience’ and quote Holly Golightly, the protagonist of Truman Capote’s novel Breakfast at Tiffany’s, whose ‘mean reds’ encapsulated emotions, thoughts and physical sensations, that were in contrast to the better-known ‘blues’: ‘You’re afraid and you sweat like hell, but you don’t know what you’re afraid of. Except something bad is going to happen, only you don’t know what it is.’

Other writers have weighed in with their definitions. Marcel Proust’s novels throb with unease about the fleeting nature of existence, how the march of time tramples over events and people important to us, reducing them to blurred or unreliable memories. Proust’s characters are often trammelled by status anxiety, fretting as to whether they are self-confident and well-bred enough for class-obsessed France in the 1910s. For Mrs Dalloway, the creation of that other modernist maestro Virginia Woolf, the burden of conforming to 1920s values leads to angst about mortality and meaninglessness. Mrs D’s psychological ‘double’, Septimus Smith, is beset by similar social pressures as well as PTSD from his terrifying time in the trenches. The admixture has the effect of vinegar cut with bicarbonate of soda – his anxiety bubbles over, can’t be suppressed and he takes his own life.

In the menacing yarns of Woolf’s contemporary Franz Kafka, individuals are tormented by impersonal bureaucracies that they can neither understand nor appease. The universe is no friendlier, its absurdities and random cruelties offering little for humans to hope or trust in. The poor bloke who transforms into an insect in Metamorphosis is a metaphor for our estrangement from both society and our own identities.

Jean-Paul Sartre thought that anxiety – he preferred the term ‘anguish’ – arose from the realisation that we are all free individuals who can make our own choices and create our own meanings. This might sound like a privilege until you realise that it means taking absolute responsibility for yourself and your behaviour and not relying on previous philosophies or ideologies as a guide. This doesn’t mean we can act selfishly or in ways that hurt others, though. ‘In fashioning myself, I fashion Man,’ as Sartre put it.

The conflict reporter and filmmaker Iain Overton views his particular travel anxiety through Sartre’s prism. The freedom to roam was alluring to the young Iain, but over his career has sparked ‘nausea, disorientation and anxiety’ on hairy trips to Somalia, Afghanistan, Iraq, Ukraine and other trouble spots. ‘I’ve always wanted to go to places that haven’t been captured by the digital footprint because therein lie stories that haven’t been told from a journalistic perspective,’ Iain told me. ‘But where my younger self would have said, “Okay, there’s nothing on this area so let’s go,” my older self has tended to fear going to places about which there’s absolutely no information because the potential for horror is greater.’

A converse pattern of travel, where people from the poor Global South move to the rich Global North, can provoke anxiety. Postcolonial writers from Carlos Bulosan to Sam Selvon to Chimamanda Ngozie Adichi have explored the disquiet caused by discrimination, bigotry, job insecurity, loss of status, destruction of family ties and other predicaments faced by the immigrant outsider.

The numerous flavours of travel anxiety described in this book resonate with all these takes since travelling involves matters of time, memory, identity and human interaction, and can put you into conflict with authority and compel you to make choices that affect yourself and others.

An important disclaimer: I have no training in mental health and so will not offer expert analysis of it. Nor can or should I dispense clinical advice to anyone. For reasons that will become clearer as you read on, if you’re looking to me as your guru then you must be in a very dark place indeed. Others are qualified to offer counsel, and I discuss them in this book because their theories and remedies make sense to me as an anxious traveller.

As a result of writing this book I’ve been able to answer some of the questions above about myself and my affliction, though not others. In the complex world of fear, trauma, consciousness and selfhood, some questions will never have straight answers, I’m afraid to say. My story is, like others’, not a simple arc of improvement from anxious traveller to non-anxious traveller. On the journey there have been many delays, distractions, wrong turns and reversals. But the destination I’ve reached has at least given me a better understanding of my condition and contained some of its worst effects. So, if any of that is in any way helpful to other anxious travellers, or anyone who gets anxious about anything, well, I’ll consider it an accomplishment.


PART 1. AGITATION IN MANILA
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So here I am in Manila, in the back of the taxi, drenched in anxiety. Again. It’s all so exasperatingly repetitive. The game on my phone isn’t cutting it, and I fix on the probably ludicrous idea that the city itself is the source of my woes. In her hauntingly phantasmal novel State of War, the great Filipina author Ninotchka Rosca writes, ‘the city came out of chaos, lived with chaos, and would survive any chaos. The question was… whether it could survive order and reason’. To what extent is chaos, then, in Manila’s DNA? It seems to me that chaos – an absence of order or control – is closely related to anxiety, fear, panic. Do these traits make for a Manila Syndrome in the sense of the notorious Jerusalem Syndrome?

In that same city, Australian Denis Michael Rohan burned down the al-Aqsa Mosque and, upon arrest, claimed that God had told him to do it. It would smooth the Second Coming of Christ, he added. Briton Oliver McAfee hiked out of Jerusalem and vanished in the Negev desert, leaving a trail of pages ripped from the Bible relating Jesus’ 40 days in the wilderness. An Irishwoman came to the city and grew convinced that she was pregnant with the baby Prince of Peace 2.0. She didn’t disclose the identity of the father. On his visit, an American man started to believe that he was the reincarnation of Samson, the biblical proto-superhero. Another American rediscovered his evangelical faith in middle age, flew to Jerusalem and camped in the lobby of a budget hostel introducing himself to all-comers as the ‘new Messiah’. Ever since the medieval pilgrimages, folks have been coming to Jerusalem and succumbing to spiritual delusions. In the 1980s and 90s, reported cases of Jerusalem Syndrome peaked at 100 a year, a total of 40 lost souls needing treatment in a psychiatric unit.

In his penetrating book Places of the Heart, psychologist Colin Ellard shows that modern city-dwellers are driven spare by social inequality, lack of ‘neighbourhood cohesion’ and ‘the possibility of exposure to toxins or pathogens’. Nothing new here – the poet William Wordsworth was in the late 1700s blaming loneliness, suspicion, jealousy, oneupmanship and ignorance on the crowded, polluted, turbo-paced cities of the industrial revolution. More scientifically, Ellard has found evidence that urban features can sabotage our state of mind. In a city like Jerusalem, you’re besieged by so much religious architecture, activity, symbolism and history. This, coupled with the shock that many of us receive when we travel anywhere radically different, could ignite a psychotic episode.

Jerusalem isn’t the only city with its own syndrome. Since the 1980s, Japanese tourists in Paris have reported paranoia, identity crisis and full-blown hallucinations resulting from language barriers, shock at the serene French temperament and displeasure that the real Paris fell short of the image they were expecting from brochures and magazines. In 2006, rumours emerged that the Japanese embassy in the City of Love had set up a round-the-clock phone line for anyone nobbled by Paris Syndrome. Embassy staff denied its existence, though.

Similar symptoms show in cases of Stendhal Syndrome, even if the apparent cause – glimpsing beautiful works of art in Florence – seems like a nice problem to have. The French novelist Stendhal was probably the first victim, complaining in 1817 after viewing the Basilica de Santa Croce, ‘I had palpitations of the heart, what in Berlin they call “nerves”. Life was drained from me. I walked with the fear of falling.’

My taxi jerks to a stop in a part of Quezon City that is no work of art. Its planners must have scoured Ellard’s book for all the things not to do when designing an urban milieu. My trembling hands drop some banknotes in the driver’s lap and fling open the door. The burst of hot air knocks the wind out of me. I pant and scan my surrounds. I’m in what Ellard would call a ‘stress-point’: a street market squatting against the rampart of a shopping mall, coagulated with noise, objects and bodies. There’s no empty space between the vast decks of duck eggs, lime-like calamansi fruit sprinkled on black tarpaulins, flies riding the backs of smoked bangus fishes arranged sprucely on banana leaves, carts overflowing with an unruly jungle of blade-like chilli and sambong leaves, the summits of which are teetering with durian fruits and taro, root vegetables resembling old apothecary jars. Nor is there room between these wares and the customers and the vendors who have white scarves around their heads and wear long baggy shorts and sleeveless basketball jerseys. All the benches are occupied by topless, off-duty jeepney and tricycle drivers asleep with scraggy, greasy-furred cats and dogs at their feet or on the cracked paving below them. This slew of life forms existing at close quarters is another scourge of city life, according to Ellard. Our ancestors spent so long in small settlements, where everyone knew and trusted one another, that today we haven’t yet evolved to handle bigger populations who are strangers to each other and constantly competing for money, work and attention. That’s another recipe for place-anxiety – certainly from where I’m standing.

I feel ever more trapped. My freedom to move has been curtailed. I can’t orient myself. ‘It’s difficult to see what’s round the corner’ and ‘potential flight paths are blocked’ – two further sources of place-anxiety in Ellard’s book. The latter becomes literally true when I look over at the southern end of the road and the entrance to a side street that’s obstructed by a precarious stack of goods – a sofa, a fridge, bookshelves, a TV. It’s as if someone was in the middle of moving house only to have been gazumped at the eleventh hour.

My instincts now firmly in flight mode, I start towards some bushes across the road, nebulously maroon like dyed smoke used to mark targets in a Second World War film. I soon twig that these bushes are marooned from any kind of natural space that Ellard says can ‘mitigate the risk of psychiatric disorders in urban populations’.

I turn back to the market and beseech any force out there that might make everything fucking alright.

Unsure how to access the mall, I skirt the perimeter of the market. I’m forced on to the busy road, since the pavement has been colonised by the sprawling market. Traffic is a prime trigger for what Ellard calls ‘adrenaline baths’, based on research he conducted on pedestrians in another Global Southern megacity, Mumbai. Like his subjects, I have to perform an ‘intricate dance’: sidestepping and leaning away from a speeding tricycle in an ungainly version of what characters do in ‘bullet time’ in the Matrix films. Ellard’s subjects were seriously stressed, their blood pressure and ‘sweat gland responses … off the charts’, the cortisol generated doing all flavours of harm. When Ellard interviewed these same people, they claimed to be unflustered by the maelstrom of heat, noise and traffic they withstood daily. Perhaps cultural norms forbade them to complain. If someone asks me right now how I feel about almost getting run down by oncoming vehicles, I’ll probably burst into tears.

As I reach the northern frontier of the market, a monstrous high-rise hoves into view. It’s been weathered and polluted into at least five shades of grey, its vertical lines of mansard roofs pearl-hued, its lower-down concrete panels almost charcoal. These are the Legaspi Towers 100, I find out later, and they’re oppressively angular. The façade panels end abruptly above the main building, giving off a sharp, antenna-like vibe. I think of stabbing and impaling and the proverbial parental caution: ‘you’ll have your eye out with that’. I’m far from flabbergasted to find out that ‘Jagged edges are hard, repulsive, and may signal risk,’ in Ellard’s view. On the other side of the equation, ‘we have a near universal preference for curved contours’, he writes. ‘We see curves as soft, inviting, and beautiful.’ I duly stop looking at this great big scary dagger in the sky.

The Legaspi Towers 100 are part of Manila’s brutalist heritage, but lots of Manileños wish they weren’t. Others wish there was no brutalist heritage in Manila at all. The towers were built in 1973 soon after President Marcos declared martial law. He wasn’t the first dictator to cultivate a hypermasculine image and rule by terror. I’m not the first writer to observe that the Legaspi Towers 100 are not the only tall, phallic and daunting edifices built during this dismal phase of Philippine history.

Ellard argues that our mood can be affected by the shapes not only of buildings but of lettering and branding. Halfway between the towers and where I’m standing is a sign reading SOGO, the letters joined up like the Olympic rings. They’re all curves and no corners, just as Ellard would like, and they’re almost as common a sight around the Philippines as the golden arches of McDonald’s. SOGO is a budget hotel chain, its success partly down to the easy-going shapeliness of its logo but also to the fact that rooms can be booked by the hour. Underneath this particular sign is a slogan that indicates where SOGO comes from: ‘So clean … so good.’ In my twisted state, seeing a hotel advertise itself as ‘so clean’ only makes me picture the opposite: filthy bedclothes, broken toilets, cockroaches scuttling in sinks. I guess it’s a variant on the social psychologist Daniel Wegner’s ‘white bear phenomenon’: if someone tells you not to think of a white bear you will inevitably think of a pallid caniform of the Ursidae family.

By now I’ve no idea what I’m doing or where I’m going. It’s pure luck that I find a palm-tree-bordered side entrance to the mall. The relief is like a fast-acting painkiller. I know it’ll be short-lived, but short-lived is better than sod-all.

While I wait for a female security guard to stop twirling her baton and search my backpack at the entrance to the mall, I remind myself not to blame my anxiety on any one place. The story is more complex. While there’s a popular belief – which has sold newspapers and seduced web traffic – that Jerusalem Syndrome besets those with no history of mental illness, the researchers Kalian and Witzum found that most victims had pre-existing conditions. The same is true of the other disorders I’ve mentioned. Like the bloke who leaves a ‘happy marriage’ behind in Darwin or Dagenham to turn sex pest in Bangkok or Busan, travel – plus white male privilege – can serve as excuses for behaviour unacceptable at home. At least five years before he torched that mosque in Jerusalem in 1969, Dennis Michael Rohan was hearing voices in his head. There were mosques in his native Australia at that time, so did he wait until going to Israel to commit his crime because he believed that that culture would be more sympathetic towards his demented desire to build heaven on Earth? If so, he must have had stereotypes in mind dodgier than a Diddy party.

Less destructively, there’s a timeworn tradition of Westerners projecting their fear and loathing onto non-Western cities in a judgemental or, worse, racist manner. Just because I’m feeling the chaos of Manila that Rosca so vividly describes doesn’t mean the chaos is Manila’s fault. Indeed, in a postcolonial society like the Philippines, a lot of the chaos is the fault of people who look and sound like me. There’s another reason to be uneasy. As Iain Overton says of his own travels to the Global South, ‘I was conscious of my complicity in global warming and mass tourism. I was helping to bring wealth into those communities that I was filming but simultaneously I was eroding the cultural uniqueness of these locations. When I went back to some of these locations twenty years later I saw that now there was a Starbucks and facilities for the backpacker community. Everything was in English, and I’m not begrudging that – it means a new generation of people can go there. But I’d worry that we’d made everything familiar and accessible, which is a form of colonialism. I didn’t realise I was doing it at the time. That brings some anxiety to my heart now.’

The other side of that coin is the many people from the non-West who come to the West and have an anxious time of it. Ann Bajo, now an academic but formerly a defence analyst with the Armed Forces of the Philippines, won her travel spurs surviving terrorist attacks in the southern Philippines and a school shooting in Manila in 2022. As a young woman of colour, she’s had hard times on British streets. ‘When I walk around Portsmouth or Liverpool,’ she tells me, ‘local guys will proposition me or make, shall we say, unsolicited comments. One time this man lifted his shirt up and yelled, “Do you want some of this, love?”

‘In the Philippines, if something happens to me it’s easy to shout, “Hey, help me here.” I feel more vulnerable in the UK, as I don’t think people will come to my aid. One of my professors told me that she was on a ferry on the Solent and saw a girl about to jump off the ferry, and nobody did anything about it. It was down to my professor to approach her and ask her, “Are you okay?”’

For Ann, that’s a matter of cultural or behavioural difference between the West and the Philippines. In her home country ‘there would have been security guards to help that girl. It’s like people here in the UK are so individual and isolationist that they’ve forgotten that they belong to a community. It’s weird. I’m not saying that everyone has to be smiling all the time but there’s a lot of unfriendliness here.’

I try to count my lucky stars as a large white male who can look after himself in a place that is generally friendly towards large white males. It’s a privilege I should check. ‘This is me, not you,’ I mutter to a concrete pillar that divides a make-your-own-bubble-tea station from a shop selling agricultural drones. I turn to catch a glower from a trouser-suited saleswoman leaning over a model condominium. But I don’t care.

Go ahead and think I’ve lost my mind. You probably believe all white people are crazy or creepy anyway, based on the ones you see in Manila. And I can’t fault that. My only aim is to get to my lunch date and not fuck that up.
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I’m forever wowed by Philippine shopping malls. They have everything. Under
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