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Abstract: 

1) Critical Component:  

The purpose of my thesis is to explore the history of British travel writing 

and to consider how the literature of exploration, which initially presented 

itself as factual, evolved into the fictional use of travel writing. In order to 

provide a context for travel writing, I will be looking at the work of Porter, 

Mills, Pratt, Chard, Hulme and Youngs before discussing the Grand Tourist 

(1660-1837) and the growth of mass tourism under Thomas Cook. In order 

to consider early-twentieth-century travel writing in this context of mass 

tourism, I propose to engage specifically with Peter Fleming’s Brazilian 

Adventure (1933) and Robert Byron’s The Road to Oxiana (1937). Evelyn 

Waugh, at various times, acted both as a friend and a reviewer to both 

Byron and Fleming. The thesis will then focus upon Evelyn Waugh’s work 

and look at the differences between his travel writing and the fictional use 

of travel in his fiction. Waugh’s writing style has been important to me in 

the development of my own. 

As Waugh wrote in his review of Peter Fleming’s Brazilian 

Adventure (1933), ‘the trouble about all forms of writing is that one is 

working against a background of predecessors and contemporaries.’1 Thus 

in my last chapter, I will discuss someone whom Waugh influenced, 

namely Malcolm Bradbury. This chapter will involve an exploration of 

Bradbury’s views on Waugh, and a discussion of Bradbury’s heterotopic 

                                                 
1 Gallagher, Donat, ed., The Essays, Articles and Reviews of Evelyn Waugh, London, 

Penguin, 1986, p. 137. 
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fiction in his Iron Curtain satire, Rates of Exchange (1983), and finally, 

Why Come to Slaka? (1986) – Bradbury’s parody both of guidebooks and 

travel books alike. I will show how heterotopic fiction has its roots in travel 

writing, as seen in Swift’s work, and how it has influenced my own 

creative writing. Heterotopic fiction, or the use of composite locations, 

whether by Swift or by Bradbury, has been integral to the conception of 

The Excursionist. Satire has also been integral to my project, and I will also 

consider in this chapter Northrop Frye’s work on satire as a way to 

understand both Bradbury’s work and my own. My thesis will finish with a 

review of how my novel, The Excursionist, owes its structure, satirical bent 

and narrative drive to the works of Swift, Waugh and Bradbury. 

 

2) Creative Component:  

The Excursionist, Being an Account of the Attempt of Jack Kaganagh to 

Visit his 98th, 99th and 100th Countries and Thereby Ensure Membership 

of the Travelers’ Century Club is a self-explanatory title. Kaganagh wants 

to visit one hundred countries before a landmark birthday and travels to 

Placentia, Kilrush and Fulgary in the fictional locale of the Coronation 

Islands, somewhere in the Indian Ocean. Placentia is an eco-resort, Kilrush 

is the world’s only Irish Protectorate and The Omanalak on Meelick Bay in 

Fulgary is a seven-star barefoot luxury resort. The novel takes a satirical 

look at the idea of luxury travel, the commodification of the travel industry 

and travellers themselves, while exploring the themes of inequality, 

loneliness and materialism. 
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Chapter 1: The Grand Tour and Thomas Cook 

 

This project began with two questions: why do travellers travel and how do 

travellers write. As it has developed, the creative part of the project has not 

found a fully satisfactory answer to the first question, but it has developed 

an answer to the second that has involved an exploration of travel and 

travel writing – in particular, work from the ‘golden age of travel writing’ 

between the wars – but also of humour and satire, and the use of imaginary 

or composite locations, in travel-based fictions. In developing this project, 

two modern fiction writers have been particularly important to me: Evelyn 

Waugh and Malcolm Bradbury. 

The purpose of my thesis is to explore the history of British travel 

writing, how the literature of exploration, which initially presented itself as 

factual, evolved into the fictional use of travel writing. In Chapter One, in 

order to provide a context for travel writing I will be looking at the work of 

Porter, Mills, Pratt, Chard, Hulme and Youngs before discussing the Grand 

Tourist (1660-1837) and the growth of mass tourism under Thomas Cook. 

In Chapter Two, in order to consider early-twentieth-century travel writing 

in this context of mass tourism, I propose to engage specifically with Peter 

Fleming’s Brazilian Adventure (1933) and Robert Byron’s The Road to 

Oxiana (1937). Evelyn Waugh was part of the same social set as Fleming 

and Byron and, at various times, acted both as a friend and a reviewer to 

each. Chapter Three will focus upon Waugh’s work and look at both the 

differences between his travel writing and his fictional use of travel. In 



Travel Writing and Satire   11 

 

these chapters, I will be looking at both ‘the golden age of travel writing’ 

between the wars and ‘the English gentleman abroad.’ This figure of ‘the 

English gentleman abroad’ is central to The Excursionist. In Chapter Three, 

I will pay particular attention to how Evelyn Waugh represents himself, 

how he represents the ‘indigenous’ in his travels and how he represents 

Europeans abroad. I will also look at Evelyn Waugh’s travel writing in 

order to explore his humour and establish whether he can be called a 

satirical travel writer.  

As Waugh wrote in his review of Peter Fleming’s Brazilian 

Adventure (1933), ‘the trouble about all forms of writing is that one is 

working against a background of predecessors and contemporaries.’1 Thus 

in Chapter Four, I will discuss someone whom Waugh influenced, namely 

Malcolm Bradbury. This chapter will involve an exploration of Bradbury’s 

views on Waugh and a discussion of Bradbury’s heterotopic fiction in his 

Iron Curtain satire, Rates of Exchange (1983), and finally, Why Come to 

Slaka? (1986) – Bradbury’s parody both of guidebooks and travel books 

alike. I will show how heterotopic fiction has its roots in travel writing, as 

seen in Swift’s work, and how it has influenced my creative writing. 

Heterotopic fiction – and the use of fictional or composite locations 

whether by Swift or Bradbury – has been integral to the conception of The 

Excursionist. Satire has also been integral to my project and I will also 

consider in this chapter Northrop Frye’s work on satire as a way to 

understand both Bradbury’s work and my own. My thesis will finish with a 

                                                 
1 Gallagher, ed., 1986, p. 137. 
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review of how my novel, The Excursionist, owes its structure, satiric bent 

and narrative drive to the works of Swift, Waugh and Bradbury. 

However, I will begin by considering the development of the 

academic study of travel writing, as well as the development of tourism. It 

is only recently that academics have felt the need to take seriously the 

subject of travel writing per se. The first international travel writing 

conference, Snapshots from Abroad, was organised by Donald Ross at the 

University of Minnesota in 1997, and the International Society of Travel 

Writers (ISTW) was founded in the same year. Also in 1997, Professor Tim 

Youngs, director of the Nottingham Trent Centre for Travel Writing 

Studies, published the first issue of Studies in Travel Writing.2 However, 

the serious study of travel writing can be dated to the start of that decade – 

with a series of important works by Dennis Porter, Sarah Mills, Mary 

Louise Pratt and Chloe Chard.  

As its title suggests, Dennis Porter’s fascinating book, Haunted 

Journeys: Desire and Transgression in European Travel Writing (1991), 

adopts a Freudian perspective. Porter’s analysis is based on Freud’s essay A 

Disturbance of Memory on the Acropolis (1936), in which Freud noted: ‘I 

had long seen clearly that a great part of the pleasure of travel’ is rooted ‘in 

dissatisfaction with home and family.’3 The ‘haunted’ of the title refers to 

Freud’s theory that travellers travel in order to ‘recover an original lost 

                                                 
2 Youngs also co-edits the series Routledge Research in Travel Writing with Peter Hulme 

(University of Essex). 

3 Freud, Sigmund, ‘A Disturbance of Memory on the Acropolis,’ in The Pelican Freud 

Library, London: Penguin, 1973, pp. 235-44. 
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home.’4 As a result, for Porter, there is a conflict between ‘the heroism of 

travel and ... a concomitant sense of guilt.’5 Porter contends that ‘itineraries 

were in their way compromise formations dictated by the conflict between 

a “passionate desire” (to travel) and the demands of filial duty.’ 6 The desire 

to travel is, Freud claims, closely linked to the universal human desire to go 

‘further than one’s father.’ However, as Chloe Chard (1999) contends, ‘a 

sense of guilt was attached to the satisfaction in having gone such a long 

way,’ adding, ‘as though to excel one’s father was still something 

forbidden.’7  

With the development of feminist and postcolonial theory, travel 

writing has recently come in for a serious re-appraisal by academics. Sara 

Mills’s Discourses of Difference: An Analysis of Women’s Travel Writing 

and Colonialism (1991) explores the travel writing of Western women in 

the period of ‘high imperialism’8 and examines the relationship of women’s 

travel writing to colonialism through the discourses of feminism and 

patriarchal imperialism. Mills has developed a form of analysis accounting 

for the similarities and diversity of women’s travel writing within a 

                                                 
4 Simmons, Laurence, Freud’s Italian Journey, New York: Rodopi, 2006, p. 21. 

5 Porter, Dennis, Haunted Journeys: Desire and Transgression in European Travel 

Writing, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991, p. 198. 

6 Porter, 1991, p. 195. 

7 Chard, Chloe, Pleasure and Guilt on the Grand Tour: Travel Writing and Imaginative 

Geography, 1600-1830, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999, p. 180. 

8 Mills, Sara, Discourses of Difference: An Analysis of Women’s Travel Writing and 

Colonialism, New York: Routledge, 1991, p. 1. 



Travel Writing and Satire   14 

 

particular historical and political period. This represents a step forward in 

postcolonial cultural and literary theory. In The Rhetoric of Empire: 

Colonial Discourse in Journalism, Travel Writing, and Imperial 

Administration (1993), David Spurr contends: ‘within the field of literary 

study alone, scholars have experienced a major paradigm shift in which 

literary works once studied primarily as expressions of traditionally 

Western ideals are now also read as evidence of the manner in which ideals 

have served in the historical process of colonisation.’9 Similarly, Mary 

Louise Pratt, in her work Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and 

Transculturation (1992), strives ‘to renovate celebratory narratives of 

European superiority.’10 In her analysis ‘intellectuals are called upon to 

define, or redefine, their relation to the structures of knowledge and power 

that they produce.’11 Accordingly, Pratt rejects a mono-cultural perspective 

‘in the midst of ecological catastrophe and continuing imperial 

adventurism.’ She notes that ‘tremendous historical force has been wielded 

by the European ideologies of territory and global possessiveness,’ and this 

becomes the critical focus of her book. Imperial Eyes shows how ‘travel 

writing goes about creating the domestic subject of European imperialism, 

and how reading publics have been engaged with expansionist 

                                                 
9 Spurr, David, The Rhetoric of Empire: Colonial Discourse in Journalism, Travel 

Writing, and Imperial Administration, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1993, p. 263. 

10 Pratt, Mary Louise, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, New York: 

Routledge, 1992, p. xi. 

11 Pratt, 1992, p. xi. 
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enterprises.’12 

Whereas Mills and Pratt are concerned with travellers, more recent 

work has attended to the phenomenon of what might more properly be 

called ‘tourists.’ Chloe Chard’s Pleasure and Guilt on the Grand Tour: 

Travel Writing and Imaginative Geography, 1600-1830 (1999) addresses 

‘one particular imaginative topography: the topography mapped out by 

reference to the practice, theoretical rationalisation and fantasmatic vision 

of travel on the Grand Tour.’13 Chard ‘is concerned more with the forms of 

language that claim the foreign as a source of pleasurable speculation than 

with the guilt-laden language of disapproval.’ She argues that ‘while the 

Romantic view of travel positions the traveller as the subject of urgent 

desires, impulses and inner needs, the touristic view affirms the position of 

the traveller as the subject of more modest demands, seeking out carefully 

regulated pleasures.’ Chard stresses that ‘destabilisation and danger, 

however, assume a double role within tourism: on the one hand, they are 

seen as threats to be contained: on the other, when kept at a proper 

distance, they may provide acceptable tourist gratification, by allowing the 

traveller to combine a frisson of excitement and a reminder of risk with a 

self-congratulatory awareness of having survived.’14 That idea of 

containable threats is an important element in the pleasure of travel. 

Perhaps the most influential academics working in this field today 

are Peter Hulme and Tim Youngs, co-editors of The Cambridge 

                                                 
12 Pratt, 1992, pp. xii, 10. 

13 Chard, 1999, p. 33. 

14 Chard, 1999, p. 213. 
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Companion to Travel Writing (2002). In this work, James Buzard maintains 

that ‘the history of travelling in Europe is the period that runs, roughly 

from the Restoration of the British monarchy in 1660 to the accession of 

Queen Victoria in 1837,’ and that this period is ‘marked by the emergence 

of this new paradigm for travelling,’ ‘that of the European “Grand Tour,”’ 

and ‘concludes with the first glimmerings of another paradigm that 

absorbed and supersedes it: that of mass tourism.’15  

As Buzard observes, John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human 

Understanding (1690) held that all knowledge is produced from the 

‘impressions’ drawn in through our five senses. One result of this ‘blank 

slate’ concept of consciousness, he contends, is that ‘if knowledge is rooted 

in experience and nowhere else, travel instantly gains in importance and 

desirability.’16 Casey Blanton’s Travel Writing: The Self and The World 

(2002) suggests that ‘by the eighteenth century the entanglement between 

self and world was one of the central concerns of the travel writer.’17 

Blanton agrees that the influence of Locke’s Essay Concerning Human 

Understanding, which argued that ‘the stimuli in the external world were 

crucial to the development of one’s intellectual powers, is undeniable: 

travel assured a constant panoply of new stimuli, hence the necessity for 

the Grand Tour as a kind of finishing school for university students and 

                                                 
15 Buzard, James, ‘The Grand Tour and after: 1660-1840,’ in Hulme, Peter and Youngs, 

Tim, eds., The Cambridge Companion to Travel Writing, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2002, p. 38. 

16 Buzard, 2002, p. 37. 

17 Hulme and Youngs, eds., 2002, p. 11. 
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writers.’18 As more people travelled and wrote, Porter (1991) observes:  

the centrality of travel writing meant that at one time or 

another it engaged the attention of most of the important 

writers and thinkers of the age. A great many of them 

published major works in one or another of the genres in 

which travel and travellers played a central role. On the 

English side of the Channel, one thinks immediately of 

Addison, Defoe, Swift, Johnson, Boswell, Fielding, 

Smollett and Sterne.19 

As Jeremy Black writes in The British Abroad: The Grand Tour in 

the Eighteenth Century (1992), ‘there are three categories of extant travel 

writing: manuscript accounts, accounts published by contemporaries, and 

those published subsequently.’20 However, ‘concentrating on manuscript 

accounts is not without its problems,’ since ‘much tourist correspondence 

is poorly catalogued and scattered in general political or family 

correspondence and, in consequence, difficult to find.’21 The appetite for 

travel literature witnessed a massive growth in the production of books, 

newspapers and other printed material during this period. Authors, such as 

                                                 
18 Blanton, Casey, Travel Writing: The Self and the World, New York: Routledge, 2002, p. 

11. 

19 Porter, 1991, p. 26. 

20 Black, Jeremy, The British Abroad: The Grand Tour in the Eighteenth Century, Stroud: 

Sutton Publishing Limited, 1992, p. v. 

21 Black, 1992, p. vii. 
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Tobias Smollett, and publisher-booksellers produced such literature 

because they knew there was a market for it among those with the money 

to buy and the leisure to read. There was also a virtuous circle: an 

important stimulant to the growth in foreign travel in the eighteenth century 

was the increased appearance of travel accounts and vice-versa. However, 

as Black argues, ‘travel literature can still be seen to be at a remove from 

the experiences of ordinary tourists, not least because, in some cases, it is 

probable that it was written to be read as much as a form of fiction, as 

interesting works at times similar to picaresque novels, rather than as 

objective descriptions of the travels of individual tourists.’22 

Gulliver’s Travels (1726) was an early response to the rise of travel 

writing. As Robert Demaria comments in his preface to the Penguin 

edition, the work ‘is not a novel or a story, primarily; it belongs instead to 

the more difficult literary genre of the satire. It is a parody of a travel book 

like William Dampier’s A Voyage Round the World (1697).’23 Swift’s 

awareness of Dampier’s book is reflected by his reference to ‘my cousin 

Dampier’ and ‘his book called A Voyage Round the World.’24 According to 

Demaria, ‘Gulliver’s Travels treats all the standard topics of classical 

satire.’ Like Juvenal’s tenth satire, for example, it makes fun of the vanity 

of the most common of human wishes: ‘money, power, fame, long life, 

                                                 
22 Black, 1992, p. vii. 

23 Demaria, Robert, ‘Preface,’ in Swift, Jonathan, Gulliver’s Travels, London: Penguin, 

2003, p. xi. 

24 Demaria, 2003, p. xi. 
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learning (especially without effort), beauty, and so on.’25 Shipwrecked and 

cast adrift, Lemuel Gulliver ‘travels into several remote nations of the 

world.’26 The fictional locales for Gulliver’s Travels are Lilliput, 

Brobdingnag, Laputa, Balnibarbi, Glubbdubrib, Luggnagg and the land of 

Houyhnhnms. Interestingly, Gulliver’s Travels takes place mainly in the 

South Seas or the Pacific Ocean. Lilliput is clearly somewhere in the Indian 

Ocean, Brobdingnag is in the Pacific, Laputa is in the North Pacific and the 

land of the Houyhnhnms is south of the Cape of Good Hope and southeast 

of Madagascar. We are given the latitude but not the longitude of Lilliput, 

and Part Three sees Gulliver sailing to Japan and catching a Dutch ship to 

Amsterdam before his return to England. Swift chose to confuse his readers 

by mixing fictional locales and real destinations in order to create an 

environment in which the adventures and experiences of Gulliver might 

appear more realistic. Swift enjoyed playing with place names such as 

Lindalino for Dublin (as in, double ‘lin’) and Langden for London. Swift 

conjured up these imaginary locations in order to make political statements 

without causing offence to specific individuals and running the risk of 

being taken to court. Fictional locales were employed as a literary device to 

discuss politics and religion without upsetting the ruling elite: Whigs could 

be perceived as Slamecksans, Tories could be portrayed as Tramecksans, 

Catholics were seen to be Big-Endians and Protestants were Little-Endians. 

The English oppression of Ireland could be mirrored in the overpowering 

                                                 
25 Demaria, 2003, p. xii. 

26 Swift, 2003, p. 3. 
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behaviour of Laputa to the Balnibarbi, while Anglo-Irish absentee 

landlords bear more than a passing resemblance to the Ministers’ Estates in 

Balnibarbi. Swift talks ironically of ‘those Countries’ which ‘do not appear 

to have any Desire of being conquered, and enslaved, murdered or driven 

out by Colonies, nor abound in either Gold, Silver, Sugar, or Tobacco.’27 It 

is inconceivable that Swift could write so freely about the politics of his 

day without using fictional locales. As Gulliver says, ‘I had concealed 

many Particulars, and often said the Thing which was not.’28 

Another development in eighteenth-century travel writing was the 

performance of the personality of the traveller. Casey Blanton claims that 

‘James Boswell’s Grand Tour journals are perhaps the best example of the 

ways in which travel writing was beginning to assume that both narrative 

and description, both traveller and world, were its subject matter and its 

theme.’29 Blanton continues: ‘Boswell’s travel books and his Journals did 

much to establish this highly personal travel writing as a standard fixture in 

the European canon of nonfiction literature.’30 As Blanton observes, 

‘Boswell is not strictly interested in a day-by-day, place-by-place objective 

account of his trip. However it is the first-person narrative of travel which 

allows the subject of commentary to move easily between one domain of 

objects and another that features in Boswell’s journals.’31 Blanton also 

                                                 
27 Swift, 2003, p. 270. 

28 Swift, 2003, p. 238. 

29 Blanton, 2002, p. 14. 

30 Blanton, 2002, p. 30. 

31 Blanton, 2002, p. 32. 
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observes that, ‘for the first time, in the mid to late eighteenth century, one 

could expect to see an obvious connection between the personality of the 

traveller and the world.’32 Blanton further suggests that ‘other larger 

questions tend to unify his (Boswell’s) journals: Will Boswell find who he 

is? Will his melancholia be cured? Will he resolve the ultimate paradox of 

freedom within convention?’ Blanton contends: ‘the need to know himself 

through his interactions with a great variety of people is at the centre of 

Boswell’s travel writing. This tendency places him at the exact centre of 

the narrative. Like a picaresque hero, Boswell the character has adventures, 

learns from them, and is changed.’33 Much has been made about how 

Boswell emerges from his Grand Tour a more rounded and mellow 

individual; as he writes in his diary on Wednesday, 19 February 1766: 

‘London had no longer that fascination which formerly blinded me.’34 

Commentators suggest this is witness to a changed Boswell who shrugs off 

his lascivious past before settling down to write his biography of Dr. 

Johnson. However, caveats need to be made: Boswell had been travelling 

in Europe from late summer 1763 to February 1766, Boswell’s mother had 

died in January 1766 and his father, who had already been left to guess 

where to send further letters of credit, had asked him to return: ‘it will 

occur to you how much I need your assistance,’ particularly since 

Boswell’s brother, who ‘suffered periodically from insanity,’ had fallen 

                                                 
32 Blanton, 2002, p. 14. 

33 Blanton, 2002, p. 35. 

34 Boswell, James, The Journals of James Boswell, 1762-1795, ed., John Wain, New 

Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1994, p. 307. 
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downstairs.35 Making his way back to London from Paris, Boswell seduced 

his friend Rousseau’s long-term mistress, Mlle. Therese Le Vasseur, and 

on the very day, 19 February 1766, that Boswell writes about not being 

blinded by London, we find this in his diary entry: ‘in Strand, you met a 

Miss Davies. Home with her and performed; good girl, but angry at self.’36 

It is therefore difficult to assert, with any confidence, that Boswell had 

changed. His mother had passed away while his father had refused to fund 

any further adventures, considering that travel was ‘a little embellishment 

to the more essential talents.’37 It is a lack of funding and a sprinkling of 

filial duty, following the death of his mother, that brings Boswell home, 

rather than any lasting transformation of character. 

In Tourists with Typewriters (1998), Holland and Huggan focus 

upon ‘the gentleman’s educative circuit otherwise known as the Grand 

Tour.’ The Grand Tour, which came to prominence in the eighteenth 

century, was ‘a formative journey for young Englishmen of means – a kind 

of peripatetic finishing school for the comparative study of social graces.’38 

However, not everyone was convinced, for example Adam Smith, for 

whom the typical Grand Tourist ‘returns home more conceited, more 

unprincipled, more dissipated, and more incapable of any serious 

application, either to study or to business, than he could well have become 

                                                 
35 Boswell, 1994, p. 171. 

36 Boswell, 1994, p. 307. 

37 Boswell, 1994, p. 307. 

38 Holland, Patrick and Huggan, Graham, Tourists with Typewriters: Critical Reflections 

on Contemporary Travel Writing, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan, 1998, p. 50. 
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in so short a time had he lived at home.’39 Similarly, Tobias Smollett 

dismisses the ‘number of raw boys, whom Britain seemed to have poured 

forth on purpose to bring her national character into contempt.’40 As 

Blanton observes: ‘even though the Grand Tour was seen as an obligatory 

finishing school for the young men of powerful families, in fact, as Pope 

noted, the young men more often “sauntered Europe round, / And gathered 

every vice on Christian ground.” [The Grand Tour] was more often than 

not an excuse to acquire a veneer of European manners, make business and 

political contacts, and experiment sexually in a more permissive society.’41 

As Porter maintains: ‘the idea was that one’s moral, literary, and aesthetic 

education would be completed at the same time that one’s experience of the 

world would be substantially broadened.’42 However, he also sees ‘a 

striking paradox’: ‘the tour was both a form of higher education and an 

instrument of social reproduction that required an extended absence from 

paternal surveillance and an exposure to temptation that risked subverting 

the institutional goals.’43 

James Buzard suggests that ‘the Grand Tour was, from start to 

finish, an ideological exercise.’ He argues that: ‘its leading purpose was to 

round out the education of young men of the ruling classes by exposing 

                                                 
39 Quoted in Holland and Huggan, 1998, p. 50. 

40 Smollett, Tobias, Travels Through France and Italy, New York: NuVision, 2008, p. 

235. 

41 Blanton, 2002, p. 31. 

42 Porter, 1991, p. 35. 

43 Porter, 1991, p. 51. 
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them to the treasured artefacts and ennobling society of the Continent. 

Usually occurring just after completion of studies at Oxford or Cambridge 

University and running anywhere from one to five years in length, the Tour 

was a social ritual intended to prepare these young men to assume the 

leadership positions preordained for them at home.’44 In Thomas Nugent’s 

The Grand Tour (1778) we are told its purpose is ‘to enrich the mind with 

knowledge, to rectify the judgement, to remove the prejudices of education, 

to compose the outward manners, and in a word form the complete 

gentleman.’45 Buzard suggests the intention is ‘not only to cultivate his 

historical consciousness and artistic tastes but actually to acquire works of 

art and antiquities that, displayed at home, would testify to the quality of 

his taste and surround him with objective confirmation of his self-worth.’46 

Black confirms: ‘collecting was a major activity of tourists, an important 

aspect of the cultural influence of tourism, and a major theme in the public 

debate over the Grand Tour.’47 

The most important destinations for the Grand Tour were Paris and 

Italy (especially Rome, Florence and Venice) but, as Black asserts, ‘it is 

not helpful to treat the Grand Tour as a rigid itinerary.’48 Britain was at war 

with France for most of the years from 1689 to 1713 and 1793 to 1815, and 

these conflicts influenced British tourism as well as the itineraries of the 
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tourists. The Grand Tour was dominated by British tourists, but Black 

asserts ‘it is impossible to provide accurate figures for the number of 

tourists as passes were not compulsory and there were no reliable figures 

for Channel crossings’ – that is to say, ‘numbers varied greatly by season 

and year.’ He goes on: ‘this was especially true of Italy, where seasonal 

variations in the weather were of great importance for the convenience and 

safety of tourists. In particular, the blocking of Alpine passes by winter 

snows affected the rhythms of travel within Italy. Rome and Naples were 

considered undesirable during the summer because of heat and the risk of 

malaria, while in the depths of winter some tourists preferred the more 

clement temperatures of Naples to colder Rome.’49 

The Grand Tourist would avail himself or herself (though initially a 

male diversion, later years saw an increasing number of fashionable young 

women undertaking the trip) of the services of a ‘bear-leader’ – the Grand 

Tourist version of Thomas Cook’s ‘dragoman’ – before embarking on an 

aristocratic ‘gap-year.’ Black explains how ‘the first stage in any tour was 

the journey to the British coast’: ‘short or lengthy, a quick trip from 

London across the Kent countryside or a lengthy journey through the 

shires, it was at least familiar, posing no problems in terms of language, 

currency or regulations.’50 Most tourists went to Dover in order to cross to 

Calais, the shortest route to the Continent, and the mail boat took paying 

passengers. He adds: ‘the three principal difficulties connected with a 
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crossing were adverse winds or a calm, seasickness and problems of 

disembarkation.’51 In addition, Black describes Paris as ‘the leading goal 

for the majority’ of Grand Tourists: ‘it offered more than any other city. If 

it did not have the antiquities of Rome, the art of Florence, or an opera 

house to compare with that of Naples; it did have a royal court nearby at 

Versailles, an enormous range of cultural and social activities that tourists 

could participate in, an active artistic life, and a large number of splendid 

sights.’52 Paris also had other attractions. Black notes ‘Paris could be 

reached from Dover in three days, though the journey usually took longer.’ 

In addition, ‘it had a range of accommodation greater than that of any 

tourist centre, as well as food that was plentiful and commonly of high 

quality.’ French was the foreign language that most British tourists were 

conversant with, and the city was well used to dealing with tourists. Then, 

as now, ‘the Parisian luxury trades, especially tailoring, were a particular 

attraction to many tourists.’53 In Paris, Black suggests, ‘tourists were 

helped by the relative tolerance of their activities and by a presence of a 

large sophisticated social world that was ready to receive them’: ‘there was 

both Anglomania and Anglophobia in France, and British tourists definitely 

benefited from the former.’54  

However, many British tourists saw little of France aside from 

Paris, the road to it from Calais and the routes from it to Italy, as travelling 
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in provincial France was made less attractive by the poor state of some of 

the roads. From Paris to Italy the route was clear to Lyon, but after Lyon, 

as Black discusses, ‘the problem of the Alps had to be confronted: It was 

necessary to cross them or circumnavigate them by sea; a coastal route on 

land was not practicable.’55 He adds, ‘tourists had to choose between the 

Alps and the Mediterranean’: ‘neither was an attractive prospect. By sea 

there was the risk of storms and shipwreck, and the lesser risk of Barbary 

pirates.’ However, he also observes that ‘the majority of tourists preferred 

to cross the Alps. This was less hazardous and unpredictable than the 

maritime route, though it was even more affected by seasonal factors.’56  

Turin was the first major Italian city reached after crossing the 

Cenis. From Turin there were several routes for tourists going into Italy: to 

Milan, Parma and Genoa. Black continues: ‘there was no set course for the 

Italian section of the Grand Tour. Tourists were influenced by their point of 

arrival and of expected departure; the season of the year, which was 

important because of summer heat and the onset of malaria near Rome; the 

inclinations, if any, of their travelling companions; their desire to meet 

friends; and their wish to attend specific events: the opera in Reggio, 

Bologna and Milan, the carnival in Naples and Venice, and religious, 

especially Easter, ceremonies in Rome.’57 Rome was the goal of many 

tourists, the furthest point of numerous tours, both reality and symbol of 

what was desirable about foreign travel. Black contends that ‘Rome offered 
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classical and Baroque art, sculpture, architecture and painting, and many 

tourists treated it as the cultural goal of their travels.’58 In a culture (and 

upper-class education) dominated by the classics, Rome became an obvious 

focus of interest, and British tourists responded accordingly. Buzard also 

notes that, ‘as their overseas empire expanded, well-off Britons drew 

parallels between their nation’s current position and that of the ancient 

Roman Empire.’59 Rome, according to Black, ‘had the facilities a tourist 

could wish for, but, in addition, tourists were more important to the 

economy of the town.’60 

However, it was a less cerebral aspect to travel that incensed the 

British Press. As Black observes, ‘cost was one of the principal planks of 

the attack on tourism, and it was possibly the major topic of the printed 

attack.’61 The British aristocracy were spending more money in Europe, 

which meant they were spending less at home. Black talks of ‘a rich 

miscellany of expense.’62 One major expense was clothes: in order to move 

freely in society a gentleman was expected to dress well, and being a 

tourist did not alter this situation. On arrival in Paris, tourists had to get 

new clothes and engaged tailors accordingly. There were several methods 

of financing a foreign trip, but most tourists relied on paper instruments of 

credit. The most common arrangement was for a tourist to have an 
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agreement by which he could draw on the foreign correspondents of his 

London banker for a certain sum. Black notes: ‘whatever the method 

employed, tourists usually complained about the commissions charged by 

bankers for dealing with bills of exchange and other financial devices, and 

the rates of exchange offered by them.’63 Many disputes reflected the 

absence of fixed prices. In short, foreigners could not be sure they paid the 

same as the locals, but, as Black suggests, ‘not many tourists could have 

stated honestly that high prices and overcharging were a foreign 

monopoly.’64  

For the most part, those who travelled were those who could easily 

afford to travel, and their ‘mode of living’ as tourists matched their 

situation at home. One of the essential features of eighteenth-century 

tourism is its relationship to the greater tension between cosmopolitanism 

and xenophobia. As Black observes, ‘travel and discussion about travel 

were both a focus for and an aspect of the relationship between 

cosmopolitanism and xenophobia.’ Contrary to what one might expect, 

Black feels it ‘would not be unfair to claim that many returned to Britain as 

better-informed xenophobes.’65 A characteristic of many British tourists 

was the excessive reliance placed on their supposed ability to discern 

national characteristics. Tourist conduct also varied. According to Black 

‘some might urinate on the Senate of Lucca from a balcony or excrete in 
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Italian churches, but most behaved in an acceptable fashion.’66 The press 

also mentioned British tourists who caused a nuisance, often by drunken 

brawling. 

Of course, travel to Italy involved more than just the opportunity to 

encounter the classical culture of the schoolroom: the Grand Tourists were 

particularly anxious about what James Buzard describes as ‘the colossal 

obstacle of the Roman Catholic Church, the “Whore of Babylon” whose 

corruptions had led Christians astray and under whose authority modern 

Rome had withered to a squalid, impoverished town.’67 Anti-Catholicism 

was the prime ideological stance in eighteenth-century Britain. The 

methods, practices and aspirations of the Catholic Church appear to have 

appalled many Englishmen of the period. Catholicism ‘drew on credulity 

and superstition and led to misery, poverty, clerical rule and oppression.’68 

The perceived danger from Catholicism was increased by historical factors, 

by the close association of Catholicism and Jacobitism and by the fact that 

Britain’s principal enemies, France and Spain, were Catholic powers. Many 

commentators felt there was also a risk of conversion to Catholicism. As 

Black indicates, ‘religion, as much as language, food and currency, helped 

to make the Continent foreign. It was one of the major changes that tourists 

commented on as soon as they arrived in France. Religious symbols, such 

as crucifixes and shrines, were everywhere.’69 
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Older men could not spare several years for a foreign tour and so 

the tour tended to be the prerogative of youth. It allowed the young to sow 

their wild oats abroad, and it kept them out of trouble, including disputes 

with their family at home. Travel abroad provided a major opportunity for 

sexual adventure, and the young men were poorly, if at all, supervised. 

Many enjoyed sexual relations even though the public attitude to sexual 

adventure abroad was unfavourable. Black describes the attitude as being 

‘heavily influenced by the prevalence of venereal disease, the ravages of 

which substantially defied contemporary medicine.’70 Black further notes: 

‘Paris was the great centre of sexual activity for British tourists,’ but ‘there 

were numerous prostitutes in Italy especially in Venice whose courtesans 

were reputed for their skill.’71 Homosexuality was regarded in Britain as a 

foreign vice, as was sodomy, which was called ‘the Italian vice.’ Travel 

abroad offered the best opportunities for practising homosexuality. A 

certain amount of drinking, gaming and sexual activity was an acceptable 

cost of the system. However, as Black contends, ‘it is by no means true that 

all those who visited France and Italy were motivated by hedonism, or that 

hedonistic interests were incompatible with perceptive observations.’ He 

continues: ‘much depended on the inclinations of the tourist and the people 

whom he met, but the openness of European society to aristocratic 

travellers provided many opportunities for the acquisition of information 

and opinion.’72 
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One area where the tourist gained ‘information and opinion’ was 

the arts. The most fashionable music in eighteenth-century Britain was 

Italian opera and German orchestral music. The Italian school of art was 

considered superior to the Dutch school, and the purchase of paintings was 

concentrated in Italy. In addition, as Black writes, ‘lively interest in 

architecture was one of the attributes of gentility in eighteenth-century 

Britain, and many members of the elite were knowledgeable enough to play 

a role in the construction or alteration of stately houses.’73 Continental 

models heavily influenced British architecture in the design both of houses 

and of interior layouts. In particular, the discovery of Pompeii and Gavin 

Hamilton’s excavations around Rome (1769-92) meant that classical 

sculptures were of great interest to many tourists. As a result, travel also 

had an impact on metropolitan culture. 

Nevertheless, as we have seen, the Grand Tour was not without its 

critics. Black notes that ‘tourism was attacked on many grounds, ranging 

from cost to culture, the dangers of Catholicism to the dangers of venereal 

disease.’74 This criticism was expressed ‘in print, in the theatre and even in 

Parliament.’ Tourism was perceived as part of a generalised failure to 

defend British culture and society in the face of all things foreign. On the 

other hand, Black states that ‘the principal arguments advanced in favour of 

foreign travel were that it equipped the traveller socially and provided him 

with useful knowledge and attainments.’75 Black concludes: ‘given the 

                                                 
73 Black, 1992, p. 302. 

74 Black, 1992, p. 315. 

75 Black, 1992, p. 318. 



Travel Writing and Satire   33 

 

extraordinary variety of tourists and their writings it is difficult to 

summarise the evidence on such questions as how far they were affected by 

the experience of travel. It is reasonable to suggest that the consequences of 

having a large number of the upper orders abroad during their formative 

years must have been considerable.’76  

The French Revolution of 1789 was to change the Grand Tour. As 

Black maintains, ‘a different world had indeed come to much of Western 

Europe’: ‘the persecution of the Church and the break with the Holy See 

affected life through French-dominated Europe.’77 Subsequently, Black 

contends: ‘British tourists who visited [Europe] after the defeat of 

Napoleon and the restoration of the Bourbons were conscious that they 

were seeing a different world to that toured by their pre-Revolutionary 

predecessors.’78 In addition, the defeat of Napoleon in 1815 meant, 

according to James Buzard, that ‘a cultural practice once identified with 

privileged individuals and devoted to the securing of their privilege appears 

transformed at once into an activity scandalously accessible to a de-

individualised, metaphorically liquid mass.’ Above all, he argues, ‘it was 

the hyperbolic reactions to this change that invented the idea of mass 
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tourism before the phenomenon really existed.’79 As he stresses: ‘“the 

easiest, simplest, and cheapest method” of travelling with the “most perfect 

freedom compatible” was with group tours or standardised travel 

“packages.”’80 Grand Tourism is widely seen as mass tourism’s aristocratic 

ancestor. The term ‘tourism’ was coined in about 1811, conveying the idea 

of a circular journey. The first cross-Channel service began in 1820, and by 

1840 perhaps as many as a hundred thousand Britons (out of a population 

of nearly 27 million) travelled to Europe each year, while domestic travel 

expanded even more rapidly, with increasing numbers of people ‘taking the 

waters’ in spa towns. Post-Napoleonic visitors to Europe, as Buzard notes, 

‘were subjected to the twin pressures of feeling both one of a crowd and 

late on the scene, surrounded by “hordes” of fellow-visitors.’ Above all 

else, ‘the class-specific ideals of the Grand Tour were refunctioned to suit 

that atmosphere in which “everybody” seemed to be abroad.’81 As a result, 

‘the desiderata of travelling turned inward and created the honorific sense 

of “traveller,” which, means essentially “the one who is not a tourist.”’82 

As Buzard suggests in The Beaten Track: European Tourism, 

Literature, and the Ways to ‘Culture’: 1800-1918 (1993), ‘if the years 

1820-1850 saw the expansion and consolidation of the new means of 

transport, they also saw the establishment of numerous institutions either 
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indirectly enabling tourism or designed expressly to facilitate it.’83 Thus, 

for example, we find the first George Bradshaw portable railway timetable, 

the emergence of the ‘travel agent’ and the rise of the modern tourist’s 

guidebook. Baedeker (1835) and John Murray (1836) are largely 

responsible for the generic distinction we still observe, according to which 

the impersonal objective ‘guidebook’ stands apart from the highly personal, 

impressionistic book of ‘travel writing.’ These guidebooks were produced 

in order to maximise the utility of their shortened itineraries and 

concentrate the greatest touristic value into the least time at the lowest cost. 

However, guidebooks are pre-dated by William Wey, a Fellow of Eton, 

who visited Jerusalem as early as 1458 and 1462, and produced Britain’s 

first proper travel guide, stating the prices of inns in Venice, what to see en 

route, and how to get an ass at Jaffa.84 The Baedeker enterprise, which 

started with Karl Baedeker’s first guidebook, to Coblenz, in 1829, 

continued until 1944 when the Baedeker printing works in Leipzig were 

destroyed by RAF bombers. 

However, probably the most important institution was the 

development of the ‘travel agent.’ Here it is not implausible to suggest that 

the origins of mass tourism also lie in a response to the increased numbers 

of drinking establishments that had come into being with the Duke of 

Wellington’s 1830 Beerhouse Act. Politicians thought that if milder drink, 
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such as ‘malt liquor’ and other ales, were promoted, the consumption of 

stronger drink, in particular gin, would fall. The result was 30,000 new 

beerhouses, while the population continued to drink gin. Thomas Cook 

took the Pledge at the age of twenty-four in 1833 and the temperance 

movement was the catalyst for the development of his travel agency. John 

Pudney in The Thomas Cook Story (1953) quotes Thomas Cook himself: 

‘what a glorious thing it would be if the newly developed powers of 

railways and locomotion could be made subservient to the cause of 

temperance.’85 Pudney states that Thomas Cook’s ‘idea was to rally 

support for the temperance movement by organising a railway excursion, 

which would not only gain publicity but would provide a more attractive 

and wholesome form of recreation than the alehouse.’ 86 Brendon agrees: he 

maintains that ‘Thomas Cook saw tourism as his mission to humanity; it 

was a means of emancipation for large numbers of people whose work was 

drudgery and whose recreation was drink.’87 

As this suggests, railways were vitally important for the 

development of Thomas Cook’s business. Railway lines started criss-

crossing the landscape after the inaugurations of George Stephenson’s 

Rocket in 1829 and the Liverpool to Manchester service in 1830. As 

Brendon suggests, ‘the immediate appeal of the railway lay in the sheer 

novelty and excitement of the sensation, the sheer delight in the conquest 
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of space and time.’88 However, as Hamilton argues, ‘the unplanned 

development of rail travel in the nineteenth century produced far-reaching 

and much criticised upheavals’: ‘By 1850, 6,000 miles of railway track had 

been laid, altering forever Britain’s townscapes and landscapes.’89 The road 

system, in decline since the departure of the Romans, had begun to improve 

in the eighteenth century, when the turnpike movement produced roads 

with surfaces fit for the ‘flying coaches,’ but soon both roads and canals 

were losing passengers and freight to the new rail network. As James 

Buzard observes: ‘on the one hand, steam power, on the rails and on the 

water, greatly increased the speed and decreased the cost of travelling; on 

the other, new institutions and facilities appeared in the marketplace, 

offering to ease the financial and other burdens of travel’s new wider 

clientele.’90 

In 1840, the Midland Railway opened the line from Leicester to 

Derby. Thomas Cook’s idea was to convey temperance supporters from 

Leicester to Loughborough and back at the cheap rate of a shilling each. 

The excursion took place on 5 July 1841 and a crowd gathered to watch the 

large body of excursionists, consisting of temperance officers and a 

uniformed brass band. Every bridge along the line was brimming with 

spectators. In spite of Cook’s claim that this was the ‘first public excursion 

train ever known in England,’ he by no means originated railway 

excursions, and there were tourist agents before Cook. Nevertheless, by 
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1844, Cook had established a reputation as a travel entrepreneur with an 

ability to obtain cheap rates (one hundred miles for a shilling) and to fill 

trains with large groups. It was not long before Cook organised excursions 

for profit as well as pleasure. His first professional project was a trip to 

Liverpool, Caernarvon and Swindon in the summer of 1845 (the 1841 

Leicester to Loughborough trip had been on a non-profit basis). By 1863, 

Cook affirms: ‘I now see no reason why a hundred may not travel as easily 

together as a dozen.’91 H. Pearce Sales, in his Travel and Tourism 

Encyclopaedia (1959), argues that ‘the logic of the package tour was 

becoming increasingly plain to him, and he came within an ace of 

formulating what later became known as “Cook’s law,” namely that the 

largest profits came from “intensive use by the greatest number of people at 

the lowest cost.”’92 

Other modern institutions were also important for the development 

of his business. For example, the introduction of the postal service in 1840 

was vital for the promotion of Thomas Cook. As Brendon notes: ‘in the 

first year 168 million letters were posted; ten years later this figure was an 

incredible 347 million, which included tens of thousands of subscription 

magazines and newspapers from Thomas Cook’s outlet.’93 Cook, a printer 

by trade, quickly recognised the potential of advertising, promotion and 

travel writing; a new monthly magazine, Cook’s Exhibition Herald and 
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Excursion Advertiser was issued in 1851 to promote trips to London for the 

exhibition. This became instrumental in generating enthusiasm about 

forthcoming trips. This magazine continued as The Excursionist until the 

Second World War, and, as the first travel newspaper in the world, allowed 

Cook to promote his ideas. Thomas Cook wrote, in The Excursionist of 

July 1854, that ‘to travel is to feed the mind, humanise the soul, and rub off 

the crust of circumstance – to travel is to read the last new book – to travel 

is to dispel the mists of fable and clear the mind of prejudice taught from 

babyhood, and facilitate perfectness of seeing eye to eye. Who would not 

travel at a penny per mile?’ As he wrote in his Guide to Leicester, 

‘advertising is to trade what steam is to machinery.’94 

Cook’s commercial acumen and his understanding of the potential 

of the postal service and the importance of promotion gave him an 

advantage over his competitors. As Hamilton explains, ‘his assets in the 

travel business were his career as a printer and his marketing skills, 

combined with rigorous self-discipline, attention to detail and an ability to 

coordinate transport and ground arrangements.’ She adds: ‘Cook acquired 

his know-how first by selling cabbages, turnips and other vegetables at 

Derby market.’ Thomas Cook ‘made sure that newspapers and leaflets 

heightened the anticipation about coming excursions, and that destinations 

were made more fascinating by guidebooks and itineraries with potted 

histories.’95 He introduced Cook’s Continental Time Tables and Tourist’s 
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Handbook, which listed, in infinite detail, all the main railway and 

steamship routes throughout Europe. Hamilton asserts Cook ‘knew the 

difficulties of travel, understanding the need of reconnoitring a route, 

issuing guide books and finding destinations which were exciting or 

romantic,’ and ‘with the skill of a showman, he wove historical facts into 

his guide books, livening up the itineraries, descriptions of destinations and 

lists of hotels and boarding houses.’96 Thomas Cook’s achievement was to 

associate himself with the spirit of the age and to foster its most thrilling 

development as a specialist travel agent. But he was still needed to organise 

complex journeys over several lines and to issue tickets for them at 

favourable rates. This is what Thomas Cook’s business eventually became, 

thus making a unique contribution to simplifying, popularising and 

cheapening travel. 

Tourism can be seen as the discovery of the already well-known 

(whereas travel is the discovery of the ill-known and exploration the 

discovery of the unknown). So long as it was sufficiently famous, anything 

could become a tourist attraction. To some extent, as Cook’s The 

Excursionist demonstrated, awareness about a destination could be 

generated artificially through advertisements. The Great Exhibition was a 

case in point. As Hamilton indicates, Thomas Cook transported 165,000 

people from the Midlands to the Great Exhibition in London in 1851. In 

1852, he took thousands to the Dublin Exhibition, and he intended to repeat 

the success at the Paris Exhibition. The expertise of Cook and his 
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competitors was needed to tempt and move large numbers of visitors from 

all over Britain. Each operator was awarded exclusive rights on various 

lines coming into London; Cook’s territory was the southern part of the 

Midland line. He received a fee for every excursion passenger who 

purchased a fifteen-shilling ticket. This experience was to transform the 

excursion from a thrilling novelty into an established part of Victorian life. 

As well as transporting thousands of travellers to the Great Exhibition, 

however, Thomas Cook provided accommodation. People put their 

sixpence each week into ‘travel clubs,’ which later developed into people 

paying for their holidays in advance instalments.97 

Always the entrepreneur, Cook made Scotland the chief tourist goal 

for mid-Victorians, and took many thousands of people there over the next 

few years. He was greatly helped by the popularity of Sir Walter Scott’s 

novels and by Queen Victoria’s purchase of Balmoral. By 1860, Cook had 

conveyed some 50,000 tourists to Scotland. Rivalry between companies or 

resentment about his entrepreneurial position could have ruined him at any 

moment, and, indeed, at one point the Scottish railway companies refused 

to let him issue any more tourist tickets. However, as the Scottish route 

closed, the Continental one opened. Indeed, Cook was forced to look 

abroad at the very time when improved communications and rising 

incomes were making tourism possible on a global scale. He began with 

the introduction of large numbers of his countrymen to the Alps. Hamilton 

notes that ‘mass tourism, welcomed by the Swiss, was derided by the 
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members of the exclusive Alpine Club, who included Matthew Arnold, 

John Ruskin and the Old Etonian Sir Leslie Stephen’: having made 

mountain climbing an exclusive sport, they were now worried about their 

‘playground’ being overrun. Their idea, clearly, was that the Alps should 

be trampled on only by the aesthetic elite and not by the philistine 

multitude. In his book Playground of Europe, Sir Leslie Stephen slated 

Thomas Cook’s ‘cockney travellers’ and those who were just hill-walkers 

and pressers of flowers, not mountaineers with rope, axe and alpenstock.98 

John Ruskin, in Cornhill Magazine, insisted that understanding art and 

natural beauty required much study, something not possible for people who 

spent their time working. Ruskin complained how ‘dear mountain grounds 

and treasure-cities’ are now ‘long destroyed by the European populace.’99  

Cook took his first tour to Italy in 1864, taking a party of fifty 

tourists to Rome for Holy Week. He paid hotels on a single bill, which 

benefitted everyone by securing rooms through block bookings and 

allocating rooms in advance. This was the nucleus of the modern package 

tour. Here, too, was the germ of that crucial innovation, the hotel coupon, 

bought in advance from Cook and accepted by establishments approved by 

him, which he first issued in 1868. His son, John Mason Cook, came back 

into the business in 1865 and turned the family firm into an institution. 

Under his energetic leadership it ministered to royalty, transported a British 

army up the Nile, arranged the travel of maharajas and pilgrims, invaded 
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the New World, established a unique position in Egypt, and became an 

adjunct of the British Empire. By 1868, Thomas Cook claimed to have 

organised the travel of two million people. John Mason Cook possessed 

organisational ability on a grand scale but, more than anyone, he 

appreciated that travel was a matter of detail. His ‘Circular Notes,’ 

launched in 1874, were the forerunners of the traveller’s cheque, which 

allowed tourists to obtain currency in exchange for a paper note. So vast 

was the demand for these that the Cook’s Banking and Exchange 

department was opened.100  

Another major event that had a significant impact on Thomas Cook, 

and travel in general, was the opening of the Suez Canal. The canal, 101 

miles long, would cut 4,000 miles off the sea journey to India from Britain: 

it would no longer be necessary to sail around the Capes of Africa or South 

America. A trip from Australia to England would be reduced from eight to 

five weeks. The Canal opened in 1869. By 1870, Thomas Cook and Son 

were appointed agent for Nile passenger traffic. This not only enabled them 

to get a firm foothold in Egypt thirteen years before the British controlled 

the country, but soon the Khedive granted Thomas Cook and Son exclusive 

control over all passenger steam-boat traffic on the Nile as far as the first 

and second cataracts. From 1869 onwards Cook brought the largest number 

of British to the Holy Land since the Crusader armies and the private 

parties of pilgrims in the Middle Ages. Murray’s initial Handbook for 

Egypt had been published as early as 1835. William Makepeace Thackeray 
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was given a free passage in 1846 in exchange for writing up his 

experiences on a P&O ship to Alexandria.101 Far from producing an 

uncritical and laudatory book about his excursions, however, Thackeray 

wrote that in the Holy Land he had to travel ‘well mounted and well 

armed.’102 The general belief was that once the Suez Canal was finished in 

1869, nearby ports, such as Jaffa, would attract many tourists visiting the 

Canal on route to Jerusalem. 

By 1872, Egypt and Palestine were so commercially important to 

Thomas Cook that they were regarded as ‘the two greatest features in our 

present programme.’103 This was because the Middle East became a winter 

holiday resort. From Cook’s point of view, Middle Eastern tours were 

invaluable because they provided year-round work in what had been a 

seasonal business. This transformation was vital to its growth. Also in 

1872, Cook conducted the first party of tourists to travel round the world; 

the firm’s ambitions really did extend to the ends of the earth.  The round-

the-world tour took 212 days, cost 270 guineas and involved a journey of 

29,000 miles. Jules Verne’s Around the World in Eighty Days was 

published in the same year. Interestingly, whatever the genesis of Verne’s 

classic, he chose a phlegmatic Englishman, Phileas Fogg, as its hero. 

In 1879, Cook began advertising tours to Australia and New 

Zealand, Calcutta, Budapest and New Orleans. These tours became an 

increasing source of revenue during the 1880s. In 1884, the company 
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launched an expedition to rescue General Charles Gordon, who was 

besieged in Khartoum. Cook’s steamers took Gordon from Asyut to Aswan 

and then on to Korosko. In addition, John Cook tendered to transport the 

entire expedition from Alexandria to Wadi Halfa. For the only time in 

history, a private firm arranged the transport of a British army: Gladstone’s 

government asked the firm to organise emergency transport for 80,000 

British soldiers down the Nile. Obviously, Gordon was no stranger to 

Cook’s, since they had earlier transported him to Khartoum. Their paths 

had also crossed in the Holy Land earlier when Gordon was looking for the 

authentic site of the Crucifixion while finishing maps for the Palestine 

Exploration Fund. As Brendon notes: ‘it is often said that the British Army 

engaged Thomas Cook and Son because of their reputation of getting 

people out of difficult situations.’104 Actually, there was no choice. As John 

Mason Cook wrote, in The Excursionist in 1885, Thomas Cook and Son 

had a monopoly in passenger traffic on the Nile, so the government had 

either to give the job to them or buy them out. Egypt was to provide 

Thomas Cook and Son with its most flourishing and profitable business. By 

1891, John Mason Cook had twenty-four steamers (of various classes) 

running on the Nile. No wonder Vanity Fair declared as early as 1889: ‘the 

chief person in Cairo is Cook.’105  

During the 1880s, the company behaved increasingly as though 

Ludgate Circus was an integral part of Whitehall, and as though Cook’s 
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organisation was a subsidiary of the great imperial enterprise. In addition to 

its monopoly of passenger transport on the Nile, Thomas Cook and Son 

became established firmly in India, a development that did much to 

strengthen its position as an adjunct of Empire. Murray’s Handbook for 

India (1859) warned of the dangers of intense heat, malaria and other 

diseases, wild beasts, leeches and snakes. In 1885, there was a request by 

the government of India that the firm should help improve the 

arrangements for transporting pilgrims to Mecca. In 1887, Cook carried 

about 20 per cent of this traffic. This figure had risen to almost 45 per cent 

by 1891. By 1892, the Duke of Connaught, the Shah of Persia, the Queen 

of Denmark, the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Viceroy of India, General 

Gordon, Mr Gladstone and Lord Randolph Churchill had all travelled with 

Thomas Cook and Son. Thomas Cook made travelling easier and cheaper 

for Europeans, Americans, Indians, Australians and New Zealanders of all 

classes. There had been tours before, but few which included advance 

tickets for transportation, food and sightseeing for such large numbers.106  

During the second Boer War (1899-1902), Cook was not only 

employed to transport foreign undesirables from South Africa to their 

respective countries but also ran conducted tours of the battlefields. In 

1903, The Excursionist was transformed into Cook’s Traveller’s Gazette, 

which was a forerunner of the contemporary holiday brochure, advertising 

‘winter playgrounds’ and the like. In 1914, John Mason Cook seemed 
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unwilling to acknowledge the very existence of the First World War, and 

Thomas Cook continued to advertise tours, but it was becoming clear that 

tourism and total war did not mix. At Easter and Whitsun the usual 

excursion trains were suspended in Britain. The Defence of the Realm Acts 

of 1914 and 1915 also hit business hard: before 1915, His Majesty’s 

Government did not require a passport for departure, nor did any European 

state require one for admittance save for the Russian and Ottoman empires. 

Early in 1917, travel was virtually taboo. There was no escaping the fact 

that the house of Cook was seriously damaged by the war.  

After the war ended, Cook ran six-day tours of the battlefields by 

motor coach, a vehicle that was to change the face of European tourism 

during the 1920s. In the spring of 1919, Cook became the first travel 

agency to offer pleasure trips by air, catering for the early 1920s army of 

sun hunters. Waugh describes the new fashion for sunbathing: ‘Nowadays 

people believe anything they are told by “scientists,” just as they used to 

believe anything they were told by clergymen.’107 By 1924, the banking 

section of the tourist business had grown to such proportions that it became 

necessary to form a special company under the title of ‘Thomas Cook and 

Son (Bankers), Ltd.’ However, the new ‘sons’ lacked their forebears’ most 

important qualities, the creative imagination of Thomas Cook and the 

executive drive of John, and in 1928 Frank and Ernest Cook sold out to 
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Compagnie Internationale des Wagon-Lits of Belgium for £3.5 million. As 

Brendon concludes, ‘the firm was living off a capital of dynamism that had 

been slowly diminishing since John Cook’s death. It was becoming ossified 

by tradition, a kind of travel Civil Service.’108 Although the sons are 

criticised by Brendon for lacking their forefathers’ commercial nous, their 

sale in 1928 was well timed, given the Wall Street Crash the following 

year. 

As Paul Fussell notes in Abroad: British Literary Travelling 

Between the Wars (1980), ‘from the outset mass tourism attracted the class-

contempt of killjoys who conceived themselves independent travellers and 

thus superior by reason of intellect, education, curiosity, and spirit.’109 

Charles Lever, writing in Blackwood’s Magazine in 1865, was an early 

example of such an attitude: 

It seems that some enterprising and unscrupulous man [he 

means Thomas Cook] has devised the project of conducting 

some forty or fifty persons … from London to Naples and 

back for a fixed sum. He contracts to carry them, feed them 

and amuse them. ... When I first read the scheme … I 

caught at the hope that the speculation would break down. I 

imagined that the characteristic independence of 

Englishmen would revolt against a plan that reduces the 

traveller to the level of his trunk and obliterates every trace 
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and trait of the individual. I was all wrong. As I write the 

cities of Italy are deluged with droves of these creatures.110 

Charles Lever continued his attack in the Pall Mall Gazette (1871), 

accusing Thomas Cook of swamping Europe with ‘everything that is low-

bred, vulgar and ridiculous,’ mocking the guides, ‘now in front, now at the 

rear, circling round them like a sheepdog – and really the process is as like 

herding as may be.’ He also mocked the tourists: ‘I have already met three 

flocks, and anything so uncouth I never saw before, the men, mostly 

elderly, dreary, sad-looking; the women, somewhat younger, travel-tossed, 

but intensely lively, wide-awake, and facetious.’111 Fussell quotes Francis 

Kilvert in the 1870s, who declared that ‘of all noxious animals,’ ‘the most 

noxious is the tourist.’112 Punch suggested that Cook’s tourists were mental 

patients, and the Pall Mall Gazette in the 1890s sneered: ‘too many Cook’s 

tourists spoil the Continent.’ Oscar Wilde complained (with his customary 

irony) to his agent: ‘the English are very unpopular in Paris now, as all 

those who are over here, under Cook’s direction, are thoroughly 

respectable,’ but even he admitted that ‘they [Thomas Cook] wire money 

like angels.’113 Osbert Sitwell portrays American tourists in Amalfi as ‘a 

swarm of very noisy transatlantic locusts.’114 As Brendon observes, ‘in his 

efforts to take tourists overseas Thomas Cook was thus contending against 
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that supreme British institution, snobbery.’115 

However, even the critics had their critics. In September 1865 The 

Morning Star suggested: ‘Every one (that is, everyone who writes) is 

indignant at the insolence of such people in daring to invade the sacred 

Continental haunt which, by virtue of a previous sojourn of a fortnight’s 

duration, he has come to regard as his own exclusive possession. … You 

would fancy, to read his indignant sarcasms, that the Louvre was his 

private residence, that the Mer de Glace was his birthright, that the 

Cathedral of Milan was built by one of his noble ancestors, that Lago 

Maggiore was a pond in his own demesne.’116 Thomas Cook himself 

fought back: ‘boorish travellers are generally those scions of wealthy 

families who are too mentally weak or morally unamiable to shine in home 

circles.’117 Above all, Thomas Cook used The Excursionist to answer his 

critics, ‘who affect to treat with disdain those who occupy a lower sphere 

than themselves,’ thinking that ‘places of rare interest should be excluded 

from the gaze of common people, and be kept only for the interest of the 

“select” of society.’118  

Fussell suggests that ‘tourist angst is distinctly a class signal’: ‘only 

the upper elements of the middle classes suffer from it, and in summer 

especially it is endemic in places like Florence and Mikonos and Crete.’119 
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Times had changed since the start of the Grand Tour, when travel was seen 

as a means of self-improvement rather than leisure. Adam Smith’s attitude 

was that ‘he only is a useful traveller who brings home something by which 

his country may be benefited; who procures some supply of want or some 

mitigation of evil which may enable his readers to compare their condition 

with that of others, to improve it whenever it is worse, and whenever it is 

better to enjoy it.’120 As Brendon observes, ‘tourism broke down the 

carefully constructed barriers which inhibited the promiscuous mingling of 

classes.’121 As a factory inspector in 1865 reported, ‘the working class are 

moving about on the surface of their own country, visiting in turn 

exhibitions, spending the wealth they have acquired in “seeing the world” 

as the upper class did in 1800, as the middle class did in 1850.’122  

Chloe Chard quotes John Urry’s The Tourist Gaze: ‘before the 

nineteenth century few people outside the upper classes travelled anywhere 

to see objects for reasons unconnected with work or business.’123 This is 

clearly the central characteristic of mass tourism in modern societies. As 

John Pemble notes in The Mediterranean Passion: Victorians and 

Edwardians in the South (2009), ‘in the second half of the nineteenth 

century rising incomes and facilitated travel combined to bring more and 

more members of the middle classes to the South.’124 When Thomas Cook 

                                                 
120 Quoted in Holland and Huggan, 1998, p. 50. 

121 Brendon, 1991, p. 92. 

122 Brendon, 1991, p. 182. 

123 Chard, p. 12. 

124 Quoted in Chard, 1999, p. 215. 



Travel Writing and Satire   52 

 

was born in 1809, most power had rested with the upper classes, but now 

the new middle classes were snapping at their heels. But another factor 

might also be involved here. Jill Hamilton associates Thomas Cook ‘with 

other self-made Nonconformists of the mid-nineteenth century who set up 

companies … such as Boot (chemist shops), Cadbury (chocolate), 

Rowntree (toffees and sweets), Clark (shoes), Barclay (banking) and Lever 

(soap).’125 In Travel Writing and Empire: Postcolonial theory in Transit 

(1999), we discover ‘even the desire to be different may be seen as part of a 

historically specific move from the social integration implied by the Grand 

Tour.’126 Perhaps the nonconformists felt pushed into doing something 

different as they would always feel like outsiders. It would be ironic if 

mass tourism, in part, came about from the nonconformists.  

Chloe Chard offers a useful survey of accounts of this new 

phenomenon of tourism: ‘recent studies have usually set out to define 

tourism as, primarily, a social phenomenon: any changes in approach that 

are acknowledged as part of tourism are referred back to such 

transformations as improvements in transport systems, more widespread 

access to foreign travel, and the development of organised tours.’127 

Allowing for Fussell’s point about tourist angst being a class signal, the 
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only real difference between a tourist and a traveller is, as Fussell explains, 

that ‘travel implies variety of means and independence of arrangements.’128 

Brendon quotes from an Edwardian skit: ‘it’s funny, isn’t it, how every 

traveller is a tourist except one’s self.’129 There appears to be a social 

hierarchy when it comes to travel, with tourist at the bottom of the pile then 

travellers, then explorers. As Fussell concludes: ‘Explorers are to the 

ordinary traveller what the Saint is to the average church congregation.’130  

To summarise, rather than the Grand Tour being a separate chapter 

pre-dating the rise of mass tourism, in reality, the origins of mass tourism 

can be found in the Grand Tour itself. Indeed many of the points raised in 

regard to the Grand Tourist could equally be used to describe the modern 

mass tourist. As Hamilton points out: ‘the sex, alcohol, overspending, 

indolent leisure and extravagance’ that were a feature of the Grand Tourist 

would horrify Thomas Cook, whose inspiration came from the temperance 

movement.131 However, the opportunity for sexual adventure was part of 

the allure for the Grand Tourist and the mass tourist alike. Geoffrey 

Hindley, in Tourists, Travellers and Pilgrims, recalls Samuel Johnson’s 

definition of a tourist as one ‘who enters a town at night and surveys it in 

the morning and hastens away to another place,’ acquiring in the process ‘a 

confused remembrance of palaces and churches.’132 This definition works 
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as well for either genre of tourist. Chard states that ‘the expansion of 

foreign tourism was but part not only of a general growth of tourism that 

was particularly marked in Britain, but also of a more widespread 

consumerism that was general throughout both the social elite and the 

middling orders.’133 The growth of tourism prompted an improvement in 

amenities and vice versa. The number of travellers from England who 

steamed across the Continent via ports with railway connections grew from 

165,000 in 1850 to 951,000 by 1899. As Brendon concludes, tourism was 

‘an eminently Victorian epic of achievement which began in 1841 with 

Thomas Cook’s construction of a new industry out of nothing more than a 

brilliant idea. At a time when popular tourism was regarded first as a social 

menace and then as a bad joke, Thomas Cook engaged in a heroic struggle 

to make it acceptable.’134 
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Chapter 2: Byron and Fleming as travellers and travel 

writers  

 

In the 1930s, the British economy was striving to recover after the 1929 

Wall Street Crash. However, with Hollywood films and the promotion of 

the new, fast super-liners, people were bombarded with travel images. This 

coincided with what might be described as ‘the golden age of travel 

writing.’ In this chapter, I propose to engage specifically with two 

examples of this travel writing: Peter Fleming’s Brazilian Adventure 

(1933) and Robert Byron’s The Road to Oxiana (1937). This will, 

inevitably, involve references to Evelyn Waugh, who, at various times, 

acted both as a friend and a reviewer, and whom I shall discuss in more 

detail in the next chapter. 

As Paul Fussell asserts: ‘in 1931 Britain went off the Gold 

Standard, making it more expensive to go to Europe.’ 135 Nevertheless, as 

Fussell argues: ‘if you got far enough from the Continent you could still do 

very well.’136 The result was that English travellers ranged more widely 

over the globe. Fussell explains: ‘It was in the early 30s that Waugh – and 

Hemingway – began to see the advantages of sating their appetites and 

curiosity outside of Europe: they went to Africa, while Robert Byron took 

off to India and Peter Fleming to Brazil and China.’137 In Graham Greene’s 
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Way of Escape (1980), the reader discovers ‘it was a period when “young 

authors” were inclined to make uncomfortable journeys in search of bizarre 

material – Peter Fleming to Brazil and Manchuria, Evelyn Waugh to 

British Guiana and Ethiopia.’138 Greene himself famously travelled to 

Liberia, Sierra Leone and Mexico. Another factor that influenced writers to 

go further afield was that travel in Europe was blocked by the 1939-45 war. 

Greene observed: ‘in 1940 it was a shock to realise that the door to Europe 

was closed – perhaps for ever.’139 This sentiment is echoed in When the 

Going Was Good (1946), in which Evelyn Waugh wrote, ‘Europe could 

wait. There would be a time for Europe.’140 As Robert Byron wrote to his 

mother, ‘you must remember that I don’t travel merely out of idle curiosity 

or to have adventures (which I loathe.) It is a sort of need – a sort of 

grindstone to temper one’s character and get free of the cloying thoughts of 

Europe.’141 In Robert Byron: Letters Home (1991), edited by his sister, 

Lucy Butler, we are informed: ‘there was the growing financial collapse of 

the country to consider.’142 Butler adds: ‘a great many families, Robert’s 

included, lost up to half their income as shares slumped,’ adding that ‘many 

thought the whole social order was in danger.’143 As Byron himself wrote 

in The Road to Oxiana (1937): ‘It started in the autumn of 1931. The 
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depression was in full swing, Europe insupportably gloomy, one asked if 

Communism was the solution, and the only way of escape seemed to be a 

villa at Kashgar out of reach of the post.’144 

Casey Blanton’s study Travel Writing: The Self and the World 

(2002), identifies ‘the so-called heyday of travel literature’ as ‘the period 

between World Wars 1 and 2.’145 Having discussed the Grand Tourists, the 

growth of mass tourism and Britain’s precarious economy after the 

abandonment of the Gold Standard in 1931, Blanton suggests that it is 

important to look at other influences on the popularity of travel writing. 

Since its early days, travel had been a popular subject for film. Early films 

included Lost World (1925), directed by Harry Hoyt, and based on a Conan 

Doyle story written in 1912, and Tarzan and the Golden Lion (1927), 

directed by J.P. McGowan, based on the novel written by Edgar Rice 

Burroughs in 1923. The 1930s are seen by many as the heyday of 

Hollywood, and Hollywood films such as The Mask of Fu Manchu (1932), 

directed by King Vidor, created a sense of glamour and travel and other 

places. This aspect of film-making is summed up and parodied in a series 

of films made in the next decade featuring Bob Hope, Bing Crosby and 

Dorothy Lamour: Road to Singapore (1940), Road to Zanzibar (1941), 

Road to Morocco (1942), Road to Utopia (1945), Road to Rio (1947) and 

Road to Bali (1952). The influence of film is evidenced when Peter 

Fleming wrote that travel helped to create ‘something of that Lost World 
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atmosphere for which we secretly yearned.’146 There are several references 

to films in this text. For example, Fleming admits: ‘not that I have ever 

seen a beggar’s nose thus flattened, except on the films.’147 Again in 

Brazilian Adventure, Fleming notes: ‘a film was announced on a poster as 

“A Jungle Epic,”’ and ‘as I walked slowly through the bleak autumn 

streets, memory paraded for my benefit … like cuttings from a News 

Reel.’148  

It was also the great age of the liner – even if travel by liner was not 

always appreciated. Byron comments: ‘after previous experience of a really 

cheery voyage by P. and O. in the crowded season, I came on board with 

dread.’149 He goes on to recount the experience: ‘the boat is only half-full, 

so that we escape the communal life of a boarding-house. None the less it 

is an appalling penalty: a fortnight blotted out of one’s life at great 

expense.’150 Fleming describes how ‘the liner wore an air of dignified but 

slightly impatient resignation, like a horse on whose back small and 

clutching children are being allowed a moment’s ride.’151 It is the 

passengers who irk Fleming: ‘once at sea they will be meek and malleable’ 

he continues ‘but now, in harbour … they are above themselves. Anxious 

                                                 
146 Fleming, Peter, Brazilian Adventure, Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 

1999, p. 129. 

147 Fleming, 1999, p. 233. 

148 Fleming, 1999, p. 129. 

149 Byron, 2007, p. 332. 

150 Byron, 2007, p. 332. 

151 Fleming, 1999, p. 47. 



Travel Writing and Satire   59 

 

to appear at home in this milieu which so excites the wonder of their 

friends, they give an immense amount of trouble by asking whether they 

can have vases to put their flowers in, and why their porthole won’t open, 

and where the swimming bath is, and which is the cool side of the ship, and 

by ordering monstrous rounds of drinks at the very last moment.’152 Both 

Byron and Fleming enjoy the benefits of mass tourism while struggling 

with tourists en masse. Byron, for example, was able to travel to Venice, 

Cyprus, Palestine, Syria, Iraq, Persia, Afghanistan and India to gather 

information and experiences for The Road to Oxiana (1937), before 

arriving back in England in the early 1930s. 

 Fussell wrote in Abroad: British Literary Traveling Between the 

Wars (1980): ‘Oxiana means the country of the Oxus, the ancient name for 

Amu Darya, the river in north-east Afghanistan serving as part of the 

border with the USSR.’153 He was much taken by Byron’s book: ‘its 

distinction tempts one to overpraise, but perhaps it may not be going too far 

to say that what Ulysses is to the novel between the wars and what The 

Waste Land is to poetry, The Road to Oxiana is to the travel book.’154 In 

his introduction to the 2007 Penguin edition, Colin Thubron describes 

Byron’s work as ‘the seminal travel book of the twentieth century,’ noting 

that, though his books rarely sold well, ‘his admirers, from Waugh to 

Rebecca West, were prestigious.’155 
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Byron had many influential admirers: Bruce Chatwin, for example, 

was keen to identify with the aesthete traveller Byron. In his introduction 

(1981) to The Road to Oxiana, ‘the masterpiece of 1930s travel books,’ he 

insists on his own imitativeness: ‘I still have notebooks to prove how 

slavishly I aped both his itinerary and – as if that were possible – his 

style.’156 As Fussell suggests, ‘deeply infused with his humanistic curiosity, 

the travel book in his hands becomes a vehicle of scholarship, but without 

forfeiting outrage and humour, and without forgoing a generous comic 

embrace of all the anomalies and dislocations synonymous with travel.’157 

Fussell observes that: ‘The Road to Oxiana, is his masterpiece. At 

unceasing war with pomposity and self-satisfaction, he is a hero among 

travellers.’158 As evidence of this, Fussell notes that when ‘Patrick Leigh 

Fermor set out from London on his walk to Constantinople, he carried the 

very rucksack which had been with Byron amongst others to Mount 

Athos.’159 In A Time Of Gifts (1977), Patrick Leigh Fermor readily 

acknowledges the debt: ‘certainties sprang from reading the books of 

Robert Byron,’ adding, ‘I had even met the author for a moment in a 

blurred and saxophone-haunted night club as dark as Tartarus.’160 

Furthermore, he boasts how the rucksack made him feel as if he had been 
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‘all around Athos with Robert Byron.’161 

Casey Blanton states that ‘Waugh, along with Greene and Byron, 

established themselves as the giants of travel writing in this period by 

writing books that essentially questioned the norms of the fragmented 

modern world through irony.’162 He adds: ‘the humour of the between-the-

wars travel book is dependent on an ironic vision of the modern world as 

disconnected and fragmented,’ and continues, ‘many of the themes and 

techniques – journey as metaphor, the unrelenting irony, and the concern 

with literary style – made travel writing of the 1930s a formidable literary 

movement and provided the next generation of writers with models.’163  

While Byron and Fleming had similar interests, such as writing for 

satirical student magazines at Oxford, they were very different in character, 

as Fussell observes. Byron, for example, ‘was monomaniacal and doubtless 

slightly mad’; by contrast, he describes Fleming as ‘the cheerful British 

amateur confronting the anomalies of abroad with unfailing pluck, 

intelligence, good humour and modesty.’164 Thubron’s account supports 

Fussell: he points out that Byron ‘rarely attempts empathy, and at worst he 

is downright choleric. Several times he physically assaults people who 

infuriate him.’165 As Byron puts it ‘the pent-up irritation of seven months 
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exploded: we assaulted the man.’166 Evelyn Waugh wrote about Byron: ‘he 

leered and scowled, screamed and snarled, fell into rages that were 

sometimes real and sometimes a charade – it was not easy to 

distinguish.’167 The best description of Byron, however, is found in 

Christopher Sykes’s Four Studies in Loyalty (1986): ‘I saw a round figure 

dressed in jodhpurs and a tweed jacket, and with a cigarette dangling from 

his lower lip, fairly charging along the jetty to a sound of clattering 

cameras, pencil-cases and folios which hung about him.’168 Sykes, who 

was also a biographer of Waugh, travelled with Byron to Oxiana and 

explains how Byron ‘arrived at the boat, he showed his ticket, returned it to 

his pocket, and then made a sort of dive at the officials, as it were, swam 

through them on a breast-stroke, and mounted the gangway.’169 

Evelyn Waugh was born on 28 October 1903, Byron on 31 May 

1905 and Fleming on 26 February 1907. The time spent both at school and 

at university informed their writing, and their contrasting experiences of 

university highlight the differences between them. Byron, Fleming and 

Waugh all went to Oxford, albeit to different colleges; however, Byron and 

Fleming had been to Eton, while Waugh had been to Lancing College, a 

‘minor’ public school in comparison. Waugh, in his autobiography A Little 

Learning (1964), attributes the choice of Lancing to his brother Alec’s 

‘scrapes,’ that is, the homosexuality that ‘culminated in his expulsion.’ He 
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adds that Alec was ‘barred from Sherborne,’ which meant that Evelyn 

could not go to Sherborne either.170 Waugh notes: ‘my father’s hope was 

that, like him, I should go to New College,’ but ‘my father was not well 

off.’ 171  In addition, he confesses: ‘I knew, too, I was not up to a New 

College scholarship.’172 Waugh decided upon Hertford College, which 

‘was a respectable but rather dreary little college,’ as he explains: ‘there 

was then no scholar of importance among the dons; among the 

undergraduates, no member of the Bullingdon, no President of the Union or 

of the Oxford University Dramatic Society.’173 Entrance to Oxford was 

markedly different from nowadays. Waugh wrote: ‘there was no feverish 

competition for admittance; indeed Pembroke harboured Hugh Lygon and 

certain other aristocratic refugees from the examination, who had not even 

taken Responsions.’174 

Oxford University was, in Waugh’s words, ‘a male community.’175 

Selina Hastings, in her biography of Evelyn Waugh (1994), explains: 

‘because pubs were out of bounds to undergraduates,’ this gave rise to ‘a 

large number of drinking clubs.’ One of the most notorious was the 
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Hypocrites Club, which had been ‘taken over by a group of dissolute 

Etonians,’ including Byron: ‘although the membership was not entirely 

homosexual.’176 It was there, according to Hastings, that Waugh met ‘the 

combative, difficult Robert Byron, famous for the passion with which he 

held on to his prejudices and for his uncanny resemblance to the widowed 

Queen Victoria.’177 Waugh recalls: ‘it was, at the time I joined, in the 

process of invasion and occupation by a group of wanton Etonians who 

brought it to speedy dissolution.’178 They were marked by their 

‘flamboyance of dress and manner which was in some cases patently 

homosexual.’179  

James Knox, in A Biography of Robert Byron (2003), notes the 

importance of Eton for Byron. He states: ‘most of his [Byron’s] closest 

friends were made there; his taste was formed there.’ Knox notes that 

Byron’s Oxford set consisted ‘principally of unconventional Etonians’; the 

older members of the Hypocrites Club were ‘replaced by a more frivolous 

intake, including Harold Acton, Alfred Duggan, Evelyn Waugh, who 

served briefly as secretary, and Robert Byron.’ Waugh described the 

atmosphere as one of ‘uninhibited revelry.’180 Byron’s party piece was to 

make an ostentatious entrance as Queen Victoria. Knox writes: ‘Robert and 

his friends had been falling in and out of bed with one another since first 
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scenting the hedonism of Oxford,’ and stresses: ‘it is conceivable that both 

Byron and Waugh had the same male partners at Oxford.’181 Hugh Lygon, 

for example, was a man, according to Knox, whom Robert had a tendresse 

towards; ‘a man of the greatest sweetness,’ according to Waugh.182 It is 

also known that Alistair Graham, a member of the Hypocrites Club, had 

embarked upon a passionate affair with Evelyn Waugh.  

Byron and Waugh’s experiences were markedly different to Peter 

Fleming’s. He was born into a rich family of Scottish bankers and was two 

years younger than Byron. At Eton, he had risen effortlessly to the top, the 

school crowning him with its highest honours. He subsequently won a 

scholarship to Christ Church, where he collected a First in English. 

Fleming was elected to the Bullingdon, a club limited mainly to Old 

Etonians and dedicated to drinking, hunting and steeplechasing. For a high-

ranking member of the Oxford University Dramatic Society (OUDS) to 

also be a member of the Bullingdon was until then unheard of. Fleming 

was, according to Knox, taking an ever-increasing part in the activities of 

the OUDS and during the summer term of 1928, he was elected President 

of the Society.183  

All three men, however, involved themselves in student writing. 

Knox notes that ‘satire was all the rage at Oxford.’184 Indeed, the in-house 

Cherwell magazine was subtitled ‘The Journal of Satire.’ Both Evelyn 
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Waugh and Robert Byron wrote for the Cherwell, which was financed by 

John Sutro and edited by Byron. Waugh wrote in 1964: ‘many of my 

contemporaries were more accomplished than I.’185 However, ‘in one thing 

I was pre-eminent’: ‘this was in making decorative drawings.’186 At this 

time, as Waugh claimed, ‘my ambition was to draw, decorate, design and 

illustrate.’187 Since the beginning of 1928, Fleming had been writing 

regularly for Isis, the more respectable and magazine-like of the 

University’s two journals (Cherwell being more of a knockabout tabloid 

newspaper), and he became its Editor. According to Christopher Sykes, 

‘the Cherwell sided with the new tyrants, with the arts, with the aesthetes; 

the Isis more with the rowing men, the rugger teams, the cricket prospects 

and the Public School idea.’188 Waugh bridged this divide and was in 

contact with both Fleming and Byron. 

Another significant factor at Oxford was the importance of 

Victoriana for both Byron and Waugh. According to Knox, Byron wrote: 

‘my room really did look magnificent,’ furnished ‘in the Victorian age.’189 

Waugh talks about the Victorian taste ‘of which Robert Byron was a prime 

mover.’ 190 There was, according to Knox, ‘one undergraduate who did take 
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the Victorian Revival at face value,’ and this was Evelyn Waugh.191 Waugh 

became a devoted admirer of Victoriana, claiming his generation had 

revived ‘the appreciation of mid-Victorian art.’192 On leaving Oxford, 

Waugh wrote an essay on the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, followed by a 

biography of Rossetti. As Waugh proclaims, ‘the torch, so frivolously lit by 

Robert and Harold [Acton], was already being borne aloft in my more 

devout hands.’193 While Waugh stuck with all things Victorian, Byron 

turned against them. In his Essay on India, published on 14 April 1931, 

Byron blamed the Victorians, who, in investing their commercial 

imperialism with a sense of moral righteousness, had invented the British 

superiority complex. But he had to be forever on his guard against being 

lulled into believing that this position conferred upon him racial 

superiority.  

Byron, Fleming and Waugh found themselves torn concerning ideas 

of barbarism and civilisation. On the one hand, they did not want to live in 

a homogenous world and wanted to have new travel experiences, but, on 

the other, they were also aware of the impact travellers had upon 

indigenous peoples. ‘The forces of enlightenment,’ Fleming wrote, ‘have in 

a few cases resulted in the appearances of skirts and trousers. The condition 

of these garments is usually an offence against hygiene.’194 There was a 

minority ‘who have allowed themselves to be transformed into those 
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regrettable hybrids which spring up, fully trousered, wherever the dragon’s 

teeth of civilisation are sown into aboriginal soil.’195 He observed: ‘they 

made the best of an unnatural situation by doing the natural thing,’ adding: 

‘they had learnt one of the first lessons that contact with civilisation teaches 

a primitive people: that sacred things are the easiest to sell.’196 As for 

himself, Fleming concluded, ‘it only needed contact with civilisation to 

remind us forcibly of its disadvantages.’197 Byron similarly observed ‘there 

are indeed some countries where the Light of Progress has yet to pierce the 

night of medieval barbarism.’198 However, Byron had an ambivalent 

attitude towards ‘civilisation’ and its products. In particular, Byron resents 

the mass tourist: ‘he is part of the landscape, and in nine cases out of ten 

has little money to spend beyond what he has paid for his tour.’199 Byron, 

like Waugh, prefers to sees himself as a traveller. He is accordingly critical 

of tourists, stating: ‘you are simply a tourist, as a skunk is a skunk,’ and ‘a 

parasitic variation of the human species, which exists to be tapped like a 

milch cow or a gum tree.’200 Similarly, Fleming states: ‘it would be 

comforting to be reminded that one was, after all, an explorer. Nothing 

does this so well as a topee.’201 
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While Byron, Fleming and Waugh may have taken up an 

ambivalent position regarding barbarism and civilisation, and the impact 

tourism had on indigenous peoples, they wrote about their experiences with 

a refreshing lack of sentimentality. Witness Byron’s views on swimming: 

‘the bathing, on a calm day, must be the worst in Europe: water like hot 

saliva, cigar-ends floating into one’s mouth, and shoals of jelly-fish.’ This 

echoes Evelyn Waugh’s view of Etna at sunset: ‘nothing I have ever seen 

in Art or Nature was quite so revolting.’202 Byron and Fleming’s 

descriptions of food and drink are similarly anti-romantic. Byron recalls 

how in Larnaca, Cyprus, ‘even English occupation has been unable to 

change Greek cooking for the worse,’ adding: ‘the food is Perso-Afgho-

Anglo-Indian in the worst sense of each.’203 Fleming describes how ‘long 

before the meat is hard and stiff like a board, hundreds of flies have laid 

their eggs in it,’ and continues, ‘in the folds and crinkles of the meat a 

skeleton staff remains to carry on the business of eating it.’204 

It is impossible to discuss Byron, Fleming or Waugh without an 

analysis of their views on race. The prevailing attitudes of the Twenties and 

Thirties, shaped by Eton and Oxford, translate into some strikingly 

discordant notes for the modern reader. Thus, Byron, when writing about 

Herat, observes ‘that rare phenomenon in Mohammadan history, an age of 

humanism’; discusses the ‘uncouth multitudes of Hindostan’; and 

elsewhere refers to ‘none of that embarrassing defiance which Indian 
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nationalists often assume towards an Englishman.’205 He falls into other 

forms of racial stereotyping: Kazaks are ‘pudding-faced people,’ Russians 

‘proletarian savages,’ Jews can be recognised ‘by their oval faces,’ and, 

lastly, Afghans have ‘faces of a type which suggested the servile 

aboriginal.’206 Similarly, Byron attempts to find humour by claiming that 

‘the Germans can be relied on anywhere to make other nationalities feel 

smart,’ and by impersonating an American called Farquharson: ‘I’m here to 

make a vurry hurried trip. ... Even America is naht what it was.’207 He 

appears anti-Semitic and talks about ‘the disgraced Jews,’ depicting them 

as ‘squalid ill-bred people, unprosperous and unimportant.’208 He asserts: 

‘the fares are cheap; and being Jews, one knows they could all pay more if 

they wanted.’209 He is offended by ‘the appearance of the ordinary 

Persian,’ which he feels ‘is a slur on human dignity; impossible, one thinks, 

for this swarm of seedy mongrels to be really the race that have endeared 

themselves to countless travellers with their manners, gardens, 

horsemanship, and love of literature.’210 He seems less offended by 

Afghans: ‘even the most nationalist of them makes a pleasant contrast with 

the mincing assertiveness of the modern Persian.’211 Apart from the racial 
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and national stereotyping, the prejudice against nationalists involved in 

anti-colonial politics is manifest. 

Fleming’s Brazilian Adventure (1933) contains more of the same: 

‘the Brazilian aboriginal,’ we are told, ‘should not be pinned down to any 

statistical statement involving a number larger than five,’ adding: ‘all the 

people in these parts were on a level with the animals.’212 Fleming 

illuminates the point further: ‘no Brazilian, in my experience, ever betrays 

surprise, chagrin, or resentment when he is let down by his fellow-men: he 

has learnt to expect it.’213 He repeats with approval the colonial attitudes 

prevalent at the time: ‘Neville had lived in the Far East and knew all about 

a Firm Hand with the Natives, of which policy both he and Bob were 

ardent and consistent advocates. You cannot, however, take a firm hand 

with people when you are completely at their mercy.’ 214 The same colonial 

attitudes are present in Fleming’s writing. Thus, when Fleming is 

impressed by Neville’s industry, he observes he ‘worked like a black.’215 

Fleming, like Byron, is not shy of using stereotypes: ‘he looked, even for a 

low-class Brazilian, almost incredibly unreliable.’216 He condemns the 

Brazilians, ‘with that expression of rather hostile scepticism which the 

sight of almost any form of activity produces on the face of the average 
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Brazilian.’217 He is similarly unimpressed by their punctuality: ‘time means 

nothing to the Brazilian, has no value to him.’218 However he settles upon 

the idea that ‘the Brazilians are in many ways a likeable people.’219 Oddly, 

having pontificated upon the national characteristics of the Brazilians, 

Fleming qualifies his judgements thus: ‘Brazil is a huge country, and I have 

no reason to suppose that these generalisations hold good outside that part 

of her interior through which I travelled.’220 

As this suggests, Byron and Fleming are prone to stereotypical 

assumptions, and their texts are peppered with Anglo-centric references. In 

Jerusalem, Byron notes ‘the streets were shrouded in fog; it might have 

been London in November.’221 Byron refers to ‘the noise of the Arabic 

conversation, punctuated by gurks and gulps,’ claiming it ‘reminded me of 

Winston Churchill making a speech.’222 The Oxus reminds Byron of 

England: ‘below, it was shady and damp and smelt of an English wood, 

which caused me a stab of homesickness.’223 However far you travel you 

can never get away from home, and, equally, you can be a traveller and 

love your motherland: Byron sees a sight ‘which might be an English 

cricket-field,’ more specifically ‘such as one finds among the Wiltshire 
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uplands.’224 Both Byron’s and Fleming’s work refer to the Oxford and 

Cambridge boat race. Byron writes: ‘the excitement of the crowd equalled 

Putney on boat-race day,’ in hats ‘as broad as Ascot hats’ while ‘looking 

like a Scottish ghillie.’225 Fleming witnesses ‘a full-dress South American 

revolution,’ but claims: ‘Boat Race Night was Armageddon to this.’226 

Fleming asserts ‘Sao Paulo is like Reading, only much farther away.’227  

Fleming’s self-deprecatory style is encapsulated by his suggestion that 

‘exploring in Matto Grosso is a soft option compared with caravanning in 

the Cotswolds.’228 Some of these comments are clearly intended to be 

humorous, but at times the note of homesickness also creeps in. 

In contrast to his treatment of people, Byron’s work contains great 

sensitivity to animals: ‘it was nibbling the road with that air of hopeless 

indecision characteristic of lost horses, vacantly looking up now and then 

as if in search of some kind person to take it home.’229 Elsewhere, he notes: 

‘the sow’s trotters slithered about stairways and pavements like Charlie 

Chaplin’s feet.’230 He appears more easily impressed by animal behaviour 

than by humans: ‘I wake to find a cat opening my food-box with such fury 
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that were I a safe-breaker I should engage it for an assistant.’231 Byron’s 

love of horses is also suggested by some of his imagery: ‘on either side 

rose hills, whose boneless green contours, rounded and polished by the 

weather, had the glossiness of a horse’s flanks.’232  

However, it is Byron’s love of architecture and his ability to convey 

both knowledge and excitement about it that sets him apart from other 

travel writers. His book centres upon, as Waugh wrote, ‘a strenuous search 

for architectural masterpieces in Persia and Afghanistan.’233 We read, for 

example, how he ‘ate sorrow’ in Samnan, Eastern Persia, as ‘[he] could 

stay no longer in their beautiful city.’234 His excitement is evident: when he 

arrives in Herat, Afghanistan, he observes:  ‘the chimneys therefore must 

be minarets. I went to bed like a child on Christmas Eve, scarcely able to 

wait for the morning.’235 Byron is particularly effective in his choice of 

words to convey colour. Thus, in his account of the blue minarets of 

Musalla he notes: ‘the intricate convolutions that make it so deep and 

luminous.’236 Equally, he writes eloquently on the subject of the minarets 

of the College of Hussein Baikara: ‘they too are girt with a white network; 

though their blue is brighter than that of the Musalla minarets, so that from 

close at hand it seems as if one saw the sky through a net of shining hair 
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and as if it had been planted, suddenly, with flowers.’237 The most extreme 

example of Byron’s attention to detail when discussing colour is witnessed 

in his description while staying in Shiraz, Persia, of ‘the columns … of 

white marble, which has weathered to cream, brown and black; it has a 

pinkish glow, but is chalkier and less translucent than that of Pentelion, 

lacking that impress of absorbed sunshine which is the beauty of the 

Parthenon.’238 Byron’s knowledge of architecture is reflected in his 

technical vocabulary: ‘its revelation of the squich, a simple arch across the 

angle of two walls, coincides with the appearance of the pendentive, a kite-

shaped vault supported by an angle pier.’239 Architecture, more than any 

other aspect of travel, is what moves Byron. Thus, he dislikes Cyprus, as 

‘under English rule, the visitor is thwarted by a deliberate philistinism,’ and 

because ‘the squalor of the old houses is excelled by that of the new.’240 In 

Kabul, Byron is riled by the bad architecture: ‘in each glade stands a house 

or office or theatre of such appalling aspect, so vilely reminiscent of a 

German Kurhaus and the back parts of Pimlico, that it is impossible to 

imagine where Amanullah could have found the architects to design them, 

even as a joke.’241 

Like other travellers, Byron, Fleming and Waugh at times found 

themselves experiencing significant hardship. Thus, in Kala Nao, 
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Afghanistan, Byron writes: ‘I found myself lying naked in a bed of snow 

and excrement, which clove to my body in the frost.’242 Again in Kala Nao, 

he notes: ‘diarrhoea has turned to dysentery. I must go back.’243 During his 

travels to Meshed in Persia, Byron was in great pain: ‘a pustule had 

developed on my thigh, which was now of such a size that the whole leg 

was swollen from the ankle to the groin.’244 Byron’s safety was a concern: 

‘we were lost. It was a tiresome predicament where personal safety ceases 

with the curfew.’245 He describes falling asleep ‘with my money-bags 

between my feet and my big hunting knife unclasped in my fist.’246 These 

experiences are clearly more extreme than those most tourists were 

prepared to contemplate. However, Byron was prepared to take these risks 

for the excitement of being in Central Asia. His descriptions evidence his 

sense of stimulation. He notes how ‘conversations in Turki assailed us’ and 

records ‘Turcomans in busbies and red robes … pacing up and down.’247 

He continues: ‘we saw a party of their women, all dressed in different reds 

and squatting over their food in an open court; with their tall hats nodding 

as they ate, they looked like a bed of geraniums and sweet-williams.’248 In 

his travels in Persepolis, Persia, it is his love of all things Byzantine that is 
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most clearly expressed: ‘you saw Asia as the Greeks saw it, and you felt 

their magic breath stretching out towards China itself. Such emotions left 

no room for the aesthetic question, or for any question.’249 His views upon 

Asia are prescient: ‘poor Asia! Everything boils down to the inevitable 

nationalism, the desire for self-sufficiency, the wish to cut a figure in the 

world and no longer be called interesting for lack of plumbing.’250 

Byron’s trip to Oxiana made him something of a pioneer, as the 

road linking Herat, Mazar-i-Sherif and Kabul had only been opened in 

1933. He and Christopher Sykes were the first Englishmen to have 

attempted it. The Road to Oxiana was published on 6 April 1937. Knox 

explains that ‘the bulk of the book, following his previous practice, is 

closely modelled upon Robert’s travel diary.’ This time, however, ‘he 

maintained the dated entries in print.’251 As a result, Knox asserts, the 

published ‘version conforms throughout to the immediacy of the original, 

minor excisions only serving to enhance it.’252 This is evident in the 

structure of the book: ‘the structure of five parts corresponds to the five 

notebooks kept on the journey and most of the dated entries are those of the 

diary.’253 Byron wrote to Daniel Macmillan (who first published the work) 

in mid-January of 1937, to suggest that ‘those who wish to read the book as 

a travel book can concentrate chiefly on the dated sections, while those 
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who want to use it as a guide book can concentrate on the others.’254 As a 

result, Knox argues, ‘Byron modernised the literary form of the cultivated 

travel book. His method displayed an indifference to the conventions of 

storytelling, which, although not without precedent, was, for its time, 

wholly original.’255  

Colin Thubron, in his introduction to the 2007 Penguin edition of 

The Road to Oxiana, writes: ‘it is hard, in so individual a work, to trace 

what others may have influenced it,’ especially as ‘the travel books of 

Byron’s contemporaries, notably Peter Fleming, proceed in a time-

honoured linear narrative.’256 Knox similarly suggests: ‘all his 

contemporaries took the safer route of retailing their experiences as a 

continuous narrative – none more so than Robert’s greatest literary rival, 

Peter Fleming, who only eight months previously had published his classic 

tale of adventure, News from Tartary.’257 There is also a marked difference 

in content between Byron and Fleming’s writing: as Fleming said, ‘I am 

wholly lacking in either an historical sense or the ability to appreciate 

architecture.’258 Knox opines that, in The Road To Oxiana, ‘[Byron] offers 

a series of remarkable descriptions of cities, buildings and monuments, 

which drew widespread praise from the critics.’259 Indeed, in 1937, the 
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National Book Fair awarded Byron’s book a gold medal for the outstanding 

travel book of the year. However, the sales of the book did not reflect its 

literary achievement. Eight hundred copies were sold in the first three 

months of publication, a figure that increased to fourteen hundred over the 

following year.260  

In December 1940, Byron was commissioned to travel to Meshed 

as an observer to keep an eye on Russian activity in the region. He was to 

proceed first to Cairo as war correspondent for The Sunday Times. On 21 of 

February, 1941, the Jonathan Holt sailed out of Liverpool as part of 

convoy OB289, but in the early hours of 24 February, U-boat U-97 

torpedoed the vessel. Only three survived out of the thirty-eight aboard. 

Byron had been killed two days before his thirty-sixth birthday. His death 

was officially announced in September in The Times.  

Whereas Byron was born at 23, Swinderby Road, Wembley, a 

modest suburb in northwest London, Peter Fleming was born at 27, Green 

Street, just off Park Lane, one of the most expensive residential areas in 

central London. However, Fleming’s start in life was not without its 

problems. Duff Hart-Davis, in his biography of Fleming (1974), notes that 

Fleming’s early childhood was dominated by a strange illness, which 

persistently defied diagnosis and cure, and that his young parents became 

increasingly afraid their son was doomed to be a chronic invalid. In a 

fragment of autobiography entitled In Those Days, which was left 

unpublished, Peter Fleming confirms this account: ‘I was still under the 
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stigma of being “delicate.”’261 Hart-Davis asserts that Fleming himself 

believed that his long illness had permanent effects on him, both physical 

and mental. The stammer soon wore off, but he was always small for his 

age, shorter than any of his three younger brothers (including Ian), the only 

one under six foot. In addition, Fleming emerged with very little sense of 

taste and absolutely no sense of smell. This proved invaluable on various 

expeditions.262 It was to this sickly childhood that friends later ascribed his 

phenomenal appetite for exercise: in persistently driving himself to the 

limit, he was subconsciously compensating for the weakness of his 

boyhood. In Fleming’s In Those Days, he suggests his childhood illness 

was ‘to make me rather a solitary person and to immunise me … against 

the devastating pangs of loneliness.’263 According to Hart-Davis, Fleming 

remained ‘intensely individualistic, a tightly enclosed person, a loner 

whose most deep-rooted characteristic was his shyness but the quality 

which enabled him to survive so buoyantly was simply determination.’264 

Hart-Davis concludes that he achieved what he did by means of steely will-

power and extraordinary self-control. His modesty led him always to 

conceal the effort he was making; yet his affected nonchalance could never 

quite contain the exceptional force of his personality. 

Fleming’s father Valentine also had a profound influence upon his 

life. In August 1914, when Fleming was seven years old, his father went to 
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France to serve as a Captain in the Queen’s Own Oxfordshire Hussars, 

rising to the rank of Major. After the age of seven, Peter scarcely saw him 

again, and Valentine was killed in 1917 and subsequently awarded a 

posthumous DSO in the same year. Peter’s six years at Eton (autumn 1920-

summer 1926) were probably the happiest of his life and, as has already 

been indicated, his school career was a brilliant success. A combination of 

having both a decorated military hero as a deceased father and a sickly 

childhood left Fleming determined to compensate for his past. When he 

went down from Oxford in June 1929, his mother and grandfather 

encouraged him to go into the family business of merchant banking in New 

York; it was a career that was not to his liking. He arrived just in time for 

the Wall Street Crash. 

On 26 April 1932, The Times carried an article about an expedition 

that was being organised in response to speculations about the fate of 

Colonel P.H. Fawcett, the explorer who had disappeared in Matto Grosso 

while searching for a lost city some seven years before. In Fleming’s eyes, 

the search for Fawcett was by far the most fascinating element in the whole 

venture, and the hunt for the lost explorer seemed to him to be the main 

point of the journey. He was appointed The Times’s Special Correspondent 

(unpaid) covering the British Matto Grosso Expedition – the first of many 

occasions on which he travelled as a special representative of Printing 

House Square. He duly signed a contract for a book of his adventures with 

the publishers Jonathan Cape. 

Fleming’s stance in Brazilian Adventure (1933), according to Helen 
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Carr, was that of an anti-romantic anti-hero.265 In his ‘Foreword,’ Fleming 

wrote: ‘in treating of the Great Unknown one has a free hand, and my few 

predecessors in this particular field had made great play with the Terrors of 

the Jungle,’ but he found that ‘the hardships and privations were of a very 

minor order, the dangers which we ran were considerably less than those to 

be encountered on any arterial road during a heat wave.’266 Fleming 

expresses his mock concern that ‘as chapter gives place to chapter, and still 

no arrows stick quivering in the tent-pole, and still no tomtoms throb their 

beastly summons to the night assault,’ ‘the observant reader will get pretty 

fed up.’267 Fleming is consistent in his anti-heroic attitude: ‘the reader – 

familiar by this time, poor wretch, with the miasma of anti-climax which 

hung about our enterprise – will have guessed that no encounter with 

savages took place; and he will have guessed correctly.’ 268 Indeed, he 

maintains that ‘it requires far less courage to be an explorer than to be a 

chartered accountant.’269 He explains why: ‘the chartered accountant is 

doing an essential job, and the explorer (in these days) is not.’ At the same 

time as he presents his travels from an anti-romantic, anti-heroic 

perspective, he is also at pains to distance himself from what Byron 

describes as ‘these modern travellers, these over-grown prefects and 
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pseudo-scientific bores despatched … to see if sand-dunes sing and snow is 

cold.’270 Fleming asserts: ‘most expeditions have serious, scientific, non-

committal books written about them, but ours was not that sort of 

expedition, and mine is not that sort of book.’ He expands: ‘this book 

differs also from most books about the interior of Brazil. It differs in being 

throughout strictly truthful.’271 Thus, ‘the Terrors of the Jungle,’ ‘in the 

Great Unknown,’ are dismissed along with ‘all the paraphernalia of tropical 

mumbo jumbo,’ with Fleming adding ‘the reader must forgive me if my 

picture of Matto Grosso does not tally with his lurid preconceptions.’272 As 

Fleming stresses, ‘this book is all truth and no facts. It’s probably the most 

veracious travel book ever written; and certainly the least instructive.’273 

Fleming’s writing, according to Hart-Davis, ‘made use of two 

different techniques. One was to describe some relatively commonplace 

object in deliberately ridiculous fashion,’ as is manifested in his description 

of statues in Rio: ‘Victory has got a half-Nelson on Liberty from behind.’ 

The other technique was ‘almost exactly the opposite – that of describing 

bizarre and outlandish things and creatures in the most ordinary way 

possible.’274 Hart-Davies notes the description of an armadillo cantering 

along ‘with a dégagé air.’ Fleming paraphrases Swift’s famous quotation 

about satire being a mirror: ‘at heart I prefer … the world of the Agony 
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Column to that great stage of fools to which the editorial pages of The 

Times so faithfully holds up a mirror … a world of faded and rather 

desperate gentility, peopled largely by Old Etonians and ladies of title.’275 

Fleming felt that ‘life was always perilously close to the pages of those 

books which publishers catalogue under the heading of “Travel and 

Adventure,” whereby Indians became “oncoming savages” and water 

became a “precious fluid.”’ As Holland and Huggan suggest, ‘drawn in 

spite of itself to cliché, the [travel writing] genre is also irresistibly 

attracted to parody.’ 276  They also suggest an explanation for this tendency: 

‘parody functions as protective covering, as camouflage; it constitutes a 

necessary act of self-defence.’277 Hart-Davis develops this further: ‘just as 

in ordinary life he [Fleming] used stock expressions to avoid emotional 

involvement, here in the jungle he resorted to parody in order to preserve 

some kind of detachment and sense of proportion.’278 Indeed, in Brazilian 

Adventure, Fleming discusses this sense of parody: ‘the whole technique of 

exploring is overlaid with conventions so unmistakeable and so often 

mocked … that the man who at his first essay adopts the conventions and 

employs the jargon must lack both shame and humour.’ 279 

Fleming’s wit is not, to paraphrase Waugh, as pungent as Byron’s. 

Thus, in Brazilian Adventure, he describes Doctor Amyntas as ‘perhaps the 
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most attractive of the subsidiary characters in this picaresque drama.’280 

Elsewhere, he refers to a man of substance: ‘in this one horse town he 

might be said to own the horse.’281 The reader is informed that ‘as a topic 

for controversy and conjecture the Colonel’s fate enjoys in Brazil a 

popularity accorded elsewhere only to the sea-serpent.’282 The closest 

Fleming gets to acerbic wit lies in his description of Major Pingle, a man 

who ‘had a wide experience of a society with a rather elastic code of 

honour.’283 Elsewhere, Fleming’s wit is revealed in his descriptions of 

people and his analysis of character. Fleming observes of Pingle: ‘there is 

something of the camel in his gait, and he had that short, mouse-coloured 

hair which looks as if it never grows.’284 Fleming describes how Pingle’s 

‘passion for reminiscence infected his speech like a stammer. In 

conversation you could get nowhere without tripping over his past 

experiences.’285 At the same time, Fleming’s characterisations are not 

solely humorous. For instance, he offers the following account of native 

Amazonian peoples: ‘life for them seems to be no more than keeping an 

appointment with death … as if their instinct tells them that death is going 

to be unpardonably late. Only the children … move with joy and vigour … 

warring eternally with mangy dogs and pigs and poultry, passionately 
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embracing kittens, tumbling in the dust with tears and laughter.’286   

Elsewhere, Fleming’s work shows a tendency towards the 

epigrammatic. Thus, paddling along the Araguaya in Brazil, he observes: 

‘truth is a perishable commodity; considerable care must be exercised in 

shipping it across the world’; ‘rockets are to the Brazilian calendar what 

exclamation marks are to the correspondence of a debutante’; ‘delay in 

Brazil is a climate. You live in it.’287 Elsewhere, the work sustains a level 

of wit to be placed somewhere between Wilde and Wodehouse: ‘the 

Brazilian chauffeur appears to believe that it is his business, like the 

matador’s, to reduce to its narrowest the margin between life and death’; 

‘we had burnt so many of our boats that the loss of any further shipping 

could affect us only negligibly’; ‘common sense strangled at birth the 

delights of discovery, showing them to be no more than an unusually 

artificial brand of snobbery’; ‘it is too often forgotten that to exceed is not 

necessarily to excel.’288 What Fleming does learn, however, is ‘how 

exquisite a satisfaction can, under the right conditions, be found in 

ordinary, elemental, unregarded things: a drink of water, a bit of bread, the 

warmth of a fire, a ride on a lorry. By contrast, the pleasures of normal life 

seem pale and recondite; in civilisation one cannot keep one’s palate clean 

for experience.’289 

The success of Brazilian Adventure is summarised by Hart-Davis: 
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‘in the last few months of 1933 it raced through eight impressions; in 1934 

it went through another four, in 1935 another three. By 1946 it had been 

reprinted in various hardcover editions no fewer than twenty-five times. In 

1966 it was chosen as a set text for schools, and in 1973, forty years after 

its original publication, it was still in print having sold altogether some 

123,000 hardback copies.’290 Hart-Davis continues: ‘on its first appearance 

in England it became a Book Society Choice … in America Book of the 

Month Club for January 1934. Foreign rights were sold all over the 

world.’291 Brazilian Adventure was greeted with rapturous reviews. ‘This is 

the adventure book which one always dreams of reading and no one ever 

writes,’ wrote James Agate in the Daily Express. ‘This is an extraordinarily 

good book,’ wrote Sir John Squire for The Sunday Times. ‘Mr Fleming has 

the most delightful sense of humour and he writes brilliantly,’ wrote David 

Garnett in The New Statesman and, finally, ‘Brazilian Adventure is the best 

travel book I have read for a long time. It is crammed with sound 

observation, good writing, humour and a unique blend of disillusion, 

foolhardiness and high spirits,’ wrote J.B. Priestley.292 Like Byron’s book, 

but for different reasons, it was considered genre-changing; again, Hart-

Davis: ‘until he came on the scene, travel and travel books had been treated 

with excessive reverence and solemnity; but then … Brazilian Adventure 

blew the whole genre sky-high. Readers – and reviewers – could scarcely 
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believe that a travel book could be so funny.’293 

Waugh’s review of Fleming’s book first appeared in the Spectator 

on 11 August 1933.294 Waugh seems keen not to be overly critical while 

appearing to be unconvinced of the book’s qualities: ‘Brazilian Adventure 

is an arresting and absorbing book,’ he observes, but then adds: ‘as it 

stands there are several points for comment and regret.’ Waugh continues: 

‘it is the narrative of a highly exciting expedition written by a man with 

unusual literary gifts, an austere respect for accuracy, a clear mind in 

collating evidence and assessing probabilities, a sense of the dramatic, the 

beautiful and the comic.’ He even goes so far as to suggest that ‘the chase 

is as exciting as Jules Verne’s Around the World in Eighty Days.’ 

However, Waugh only praised the book in order to criticise it, as he states: 

‘it is an intensely self-conscious book. This is illustrated by Fleming 

writing “I went through the process known to novelists of the last century 

as composing myself for slumber.”’ Waugh asserts: ‘it is the writer’s duty 

to avoid embarrassment and here Mr Fleming has failed. There is scarcely 

a page on which he does not reveal that the spirit of adventure often results 

in literary trash.’ While I have followed Helen Carr in praising its anti-

romantic, anti-heroic treatment of travel, Waugh claims that Fleming 

‘almost spoils it by going to the extreme limits of deprecation in his anxiety 

to avoid the pretentious.’ Waugh does admit that ‘Mr Fleming has a really 

exciting story to tell,’ but suggests that ‘Mr Fleming’s shyness continually 
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intrudes on the reader.’ Waugh praises ‘the first chapters, before the 

expedition gets into the real jungle,’ which he describes as ‘in the modern 

manner of Mr Robert Byron,’ but was unhappy with the subsequent 

treatment of the expedition.295  

Byron wrote to his mother on 15 June 1934,296 ‘I have just read 

Brazilian Adventure – or part of it. Very disappointing – in fact I have 

ceased to feel jealous!’297 He wrote again to his mother on 6 February 

1936, ‘I don’t like the Peter Fleming kind of thing, which deliberately 

avoids anything of interest. At least that is how it strikes me, though this 

may be sour grapes really.’298 It is possible that Byron was jealous of 

Fleming, as Hart-Davis suggests: ‘The Times appointed him [Fleming] 

Special Correspondent to report on the political and military upheavals in 

China,’ and ‘by gaining permission to travel through Turkestan, Fleming 

succeeded, where Byron had repeatedly failed, in visiting Samarcand.’ 

Hart-Davis informs us that his publisher, Macmillan, wrote to Byron on 10 

March 1936, ‘travel books with anything of a personality behind them 

seem almost certain of success.’299 

Waugh’s review for the Spectator, from 2 July 1937, of Byron’s 

The Road to Oxiana (1937), is as lukewarm as his review of Fleming’s 

Brazilian Adventure (1933). He observes that ‘Mr Byron is an inveterate 
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and indefatigable professional,’ but while asserting that ‘Mr Byron is 

cultured,’ he also observes that ‘Mr Byron suffers from insularity run 

amok,’ and explains: ‘he [Byron] admits no limits to his insatiable aesthetic 

curiosity and no standards of judgement but his personal reactions.’ Waugh 

sees this as ‘a grave handicap,’ even while applauding ‘Byron’s gusto.’300 

Waugh describes The Road to Oxiana (1937) as ‘a strenuous search for 

architectural masterpieces in Persia and Afghanistan.’  Waugh praises ‘the 

scraps of conversation which he occasionally reports’ and ‘the savage and 

pungent narrative of the actual events of the journey,’ but criticises Byron’s 

writing when he ‘sometimes allows himself slip-shod phrases such as 

“chloroformed with opium.”’ Following Byron’s death, Waugh referred to 

Byron’s work as ‘pungent, bursting with life, exuberant, vehement in 

argument, rollicking in humour, like Byron himself,’ while adding: 

‘whether Byron’s gifts were specifically literary, time would have 

shown.’301 

In A Little Learning (1964), Waugh describes Byron as a young 

man: ‘at the age of eighteen Robert gave no discernible promise of the 

adventurous journeys and the frantic craving for knowledge which 

obsessed his later years.’302 Even Waugh noted Byron’s insularity and 

xenophobia: ‘“Down with abroad,” he used to shout when travel was 
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mentioned.’303 Sykes argues, ‘like Evelyn, Robert indulged crazy 

apprehensions about what are best described as “world-enemies.” Evelyn 

saw them in Freemasons … Robert, in insular style, saw these enemies in 

Roman Catholics.’304 Sykes maintains that ‘whenever they met, Robert lost 

no opportunity of exasperating Evelyn by anti-Catholic tirades in which he 

often descended to the grossest blasphemy.’305 As a result, the friendship 

slowly faded.   

Waugh was dismissive of Byron’s ability: ‘he never learned to write 

elegant or perfectly correct English. His talent was for narrative, the 

sharply observed scene, the pungent anecdote, the fugitive absurdity.’306 In 

1961, Waugh stated: ‘Robert represented nothing except his own groping 

foibles.’307 After Byron’s death, Sykes and Waugh travelled to Istanbul. 

Sykes recalls Waugh saying, ‘it was just a fad of Robert’s, he hadn’t done 

his work and was sent down [from Oxford] without a degree so he turned 

against the classics, and proclaimed post-classical Greek art as the ideal. 

He was so embarrassingly ignorant that he thought he’d discovered it.’ 

Sykes then records: ‘I asked him if he had ever given Robert his views 

about the supreme Byzantine masterpiece (Santa Sophia). “I hated him!” he 

cried passionately, “I hated him! I hated him!”’308 The next chapter will 
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examine Waugh’s own travel writing in greater detail. 
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Chapter 3: Evelyn Waugh 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore how Evelyn Waugh represents 

himself, how he represents the ‘indigenous’ in his travels and lastly, how 

he represents Europeans abroad in his travel writing and fiction. Finally, I 

will look at Waugh’s travel writing in order to establish whether Waugh 

was a satirical travel writer. The novels that will be covered are: Labels 

(1930), based on Waugh’s disastrous honeymoon cruise around the 

Mediterranean; Remote People (1931), based on Waugh’s travels to 

Abyssinia and East Africa; Black Mischief (1932), set in the fictional island 

of Azania and based on his trips to Abyssinia; Ninety-Two Days (1934), 

which covers Evelyn Waugh’s visit to British Guiana and Brazil; Waugh in 

Abyssinia (1936); Robbery Under Law (1939), derived from his visit to 

Mexico; The Holy Places (1953), set in Jerusalem, and lastly, A Tourist in 

Africa (1960), derived from his travels in North Africa and East Africa. 

Most of this work is based on Waugh’s experiences during the period 

1930-1936, when he travelled virtually continuously following the collapse 

of his first marriage. 

In Peter Hulme and Tim Youngs’ The Cambridge Companion to 

Travel Writing (2002), we are told, ‘the culture of the 1930s, looking both 

outward to the world of politics and inward to the world of the 

unconscious, was a rich decade for literary travel writing with works by 

Evelyn Waugh, Graham Greene, and W.H. Auden and Louis Macneice.’309 
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However, as Hulme and Youngs note, the travel books were still seen as 

‘adjuncts to and illuminations of the authors’ main craft of prose or 

poetry.’310 Graham Greene provides another explanation for this growth of 

travel literature in his second autobiography, Ways of Escape (1980): ‘we 

were a generation brought up on adventure stories who had missed the 

enormous disillusionment of the First World War, so we went looking for 

adventure.’311 

Waugh himself addresses the same question of motivation for 

travel. He states: ‘I have been wondering what it is that impels people – 

Anglo-Saxons and Teutons especially – to leave their native surroundings 

for distant and less civilised places.’312 He wrote this in 1933. For Waugh 

himself, if not for his contemporaries, the answer is obvious. Waugh had 

converted to Catholicism in 1930 after his first wife, the ‘She-Evelyn,’ left 

him in July 1929. His annulment finally came through in 1936 and he re-

married, this time to Laura Herbert (the ‘She-Evelyn’s’ first cousin) in 

1937. From 1930 to 1936, however, Waugh thought he would never be 

able to marry again, or have children, and it was during this period that he 

travelled. The habit of travel had started, however, before this, as witnessed 

by Labels, a Mediterranean Journal (1930), in which Waugh uses material 

collected from his delayed honeymoon.  (Oddly, but perhaps significantly, 

Labels is called A Bachelor Abroad in the American edition.)  

Sometimes there were more prosaic reasons for travelling. Michael 
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Davie notes: ‘in February 1929 a shipping company gave Waugh free 

tickets for a Mediterranean cruise, starting from Monte Carlo, on the 

understanding that Waugh would publicize the ship.’313 Waugh was also 

paid to write his book Robbery Under Law (1939): he was ‘commissioned 

to write a book on Mexico by Clive Pearson, son of Lord Cowdray. The 

left-wing government of General Cardenas was hostile to the extensive 

interests of the Cowdray family in Mexico.’314 Waugh clearly felt 

compromised by this later. Michael Davie continues, ‘Robbery Under Law: 

The Mexican Object Lesson (1939) was the only one of his five pre-war 

travel books that he did not include in the anthology of his travel writings, 

When the Going Was Good, published in 1946. He was content to leave his 

Mexican book “in oblivion,” he wrote, “for it dealt little with travel and 

much with political questions.”’315 Similarly, Waugh worked for the pro-

Italian Daily Mail in Abyssinia, which does little to endear him to the 

modern reader. Indeed, Waugh is fairly pro-active in criticising his own 

work: writing about his travels across Central Africa in Tourist in Africa 

(1960), Waugh described it as a ‘pot-boiler.’316  
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The dominant impression of Waugh in his travel books, is that he 

appears to be lonely. It is inevitable when people travel on their own, 

without friends, family, familiar surroundings and familiar language, that 

they suffer from loneliness. However, in Waugh’s case this loneliness was 

profound.  As Waugh writes in A Tourist in Africa (1960), ‘as happier men 

watch birds, I watch men. They are less attractive but more various.’317 

Indeed, at times, his notebook may have provided Waugh with his only 

source of self-expression. And perhaps that is why it is difficult for Waugh 

to separate travel from material. As Graham Greene wrote, ‘a few years 

ago I reread his letters to me – a sad memorial – and for the first time I 

realised what a lonely man he had been. Over and over again he suggests 

that I visit him and only three times I responded. His loneliness is reflected 

in his unhappy disposition.’318  

Waugh was not only a great traveller, but, as we have seen, was 

also intrigued by the travel bug: ‘what do we travelmaniacs get out of it?’ 

he asked. He answered with the following conclusions:  

 

1) It is essential for people who practise no regular profession 

to take long holidays from their own lives. The more 

irritable have to get away or go off their heads. 

2) Some measure of physical risk is as necessary to human 

well-being as physical exercise. 
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3) If one is interested in one’s fellow beings – and after all it is 

the first requisite of a novelist – one cannot neglect the 

study of human nature in unfamiliar surroundings; the 

aspects of character that are visible in civilised life give one 

material for only a superficial survey. The way in which 

people react to changes of conditions is valuable material. 

4) But in the end the final, determining cause is always 

inquisitiveness about places themselves. Literally every 

place in the world is worth visiting, and treasures some 

peculiar gift for the traveller who goes there in decent 

humility.319 

  

In England, Waugh would spend a lot of his time researching his 

next trip, as his letters indicate: ‘yesterday more cheerful reading books on 

Guiana which leave me in alternating panics that the journey to the interior 

will prove impossibly wild or impossibly tame.’320 However, Waugh faced 

a problem: if the trip were too dangerous, his life would be at risk; if the 

trip were not dangerous enough, nobody would buy the book. Although he 

was not compelled to travel for purely commercial reasons, ‘when people 

ask me what I get out of it I say that I am looking for material for a book, 

but that is an explanation which holds very little water … People would 

much sooner read about Mayfair than the jungle.’321 To some extent, travel 
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might be said to have become addictive to Waugh, and Waugh was no 

stranger to addictive substances. As he notes in Waugh in Abyssinia: ‘it 

was like buying cocaine.’322 It is quite possible that his travel habit got out 

of hand: ‘at the age of thirty-five one needs to go to the moon, or some 

such place, to recapture the excitement with which one first landed at 

Calais.’323 Certainly, the need for excitement increases as trips become 

more frequent: ‘to have travelled a lot is to this extent a disadvantage: that 

one’s mind falls into the habit of recognising similarities rather than 

differences.’324 Thus, as with other addictions, just as the need for 

excitement increases, the ability to feel that excitement decreases. In this 

context, Waugh turns to writing: ‘I had a cabin to myself, and I fought 

boredom, and to some extent overcame it, by the desperate expedient of 

writing – it was there, in fact, that I ground out the first two chapters of this 

book [Remote People].’ 325 

There is no doubt that Waugh was keenly aware of his 

contemporaries. He wrote, in his review of Peter Fleming’s Brazilian 

Adventure (1933), that ‘the trouble about all forms of writing is that one is 

working against a background of predecessors and contemporaries.’326 

Waugh wrote the preface to Eric Newby’s A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush 
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(1958), and Waugh and Newby, along with Chatwin and Redmond 

O’Hanlon, are described as having a ‘tendency to view themselves as pale 

imitations of their distinguished forebears.’327 Patrick Holland and Graham 

Huggan’s study Tourists with Typewriters: Critical Reflections on 

Contemporary Travel Writing (1998), explores the concept of ‘the English 

gentleman abroad.’ According to Holland and Huggan: ‘Waugh and, 

particularly, Byron retain some of these characteristics [of the English 

gentleman abroad]; self-consciously anachronistic figures both, they are – 

or perhaps better, they pose as gentleman scholars out of their time.’328 

Waugh appears, even during his own lifetime, to be something of an 

anachronism, reinforcing the absurd sense of the English gentleman 

abroad: ‘I in my humble way have suffered for decency. I have worn 

starched shirts at Christmas dinners in Zanzibar and Georgetown, British 

Guiana; but these young people must be almost naked in order to lie in 

deckchairs in the shade. The thighs of middle-aged women quiver horribly 

at the library-steward’s table.’329  

Waugh’s snobbery, his apparent racism and his support for 

Mussolini prove quite challenging for the contemporary reader. For 

example, in Remote People (1931), Waugh describes ‘a pair of chubby 

nonentities who at home might have secured posts at an inferior private 

school or in the counting-house of some wholesale drapery business in the 
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Midlands.’330 As Bill Deedes wrote in his book At War With Waugh 

(2003), ‘he had a weakness for well-connected people, but unlike a lot of 

so-called snobs, he was adept at conversing with people of small 

importance, though often baffling them with his brand of wit.’331 He might 

have been adept at conversing with ‘people of small importance,’ but his 

snobbish attitude is pervasive. At the same time, he also suffered from the 

snobbery of others. Waugh writes to Lady Mary and Lady Dorothy Lygon, 

‘so he said He must have been at Eton about your time and I said I wasn’t 

at Eton and the Captain was shocked and finished his glass and strode 

straight out of the bar and now he doesn’t even like me as a chap.’332 

Ironically, Waugh, who was so quick to sneer, was vulnerable from many 

angles. He went to Lancing College and not Eton; he started but did not 

finish his degree at Oxford; his marriage had been brief; he had been 

sacked from The Daily Express in 1927 for making up society columns; he 

had tried to commit suicide; and he had to live up to the expectations and 

successes of both his brother and father.333 To add to this record, The Daily 

Mail sacked Waugh in 1935 while he was covering the Italian-Abyssinian 

war, The Times having previously employed Waugh to cover Hailie 
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Selassie’s coronation. 

It is impossible to discuss Waugh’s representation of himself, or the 

indigenous people he meets on his travels, without discussing his 

representation of race. In Black Mischief (1932) Waugh writes about a 

fictional country, Azania, off the coast of Italian Somaliland. It is a satire 

that clearly derives from his trips and experiences in Abyssinia. In Black 

Mischief, Waugh describes a feast in the following terms: ‘cook-pots 

steaming over the wood fires; hand drums beating; bare feet shuffling 

unforgotten tribal rhythms; a thousand darkies crooning and swaying on 

their haunches, white teeth flashing in the fire light.’334 In Waugh in 

Abyssinia (1936), Waugh maintains that ‘instead of their sooty, monkey 

faces they had skins of warm golden-brown and soft, delicately carved 

features.’335 In Ninety-Two Days (1934), Waugh writes: ‘I have 

occasionally heard it debated whether negroes have an unpleasant smell. 

These certainly had. I have also heard it said that white men are as 

disagreeable to them as they are to us; I can only say that my fellow 

passengers on this journey were not fastidious and showed no desire to 

avoid proximity with me. I could have wished they had.’336 Even when 

Waugh wrote A Tourist in Africa in 1960, he still referred throughout to 

‘native’ peoples as ‘fuzzy-wuzzies.’ Waugh’s travel writing is peppered by 

racist remarks. 
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Waugh, however, was not blind to the issues surrounding racially 

charged language. In A Tourist in Africa (1960), he acknowledges: 

Yes, I know, I ought to write “Asian”; Pakistanis don’t like 

to be called “Indian” nowadays, but I grew up with a 

simple vocabulary in which “Asian” did not exist and 

“Asiatic” usually meant a sinister Chinaman. I hope this 

little book will not be banned (like the Oxford Dictionary) 

in Karachi as the result of my antiquated habits of speech. 

No offence is intended.337  

Later on in the same book Waugh returns to the topic:  

The oddest manipulation of vocabulary is the one by which 

a white American is classified as a European and a black 

American as an “alien native.” “Native,” surely the most 

honourable appellation for white or black, is never used of 

whites, and some blacks resent it. “Nigger” (except as a 

term of affection used among niggers) and “Kaffir” have 

long been thought offensive. “Bantu” is held to be inexact 

by anthropologists. “African” is clearly too vague for use. I 

am told that in the U.S.A. one may say “negro” but not 

“negress.” They like to be called “coloured.” But 

“coloured” in most of Africa means mulatto. In my lifetime 

I have seen “Anglo-Indian,” which I still use to describe my 
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mother’s family, come to mean Eurasian. Goanese for some 

mysterious reason are huffy if they are not called 

“Goans.”338  

Waugh complains about what he calls ‘the flood of gentilisms that are 

eroding the language,’ while concluding: 

I don’t suppose any blackamoors, niggers, Kaffirs, natives, 

Bantu or Africans will read this diary. Some whites may, so 

I apologise for calling some of them “settlers,” but I don’t 

know how else without periphrasis to describe those nice, 

pinkish people who have come to settle here.339 

Waugh came from an era of starched shirts and letters of 

introduction. To put his comments into context, we must remember that A 

Tourist in Africa was published in 1960, but his previous works were 

published as early as 1930. Agatha Christie’s Ten Little Niggers was 

published in 1939 in the United Kingdom and published under the title Ten 

Little Indians in America in 1940. The Black and White Minstrel Show ran 

from 1958-1978 and Robinson’s Silver Shred’s ‘Gollywog’ was advertised 

on television until 1988. Times, and attitudes towards race, were very 

different, as is evident in Ninety-Two Days (1934), in which Waugh 

describes a flawed diamond as being ‘like the Knave of Clubs in the 
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nursery game of “Black Sambo.”’340 In addition, as David Lodge, in Evelyn 

Waugh (1971) observes, ‘the racial snobbery of which Waugh has 

sometimes been accused may, perhaps, be found in his travel books, but 

not in the corresponding novels, where, if any group survives the author’s 

impartial irony, it is the non-Europeans.’341 Waugh did not, like Dickens, 

feed his novels with the racial observations he had developed in his non-

fictional travel-work, and they remain free from overt or covert 

stereotyping or degradation. 

Africa had a profound influence on Waugh; in a letter to John 

Betjeman written in 1947 he states: ‘I feel a foreigner in Stinchcombe and 

but for Laura would go further afield (than Ireland) to Africa.’342 Having 

said that, he clearly did not admire the Abyssinians. In Waugh in Abyssinia 

(1936), he claims, ‘it was extraordinary to find a people with an ancient 

and continuous habit of life who had produced so little. They built nothing; 

they made no gardens; they could not dance.’343 Indeed, Waugh understood 

why Italian colonialists pressed their claim: ‘Abyssinia again seemed to 

disintegrate and offer an opportunity for Italian intervention of the kind that 

was proving successful all over Africa.’344 He mocks the confusion and 
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amateurism of the Africans / Abyssinians: ‘the method by which telegrams 

were distributed gave limitless opportunity for loss and delay. They were 

handed out to the messengers in bundles of about a dozen. The men were 

unable to read and their system of delivery was to walk round the town to 

the various hotels and places where foreigners might be able to congregate 

and present their piles of envelopes to the first white man they saw, who 

would look through them, open any that might seem of interest, and hand 

back those that were not for him.’345 On the other hand, in Ninety-Two 

Days (1934), Waugh develops a relationship with Eusebio, about whom 

Waugh ‘felt some personal guilt.’ Eusebio had accompanied Waugh ‘in the 

hope of visiting Georgetown’ in British Guiana, but ‘found himself headed 

back.’346 As Waugh wrote:  

I paid him a large compensation, but both of us knew that 

the other knew that no compensation could really suffice. I 

am ashamed at his betrayal, but, again, there was no 

alternative. Not only was Mr. Winter unable to feed him, 

but he expressly refused to have a Macushi in his camp, 

upsetting his Patamona workmen.347 

Some Europeans, perhaps surprisingly, do not fare much better:  

                                                                                                                           
about it [Waugh in Abyssinia]. It was fun being pro-Italian when it was an unpopular and 

(I thought) a losing cause. I have little sympathy with these exultant fascists now’ (Ibid.). 
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there are black porters in the larger shops and the white 

shop-girls are abominably rude to them. They are also 

rather rude to their white customers, for they are at pains to 

demonstrate that under God all white men are created 

equal. Here, as in England, the champions of the colour bar 

are the classes whose modest skills many negroes can 

master.348  

However, what is of concern is Waugh’s comment in Remote People 

(1931): ‘it is just worth considering the possibility that there may be 

something valuable behind the indefensible and inexplicable assumption of 

superiority by the Anglo-Saxon race.’349 Nonetheless, his views on Cecil 

Rhodes appear to contradict this sense of the ‘indefensible’ superiority of 

the Anglo-Saxon race. Waugh observes in A Tourist in Africa (1960): ‘he 

had a schoolboy’s silly contempt for “dagoes,” for the whole 

Mediterranean-Latin culture.’ He adds:  

there was no conceivable reason why Jews as much as 

Gentiles should not make fortunes in the diamond or gold 

fields, or why they should not welcome an exercise of force 

to facilitate their business. What was absurd was Rhodes’s 

promoting their interests with idiotic cries of Anglo-Saxon 
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racialism.350  

When Waugh attacks ‘the idiotic cries of Anglo-Saxon racialism’ 

while mulling over the possibility of Anglo-Saxon superiority, he reveals 

himself to be a contrarian in all things. Waugh wrote to Katharine Asquith 

in 1935: ‘the politics of Geneva, Rome, London, Paris horrify me. I have 

long ceased to be proud of being English – now we must cease to be proud 

of being European.’351 He mocks the Abyssinians, yet wants to live in 

Africa rather than England.  

His criticism of war correspondents’ practices prior to the invasion 

of Abyssinia by Italy in 1935 shows a similarly negative view of the 

English: 

The essence of the offence was that the Abyssinians, in 

spite of being by any possible standard an inferior race, 

persisted in behaving as superiors; it was not that they were 

hostile but contemptuous. The white man, accustomed to 

other parts of Africa, was disgusted to find the first-class 

carriages on the railway usurped by local dignitaries who 

showed him no sort of preference on account of his 

colour.352  

The English are ridiculed as people ‘who believe that the world was 
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created to supply the English with physical comforts, and that the armed 

forces of the Crown exist to ensure the regular payment of dividends – “if 

the dagoes don’t like it, damme, what’s the Fleet for?”’353 Unsurprisingly, 

it was the apparent hypocrisy of the English left-wing that upset him: 

‘when I read letters from English socialists, half of whose time is devoted 

to denying the rights of private property for their fellow countrymen, 

savagely denouncing Nazi confiscations of Jewish shops and factories.’354 

Waugh takes a similarly critical view of other Europeans. He writes 

of his Spanish co-war correspondent: ‘he was one of the few people who, I 

really believe, thought that the coloured races were dark skinned because 

they did not wash.’355 Waugh continues: ‘“look at his black thumb holding 

my plate!” he would exclaim with loathing when native servants waited 

upon him.’356  Waugh wrote about the Italians: ‘the Italians, as everyone 

knows, love children and it was the most common sight to see groups of 

Italian soldiers playing with small Abyssinians in a manner which shocked 

the race-conscious of the German colony.’357 Here he praises the Italians 

explicitly for showing up the ‘race-consciousness’ of the German colony. 

Waugh clearly enjoyed his visit to Kenya, and indeed found himself 

falling in love with Kenya: ‘there is a quality about it, which I have found 

nowhere else but in Ireland, of warm loveliness and breadth and 
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generosity.’358 Waugh describes his social life in Kenya as thus: ‘very 

friendly dinner-parties, Irish in character.’359 In Ninety-Two Days (1934), 

he meets a Father Keary: ‘he was a tall, ex-army chaplain, with the eyes of 

a visionary, a large grizzled beard, an Irish brogue, a buoyant and hilarious 

manner.’360 He contrasts the Irish approach to the more puritanical 

disposition of the Americans: ‘a very pious American youth who left the 

table if wine was shown to him, and two chatty Irishmen, one a doctor, the 

other a publican, who were embarrassed by no such fad.’  He adds, ‘their 

American officer … had only that evening moved his quarters to avoid 

contamination from his more worldly Irish colleagues.’361 Throughout his 

account Waugh uses Irish culture as his yardstick, and Waugh’s positive 

attitude to Ireland remained constant. He writes to Randolph Churchill in 

December 1946: ‘I have put this house on the market and am negotiating to 

buy a castle in Ireland where I hope to find brief shelter from the Attlee 

terror.’ Waugh writes to Nancy Mitford in a similar vein: ‘I think of 

abjuring the realm and becoming Irish. Do you know anything of 

Gormanston Castle Co. Meath now for sale? … I am going over to see it 

soon and perhaps might buy it.’362  

In Robbery Under Law (1936), Waugh views the United States 

policy in Mexico as the same as the English policy in Ireland: ‘his was the 
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attitude of the nineteenth-century Englishman towards Ireland. He saw 

Mexico as backward and deficient in many of the advantages of the 

northern (U.S.) system … Like the nineteenth-century Englishman in 

Ireland, he overlooked the one vital difference – that Mexico was a foreign 

country.’363 Later on, Waugh suggests that: 

the history of the two countries [Mexico and the United 

States] consists of a series of misunderstandings and 

miscalculations, of injudicious interference repeatedly 

prosecuted up to the point beyond which it might have 

proved beneficial and then capriciously abandoned, of 

alternations of arrogance and sentimentality, rapacity and 

benevolence, domination and neglect, of a kind which 

forms a close parallel with the English policy in Ireland 

during the centuries between the Reformation and the 

Peace Treaty, and the consequent ills have been aggravated 

rather than mollified by the fact that, throughout, Mexican 

independence has been sedulously affirmed.364  

However, Waugh shoots himself in the foot – this being exactly 

how he has presented the relationship between Mexico and the U.S. Just as 

we cannot look at Waugh’s representation of indigenous peoples without 

discussing race, we cannot discuss Waugh’s representation of Europeans 

without discussing European colonialism and colonisation. He discusses 
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colonisation almost entirely in reference to Africa for, as he says, ‘Europe 

was too busy parcelling up Africa to think about South and Central 

America.’365 He states: ‘English colonisation has always been the 

expansion of the ruling class.’366 Waugh does not opine whether this is 

good or bad. Perhaps he views it as just another migration of people. 

However, he shows his hand more clearly when he observes that ‘another 

quite inconsistent line of criticism represents the settlers as a gang of 

rapacious adventurers’: ‘By the doctrine, just old-fashioned enough to be 

prevalent in refined English circles, they have no business there at all; the 

soil is the inalienable property of the African coloured races, and the 

sooner it is made untenable for the white settlers, the better.’367 Waugh 

continues: ‘this dogma, it may be noted, is not held to apply everywhere.’ 

Here he cites ‘the transhipment of Jews to Palestine.’368 Waugh opposes 

this ‘dogma’ regarding settlers to what he considers the ‘one general 

principle which one may accept; that the whole of history, from the earliest 

times until today, has been determined by the movements of peoples about 

the earth’s surface.’369  
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However, Waugh does have reservations about the pace at which 

colonial change has happened: ‘in less than ten years the whole of pagan 

Africa was in the hands of one or other of the European Powers.’370 He 

draws attention to the absurd outcomes of this change: ‘inalienable tribal 

rights were exchanged for opera hats and musical boxes; diplomats in 

Europe drew frontiers across tracts of land of which they were totally 

ignorant; negligently overruling historic divisions of race and culture and 

the natural features of physical geography, consigning to the care of one or 

other white race millions of men who had never seen a white face.’371 As 

this suggests, Waugh is not uncritical of the process of colonisation: ‘the 

avarice, treachery, hypocrisy and brutality of the partition are now a 

commonplace which needs no peculiarisation.’372 He recognises 

colonisation can be catastrophic, noting that ‘in the early days of the 

Belgian Congo … bad men with too much power, too far from supervision, 

were yielding to appetites of which their own people denied them 

satisfaction.’373 But, while recognising the horrors of the Belgian Congo, 

he is prepared to see twentieth-century colonialism as a good thing.374 

Waugh’s summary of colonisation can be considered thus: ‘however sordid 

                                                 
370 Waugh, 2003, p. 555 

371 Waugh, 2003, p. 555. 

372 Waugh, 2003, p. 556. 

373 Waugh, 2003, p. 569. 

374 For an account of conditions in the Belgian Congo, see Hochschild, Adam, King 

Leopold’s Ghost: A Story of Greed, Terror and Heroism in Colonial Africa, New York: 

Mariner Books, 1999. 



Travel Writing and Satire   113 

 

the motives and however gross the means by which the white races 

established ... the result has been, in the main, beneficial … the unctuous 

avowals of high principle with which they were made – has itself provided 

a check.’375 

Waugh chooses to distinguish between his work as a travel writer 

and his work as a novelist. In a letter to his second wife, Laura Herbert, he 

asks, ‘Am I writing like a guide book? I hope not.’376  In a letter to Henry 

Yorke written in the summer of 1931, he proffers, ‘I am finishing that very 

dull travel book [Remote People] and shall soon begin work on a novel 

which is genuinely exciting for me [Black Mischief].’ 377 For Waugh, 

guidebooks and travel books are contemptible, while writing a novel is a 

worthy experience even when the novel, in this instance Black Mischief 

(1932), is based almost entirely on his travel experiences in Abyssinia. The 

novel may draw from experiences collected and collated in a journalistic 

mode, but it is the artistry of weaving these strands of recorded experience 

into a living narrative which Waugh values above all else. In When the 

Going was Good (1946) Waugh reviews his travel writing thus: ‘these four 

books [he excluded Robbery Under Law], were the record of certain 

journeys, chosen for no better reason than that I needed money at the time 

of their completion; they were pedestrian, day-to-day accounts of things 

seen and people met, interspersed with commonplace information and 
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some rather callow comments.’378 Waugh remarks, ‘these were the years 

when Mr Peter Fleming went to the Gobi Desert, Mr Graham Greene to the 

Liberian hinterland; Robert Byron – to the ruins of Persia. We turned our 

backs on civilisation.’379 However, the preface concludes: ‘I never aspired 

to being a great traveller. I was simply a young man, typical of my age; we 

travelled as a matter of course. I rejoice that I went when the going was 

good.’380 This preface was written in 1945. However, Waugh’s views 

published in 1945 are not concomitant with those he held at the time. In 

‘Travel – and Escape from Your Friends’381 Waugh observes, ‘I cannot 

give my trade as an excuse for travel. The truth is that I am deeply 

interested in the jungle and only casually interested in Mayfair, and one has 

to write about what interests one.’382 In another essay, he states: ‘most 

modern travel books are the work, not of travellers who feel compelled to 

write, but of writers who feel compelled to travel.’ 383  

Although he writes about travelling ‘when the going was good,’ 

Waugh, like Byron and Fleming, had to endure deprivation during his 

travels: ‘even in the flickering light of the dip (of the thatched hut) we 

could see moving across it the shadows of lizards and huge spiders; 
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presumably it was also full of scorpions.’384 It is also important not to 

underestimate the real difficulties travellers experienced in just getting 

from place to place. In Ninety-Two Days (1934), he notes: ‘much of this 

chronicle perhaps, it may seem, too much has dealt with the difficulties of 

getting from place to place. But that seems unavoidable for it is the pre-

occupation of two-thirds of the traveller’s waking hours, and the matter of 

all his nightmares.’385 Waugh, however, sees a virtue in this hardship: ‘it is 

by crawling on the face of it that one learns a country; by the problems of 

transport that its geography becomes a reality and its inhabitants real 

people.’386 In the same vein, in Remote People (1931), he volunteers: ‘from 

now on, this record becomes literally a “travel book”; that is to say it deals 

less with the observation of places than with the difficulties of getting from 

one place to another.’387 Again, in Robbery Under Law (1939), Waugh 

asks: 

how many travel books open vividly and end in a mere 

catalogue of transport difficulties! The truthful travel book 

rarely works to a climax; the climax is sometimes the 

moment of disembarkation and everything beyond it an 

attempt to revive artificially, under the iron lung of 

rhythmic, day to day observations, the revelation of first 
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acquaintance.388 

What makes Waugh’s travel writing stand out from writing ‘a 

guidebook’ is that Waugh is primarily interested in people not places. He is 

more interested in human encounter than in flora and fauna. As Waugh 

maintains, ‘I am both ignorant and blasé about tropical fauna. At one time 

or another I have been at close quarters with most sorts of big game. 

Baboons seem to me far less interesting than, say, the Gujama women on 

the ferry yesterday.’389 By his own admission, the primary focus of 

Waugh’s travel writing is people and not places, flora or fauna; but is his 

writing satirical? Waugh is unequivocal:  

are [my] books meant to be satirical? No. Satire is a matter 

of period. It flourishes in a stable society and presupposes 

homogeneous moral standards – the early Roman Empire 

and eighteenth century Europe. It is aimed at inconsistency 

and hypocrisy. It exposes polite cruelty and folly by 

exaggerating them. It seeks to produce shame.390  

Waugh reflects:  

all this has no place in the Century of the Common Man 

where vice no longer pays lip service to virtue. The artist’s 

only service to the disintegrated society of today is to create 
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little independent systems of order of his own. I foresee in 

the dark age opening that the scribes may play the part of 

the monks after the first barbarian victories. They were not 

satirists.391  

J.F. Carens, in The Satiric Art of Evelyn Waugh (1947), argues that 

‘satire, both as a term and as a means of expression, constantly provokes 

controversy.’392 He notes: ‘it is impossible to prescribe the exact nature of a 

spirit that has endured in various prose forms since the time of the 

Greeks.’393 Carens explains: ‘modern satire is not a genre but an attitude 

toward man and society that may be given expression, by means of certain 

traditional techniques, in any literary form.’394 Carens continues: ‘when a 

novelist constantly deploys characters, contrives incidents, arranges 

episodes, and employs rhetorical devices so that his total effect and 

articulated theme are satirical, he belongs to the class of satirical 

novelists.’395 He cites Northrop Frye on the concept of satire as a distinct 

form in English Literature being a renaissance and neo-classical idea, ‘it 

hardly existed in the Middle Ages, and it hardly exists now.’396 Northrop 

Frye in Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (1973) clarifies this: ‘the chief 
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distinction between irony and satire is that satire is militant irony: its moral 

norms are relatively clear, and it assumes standards against which the 

grotesque and absurd are measured.’397 Frye adds: ‘the satirist has to select 

his absurdities, and the act of selection is a moral act.’398  Jane Ogborn and 

Peter Buckroyd point out that ‘what distinguishes satire from other kinds of 

writing, whether its prevailing tone is comic or serious, is the moral 

purpose of the artist – the desire to “mend the world.”’  399 However, David 

Lodge, in Evelyn Waugh (1971), argues that ‘when the satiric impulse is 

joined to the fictive imagination and the comic spirit, as it is in Swift and 

Waugh, an imaginative energy is released too strong to be contained within 

a simple didactic framework.’400 While Waugh denies being a satirist, he is 

undoubtedly aware of a Swiftian satiric influence, as witnessed in his 

essay, What to Do with the Upper Classes: A Modest Proposal.401   

The two essential features of satire are wit (or humour) and a specific 

target. Northrop Frye states: ‘two things then, are essential to satire; one is 

wit or humour founded on fantasy or a sense of the grotesque or absurd, the 

other is an object of attack. Attack without humour, or pure denunciation, 
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forms one of the boundaries of satire.’402 Ogborn and Buckroyd concur: ‘in 

any kind of satirical writing what is valued is “wit,” sharpness of 

observation and cleverness with language – this gives the work a cutting 

edge, which can amuse and entertain while it criticises.’403 They claim that, 

‘apart from its moral purpose, the features which distinguish satire from 

other kinds of writing are its flexibility of tone, and its consistent use of wit 

and irony.’ They also observe: ‘the most consistent target for satire in any 

period is hypocrisy, and the most consistently common method which 

satirists employ is irony.’404 Waugh’s particular interest, as Blanton notes, 

is ‘the gap between expectation and reality as he describes a world gone 

slightly insane.’405 Fussell develops this point further: ‘his irony depends, 

in general, on his exposure of a world turned upside down. As Waugh said, 

“the writer’s only service to the disintegrated society of today is to create 

little independent systems of order of his own.”’406   

Satire is associated, not only with wit and a specific target, but also 

with exposing humbug and the debunking of various myths. In Remote 

People (1931) Waugh states: ‘I am concerned in this book with first hand 

impressions,’ adding, ‘I cannot hope to make my emotions about Kenya 

intelligible unless I devote a few sentences to dissipating some of the 

                                                 
402 Frye, 1973, p. 223. 

403 Buckroyd and Ogborn, 2001, p. 13. 

404 Buckroyd and Ogborn, 2001, p. 16. 

405 Blanton, 2002, p. 21. 

406 Fussell, 1980, p. 171. 



Travel Writing and Satire   120 

 

humbug which has grown up about it.’407 In Ninety-Two Days (1934), 

Waugh debunks travel and travel writing. He begins: ‘during this placid 

interlude it was inevitable that I should often reflect on the pains and 

compensations of the sort of life I was living and to contrast them with the 

things that are written and spoken about it.’408 This leads him to observe, 

‘there is room for a good deal of debunking of the subject. I do not mean of 

the delight of travel. That is a different question altogether for it is a delight 

just as incommunicable as the love of home.’409 Indeed, Waugh appears 

pre-occupied with humbug. He asserts that ‘there is another form of 

priggishness, too, with which we can dispense – the humbug of being 

unbiased. No one can grow to adult age without forming a set of opinions; 

heredity, environment, education and experience all condition us, it is 

useless to pretend, as many writers do, that they arrive with minds wholly 

innocent of other experience; are born anew into each new world.’410 

Waugh certainly never pretends to be ‘unbiased’: he flaunts his opinions 

and prejudices. 

Politicians form part of the staple diet of satirists, and Waugh was 

no exception. Thus, he writes in Robbery Under Law (1939), ‘English 

Whigs in the eighteenth century enriched themselves from the public purse. 

In France and the United States it is unusual for respectable citizens to go 
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into politics. In Mexico it is at the moment unknown.’411 Waugh’s support 

for both Franco and Mussolini is another stick with which critics frequently 

beat him. His misguided support of both may be influenced by the fact they 

were both Catholic. Waugh writes in Robbery Under Law (1939): ‘self-

preservation and patriotism combine to produce Fascism. Then the devil 

comes into that, too; cranks and criminals get into power in the new 

regime.’412 Waugh, purveyor of racism and keen supporter of fascist 

dictators, pines for the past:  

the traditional life of the English squirearchy, which, while 

it was still dominant, formed the natural target for satirists 

of every shade of opinion, but to which now it has become 

a rare and exotic survival, deprived of the normality which 

was one of its determining characteristics, we can as a race 

look back with unaffected esteem and regret.413 

Unsurprisingly, his satire frequently got him into trouble. He wrote, 

in a letter to his wife Laura Herbert in 1935, ‘In fact my name is mud all 

round – with the Legation because of a novel I wrote [Black Mischief] 

which they think was about them (it wasn’t) with the Ethiopians because of 

the Mail’s policy.’414 Similarly, Waugh fell out with the Catholic Church 
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after using birth control as a satirical target in Black Mischief (1932). In an 

open letter to the Cardinal Archbishop of Westminster, and in response to 

criticism in The Tablet, Waugh wrote: ‘like all Catholics I regard birth 

control as a personal sin and an insidious social evil.’ 415 Waugh maintains 

that ‘the story deals with the conflict of civilisation, with all its attendant 

and deplorable ills, and barbarism.’416 This encapsulates Waugh’s view on 

satire, and the statement concerning ‘the conflict of civilisation, with all its 

attendant and deplorable ills, and barbarism’ provides the basis for 

Waugh’s satirical travel writing. This conflict is readily apparent in Black 

Mischief (1932), which considers the relative civilisation of two distinct 

worlds and worldviews. 

Donat Gallagher argues that Waugh’s most ‘important targets were 

not, however, the established reputations so beloved of most satirists but 

fashions, mass enthusiasms and the Spirit of the Age – anything popular 

and uncritically accepted.’417 There is an element of this in his work, but 

Gallagher does not get to the heart of Waugh’s satire. It is Graham Greene, 

in his biography, Ways of Escape (1980), who offers the most fascinating 

insight into both Waugh’s mind and his satirical writing. Greene observes, 

of Waugh’s death: ‘it was a curious and in a way macabre death, which 

almost symbolised his work and his problems … It was Easter Sunday and 

he died in the lavatory: which represents his satire and the comic savagery 
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with which he sometimes describes the deaths of his characters.’ 418  Greene 

explains: ‘there was always in Evelyn a conflict between the satirist and the 

romantic.’419 He then defines what he means by ‘romanticism’: ‘He 

[Waugh] had too great expectations: too great expectations of his fellow 

creatures, and too great expectations even of his Church.’420 Greene 

continues:  

I would date the satirist, and the serious undertones to his 

most amusing books, from the break-up of his first 

marriage. In his early books he himself was thoroughly 

enjoying what he satirised … Perhaps with Black Mischief 

– the tale of a black emperor’s attempt to modernise his 

country, based on Evelyn’s experience in Ethiopia – the 

serious satire begins to be visible below the fun.421 

For satire to work, the writer needs to have a target. Waugh 

satirised aspects of American culture in The Loved One (1948), the British 

upper classes in Vile Bodies (1930) and focused his attentions on the media 

in Scoop (1949). He mocked the language, the habits and the 

competitiveness of the Press: ‘cables were soon arriving from London and 

New York: “require earliest name life story photograph American nurse 

upblown Adowa.” We replied “Nurse unupblown,” and after a few days she 
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disappeared from the news.’422 His satire attacks the unscrupulous or 

ingenious individuals involved, as well as systems that sustain them and are 

sustained by them in turn. However, Waugh’s satirical targets were just as 

likely to be women and children as they were war correspondents. Thus, in 

Remote People (1931): ‘she was a prominent feminist, devoted to the 

fomentation of birth-control and regional cookery in rural England, but the 

atmosphere of Kenya had softened these severe foibles a little; she was 

anxious not to be eaten by a lion.’423 This target is found again in Remote 

Places (1931): ‘the short deck was largely taken up by the captain’s 

quarters … every conceivable sort of cheap and unseamanlike knick-knack. 

Clearly there was a woman on board.’424 Waugh did not enjoy the company 

of children either: ‘rough weather performs the highly desirable function, 

however, of keeping the children quiet; for it is notorious that children, at 

sea in fine weather, are one of the traveller’s most severe trials.’425 Above 

all, Waugh can barely contain himself on the subject of bureaucracy:  

in order to spend one night in transit at Ndola I was 

required, among other things, to inform the Federal 

authorities of the names, ages, sexes, dates and places of 

birth of children not accompanying me (six in my case, 

whose birthdays I can never remember; they remind me in 
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good time), date and place in marriage. What European 

languages could I write? The oddest demand was to state 

“sex of wife.”426 

Waugh saw himself as a traveller-adventurer and had nothing but 

contempt for tourists. In letters he observes, ‘what we had not reckoned on 

was the ant-hill of tourists, North Italians, Germans, Dutch, Swiss, 

Scandinavians, all spinning round and round the island in charabancs and 

overrunning every hotel.’427  In Robbery Under Law (1939), he states: 

as far as Mexico is concerned the tourists are not popular; I 

doubt whether they are anywhere in the world except at 

seaside resorts and in Norway. It is a long abandoned belief 

that tourism, like competitive athletics, makes for 

international friendship. The three most hated peoples of 

the world – Germans, Americans and British – are the 

keenest sight-seers.428 

Helen Carr argues that a ‘refusal of a heroic posture does not make 

Waugh’s judgements any less confident; Waugh’s travel writing is ruthless 

satire, like his novels, and is as much about his fellow travellers as about 

indigenous inhabitants.’429 In Writings of Evelyn Waugh (1983), Ian 
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Littlewood takes a slightly different view: ‘what matters to Waugh is the 

humour itself; it is vital only that the texture of life should be made to yield 

a comic response rather than a bitter or tragic one.’430 However, as Bill 

Deedes wrote about Waugh, ‘as he grew older, Waugh became more 

eccentric. In the mid-1930s his talent was outstanding but his behaviour not 

all out of line with that of many contemporaries.’ 431 

Nothing ages quicker than satire, as Northrop Frye stresses: ‘to 

attack anything, writer and audience must agree on its undesirability, which 

means that the content of a great deal of satire founded on national hatreds, 

snobbery, prejudice, and personal pique goes out of date very quickly.’432 

Buckroyd and Ogborn concur: ‘the target tends to be impermanent and 

ephemeral – individual politicians, for example. It is good for a quick 

laugh, but is much less likely to endure. Satire is most likely to last when 

its target is some aspect of human behaviour.’433 Waugh himself wrote that 

‘humour is the most ephemeral artistic quality.’434  

 

 

  

                                                 
430 Littlewood, Ian, The Writings of Evelyn Waugh, New York: Barnes and Noble Imports, 

1983, p. 22. 

431 Deedes, 2003, p. 37. 

432 Frye, 1973, p. 224. 

433 Buckroyd and Ogborn, eds., 2001, p. 16. 

434 Gallagher, ed., 1986, p. 254. 



Travel Writing and Satire   127 

 

Chapter 4: Bradbury, Heterotopic Fiction and The 

Excursionist 

 

I want to conclude this thesis by considering the work of one of Waugh’s 

successors, Malcolm Bradbury, and how his Iron Curtain satires have 

influenced my novel, The Excursionist. I also want to consider how the 

material discussed in previous chapters has contributed to my own fiction 

writing. I want to focus, in particular, on the relationship between travel 

writing and satire, given the satirical motive that drives much of The 

Excursionist. 

As noted in the previous chapter, Buckroyd and Ogborn state that 

‘in any kind of satirical writing what is valued is “wit,” sharpness of 

observation and cleverness with language.’435 They contend ‘the features 

which distinguish satire from other kinds of writing are its flexibility of 

tone, and its consistent use of wit and irony.’436 Rachel Billington, in The 

New York Times Book Review, refers to Bradbury’s ‘favored weapon’ as 

‘the traditional English sword of irony and satire.’437  I propose, therefore, 

to analyse Bradbury’s work against these criteria. This will involve an 

exploration of Northrop Frye’s work on satire, the influence of Swift, 

Bradbury’s views on Waugh, a discussion of Bradbury’s heterotopic fiction 
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in his Iron Curtain satire, Rates of Exchange (1983) and finally, Why Come 

to Slaka? (1986) – Bradbury’s parody of both guidebooks and travel books 

alike.  

Rates of Exchange was set in 1981, published in 1983 and 

shortlisted for the Booker prize in the same year. However, Bradbury’s 

novel was not without its critics. Martin Amis, who reviewed Bradbury’s 

work for The Observer, described Bradbury ‘as a novelist with one voice, 

one register: it is cold, amused, detached, donnish, pedagogic ... that voice 

sounds somewhat strained; it drones, and stutters, and goes on a bit too 

long.’438 In 1996, Bradbury explained that Rates of Exchange ‘is set in an 

imaginary Eastern European state, Slaka, which is undergoing a language 

revolution.’439 Rates of Exchange (1983) opens with, among others, a 

quotation from Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726): ‘the language 

of this country being always upon the flux, the Struldbruggs of one age do 

not understand those of another, neither are they able after two hundred 

years to hold any conversation (farther than by a few general words) with 

their neighbours the mortals, and thus they lie under the disadvantage of 

living like foreigners in their own country.’440 As noted earlier, Gulliver’s 

Travels (1726) is a parody of William Dampier’s travel book, A New 

Voyage round the World (1697). William H. Sherman states:  

The fact that there were features that instantly identified a 

text as ‘travel writing’ made it available not only as a form 
                                                 
438 Amis, Martin, ‘A Slowcoach in Slaka,’ Observer, 3 April, 1983, p. 29. 

439 http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1G2-3401500079.html [accessed 31/05/2013]. 

440 Bradbury, Malcolm, Rates of Exchange, London: Secker and Warburg, 1983, p. iii. 



Travel Writing and Satire   129 

 

for new knowledge but as a vehicle for satire, and from a 

surprisingly early date, actual and imaginative voyages 

were used to criticise foreign habits, domestic conditions, 

and even travel itself. The pattern was set by Thomas 

More’s Utopia (1516), which (to those not in the know) 

looked exactly like the period’s genuine travel books – 

complete with a map and an alphabet of the Utopian 

tongue.441 

Sherman adds, ‘More’s text would inspire both sincere and satirical utopias 

from the sixteenth century onward.’442 He notes that the period’s ‘most 

inventive mocker of travel,’ however, was Joseph Hall, with his Mundus 

Alter et Idem [Another World and Yet the Same] (1605), which produced 

an elaborate parody of the entire apparatus of the travel book – ‘including 

maps, pictures of foreign inscriptions and coins, and lists of foreign 

words.’443 Sherman observes that Hall saw travel as both ‘dangerous (since 

the only things travellers picked up abroad were foreign fashions and vices) 

and unnecessary (since everything essential could be learned from books 

and maps).’ His intrepid explorer travels all the way to ‘Terra Australis 

Incognita’ to discover countries with national traits that were all too 
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familiar – Gluttonia, Letcheritania, Fooliana, and Hungerland.’444 

Since the Renaissance, another by-product of travel writing has 

been ‘heterotopic fiction.’ In The Tempest and its Travels (Critical Views), 

edited by Peter Hulme and William H. Sherman in 2000, much is made of 

the fictional locale employed by Shakespeare when he wrote the play in 

1610-1611. In Conrad in the Twenty-First Century: Contemporary 

Approaches and Perspectives (2005), Robert Hampson notes: ‘as Peter 

Hulme has shown, in The Tempest, Shakespeare produces a dual location 

for Prospero’s island as West Indian and Mediterranean voyages overlap.’ 

As a result, ‘the play engages with both the “New World” encounter and as 

Jerry Brotton observes, the neglected “eastern frontier” of maritime 

expansion: it is situated precisely at the “geopolitical bifurcation between 

the Old World and the New.”’445 Hampson’s primary focus here is Joseph 

Conrad’s Nostromo (1904), which centres on the fictional locale of 

Costaguana. Hampson uses Nostromo to discuss what he calls Conrad’s 

‘heterotopic’ fiction: ‘these are works on which different places have been 

superimposed in what is, effectively, a process of composite map-

making.’446 These composite maps ‘produce impossible sites: not a unified, 
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homogenous fictional space, but a collage of heterogeneous spaces.’447 

Hampson maintains that Conrad ‘deliberately aimed at producing a 

composite.’448 Hampson describes how, ‘Costaguana, with its Caribbean 

and Pacific seaboard, most closely resembles Colombia; its location 

corresponds roughly to the present border of Ecuador and Colombia, but 

the description of Sulaco harbour derives from Eastwick’s account of 

Puerto Calbello in the Golfo Triste, Venezuela.’ This refers to Edward B. 

Eastwick’s Venezuela: Sketches of Life in a South American Republic 

(1868). Furthermore, it is not only Costaguana that is a composite; 

Hampson contends that there is ‘the similarly composite nature of the city 

of Sulaco.’449 He continues: 

Conrad’s heterotopic fictions engage and question the 

world of his time through dismantling and reassembling. 

More importantly, this heterotopic paradigm, as it 

continually questions the relations between local 

specificities across a range of world cultures, also provides 

a counter-model to the monolithic mapping of all in the 

false and reified image of the capitalist West.450 

Bradbury was an avid reader and champion of Conrad’s work and indeed 
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wrote about Conrad,451 and, as Hampson goes on to suggest, there are 

similarities between Bradbury’s work and Conrad’s use of fictional locales. 

Hampson argues, ‘the effect is like that in Malcolm Bradbury’s Rates of 

Exchange, where the informed reader picks up on the collage of Eastern 

European events, references and expressions.’452 Waugh himself used 

fictional locales on several occasions, one example being the fictional 

country of Azania in Black Mischief (1932). The fictional locale has been 

given a new twist by Sacha Baron Cohen, in his book co-written with 

Anthony Hines, Borat: Touristic Guidings to Glorious Nation of 

Kazakhstan and Minor Nation of U.S. and A. (2007). Instead of inventing a 

new country in Central Asia, however, Baron Cohen uses a fictionalised 

version of Kazakhstan for comedic effect. The long-established practice of 

parodying guidebooks, with Why Come to Slaka? (1986) being just one 

example, is also alive and well with the contemporary series of Jetlag travel 

guides. Written by Santo Cilauro, Tom Gleisner and Rob Stitch, Phaic 

Tan: Sunstroke on a Shoestring (2004), Molvania: A Land Untouched by 

Modern Dentistry (2004) and San Sombrero: A Land of Carnivals and 

Coups (2006), serve as more recent examples of spoof travel guides. In my 

own work, I employ the device of fictional locale and my protagonist visits 

Placentia, Kilrush and Fulgary in the Coronation Isles. These islands are 

based somewhere in the Indian Ocean, not far from Sri Lanka, but all are 

heterotopic spaces. 

                                                 
451 See his Modernism: A Guide to European Literature 1890-1930, London: Penguin, 

1991, esp. pp. 443-453. 

452 Hampson, 2005, p. 131. 



Travel Writing and Satire   133 

 

In Tourists with Typewriters: Critical Reflections on Contemporary 

Travel Writing, Patrick Holland and Graham Huggan state:  

There is a moment in Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726), 

already a satire on travel writing, when the exasperated 

Gulliver says he can no longer stand to look at another 

travel book. “I thought,” he declares acidly, “we were 

already overstocked with books of travels; that nothing 

could now pass which was not extraordinary; wherein I 

doubted some authors less consulted truth than their own 

vanity, or interest, or the diversion of ignorant readers.”453  

Given that Joseph Hall parodied travel writing in 1605 and Swift was 

irritated by travel writing as early as 1726, there must be something in 

travel writing for the genre to continue and for such parodies to flourish. 

The answer, I think, lies in comedy. As Holland and Huggan indicate: 

‘travel writing, already a crossbreed between the essay and the novel, is 

also – and equally closely – affiliated with the drama. With its capacity for 

rapid role-play and the staging of misfortune, travel writing draws obvious 

inspiration from the history of comic theatre.’454 Travel writing can be said 

to lend itself to comedy and satire. As Casey Blanton, in Travel Writing; 

The Self and the World (2002), explains: ‘what travel books are “about” is 

the interplay between observer and the observed, between a traveller’s own 

philosophical biases and preconceptions and the tests those ideas and 
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prejudices endure as a result of the journey.’455 If travel books are about the 

interplay between the observers and the observed, between the traveller’s 

ideas and prejudices and a foreign, alien culture, this has the potential for 

conflict – but also for comedy. 

Northrop Frye contends that literature belongs to one of four 

categories:  ‘the romantic, the tragic, the comic, and the ironic or satiric.’456  

He continues: 

if we think of our experience of these mythoi (generic 

plots), we shall realize that they form two opposed pairs. 

Tragedy and comedy contrast rather than blend, and so do 

romance and irony, the champions respectively of the ideal 

and the actual. On the other hand, comedy blends 

insensibly into satire at one extreme and into romance at 

the other; romance may be comic or tragic; tragic extends 

from high romance to bitter and ironic realism.457 

Bradbury maintains that his novels ‘shift from moral comedy to harder 

irony, where the comic more nearly touches the tragic.’458 Bradbury’s 

novels blend irony with realism in a mode we might describe as ‘ironic 

realism.’ Ian Watt, in The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson 

and Fielding (1957), illuminates the idea of ironic realism. Watt draws 
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attention to the picaresque, maintaining that ‘the fabliau or the picaresque 

tale is “realistic” because economic or carnal motives are given pride of 

place in their presentation of human behaviour.’459 The picaro or the 

picaresque is also a common feature of travel writing. As Watt illustrates: 

the picaro happens to have a real historical basis – the 

breakdown of the feudal social order – but this is not the 

point of his adventures; he is not so much a complete 

individual personality whose actual life experiences are 

significant in themselves as a literary convention for the 

presentation of a variety of satiric observations and comic 

episodes.460  

Northrop Frye defines the simplest form of comedy as ‘the comedy 

of escape, in which a hero runs away to a more congenial society without 

transforming his own. The satiric counterpart to this is the picaresque 

novel, the story of the successful rogue who, from Reynard The Fox on, 

makes conventional society look foolish without setting up any positive 

standard.’461 Cervantes’s Don Quixote (1605) serves as an example of a 

satire on the romance of chivalry. As Watt observes: ‘Don Quixote is, after 

all, mad, and the distortions produced by romance issue in actions whose 

ridiculous unreality is evident to everyone, and even, eventually, to 
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himself.’462 In The Malcontents (2002), Joe Queenan describes Cervantes’s 

approach to satire as follows: ‘though his satire is unusually gentle and 

bittersweet, his work reflects a deep dissatisfaction with the contemporary 

world and profound disappointment in general.’463 This feeling of ‘a deep 

dissatisfaction with the contemporary world’ is a recurring theme for any 

student of satire in general and writers of picaresque novels in particular. 

Frye observes: ‘the word satire is said to come from satura, or hash, 

and a kind of parody of form seems to run all through its tradition, from the 

mixture of prose and verse in early satire to the jerky cinematic changes of 

scene in Rabelais.’464 He contends: ‘satire, according to Juvenal’s useful if 

hackneyed formula, has an interest in anything men do.’465 He then asserts: 

satire may often represent the collision between a selection 

of standards from experience and the feeling that 

experience is bigger than any set of beliefs about it. The 

satirist demonstrates the infinite variety of what men do by 

showing their futility, not only of saying what they ought to 

do, but even of attempts to systematize or formulate a 

coherent scheme of what they do.466 

Modern British travel writers are predisposed towards this 
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approach. Susan Basnett, in the The Cambridge Companion to Travel 

Writing (2002), states: ‘there is also, in British travel writing, a tendency to 

self-deprecation and irony.’467 She continues: ‘contemporary writers like 

Redmond O’Hanlon and Eric Newby subvert or satirise the image of the 

explorer-hero, turning themselves into anti-heroes in their narratives, a 

comic reversal of the dominant image of the male traveller who seeks to 

boldly go where no man has gone before.’468 Not only is this reminiscent of 

Peter Fleming, and also much of Waugh’s travel writing, but also of 

Petworth in Rates of Exchange. As Bradbury reveals in The Atlas of 

Literature (1996), ‘my books are satirical explorations of current 

confusion, pain and inauthenticity.’469 I would argue that confusion, pain 

and inauthenticity are by-products of travel, as portrayed in my novel: these 

are an important part of my conception of Jack Kaganagh. 

Irony and satire tend (to borrow Frye’s phrase) to ‘blend 

insensibly.’ However, there are essential differences, and the works of 

Swift and Sterne serve as the best illustrations of them. In Possibilities: 

Essays on the State of the Novel (1973), Bradbury contrasts ‘the comedy of 

human exposure and absurdity’ of Sterne’s fiction with Swift’s writing 

‘where the barren, irrational world of men has no human salvation 

whatsoever.’470 Bradbury sees Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1759) as ‘the 
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beginnings of a new ironical mode of fiction.’ He states: ‘we therefore 

mean the word (irony) in a much more total sense than we do,’ as he says, 

‘even of Swift.’471 Bradbury presents Sterne as ‘the obverse gesture to 

Swift’s irony, which deals with a seriousness that is not ironic but 

satirical’:  

Swift can never take the powers he has to annihilate his 

own opinion through irony as the end of the affair. But that 

is precisely, I think, what Sterne does. That is why he is 

finally an ironist and not a satirist, that kind of ironist 

whose vision is bleak but whose mode is benevolent. His 

enemy is not affectation or hypocrisy but finally gravity 

itself.472 

In Possibilities: Essays on the State of the Novel (1973), Bradbury 

examines the English tradition in the novel ‘which has explored, or 

fantasised about, the grotesque nature, and the strangeness and inhumanity, 

of a supposedly human world, and has drawn on modes of authorial 

indifference or satirical venom to enforce a decidedly bleak image.’473 He 

suggests ‘it may be bleak but it is often also comic, since it explores 

dissonances between ethical absolutes or social virtues and the particular 

individual experience of these.’474 As Bradbury proposes, ‘we have seen 
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follies and deviances, hypocrisy disguised as goodness and goodness with 

the appearance of folly, comedy penetrating reality where it is a disguise 

and romping with reality where it is a farce.’475 Bradbury was a firm 

believer in the power of comedy to unpick and unravel the invisible 

contradictions and inequalities of life. However, it is important not to 

underestimate the influence that Swift had on Bradbury’s work. As noted 

earlier, Bradbury’s first novel was titled Eating People is Wrong (1959) 

evoking Swift’s ‘A Modest Proposal’ (1729), a satirical essay suggesting 

that the Irish might improve their financial circumstances by selling their 

children as food. In Bradbury’s Liar’s Landscape: Collected Writing from 

a Storyteller’s Life (2006), there is a story called A Modest Proposal, and 

Bradbury’s introduction to the 1984 Penguin edition of Animal Farm 

recalls how ‘T.S. Eliot acknowledged the Swiftian power and skill of the 

work.’ Bradbury praises Orwell’s novel in similar terms: ‘it is a work of 

Swiftian rage and Swiftian certainty, written from a position of political 

and moral energy.’476 

In his introduction to Liar’s Landscape (2006), Lodge notes that an 

English novelist ‘whom Malcolm particularly admired was Evelyn Waugh, 

a kind of Tory anarchist.’ He observes: ‘like Waugh, Bradbury revelled as 

an artist in features of the modern world which he deplored as a human 

being, because they provided such rich material for satire.’477 Bradbury in 
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Possibilities describes Waugh as ‘a very pure – and I think a very splendid 

– comic writer.’478 Bradbury defines comedy as ‘a world of change and 

chaos, transitory experience, divided nature and confused hope; above all, a 

world in which the processes of social modernization have created that 

instability of identity and society, those possibilities of disfiguration and 

deception, which are habitual parts of a comic universe.’479 In this context, 

Bradbury talks about ‘Waugh’s comic surreality,’ and ‘the surrealistic cool 

comedy of novelties, like Vile Bodies.’ In particular, Bradbury praises ‘the 

mixture of comic involvement and satirical detachment’ found in 

Waugh.480 However, it was not just comedy in Waugh’s work that grabbed 

Bradbury’s attention. As David Lodge says in his book Evelyn Waugh 

(1971), Bradbury notices that: 

Waugh’s bitterness about social evolution and the 

movement toward equality, welfare and progress was 

considerable; it was a bitterness about the loss of 

civilisation and the hierarchy that maintained and ordered 

it, the devaluation of life, and individuality and privacy, the 

reducing of human nature to homogeneity and equivalence, 

the decline of complexity and form in social relationships 

and in the individual conduct of living, and the 
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disappearance of serious and dedicated faith.481 

This indicates ‘the difference between Waugh and say, P.G. Wodehouse. 

Waugh is indeed wonderfully entertaining, but he is more than an 

entertainer.’482 Similarly, in Liar’s Landscape (2006), Lodge talks about 

Bradbury ‘valuing tradition and pastoral life, tolerance and civility, 

distrusting modernity and the revolutionary desire for change.’483 

Bradbury, in his own study of Waugh in Evelyn Waugh and his 

World (1973), talks about how America ‘recreated for him [Waugh], 

stimulated in him, those ambivalent responses of outrage and fascination 

which generated his best art.484 Bradbury maintains that ‘his comic insight 

was devoted not simply to satirising the world of impermanence, 

insufficiency and change, the world of chaos and anarchy, but in many 

respects to celebrating it.’485 He further argues: ‘Waugh had claimed to be 

interested in ‘distant and barbarous places, and particularly in the 

borderlands of conflicting cultures and states of development, where ideas, 

uprooted from their traditions, become oddly changed in translation.’486 It 

is, to use Bradbury’s phrase, ‘the place without civilisation’ that perhaps 

solicits Waugh’s finest satiric prose. As Bradbury contends:  
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one figure that recurs in his work is that of the jungle or the 

desert, the dark places of the expanding wilderness; and if it 

is threatening to him, it is also decidedly attractive. The 

place without civilisation, beyond the orderly city, in which 

an odd glimpse of faith, or else a thrust of unregenerate 

human nature, is to be discerned, is his primary comic 

milieu.487 

Bradbury also suggests that ‘Waugh is very much a novelist of the 

disillusioned Twenties’: ‘he shares the prevailing obsession of the decade 

with barbarism and vitalism as the alternative to rational civilisation; it is 

an essential part of his comic thrust and subject-matter.’488 Bradbury 

argues:  

certainly the 1920s does see a remarkable revival or 

reinvention of comic forms of fiction, as if they offered an 

ideal means for coping with a post-war world in which 

disorder seems notably prevalent, value historically 

extracted, chaos come again, as a direct result of the war 

and its disorientations and dehumanizations.489 

Bradbury adds: ‘Waugh thus shares the Twenties preoccupation 

with the idea of a barbarism underlying the crust of the moral and the 
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civilised world; but, though he sees much that is comic in the barbarism, he 

does not see anything that is redemptive in it.’490 Lodge, in Evelyn Waugh: 

Essays on Modern Writers (1971), calls this Waugh’s myth of decline: 

‘when culture is seen as a process of continual decline, nothing is 

invulnerable to irony.’491 Lodge goes on: ‘the modern is ridiculed by 

contrast with the traditional, but attempts to maintain or restore the 

traditional in the face of change are also seen as ridiculous; and in any case 

the traditional usually turns out to be in some way false or 

compromised.’492 Lodge argues that ‘the spectacle Waugh observed in 

Africa, of European colonialism and primitive tribalism striving mutually 

to exploit each other, fed his imagination in a number of ways.’493 In 

particular, he suggests, ‘in the absurdities and incongruities produced by 

this collision of cultures, the satirist found half his work of distortion and 

caricature done for him.’494 Bradbury concurs with the picture of the satirist 

‘moving into their material with an abstracted involvement which leads 

them into the exploration of values which they do not as such espouse, and 

the conditions and social determinants which produce these values or 

humours.’495 Bradbury claims that Waugh’s ‘style is dependent on his 
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traditionalism, but is itself remorselessly modern,’ and explains, 

‘traditionalism establishes the ideal of civilisation, order and permanence; 

but Waugh’s comic act is to violate it with modernity.’496 

Rates of Exchange (1983) is set in the summer of 1981. The plot 

revolves around the two-week visit of Dr. Angus Petworth, following an 

invitation by the Ministry of Culture, for a British Council lecture tour to 

Slaka. He is described as ‘forty and married, bourgeois and British.’497 

Petworth is a linguist, an expert in phonemes and vowel shifts. Among 

Petworth’s subjects for discussion are the linguistic differences between ‘I 

don’t have’ and ‘I haven’t got.’ He lectures on ‘the Englishi Languagi as 

Mediumi of Internationali Communicationi.’ Ironically, for a Professor of 

Linguistics, Petworth does not speak Slakan but he is ‘an acknowledged 

expert on the English language’: ‘his books on TEFL and TESOP and 

TENPP, on ESP and EAP, are jostled for in bookshops from Tromso to 

Tierra del Fuego.’498 He visits two universities and meets Dr Plitplov, an 

academic who claims to have had a friendship with Petworth in Cambridge 

and also, more disturbingly, with Petworth’s wife. Petworth is escorted by 

his official guide, Marisja Lubijova, with whom he pretends to sleep for the 

benefit of the Hogpo (the omnipresent Security Police). He also meets ‘the 

brilliant, batik-clad magical realist novelist,’499 Katya Princip, whom he 

does sleep with. 

                                                 
496 Bradbury, 1973, pp. 154, 155. 

497 Bradbury, 1983, p. 19. 

498 Bradbury, 1983, p. 36. 

499 Bradbury, 1983, p. 19. 



Travel Writing and Satire   145 

 

 Nomenclature is important to Bradbury for allusive and comic 

effect. To cite but a few examples: a town called ‘Nogod,’ the River Niyt 

and the restaurant called Nada. Rachel Billington decries this wordplay as 

‘a self-indulgence that Mr. Bradbury should have written, perhaps, for his 

own use and then put away.’500 Another example of this is Comrade-

General ‘Wanko,’ who is replaced as head of state by a man called 

‘Vulcani.’ Joel Conarroe, in his article for The Washington Post, denounces 

Bradbury as someone who, ‘like all compulsive wits (and especially the 

British sort), sometimes lets his cleverness get in the way of his story.’501 

Billington reinforces this view, admitting that ‘his technique merges often 

(and very successfully) into the broader strokes of comedy and farce,’ 

while Roger Lewis in his article for The New Statesman takes a more 

charitable view: ‘to depict Slaka – he [Bradbury] develops a style that 

easily allows both farce and seriousness.’502 

An important feature of the novel is Bradbury’s comparison of the 

East and the West. He refers, for example, to Slaka’s ‘apartment blocks for 

the workers, erected in brief hours through miracles of pre-fabrication and 

pre-planning’ and the United Kingdom where ‘vandalism marks the spaces, 

graffiti the walls, where the council pulls down old substandard housing, to 

replace it with new substandard housing.’503 On this basis, Lewis maintains 
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that Petworth ‘can discern only the drab similarities of his destinations 

rather than the exciting differences.’504 Petworth concludes: ‘most lives are 

a prison, here in my country of course, you know, but I know also in 

yours.’505 However, it is difficult to know whether people who had not 

visited Russia and Eastern Europe before the era of glasnost and 

perestroika would appreciate Bradbury’s ‘sharpness of observation.’ 

Bradbury portrays the centrally planned economy of Slaka as ‘a net 

exporter of beets, rose-water, china, timber, shoes, an excellent peach 

brandy (rot’vitti), glassware and brown suits, a net importer of oil, grain, 

machinery, manufactured goods, medical and sanitary supplies, meat and 

soft drinks (sch’veppii).’506 He also presents the pleasures which Eastern 

Europe offered to official visitors: ‘you will be taken to see the advanced 

glassblowing factory, perhaps the best in the world, with production targets 

that invite emulation; the reformed watercress industry, an outstanding 

example of agro-organization.’507  

Bradbury is particularly observant regarding the rituals of travel. It 

is easy to forget the ancient ritual of buying ‘duty-free whisky and ciggies, 

delivered in a sealed bag he must not open until he gets onto the plane he 

may never get onto, the goodies of travel, which travel itself, that ultimate 

neurosis, makes us need.’508 Like Waugh, he describes the strange narcotic-

                                                 
504 Bradbury, 1983, p. 24. 

505 Bradbury, 1983, p. 239. 

506 Bradbury, 1983, p. 3 

507 Bradbury, 1983, p. 4. 

508 Bradbury, 1983, p. 24. 



Travel Writing and Satire   147 

 

like attraction of travel, suggesting that ‘travel is a manic cycle, with 

aboard the manic phase, home the depressive; there is some strange 

adrenalin that draws him into the fascination and the void of foreignness, 

with its plurality of sensation, its sudden spaces and emptinesses.’509 Like 

Waugh, too, Bradbury probes the motives for travel:  

[Petworth] travels, he thinks, for strangeness, 

disorientation, multiplication and variation of the self; yet 

he is not a good traveller, abhorring tours and guides and 

cathedrals, hating cafes and beaches, resenting brochures 

and itineraries, preferring food in his room to exposed 

meals in public restaurants.510  

Bradbury is fascinated by what he calls ‘the state of foreignness, 

which is a universal country, simply the opposite of home and domesticity. 

The two worlds both mesh and contend.’511 Much of my novel is dedicated 

to exploring these sensations: for example Jack Kaganagh dines alone in 

Lenin Mausoleum-themed restaurants, struggling to be understood by the 

waiters. Bradbury is particularly perceptive regarding how travellers assess 

other nationalities upon arrival, based on little or no information: 

‘passengers, remain silently in their places; evidently this is a culture where 

people are used to waiting.’512 Petworth feels anxious as ‘he stands there 
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with his feet protectively set over his luggage as the people press busily 

by.’513 He recalls ‘the drive from the airport where the mind works 

overtime in trying to assess your new, alien environment, as the travel texts 

say, the journey of 8km/5mi from the airport to Central Slaka offers indeed 

a journey of the most interesting contrasts,’ in this case, ‘the straight, thin, 

rutted road ahead, pointing to the power station chimneys, the far-off 

mirage-like towers of what must be workers’ apartments.’514 Assuming you 

have received your luggage, you experience Eastern European travel, 

which Bradbury describes in the following terms:  

[The] taxi driver, adjusting his plastic cap, begins an 

ambitious overtaking manoeuvre, cutting in between the 

first and second of the oncoming trucks in order to pass the 

last of the ongoing ones … as the driver goes on to cut 

between the third and the fourth of the oncoming trucks, to 

overtake the next to last of the outgoing ones.515 

As Conarroe claims, Bradbury ‘manages to be funny, gloomy, shrewd and 

silly all at once. Much of it … reads less like fiction than like a 

meticulously detailed journal kept by a jaundiced traveller with total 

recall.’516  

Soviet-style culture clearly both fascinates and repels Bradbury. 
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The novel takes a wild pleasure in some of the difficulties and deprivations 

of Soviet life. Bradbury is also alert to the double binds experienced by the 

traveller in Eastern Europe. For example, the hotels were not of a high 

standard, as we read in the phrase book section of Why Come to Slaka? 

(1986): ‘There is the staircase. Yours is the seventh floor. Enjoy the 

facilities of your Cosmoplot hotel!!’517 The pre-glasnost era is summarised 

by what you might enjoy at your resort: ‘the long marches in the morning – 

the group athletics in the afternoon – the anti-American singsongs in the 

evening.’518 Bradbury talks about ‘the great department store, MUG.’519 

(The best-known department store in Moscow was called GUM.) This was 

‘where they sell shortages as well as plenty, so that many people solemnly 

visit it in order not to shop,’ and where ‘shops of distinction carry 

imitations of major branded goods.’520 Bradbury particularly draws 

attention to the shops where ‘all of them have no food,’ and we are told ‘in 

Slaka people will talk so long about where to have food they never eat 

any.’521 Slakan phrases for shopping include, ‘What is it made of?’, ‘Good, 

nylon is my favourite’ and ‘Brown is my favourite colour.’522 As for shoes, 

‘Look please at these shoes,’ ‘We make them in Slaka,’ ‘There are three 
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sizes,’ and ‘All will fit you.’523 The situation is no better in restaurants. The 

guidebook offers the sentences: ‘I do not have reservation,’ ‘But there is no 

one else here.’524 The lack of choice is, for the Slakans, a necessity re-

defined as a virtue. Bradbury also enjoys misunderstandings through 

mispronunciation: ‘“I’m an official visitor, and I’ve not been met.” “Are 

you turstii?” asks the girl. “Am I thirsty?” asks Petworth. “No,” says the 

girl, tapping with her pen on the desk, “are you turstii?  Do you make here 

a tour by Cosmoplot?”’525 Slaka is a heterotopic space and, as Billington 

writes, ‘essentially mythic although Eastern European in origin’526 – a view 

confirmed by Lodge, who described Slaka as ‘a synthesis of several Balkan 

and Slavic countries.’527 

Eating in restaurants is an unpredictable experience as, of course, 

food is not freely available in the Soviet bloc: ‘alas, none of these are 

available – I bring you the goulasch.’528 And when you do buy something, 

‘you have bought many things – Alas, they cannot be exported.’529 The 

scarcity of everyday products in Slaka creates its own rules of behaviour: 

‘in the street it is very polite to follow people, and it is a great mark of 

respect when people comment on your clothes, sometimes offering to buy 
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them, though this is a crime against the state.’530 Tipping would be seen as 

the behaviour of a ‘capitalist lackey.’ As Bradbury writes, ‘in Slaka 

tippings are officially forbidden, however it as an insult not to be tipped by 

the traditional 25 per cent.’531 ‘It is not permitted here to tip, but they are 

angry if you do not.’532 

At the same time, Bradbury is ironically critical of the life of the 

rootless traveller. When Petworth is entertained at a British diplomat’s 

house, he notes the cosmopolitan decor of the house, the loot from previous 

trips: ‘across from the Mexican masks and the Iranian donkey bags to the 

dining table just round the corner, set with silver from Paris and place mats 

from Korea.’533 There are the odd yearnings for ‘home,’ whereby the 

diplomat’s only thrill consists of an ‘M&S Sausage, they came over 

yesterday in the diplomatic bag.’534  

Bradbury’s enjoyment at his ‘cleverness with language’ is 

witnessed in his Author’s Note: ‘it is our duty to lie together, in the cause, 

of course, of truth.’535 He parodies guidebook language: ‘and so its culture 

is a melting pot, its language a pot-pourri, its people a salad.’536 He also 

offers parodies of non-English speakers’ guidebook English: Slaka is ‘a 
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heritage of variousness. A land of infinite variables and unpredicted 

contrastables.’ He makes this explicit: ‘as the guidebooks say, few, walking 

the city fine streets, can well tell which building have standed over the 

centuries and which are restituted in a living lifespell.’537 Elsewhere, he 

mocks the mangled English used in advertising aimed at tourists: 

‘***NIGHTCLUB ZIPZIP: the personal are clothed as peasants from 

mountains and national fame artists give remarkable performances of 

jiggling, songing, art-strip, ect [sic].’538 In the same vein, the guidebook 

talks about local delicacies such as ‘soup with feet in’ and ‘fish with two 

pencils in its nose.’539 We find ‘for the glutton, Slaka is a lasting festival of 

oat cuisine’ – not haute cuisine.540 As this suggests, Bradbury enjoys 

wordplay: ‘in Slaka, when we drink, we always like to make toast.’541 As 

Petworth says ‘people are strange in all countries, you must expect that. 

And in another place such signs are not easy to read,’542 especially if the 

sign is written in Cyrillic. Billington asserts Bradbury ‘has always been 

concerned with defining the value of language.’543 However, Conarroe 

takes exception, ‘one running joke (a bit too long running) has to do with 

language, butchered by everyone Petworth meets,’ and he rues Bradbury’s 
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‘tendency to strain after comic effects.’544 This is a feeling echoed by 

Amis: ‘the prose is littered with the lazy adjectives “small,” “little,” “vast,” 

“big,” “fine,” and “great” – especially great. This last epithet must put in 

two or three hundred appearances.’545 Hermione Lee, in her review in The 

Observer, describes Bradbury’s vocabulary as ‘knowingly modish and 

tiresomely repetitive.’546 

Much of Bradbury’s Iron Curtain satires are set against a backdrop 

of a land in denial about crime. Petworth is told: ‘in our country such 

crimes are not permitted,’ and ‘nobody steals in my country, but often such 

things disappear.’547 Elsewhere, the restrictions imposed on Slakans are 

presented as a joke: ‘“We have here a saying: why is Slaka like the United 

States? Because in the United States you can criticise America, and in 

Slaka you can criticise America also. And in the United States you cannot 

buy anything with vloskan, and in Slaka you cannot buy anything with 

vloskan also.” ‘“You criticise your country,” says Lubijova.  “I make a 

joke,” says Plitplov, “really I do not criticise my country.”  “Of course, it is 

a crime,” says Lubijova.’548 Petworth jokes about the restrictions placed on 

himself: about ‘going everywhere I liked (except of course in the restricted 

areas), see[ing] everything I cared to (apart, naturally, from materials of 

strategic importance) and meet[ing] everyone I wanted (except, inevitably, 
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in their own homes).’549 

No country could be without its liberator, and Slaka has Grigoric. 

This provides the opportunity for a parody of Soviet-sanctioned art: ‘a 

world where large muscled men dig holes and raise buildings in an 

energetic and momentous enterprise, where big-breasted women stack 

fruitful sheaves in ripe fields, and still hold onto their abundant babies.’550 

The West has a few skeletons too: ‘always I remember how the priests took 

from the peasants all their money, in those past times. Of course sometimes 

they have made something very fine of it.’551 Slaka is a tough place to live 

in: ‘here our people like very much to work. Often our workers ask the 

managers to do work for no money because they are liking it so much.’552 

This contrasts with the Western approach, ‘at the further end is a third stall, 

marked AVIS; it has a notice on it saying, in English, “We Try Harder,” 

but there is no one on duty.’553  

As for liberty, that is, in part, influenced by your standing in the 

Party, as Plitplov explains: ‘of course in my country many things are 

possible, if you know a someone.’ Plitplov asserts, ‘in my country your too 

much is only a little. Drink it please, it is a special brandy that is kept on 

this train only for certain people. It is good I am one of them.’554 Privileges 

                                                 
549 Bradbury, 1986, p. 354. 

550 Bradbury, 1983, p. 126. 

551 Bradbury, 1983, p. 323. 

552 Bradbury, 1983, p. 182. 

553 Bradbury, 1983, p. 59. 

554 Bradbury, 1983, p. 303. 



Travel Writing and Satire   155 

 

exist, but only for the few, in much the same way as in the West. If you 

joined the Party, life does not have to be so drab, especially for attractive 

young women: ‘you make some love the way you join the Party. If you do 

it the right way, you get a nice reward for it. A very good meal at a 

restaurant, a place at the opera, a ticket to make travels.’555 Petworth goes 

to the Opera to discover ‘they’re hardly all workers. … Perhaps some are 

party officials.’556 On the other hand, dissenting voices can find themselves 

out in the cold. Thus we find the ‘Writers Union of Slaka depicting with 

such a profound insight the lives of tractor-drivers as desperately they seek 

to outdo all previous records of production.’557 People’s plans can also 

change quite quickly: ‘Your tour will not quite be the same. I am afraid you 

miss your last city.’ Petworth is told ‘there are some little troubles there 

that make it not a good idea.’ As an alternative, ‘we take you to a nice state 

farm with tractors, you will have a very nice day.’ When Petworth asks ‘Is 

it to do with the language reform?’ he is informed it is ‘something like 

that.’558  

An example of the different tones that Bradbury employs in his Iron 

Curtain satires is illustrated by the difference between: ‘Petworth stares at 

the written list, but the words are new again, and his head is tired, from a 

sleepless night, an uphill walk, a rural air, a beating sun’; and the more 

exuberant: ‘Slaka!!! Where is the heart that does not upleap at the very 
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merest name of your immemorable city! Slaka!!! City of flours and gipsy 

musick.’559 Elsewhere, Bradbury adopts a more theoretical language when 

discussing his ‘preoccupation with barter and transaction – a trading of 

goods, a shuttling of values, a fixing of rates.’560 He observes how ‘the 

world is full of money-talk; economists are our new wise men,’ while 

insisting, ‘languages, too, are simply invented systems of exchange, 

attempts to turn the word into the world, sign into value, script into 

currency, code into reality.’ In this context, Bradbury advises us to ‘trust 

only the novelists, those deeper bankers who spend their time trying to turn 

pieces of printed paper into value, but never pretend that the result is 

anything more than a useful fiction.’561 His sporadically serious tone may 

originate from ‘an England in fits of Royal Wedding.’ As Bradbury 

reflects, ‘this is the very late summer of 1981, one of the lesser years, a 

time of recession and unemployment, decay and deindustrialization.’ But 

this doesn’t mean he can’t call Dr. Angus Petworth ‘A. Pervert’ and 

passport ‘Passipotti.’562  

Bradbury is most articulate when discussing travel. He considers 

‘travellers who are adept at travel,’ and notes that ‘travel is adept with 

them, so that for them switches always work, keys move easily in doors, 

telephones function.’563 By contrast, ‘there are others who travel too, but 
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travel does not sympathise; and for them bedsprings always fail, wardrobe 

doors never shut,’ while ‘lightbulbs fail, toilet paper runs out.’564 As 

Bradbury reveals, ‘Petworth knows himself to be of the second class.’ 

Bradbury clarifies: ‘Petworth understands, but something is happening to 

him; under the strange dulling grammar of airports, all feeling except a 

sense of anxiety begins to go. The announcements come through the 

loudspeakers, in a confusion of languages; words become part of the 

endless web of multilingual that runs through the head.’ Bradbury repeats 

this phrase: we find Petworth ‘caught in the grammar of airports, already 

less a subject and more an object.’565 By this means, Bradbury invokes the 

Metropolis-like feeling of airports. As we have seen, Bradbury enjoys 

parody. But Petworth also talks about ‘the world about him’ as being a 

parody: it ‘has grown not more real, but less, and life not more living but a 

parody of itself. People have become repetitions of people already known, 

desires become an absurd biological urgency, vague therapeutic hungers 

for variation and complication.’566 Bradbury enjoys his humorous games 

with language, but he also engages seriously with the experience of travel. 

In Why Come to Slaka? (1986), Bradbury’s mock guide- and 

phrasebook, the reader is treated to a mock-history, mock-economic theory 

and accounts of the social habits and customs of Slakans. The guidebook 

contains handy phrases such as ‘The plane is full,’ ‘There is another in 

three days’ and ‘But that is full too,’ which give us a clear sense of travel 
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conditions in Slaka but also bring to mind Amis’s comment that 

‘Bradbury’s books are notoriously slow to get off the ground – and … 

slower still to land.’567 As in Rates of Exchange, much of Bradbury’s wit 

and irony is focused on crime in Slaka. We are told about the Penal Code: 

‘Officially in Slaka no crimes are committed, because of the contentment 

of our people and the ideal form of social organization which is 

practised.’568 Bradbury delights in the revealing non sequitur: ‘Because of 

our ideal society criticism of the state is unnecessary, and penalties for this 

are severe.’569 Many activities are forbidden like ‘drugs and hihis’ and 

‘pornos and vidi’nasties.’570 And the treatment we might expect at the 

hands of officialdom is suggested by ‘Please put on your clothes.’571 

Elsewhere, there are indications of the black market and prostitution: we 

are told ‘some mistakenly engage in private tradings with foreigners 

(changing money, exchanging female relatives for Western goods, etc.).’572 

Bradbury admits that Rates of Exchange was born of his ‘dealing 

with various visits to Eastern European countries.’573 He notes: ‘my feeling 

is that the rigid grid of the Marxist state was being increasingly undermined 

by the playfulness of language and the enduring power of the human 
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imagination.’ As a result, ‘it is set in an imaginary Eastern European state, 

Slaka, which is undergoing a language revolution.’574 He continues: ‘I 

sought not only a larger subject matter, the question of what ideology we 

seek to live by in the late twentieth century, but also a different language; 

in fact much of the novel exploits the technique of using English spoken by 

non-native speakers as its tone of voice.’575 Lastly, as Bradbury explains: 

‘Rates of Exchange deals with the problem of the British writer who uses a 

language deeply changed by its modern role as a lingua franca, and a world 

where stories become less reassuring and more ambiguous.’ Bradbury 

wants to be viewed thus: ‘I most [sic] see myself as a comic novelist, 

mixing satirical and ironic social and intellectual observation with play and 

parody.’576 However, Amis takes exception to some of the characters: ‘the 

comic ambassador, a farcical stutterer, must be one of the most 

outrageously unfunny characters in modern fiction.’ He cites the passage –

‘“Perhaps you’d care for a pee, care for a pee a peach brandy?”’ – and 

concludes: ‘the novel does a lot of stuttering on its own account.’577 Lewis 

supports Amis’s view: ‘he [Bradbury] gives the impression of being a wry 

commentator on his character’s activities rather than the inventor of 

them.’578 However, as King asserts, ‘what is best in [Rates of Exchange] is 
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not the plot, which is essentially thin, nor the characters, who are 

essentially stereotypes derived from other Iron Curtain novels, but the 

exhilarating vigour of its author’s intellect and style.’579 

In this final section I want to give an account of my own novel, and 

I want to make explicit its relation to the literary works discussed in this 

thesis. I also want to register how the research for this critical component 

informed my creative writing. I will start by reflecting upon how the 

literary works discussed here have influenced both the narrative structure 

and the character development of The Excursionist. Firstly, we need to 

define what we mean by narrative, narrative plot and narrative structure. 

Paul Cobley, in Narrative: The New Critical Idiom (2009), defines 

narrative as ‘a movement from a start point to an end point, with 

digressions, which involves the showing or the telling of story events.’580 

However, the introduction of ‘digressions’ immediately complicates the 

simple idea of ‘narrative’ as ‘a movement from a start point to an end 

point.’ Here we have to introduce the distinction between ‘plot’ and 

‘narrative,’ between the story as narrated and the story that is narrated. My 

own novel is on the surface a relatively uncomplicated narrative – ‘a 

movement from a start point to an end point’: it takes place over a fortnight 

and follows Jack Kaganagh as he visits the last three countries he needs to 

visit to achieve his aim of visiting one hundred countries before his forty-

fifth birthday. In other words, there is a clear objective – to visit one 
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hundred countries – and an apparently straightforward narrative of Jack 

Kaganagh’s visit to three locations, Placentia, Kilrush and Fulgary. 

However, within this forward-moving, linear narrative, there are also small 

digressions – thoughts of his day job, for example. More importantly, 

however, as the story moves forward, it also reveals another story – the 

story of Jack Kaganagh’s relations with Kay. This is the story he doesn’t 

want to confront and doesn’t want to tell, but its emergence casts a 

different (and critical) light on Jack Kaganagh’s behaviour and Jack 

Kaganagh’s account of his own actions. In a sense, it could be seen as 

engaging in an explanation of why Waugh chose to travel (and produce 

travel writing) after the breakdown of his marriage: that question is 

diverted from biographical speculation about Waugh into the fictional life 

of Jack Kaganagh. 

One of the difficulties discussing narrative and plot is that these 

terms are not used consistently by all writers and critics of fiction. 

However, although these terms are often used interchangeably, one thing 

on which writers on the novel tend to agree is the importance of causality – 

as E.M. Forster, in his classic study, Aspects of the Novel (1927), 

maintains: ‘a plot is also a narrative of events, the emphasis falling on 

causality.’581 John Gardner, in a more recent study, The Art of Fiction 

(1991), describes a story as ‘a causally related sequence of events.’582 This 

opinion is echoed by Andrew Cowan’s question: ‘Do the events have a 
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causal connection?’583 According to Gardner, ‘[t]his is the root interest of 

all conventional narrative.’584 In The Excursionist, at first glance, causality 

seems de-emphasised. The narrative follows Jack Kaganagh as he travels to 

Placentia, Kilrush and Fulgary – but there is no causal connection between 

events in Placentia, Kilrush and Fulgary. Where there is a suggestion of 

causality is in the second story, the concealed story. As the narrative 

proceeds, this second story emerges to suggest another motive for Jack 

Kaganagh’s travelling, which is different from the stated desire to visit one 

hundred countries. 

In The Art of Fiction (1992), David Lodge explains: ‘the structure 

of a narrative is like the framework of girders that holds up a modern high-

rise building: you can’t see it, but it determines the edifice’s shape and 

character.’585 In The Excursionist, by contrast, the structure is highly 

visible. Because it is set up as a satire on three types of contemporary 

tourism, with each of the locations visited by Jack Kaganagh representing a 

particular type, the structure is simply that of three visits. Here the obvious 

precursor is Gulliver’s Travels: Swift uses a travel narrative to set up a 

series of locations, each of which provides the basis for a particular 

satirical object or satirical method.  

However, a story cannot be written without characters. David 

Morley, in The Cambridge Introduction to Creative Writing (2007), 

contends ‘the best way to make story’ is ‘by taking a thread of narrative 
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and letting it lead you,’ and suggests ‘building credible characters and 

placing them in situational conflict.’586 Cowan stipulates that: ‘Character is 

associated not just with outward behaviour, but with the inner, moral 

choices and hidden psychological forces that govern it.’ 587 In my case, the 

central character is also the first-person narrator. Linda Anderson asserts in 

Creative Writing (2006) that ‘First-person narration is the most 

straightforward storytelling technique.’588 

However, there are also problems with first-person narration, the 

most obvious of which is getting a perspective on the narrator. The narrator 

offers us his views of others, but how do we get a view of the narrator? 

This is particularly complicated when, as in my novel, the character is 

running away from insight and into himself. The narrator offers, as a 

distraction, his views of others and an entertaining performance of himself 

– but there is an emotional core he seeks to evade. David Morley describes 

the first-person narrator as ‘the witness of events,’589 and Jack Kaganagh 

provides his witnessing of events in Placentia, Kilrush and Fulgary – but he 

is less keen to provide testimony on the traumatic event which, arguably, 

motivates his travels. Morley has also suggested that ‘Dialogue expresses 
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character in speech, in idiom and their manner of speaking.’590 The 

dialogue in The Excursionist is clearly designed to reveal a range of 

characters, but, in the foreground of the novel, is Jack Kaganagh’s 

monologue – and, here too, ‘idiom’ and ‘manner of speaking’ function as 

revealing of character. In constructing Jack Kaganagh’s voice, I drew on 

the first-person narratives of Byron, Fleming and Waugh in their travel 

writing.  

Having discussed first-person narration and the difficulty of 

representing other characters through this device and the tendency in travel 

writing, as I have shown in Waugh’s work, to fall into stereotypes, I have 

tried to avoid this inclination with Jack Kaganagh by showing how his 

view of others is part of the way in which he is characterised for the reader: 

his self-presentation, like that of these other travel writers, involves a 

performance – and part of that performance involves an objectification of 

others – or a desire to find humour in others. Part of the characterisation 

and performance of my narrator involves a lack of empathy with others, 

because Kaganagh is also avoiding engagement with himself. This poses 

problems for me as novelist, which I have attempted to negotiate 

throughout the fiction.  Jack is an observer of the three places he visits, but 

these visits are not the real story. The real story is the concealed story of 

Jack’s loss of his girlfriend, his running away from that emotional 

experience, and the gradual emergence of that story and the associated 

feelings. So the apparent climax is the completion of the quest (one 
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hundred countries), but the actual climax relates to the emergence of the 

second story out from under the cover of the first. This is more like the 

double-narrative structure of detective fiction: one story moves forward in 

time (that is, the narrative of the investigation); and another story is 

revealed by the progress of the first story. However, The Excursionist is not 

a detective story.  

It is a humorous novel which also aims to satirise contemporary 

travel. This was where Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels offered an important 

model. What this means is that the pattern of conflict, crisis, resolution, 

which belongs to the second story, is largely concealed. The ‘conflict’ is 

revealed to be the incident involving the relationship with a female friend; 

the ‘crisis’ is Jack’s avoiding confronting that experience; the ‘resolution’ 

is the emergence of that story to consciousness and the beginning of his 

emotional engagement with it rather than flight from it. The novel is thus 

closer to Joyce’s idea of an epiphany: where the emergence into 

consciousness is the equivalent of the epiphany. The mental landscape is 

permanently changed, but the change is not going to be immediate: it is 

rather the beginning of a process. In addition, because the crisis relates to 

this psychological process of emergence into consciousness, the moment of 

recognition is not going to be ‘manifested in action.’ I am conscious of the 

various rules of narrative, but I have deliberately sought to experiment with 

narrative and with what is possible in the novel by challenging and 

questioning these rules. 

Various works on writing fiction provide guidance on how to 

organize a narrative. For example, Janet Burroway, in Writing Fiction 
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(1996), talks of ‘Conflict, Crisis and Resolution,’ echoing E.M. Forster’s 

suggestion that narrative structure must include ‘the triple process of 

complication, crisis and solution.’591 Burroway notes how James Joyce saw 

the narrative structure as leading towards a moment of ‘epiphany,’ which 

Joyce saw ‘as a crisis action in the mind, a moment when a person, [or] an 

event … is seen in a light so new that it is as if it has never been seen 

before; at this recognition, the mental landscape is permanently changed.’ 

Burroway concludes by asserting: ‘The moment of recognition must be 

manifested in an action.’592 John Gardner adds a further requirement: ‘For 

the climax to be not only persuasive but interesting, it must come about in a 

way that seems both inevitable and surprising.’593 

Travel writing, however, does not lend itself to either plot or 

character development. In When the Going was Good (1946) Waugh 

reviews his travel writing thus: ‘these four books [he excluded Robbery 

Under Law] … were pedestrian, day-to-day accounts of things seen and 

people met, interspersed with commonplace information and some rather 

callow comments.’594 As Waugh admits in Robbery Under Law (1939), 

‘how many travel books open vividly and end in a mere catalogue of 

transport difficulties! The truthful travel book rarely works to a climax, the 

climax is sometimes the moment of disembarkation and everything beyond 
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it an attempt to revive artificially, under the iron lung of rhythmic, day-to-

day observations, the revelation of first acquaintance.’595 In the same vein, 

in Remote People (1931) Waugh volunteers: ‘from now on, this record 

becomes literally a “travel book”; that is to say it deals less with the 

observation of places than with the difficulties of getting from one place to 

another.’596 If ‘the truthful travel book rarely works to a climax,’ how can a 

travel writer satisfy the reader’s need for characterisation and narrative 

without the book being ‘untruthful?’ – and how can a fiction presented as a 

record of travels produce ‘conflict, crisis and resolution’? 

I intend to address these concerns later. I want, at this stage, to 

discuss the advantages of travel writing. Given that Joseph Hall parodied 

travel writing in 1605 and Swift was irritated by travel writing as early as 

1726, there must be something in travel writing that both allows the genre 

to survive and provides the basis for parody. As Holland and Huggan 

explain: ‘parody functions as protective covering, as camouflage; it 

constitutes a necessary act of self-defense.’597 In Brazilian Adventure, 

Fleming observes: ‘the whole technique of exploring is overlaid with 

conventions so unmistakeable and so often mocked … that the man who at 

his first essay adopts the conventions and employs the jargon must lack 

both shame and humour.’598 This suggests both the basis for parody and the 

importance of humour for travel writers. 
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My novel is called The Excursionist, in a nod to Thomas Cook’s 

famous magazine, which was first published in May 1851 as Cook’s 

Exhibition Herald and Excursion Advertiser. In addition, the novel is 

conscious of other kinds of text produced in relation to travel. Thus Jack 

Kaganagh reads Louis Chagrin’s In Placentia and Derek Percy-Ffrench’s A 

Time of Shifts. These books are parodies of Bruce Chatwin’s In Patagonia 

(1977) and Patrick Leigh Fermor’s Living With Gifts (1977). Similarly, 

Jack Kaganagh is given a copy of Playing Snooker with the Somalis, which 

is a parody of Tony Hawks’s Playing Tennis with the Moldovans (2001).  

The obvious, although not consciously intended, influence upon my 

creative work referred to in this critical component, is the use of fictional 

locales. Gulliver’s Travels (1726) employs the fictional locales of Lilliput, 

Brobdingnag, Laputa, Balnibarbi, Glubbdubrib, Luggnagg and the land of 

Houyhnhnms. In The Excursionist, Jack Kaganagh visits the Coronation 

Islands, which lie between Madagascar and Sri Lanka. In both Swift’s case 

and my own, these are not just fictional locales but composite places. 

Having travelled extensively without really knowing why, I wanted to 

write about a fictional, composite place where I could draw together all my 

experiences of travel. I invented the Coronation Isles, a fusion of the 

Maldives, the Caribbean, Nepal, India and Africa. Most travel destinations 

fall into one of three categories – eco-tourism, temple tourism or beach 

resort tourism – which is why Placentia deals with eco-tourism, Kilrush 

deals with temples and ‘poorism’ tours and Fulgary deals with beach 

resorts. 

In Black Mischief (1932), Waugh writes about a fictional country, 
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Azania, off the coast of Italian Somaliland. It is a satire that clearly derives 

from his trips and experiences in Abyssinia. The two essential features of 

satire are wit (or humour) and a specific target. Both Waugh and Bradbury 

can be called satirical to a greater or lesser extent. Bradbury’s works are 

called ‘Iron Curtain’ satires. As noted earlier, Donat Gallagher argues that 

Waugh’s most ‘important targets were not ... the established reputations so 

beloved of most satirists but fashions, mass enthusiasms and the Spirit of 

the Age – anything popular and uncritically accepted.’599 Bradbury’s 

engagement with Eastern Europe is obviously closer to my own satirical 

concerns. 

In my creative work, I target travel writers and the hyperbolic 

nonsense they regurgitate. Gloria Ballyfermot-Jimenez wrote the foreword 

for Frottager’s Guide to the Coronation Isles (2009). Gloria is ‘passionate 

about travel,’ but doesn’t want tourists to deface the former leper colony of 

Fulgary. Yet she writes a self-aggrandising article, for which she will 

undoubtedly receive payment, promoting Fulgary as this year’s hot-spot 

simply to feed the travel industry’s appetite for new locations and new 

experiences. It is just such shame-faced hypocrisy that satirists feel 

compelled to attack. I parody various guidebooks using Frottager. For 

example, we are told that Kilrush is ‘about the same land mass as Wales,’ 

drawing on a commonplace cliché of the form: many countries I have 

visited have been referred to as being about the size of Wales. Kilrush’s 

Calcium Carbide factory is the seventh largest in the world: the more 
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obscure the country, the more obscure is the data that is used to support its 

attractions in the eyes of the world-weary traveller. 

I also take a satirical look at luxury travel. The in-flight magazine, 

called The Coronation Islands Guide to Regal Pleasures, depicts a land of 

contrasts where everything is either exquisite or award-winning: a land 

where a bite to eat would appeal to the gourmet in you and where 

everything was a taste explosion. I look in particular at the 

commodification of the travel industry. At The Omanalak there are Pool 

Villas, Spa Pool Villas, Pool Villa Suites, Spa Pool Villa Suites, Deluxe 

Pool Villas, Deluxe Spa Pool Villas, Pool Villas (2 Beds), Over-Water 

Cabanas, Over-Water Cabanas Deluxe, Over-Water Cabanas Deluxe Plus, 

Over-Water Cabanas Super Deluxe, Private Retreats, Private Reserve, 

Jungle Reserve, Regal Reserve and Imperial Villas. But I also look at the 

travellers themselves: the travellers that are found in the airports going 

from eco-resorts to temple tourism dressed identically like big-game 

hunters, except these days the only shooting they do is with cameras. 

One of the many similarities between Waugh’s satirical targets and 

my own is the subject of bureaucracy. In A Tourist in Africa (1960), he 

observed: ‘in order to spend one night in transit at Ndola I was required, 

among other things, to inform the Federal authorities of the names, ages, 

sexes, dates and places of birth of children not accompanying me (six in 

my case, whose birthdays I can never remember; they remind me in good 

time), date and place in marriage. What European languages could I write? 
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The oddest demand was to state “sex of wife.”’600 In my own work, Jack 

Kaganagh is similarly reluctant to engage in form filling and, when he 

does, he seeks to undermine it. This brings about his downfall when he 

arrives in Fulgary, where he has to explain why he has put down ‘Radio 

Ventriloquist’ as ‘Occupation’ and ‘Graceland’ as his address. 

In Chapter Three, I draw attention to how Waugh, in his travel 

books, appears to be travelling alone: Jack Kaganagh likewise travels 

alone. It is inevitable that when people travel on their own, without friends 

and family, they suffer from loneliness. As mentioned earlier, in Waugh’s 

case this loneliness was profound. The same is true of Jack Kaganagh. 

Loneliness while travelling can often lead to the protagonist having 

conversations with people, and going on excursions that he would not 

normally choose to go on, as does Jack. I am interested in exploring how 

people feel and act in situations where they are isolated and away from 

their comfort zone. One partial escape from loneliness is the company of a 

good book. Whereas Byron and Fleming travelled with a copy of Boswell’s 

Life of Johnson, Jack Kaganagh travels with the more prosaic Frottager’s 

Guide to the Coronation Isles (2009), which offers somewhat conflicting 

advice on packing: ‘You should remember to pack dull colours for wildlife 

spotting. Bright colours put off mosquitoes, so make sure you pack 

carefully.’  

As already mentioned in this chapter, Bradbury describes two kinds 

of traveller. He considers ‘travellers who are adept at travel,’ and notes that 
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‘travel is adept with them, so that for them switches always work, keys 

move easily in doors, telephones function.’ By contrast, ‘there are others 

who travel too, but travel does not sympathise; and for them bedsprings 

always fail, wardrobe doors never shut’ and ‘light bulbs fail.’601 Jack 

Kaganagh’s enthusiasm for travel is only matched by his unsuitability to do 

so: for example, Jack puts verucca lotion in his eye, rather than Optrex, to 

help ward off a hangover. Jack Kaganagh tries to chat up women by telling 

them how sand flies have ripped lumps out of his buttocks; he doesn’t like 

flying; his planes are always delayed; and he cannot find his headphones to 

hand them back to the stewardess because he is sitting on them. 

Nomenclature is important to Bradbury as indicated earlier in this 

chapter. Nomenclature is very important in my work too. The Excursionist 

has Bernd Poric who is a pasty-faced pastry chef, Robin Hunt who works 

as a Hedge Fund Manager. The chief protagonist’s surname is Kaganagh: 

El Caganer is a traditional Nativity character found all over Catalonia. El 

Caganer is usually found, lurking somewhere in the background, in the 

traditional red Catalan hat, squatting down, with his trousers round his 

knees, defecating. 

As I said at the start, when I began this project I was motivated, in 

part, to answer the question Waugh had asked: what ‘do we travelmaniacs 

get out of it?’ Like Waugh, Bradbury probes the motives for travel: 

Petworth travels ‘for strangeness’ and ‘disorientation’ but he is not a good 

traveller, preferring to eat in his room ‘to exposed meals in public 
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restaurants.’602 Jack Kaganagh is also haunted by the prospect of eating on 

his own. As mentioned earlier, Bradbury is fascinated by what he calls ‘the 

state of foreignness.’ I think this comes closest to answering the question of 

motivation, along with the view of Freud’s explored in Chapter One, 

namely that the ‘travelmaniac’ (to use Waugh’s phrase) travels ‘only to 

find ghosts, from their own or their society’s unconscious.’603 Porter’s 

analysis, Haunted Journeys: Desire and Transgression in European Travel 

Writing (1991), is based on Freud’s 1936 essay A Disturbance of Memory 

on the Acropolis, and the ‘haunted’ in the title of Porter’s work refers to 

Freud’s theory that travellers travel in order to ‘recover an original lost 

home.’ As Porter concludes, travel is ‘a transgressive activity animated by 

desire and haunted by different forms of guilt.’604 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
602 Bradbury, 1983, p. 25. 

603 Op. cit. 

604 Porter, 1991, p. 194. 
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Part One 

At the age of thirty-five one needs to go to the moon, or 

some such place, to recapture the excitement with which 

one first landed at Calais.  

—. Evelyn Waugh 
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Chapter 1: Silver Machine 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, this is your Captain Nigel Cruttwell speaking, 

welcoming you all aboard the Coronation Islands Airways flight number 

017 from London Heathrow to Placentia. The flight time today is eleven 

hours; we’ve just been given the go-ahead from Air Traffic Control so we’ll 

be pushing off from our stand any moment now. We’ll be flying at around 

37,000 feet; we’ve got a good tailwind behind us today so we don’t 

anticipate any problems. I am sure you’ll be well looked after by Jeremy 

Sizemore, our in-flight Client Service Team Leader, who will be ably 

assisted on deck today by Diego Garcia and Jenny Clapp, so please, sit 

back, relax and enjoy the flight. We know you have a choice of flight 

carriers when you fly, so thank you, once again, for choosing CIA and we 

do hope you enjoy the flight… 
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Chapter 2: Whole Wide World 

 

The Coronation Islands lie between Madagascar and Sri Lanka. I was 

flying to Placentia, Kilrush and Fulgary to join the Travelers’ Century 

Club. I wanted to visit one hundred countries before my forty-fifth 

birthday. I am very goal-orientated, and if I say I have to do something then 

I won’t be able to relax until the task is completed. I have been from 

Angola and Anguilla to Zambia and Zimbabwe, and I have the hatpins to 

show for it. I was keen to get these three countries ticked off before my 

forty-fifth birthday. It would have been great if Kay had been able to visit 

fifty countries before my birthday, so we could accomplish something 

together. I had to tick off three countries rather than two, as my planned 

flight to the Faroe Islands, for Ireland’s World Cup Qualifier, was re-routed 

from Denmark to Norway due to poor visibility. I never got to see the 

Faroes. Instead I was marooned with the boys in green at Bergen with only 

my Black and Red notebook for company. 

Having spent the night in a Norwegian truck stop, in a room with 

grey walls and a view over a burger bar, I discovered the next morning 

there were still no flights to the Faroe Islands, so I went home. I watched 

the match on TV, sitting on the sofa, wearing my new replica shirt and 

eating a Pad Thai takeaway. I shouldn’t have tried, really. The airfare cost a 

fortune and I didn’t get to the match or the country. This is why the Faroe 

Islands are called the Maybe Islands: maybe you get there and maybe you 

don’t. 
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Now I had to visit three countries before my forty-fifth. The 

Coronation Islands of Placentia, Kilrush and Fulgary would not have been 

my first choice; in fact, they were my ninety-eighth, ninety-ninth and one-

hundredth choices. They were doable in the way Macau could be done on a 

ferry from Hong Kong and Paraguay was doable on a coach from Buenos 

Aires. As far as the T.C.C. was concerned, even the most fleeting of visits 

counted towards the total number of countries ‘even if only a port-of-call, 

or a plane fuel stop.’ The point is I can tick off a country while I am on the 

way to do something interesting. The T.C.C. was inaugurated in 1954 and 

is limited to travellers who have visited one hundred or more countries. 

The benefits are ‘more self-satisfying than anything tangible.’ The website 

offers ‘camaraderie and friendship among the members as well as 

networking opportunities,’ ‘worldwide recognition of “bragging rights,”’ as 

well as ‘members-only pins which are updated when a member reaches 

higher levels of country visitations.’ Besides which, they have got a branch 

in London, and I could do with meeting some new people.  

Booking a holiday or a trip gives me something to look forward 

to, whereby I can escape the life-shortening drudgery of knowing exactly 

what, when and where. This is the reason why I felt it was time to move on. 

I had been offered a job trading the VIX in a new start-up operation. The 

VIX is the Volatility Index for the S+P 500 (SPY) and measures how 

volatile the market believes the next thirty days will be. Put simply, it is the 

output of a mathematical equation based on the perceived future. I had 

promised to give them an answer upon my return.  

It becomes more difficult to take on new challenges, as you get 
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older you tend to look at the downside rather than the upside, which was 

why I needed to take up the new job offer. There is a part of me that thrives 

on routine as it keeps my head straight. I believe the holiday starts when 

you first allow yourself to think there is a next time and that you are going 

to go away. Can I afford it? Can I book time off work? Would some sly 

bastard put his dates on the office holiday-calendar to thwart me? At work I 

can tell myself, ‘Blimey, soon I’ll be in Placentia with a searchlight tied to 

my canister, looking for dugong.’ 

There are so many decisions to make: how do you book the 

holiday? What are you looking for? What do you want to do? Do you want 

to go and do nothing? Is it the right time of the year to visit? Are you 

thinking ‘beach’ when the calendar is telling you monsoon? If I have been 

bored on a beach on my last holiday, then I am more likely to book a trip 

where I have new experiences: rainforests, jungle, historical cities, wildlife. 

Having come back from holiday, shattered from all my excursions, I 

fantasise about just lying down, getting tanned and relaxed. My previous 

holiday was to Mauritius, a tropical island of fine dining, sand-flies and 

hydroponic vegetables, so the Coronation Islands and their wildlife, 

temples and history offered a contrast. 

 I had done some research and had looked up the best places to 

stay: the Nick Leeson suite here, the Imelda Marcos ocean-view junior 

suite there, and I asked several operators for a quote. They gave me 

conflicting itineraries, hotels and dates. When the quotations arrived, I 

knew I shouldn’t have bothered. These people were tomb-raiding me while 

I was still alive. I only wanted to go to the Coronation Islands to tick them 
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off my list. And then I could relax. I don’t like receiving personal calls in 

the office. 

‘Oh hello, Mr. Kavanagh?’ 

‘It’s Kaganagh,’ I said. 

‘Hi, Mr. Kavanagh, it’s Suzie from Porpoise Travel.’ 

‘Suzie.’ 

‘It’s about your trip to the Coronation Islands; just to say it’s 

booked.’ 

‘Are you sure? I was really just making an enquiry.’ 

‘I know but I’m holding flights for you. Flights to Placentia get 

very busy at this time of year,’ she said. 

‘But it’s after the schools go back and well before Christmas,’ I 

said. 

‘The Coronation Islands are inaccessible, there are very few direct 

flights and of those, even fewer have connecting flights. If, for example, 

you miss your flight from Kilrush to Fulgary, you have to wait another 

week. And unless you want to spend your birthday on your own in Fulgary 

then this really is the only option.’ 

Three interchangeable voices on the end of a phone (two Suzies 

and a Lucy) began to hassle me for a deposit. They booked, changed and 

reserved planes without asking and pushed me to confirm. They spoke to 

me as if they knew me. How could they tell me what I wanted when I 

didn’t even know myself? I didn’t know which Suzie worked for which 

company, but didn’t want them to guess from my tone. 

‘Hello, Mr. Kavanagh, it’s Suzie.’ 
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‘Kaganagh, it’s Kaganagh. Hi Suzie, sorry, where are you ringing 

from?’  

‘We can only hold the flights till the 7th, are you able to confirm?’ 

‘I can confirm that I didn’t ask you to hold flights,’ I said. 

‘Right. But you wanted to go out to Placentia on to Kilrush and 

arrive in Fulgary and return home in time for your birthday on the 26th, is 

that still correct?’ 

‘Well, yes,’ I said. 

‘I can take a deposit now to secure the seat. Availability is very 

limited.’  

I coughed up the fifteen per cent deposit. I paid a price that bore 

no resemblance to the three weeks, five star hotel, including flight upgrades 

and we’ll give you a fiver back deals, that were advertised on the Internet. I 

spoke to some bloke in Mysore about booking a heavily discounted club-

class flight to Placentia from London Heathrow. 

‘Heathrow, Sir?’ He said. 

‘Yes,’ I said. 

‘Heathrow?’ 

‘Yes, Heathrow, London Heathrow.’ 

‘London Heathrow... which country is that?’ 

I have visited 97 countries, but, I still don’t understand how, 

having paid a deposit based on an agreed itinerary, you find the holiday 

you think you have booked bears no resemblance to the one you have 

bought. 

‘Oh hi, Mr. Kavanagh,’ Suzie said. 
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‘Kaganagh. My name is Kag-an-agh,’ I said. 

‘Good news, we’ve managed to book Turtle Lodge in Placentia, 

The Fenix in Kilrush, finishing off at The Omanalak in Fulgary,’ she said. 

‘What about The Hotel Wellington in Kilrush?’ 

‘Right, I’m afraid The Hotel Wellington is fully booked,’ Suzie 

said. 

‘But I’ve just given you the deposit for The Wellington.’ 

‘I know but we’ve just been told it’s fully booked.’  

‘Why did you let me pay you then?’ 

‘We don’t confirm availability until we receive your deposit, and 

our agents have just told us it’s fully booked,’ she said. 

‘So where do you suggest?’ I asked. 

‘We’ve booked The Hotel Fenix for your second stop?’ 

‘The one where you said it’s not in the same league as The 

Wellington and has the view over a speedway stadium?’ 

‘You remember it?’ 

‘Is that really the best you can do?’ 

‘The only other option is the Golden Temple, and we have had 

some clients return with gastric complaints,’ she said. 

‘You win.’ 

‘Thank you, no problem; I’ll just pop this in an email for you.’ 

So yes, one of the Suzies got the order, my deposit and probably 

her Christmas bonus all in one call. I imagined her sitting there, with her 

collar turned up on her stripy shirt, picking her teeth with an Amex 

platinum card.  
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By the time I had spoken to three travel agents, read Frottager’s 

guidebook, had my jabs for polio, tetanus and hepatitis, cancelled the 

newspapers and fitted timers to all my lamp sockets, it was the prospect of 

not going that seemed most relaxing. I hate travel agents, luggage trolleys, 

queues, tannoy announcers, airports, British Airways and people who wear 

sunglasses at airports to look like a celebrity. Check-in desks are the mosh 

pits of international travel. Kay forbade me to speak to check-in staff. She 

said I was rude and impatient. Kay had travelled a lot. One of her previous 

boyfriends had been a pilot. I am not someone who will take ‘yes’ for an 

answer. That’s what Kay used to say. She is dead now. At least I think she 

is. 
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Chapter 3: Money In My Pocket 

 

I am a stockbroker. I work on the trading desk at Fundamental Capital, 

Britain’s largest provider of Non-Ethical funds, which was how I can 

afford to gad about clocking up the countries. Fundamental Capital is a 

great place to work. The people are friendly, the company look after its 

employees – and that is why I’ve stayed here a while. Some smart cookies 

run it too. While everyone else was ploughing into ethical stocks and 

pushing prices up to ridiculous levels, we stepped back and stuffed 

everyone into Non-Ethicals like tobacco, booze, defence and gaming. Non-

Ethical investments will always outperform ethical investments over time. 

It’s the difference between wants and needs.  

I was attracted by the image of the 1980s stockbroker: black 

Porsches, red wacky braces and house-brick mobile telephones. I never 

bought a Porsche, don’t carry a mobile phone and am still waiting to wear 

my braces (or if you prefer, suspenders) ironically. These young oiks were 

earning shed-loads of cash for doing nothing more than gambling with 

other peoples’ money. If the stocks went up they were paid a handsome 

bonus, if it went down it was market conditions. Being paid large wads of 

cash to hang out with a load of arrogant, ill-educated, opinionated, 

irresponsible, selfish, immodest, showy, self-serving clowns seemed like a 

once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. But there was a downside: the early 

morning meetings at 7.30, which meant getting up at 06:05 to catch the 

06:39, stopping at Seer Green and Jordans, Ryan’s Chip and West Ruislip, 
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alighting at Marylebone at 07:05, walking to Baker Street, then two hot 

milky coffees and straight into the meeting. If you have to get up that early, 

you may as well get paid for it. My new job offer pays, on basic alone 

excluding bonus, forty per cent more. Money isn’t the most important 

thing: it’s the only thing. To paraphrase Woody Allen, money can’t buy 

you happiness but I’ve never seen an ecstatically happy poor person. 

My view is persistence beats resistance. And that is how I built up 

my client base. I rang people every day. Most days they won’t speak to 

you. But sometimes you get through, and, if you do, you have to make 

them listen. After a while, the clients feel sorry for you, and they throw you 

an order. You only lose when you stop calling them. If you don’t give up, 

they remain a prospect.  

I boxed as a kid. In the Easter term, you had to do cross-country or 

boxing. I didn’t fancy running around for hours in mud and gulping for air, 

so I boxed. Every day, I’d train with an Italian. He had got through to the 

A.B.A. semi-finals. He had jet-black hair, regular features, a toned 

abdomen and olive skin. He was a good-looking boy but a better-looking 

boxer. He had quick hands, moved his head and had dancing, nimble feet. 

He punched me in the face and ribs for three two-minute rounds. Kids used 

to come and watch him hit me every day. But he never knocked me down 

onto the canvas. And that is like life in the City. I have taken punishment, 

could and should have been stopped, but I am still standing. 

Getting a job in the City is like getting a girl. The less interest and 

enthusiasm you show, the better chance you have. I sussed out that the way 

to make money was to move into any area where there was a shortage of 



The Excursionist   199 

 

people with experience. Employers tend to bid up for someone if they think 

you might go somewhere else. 

One of my ex-colleagues, Robin Hunt, has asked me to set up the 

VIX trading desk. The VIX is not backed by anything tangible as positions 

are held merely as a prediction of the future. The VIX is referred to as the 

Fear Index as it represents the market’s expectation of volatility over the 

next thirty-day period. My current job is getting a little too cosy, but I 

wasn’t pushing myself forward for the job with Robin Hunt, which made 

me more attractive in Robin’s eyes. I had to go away and mull things over. 

But I knew that the answer was going to be ‘Yes, Robin that would be 

great; I’d love some more money. And, thank you.’ 

I was still paying for my ex-wife’s house. She had taken me for a 

mug, then a Merc, then a million. I did quite well out of the divorce 

settlement; I kept most of the back garden and some of the roof tiles. I 

wouldn’t have minded if I hadn’t come home to find somebody else’s 

kippers under the grill. I should have twigged when he helped move her 

stuff out when she ‘just needed some space.’ Having provided my ex-wife 

with a property, it would have been too upsetting if I hadn’t maintained at 

least a token presence, a foothold, in the property market. It was nothing 

like the mock-Roman Palladian palaces I was used to purchasing but a 

pied-à-terre in a reasonable area. I calculated that, allowing for mortgage 

and alimony payments, it was the second week in September before I 

earned any money for myself. One way of saving money is not to take any 

holidays. But if I don’t take holidays, what is the point of working? If I 

don’t work, how can I provide for my ex-wife and her current husband 



The Excursionist   200 

 

Graham? It isn’t as if Graham has found it difficult to work since the 

divorce. It’s just he hasn’t needed to. He must have put his back out 

carrying my ex-wife over the threshold of their new faux-Tudor five-

bedroom home with under-floor heating. 

I had reached an agreement over visiting rights for my daughter 

from my ex-wife. But, having paid for two sets of legal fees in order to 

agree a financial settlement, every time I went round to their new house, 

the ex asked me for more. I was paying her lawyer to write to my lawyer to 

ask for more money. And if I said no to her demands, I would get a call 

saying my daughter was ill or had been invited to a toddler’s party on the 

day I was supposed to visit. Her other trick was to pretend I had got the 

dates or the times wrong. It was easier just to give up. People only change 

in books or in films, not in real life. I stopped seeing my daughter as 

regularly when my folks told me she had started to call Graham ‘Daddy.’ 
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Chapter 4: I Travel Alone 

 

Although I loved to travel, the travelling itself didn’t do anything for me. I 

wanted to be there to see, smell, touch and hear the place for myself. 

Increasingly, as I travel and the day of departure draws near, I become 

anxious about saying goodbye to friends and family, worry about whether I 

will be burgled, and fret whether the flight will be delayed and whether my 

luggage will arrive. Having experienced the tsunami in 2004, I realise that 

nothing is guaranteed. 

It is stressful going on holiday. As soon as the cab picks me up, I 

fret about what I have forgotten to pack. It is only when I can remember 

what I have forgotten that I can relax. Packing is not my forte. I try to 

predict what is superfluous, what will be the one thing I unpack when I’ll 

say, ‘Well, that was daft wasn’t it?’ Do you go for the one of everything in 

case of emergency approach or the five white T-shirts, two pairs of blue 

denim approach? Frottager’s Guide to the Coronation Isles (2009) offers 

another perspective: You should remember to pack dull colours for wildlife 

spotting. Bright colours put off mosquitoes, so make sure you pack 

carefully. For this trip I packed my Vilebrequin linen shirt with the navy 

background and pale blue leaves and the red, orange, yellow and purple 

hibiscus. It was still in the wrapper from when I bought it, on my last 

holiday with Kay. 

The most exciting moment of any holiday is waiting to take off. 

It’s when you leave behind the drudgery of everyday living and swap 
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routine for excitement. I looked out of the window and watched the planes 

backed up in a queue like long jumpers in the Olympics. We had a Qantas 

and a Lufthansa in front of us, and then it would be plain sailing, as it were. 

The stewardess gave the obligatory, dull, lifesaving spiel but she knew 

nobody was listening. She made the recovery position more complicated 

than it needed to be; all it should involve is two Nurofen and a glass of 

water. I nodded, established eye contact with her, and read the in-flight 

magazine to see what films they had. 

I’m one of those who scramble about for books and a change of 

shoes in the overhead locker whenever a plane is about to take off. I could 

sit down in a seat for an hour and a half not needing anything at all, but, as 

soon as the zip up and shut up lights come on, I’m like a junkie separated 

from his needle. As soon as I am told I can’t pee, drink alcohol or rummage 

about – I discover a new sense of purpose. I spend the first hour asking the 

stewardess for things I don’t need only to find out I’m sitting on them. I get 

bored. I used to annoy Kay by asking questions when she was watching her 

films. I miss Kay when I fly. She took care of everything. 
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Chapter 5: Us and Them 

 

There was nobody to talk to on my flight from London to Placentia so I 

read Frottager’s Guide to the Coronation Isles (2009). Placentia’s civil war 

lasted eight months. Placentia’s GDP per capita is one of the lowest in the 

world and similar to Western and Central African countries. It has never 

been a rich country, and it is also one of those countries that has only ever 

been known for one thing. Grenada is known for nutmeg, and Placentia is 

known for rhubarb. 

Rhubarb was first introduced into Europe by Portuguese traders 

who sailed to Southern India to pick up spices, especially pepper, and then 

nipped over to Placentia for their rhubarb. We tend to take rhubarb for 

granted. As Nigel Slater writes in the January 2009 edition of The Garden, 

‘Apart from a deep winter mulch of manure (it has an appetite for 

nitrogen), this is a garden fruit that is very undemanding for the gardener.’ 

Commercially produced rhubarb is grown in heated, windowless sheds 

mostly around Wakefield in Yorkshire, an area known as the ‘Rhubarb 

Triangle.’ ‘In order to prevent the light from infiltrating the sheds and 

sending the pale yellow leaves green as they unfurl, the stalks are picked by 

candlelight. Choose the right night to visit, and you can hear the whispered 

cackle of the leaves unfurling.’ 

While the Rhubarb Riots in the Coronation Islands did not cause 

as much of a stir as the Dutch Tulip Crisis of the 1630s, the two events are 

integrally linked. As has been documented elsewhere, a mere tulip at one 
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point was worth $76,000. The famous Dutch horticulturist, Gotthard van 

Moorsel visited Placentia as a student at the University of Leiden, the same 

university where Carolus Clusius conducted tulip research in 1593. The 

Dutch middle classes were keen to exploit the next big thing, as were the 

Portuguese. Both the Portuguese and the Dutch aligned themselves with 

different factions. According to Frottager’s Guide to the Coronation Isles 

(2009), the first settlers were the Dutch, which led to the deaths of 

thousands of indigenous people from diseases brought over by them. The 

early settlers were keen to plunder Placentia’s rhubarb supplies; a power 

struggle ensued between the decrepit monarchy led by King Fulsom, 

backed by Dutch money, and political groups financed by Portuguese 

interests. King Fulsom was kept in power by the land barons who owned 

the fertile rhubarb farms in the northeast. King Fulsom used civil 

disobedience, imagined or real, to tighten his grip on the people. The Royal 

Family was alarmed at reports of well-attended public meetings and 

imposed a curfew to thwart civil disobedience. The curfew was used by the 

government to fix a price for the farmers’ produce whereby the rhubarb 

was bought from the collective farms at an artificially low price and sold at 

a considerably higher price on the international market. Farmers’ income 

fell below subsistence level and ‘the Rhubarb Riots’ raged, followed by 

three years of fighting with both monarchists and farmers incurring heavy 

losses. In the end, both sides ran out of cash to buy guns and an uneasy 

truce was called. The civil war had been a disaster for every Placentian. 

While the country was aware they could not undo the injustices of the past, 

they could do something about the future. A deal was successfully brokered 
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by Sir Roger Dewy, the Governor General of the British Indian Ocean 

Territories, between the warring factions and in 1946, or 1947, depending 

on which source you use, the Placentian People’s Party and King Fulsom 

came to an agreement to ban war from the island. 

The country’s economy, unimpeded by spending on munitions and 

defence, invested any budgetary surplus in health and education. 

Placentia’s decision to ban war, the so-called War against War policy, was 

the envy of neighbouring islands. International lobbyists, themselves 

bankrolled by defence companies, harangued the government to reject this 

overtly undemocratic policy. Bowing to international pressure, the 

politicians began to detain those who were caught in the act of, or 

suspected of, agitating for peace, and hundreds were arrested. Those found 

guilty of agitating for peace, and acting contrary to the interests of their 

fellow countrymen, were summarily executed. The pro-peace agitators, 

with their radical agenda of health and education, were forced to flee the 

island, leaving behind both friends and family. Many of the agitators 

drowned in their attempt to leave Placentia, as is documented in the small 

museum on the main coastal road. The small museum in Petioles is still 

open today and remains Placentia’s premier tourist attraction. 
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Chapter 6: Bring Me Sunshine 

 

Having cast my experienced eye over King Fulsom in my well-thumbed 

copy of Frottager, I reached out for the other stock-in-trade standby for 

aeronautical tedium, the Coronation Islands Airways in-flight magazine. 

There are ‘three seasons in the Coronation Islands: humid and dry from 

May to August, hot and dry from September to November and warm and 

wet from December to April.’ I was arriving between the hot and dry and 

the warm and wet season and didn’t really need my ski jacket. 

 Most of the articles were dedicated to the intellectual challenge of 

trying to crowbar any cheesy journalistic link between, for example, a 

jewellers and a coronation. Thus we had an advertisement for The Crown 

Jewels boutique with Crown Jewels fit for a King. The magazine was 

called The Coronation Islands Guide to Regal Pleasures. It had the usual 

features on where to eat the freshest fish, the hottest new nightclubs where 

you could mix with the locals, beach bars showing you a coastal infinity of 

crystal blue, and beaches where the gentle waves caressed miles of virgin 

white sand. This was a land of contrasts where everything was either 

‘exquisite’ or ‘award winning.’ And where a bite to eat would appeal to the 

gourmet in you in a land where everything was a taste explosion. There 

was a noticeable absence of a taste explosion in the back of the in-flight 

magazine: I searched the Shopping Mall in the Sky for gift ideas, but all 

they sold were model airplanes with the CIA insignia, eight-foot inflatable 

dugong and benches with maudlin descriptions dedicated to deceased 
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family members. 

Coronation Islands Airways presented you with the sommelier’s 

Carte du Vin, with some of the world’s most exciting, prestigious and 

innovative wines. I blind-tasted a Crozes-Hermitage, a Malbec, a Ribera 

Del Duero and a Meursault, which isn’t easy to do on your own with a very 

small tray. The air hostess was obliging to begin with, bent down, smiled, 

called me ‘Sir,’ but the more wine I asked her for, the less hospitable she 

became. With every glass of wine, I asked for a glass of fizzy mineral 

water to avoid dehydration but she only eked out an eggcup-sized measure. 

‘Could I please have one of those bottles of fizzy mineral water?’ I 

said. 

‘I am sorry, Sir, we are not allowed to give them out.’ She bent 

down so close to my face I was worried she was going to kiss me. 

‘I don’t want to bother you all the time, asking you for water. Can 

you leave me the bottle; I don’t want to make a nuisance of myself.’ 

‘I am afraid we can’t do that, Sir.’ 

‘Why?’ I asked. 

‘It’s against regulations. I am sorry, Sir.’ 

‘But your in-flight magazine says quite clearly on page twenty-eight, 

that passengers should make sure they remain hydrated.’ 

‘I know, Sir. I am sorry but they are the regulations.’ 

‘I am only asking for a bottle of fizzy water. I have spent thousands 

of pounds flying Business Class with you. I’m thirsty,’ I said. 

‘I am sorry, Sir. It’s the rules.’ 

‘The rules… what airline has rules to prevent passengers from 
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drinking water? Why advertise what a great service you provide, if you 

won’t give water to a thirsty passenger? What’s the point of pouring an 

eggcup-sized measure of water if I can jug down full glasses of wine? You 

do this because, as you know, the less weight you carry the less fuel you 

need, which means lower fuel costs and better profit.’ And with this, the 

hostess began to take away my empties. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Excursionist   209 

 

Chapter 7: Big Seven 

 

Ladies and Gentleman, we will soon be arriving at King Fulsom 

International Airport. Please have your headsets ready to hand over to our 

cabin staff, along with any rubbish you may have, and put your seat back in 

the upright position. We will be asking passengers who are visiting 

Placentia, who are neither Nationals, nor in transit, to fill out a 

Disembarkation form. 

The form asked me the same list of questions I had already 

answered in my passport, which I was going to present to the passport 

official at the same time as the disembarkation form. Kay used to take care 

of all form filling. Kay used to fill in every embarkation and 

disembarkation form, visa application, customer satisfaction survey or any 

of those other forms you have to fill in at check-in. I had to make do with 

putting down Radio Ventriloquist as my ‘Occupation,’ Graceland as my 

‘Address’ and Unlikely as an answer to ‘Sex.’  

Having disembarked, I didn’t help myself by following the cabin 

crew in a shorter, separate line at passport control. A bored gentleman, in a 

black pointy hat and a beige uniform, took my passport with his right hand 

while talking to his colleague in an adjoining booth. He looked at my 

passport, without looking at me, and flicked his hand like he was chasing 

flies off his food. 

‘What does that mean?’ I asked. 

The immigration official ignored me and flicked his hand again. 



The Excursionist   210 

 

‘What do you want me to do? Do-you-speak-English?’ 

‘Yes, thanks. Can-you-read-English?’ He pointed to a sign saying 

Cabin Crew Only.  

Arriving in any country with a hangover just makes things worse. 

I had arranged a private transfer and was supposed to have been met inside 

by a man standing by the information desk. I knew the driver would be 

lolling about outside in the heat rather than where we had agreed to meet.  I 

asked him why he hadn’t come inside but he just smiled weakly, so I 

frowned while he drove. 

I was dehydrated, certainly sticky, possibly smelly, and didn’t 

know whether I fancied breakfast, lunch or dinner. The drive was 

conducted in silence. I put Nelson, my driver, off any conversation with a 

few gruff answers prefixed with Sorry? I was lucky everyone in the 

Coronation Islands spoke English. 

After forty minutes or so, Nelson took a left down some unmade 

road and followed the sign to Turtle Bay Eco-Lodge. The lodge was just 

beyond the back of beyond. The anticipation was building, as was my 

concern as to how much to tip Nelson and the guy who would take my bags 

to the room. Would I tip the driver now or ask if he was the guy who would 

take me from Turtle Bay back to Fatty Fulsom’s Fab Airport. Experience 

taught me that if Nelson said it was himself picking me up on the way back 

to the airport that he would a) turn up and b) turn up on time and c) it 

would cost me less in tips. I don’t come from a tipping culture; it is one of 

the reasons I never answer the doorbell on Halloween.  

The lodge was located on the sandy banks of the Essandoh, in the 



The Excursionist   211 

 

traditional main house of a farm, with a view over the mangroves and only 

had eight rooms. The accommodation was very basic but it was also the 

best lodge in Placentia that was available at the time of booking. 

The receptionist/owner/bellboy, Kurt, smiled, printed something 

off his computer and pushed a form towards me over the wooden counter. 

‘Do I have to fill that in?’ I asked. 

‘Yes, please,’ he said. 

‘Why? Don’t you have the emails from my travel agent?’ 

‘Yep, should do. Yep, we have it all here.’ Kurt showed me the 

paperwork. 

‘So, sorry, why do want me to give you this information again? 

I’ve just written it out in duplicate for your chums at the airport,’ I said. 

‘Yes, please, if you will.’ Kurt disappeared behind the counter. 

I sighed and made my handwriting look spidery. 

‘Have you stayed here before?’ He put my form away without a 

glance. 

‘No.’ I looked down at the desk and drummed my fingers. 

‘Have you been to Placentia before? Will you want an early alarm 

call?’ 

‘No and no.’ I nudged my luggage towards me with my feet. 

‘So, you’re a keen twitcher?’ Kurt asked. 

I shook my head and picked up my hand luggage. 

‘We’ve got Japanese guests at the moment.’ 

‘Great,’ I said. 

‘You want to know why they are here?’ 
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‘Why are they here?’ I said. 

‘Black-tailed Godwits, Eurasian Thick-Knees and Brown 

Boobies…’ 

‘Have they seen any Brown Boobies?’ 

‘They’ve seen Woolly-necked Storks, Northern Shovelers, White-

bellied Drongos and three Brown Boobies.’ Kurt nodded. 

‘Impressive. Three Brown Boobies, you say.’ 

‘Yep, all at the same time.’ 

‘I’m glad I brought my camera,’ I said. 

‘What they really want is to tick off Eurasian Thick-Knee. Perhaps 

you’d like to go birding with them?’ 

‘Not really my thing.’ 

‘Fishing? Riding? Canoeing? Photography? Walking? Painting?’ 

‘Not really, just here to catch up with some sleep,’ I said. 

‘The best time to catch all the wildlife is daybreak so we advise 

that our guests have breakfast when they get back from their excursions. 

There is coffee and tea provided in the breakfast room from about 5 a.m. 

onwards. It would be a great shame to miss out on all our wildlife, 

wouldn’t it? I am sure you will love it.’ 

‘Did you go today, Kurt?’ 

‘No,’ he said. 

‘I don’t suppose you know any football results?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Do you know how I can find out?’ 

‘Not really, not here,’ Kurt said. 
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‘Right, well, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll take my stuff to the room.’ I 

picked up my bags. It was too hot to wear a ski jacket. 

‘Let me get you some help with your bags.’ 

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. 

‘They look heavy.’ 

‘No, really – while I can, I may as well,’ I said. 

‘Let me help.’ 

‘No, really, it’s fine. Really,’ I said.  

I struggled with my bags as they banged against my fat, hot legs. I 

was terrified about losing my hand luggage which had everything including 

my money, passport and travel documents. I always guard my luggage so 

the first impression I give to strangers is that I think everyone is a thief.  

The lodge had tiled floors, heavy ceiling beams, and lots of dark 

colonial furniture. Everywhere was swathed in mosquito netting including 

an outside dining area and a reception room with a television that doubled 

up as a bar. There was a room indoors where you could watch wildlife and 

outside was a barbed-wire fence from where, at night time, you could see 

the turtles waddle onto the beach to bury their eggs. 

There is always a sense of excitement when you get to the room. 

All the rooms were different and some were spacious and had verandas. 

The rooms were furnished with a combination of junk furniture and 

modern artwork. The décor was understated but not in a good way. They 

just didn’t have any; it was just shite altogether and the size of the spider 

clambering out of the toilet bowl had to be seen to be believed. 

Kurt showed me the facilities: 
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‘This is the bed,’ Kurt said. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘And the phone,’ he said. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘And this is the air-conditioning.’ 

I wiped sweat off my forehead with the back of my hand. 

‘The shower.’ 

‘Okay,’ I couldn’t look at him. 

‘This is the toilet.’ 

‘It looks like it,’ I said. 

‘Everything okay for you?’ 

‘Perfect. Thank you. Where is the safety deposit box?’ I asked. 

‘We don’t have that. We don’t even have room keys,’ Kurt said. 

‘Do you have a safe in Reception?’ I asked. 

‘Yes, of course,’ Kurt said. 

‘Why of course?’  

‘Yes, of course, for security.’ 

 I had a lukewarm shower and dried myself on a small, anti-

absorbent towel. I flushed the toilet; it smelt strongly of drains. I tried to 

shave in the tepid water but the sink didn’t have a plughole. Or, rather, it 

had a plughole but not a plug. The fan in the bathroom was positioned at 

throat height. I kicked my travel clothes into the corner of the bathroom, 

donned my khaki shorts, short-sleeved white linen shirt and dark brown 

moccasins, stuck my hair down, cleaned my teeth, and squirted myself 

under my arms. I trawled through my luggage looking for stuff to put in the 
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Turtle Bay safe before leaving my room unlocked. 

I pulled my Tilley hat from my hand luggage. Tilley hats are the 

best-marketed products I have ever come across. The hats have brag tags, 

which can be given out to anyone who shows any interest in your hat. The 

brag tags carry the message that Tilley hat wearers are ‘interesting people 

of sterling character’ and that ‘it is customary to provide the giver of Tilley 

Hat procurement information with A WARM HUG, OR STAND HIM OR 

HER TO A DRINK.’ Tilley hats last a lifetime, float, block 98 per cent of 

the sun’s harmful UV rays, and have a secret compartment and an 

adjustable wind cord. If you buy a Tilley then you never need to buy 

another sun hat again. I keep some red thread I was given by the Wailing 

Wall in Jerusalem in the secret compartment, which also comes in handy if 

you are trying to stow away some cash or credit cards. 

As soon as I put my hat on, I felt as if I was on holiday. Placentia, 

country ninety-eight and the celebrated home of the Rhubarb Riots, is the 

most westerly of the Coronation Islands. I had ticked off country number 

ninety-eight, and I was still on track to have visited one hundred before my 

forty-fifth birthday. As I said, I had hoped Kay could have visited fifty 

countries with me before my birthday but she wasn’t as keen as I was. I 

offered to take her on holiday to compensate for not seeing her more than 

once during the week and once at weekends. 

But while I was very happy to be in Placentia, I couldn’t help but 

think about Kilrush and Fulgary; Kilrush, with its history and temples, and 

‘Fly and Flop’ Fulgary with the pinkish sands of the Omanalak Resort on 

Meelick Bay and the super-deluxe, sunset-beach, over-water cabana. I 
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couldn’t wait. Placentia is a place for wildlife and birdlife enthusiasts. In 

fact, with the exception of Thursday’s late-night opening in peak season 

down at the museum in Petioles (a must-see for those interested in the 

history and production of rhubarb), there was no nightlife, architecture, 

clubs, waterfalls, mountains, salt lakes, cave paintings, volcanoes, beaches, 

temples, churches, or indeed anything worthy of merit apart from the plant 

life, birdlife and the wildlife. If you didn’t like wildlife or birdlife, you 

didn’t like Placentia. I knew I didn’t want to get up at 5.15 a.m. on the off 

chance I might meet a Masked Booby or a Yellow-eyed Babbler. 

I unpacked, read some magazines and, feeling drowsy, I must 

have fallen asleep. Waking up in a strange bed, in the pitch black, hearing 

cicadas gave me quite a jolt. I’d had a dream that started with me almost 

going to prison and then partying with Lady Di and members of the Saudi 

Royal family. 

I looked at my watch – I was late for supper. Drinks were served 

at 7.30 and supper at 8 p.m. I didn’t have time for, or the desire for, another 

shower. I walked into the bar-cum-television room where I met the 

Japanese family (a dad, a granddad and two boys), a young French couple 

(who didn’t speak English) and a powerfully built South African gentleman 

with grey hair. Terrific. I had absolutely nothing in common with any of 

them. I acknowledged them with a cursory smile and a nod just in case they 

were looking at me (which they weren’t) sat down and scribbled anxiously 

in my Red and Black notebook. The good news – I was on holiday; the bad 

news – I was on my own. 

The dining room was already set up. I was sharing a table with the 
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grey-haired South African and a Placentian by the name of Bendy. Terry, 

the South African, introduced himself. 

‘What are you doing tomorrow, Jack?’  

‘To be honest, Terry, catching up with some sleep,’ I said. 

‘The wildlife is best at daybreak. We’d some luck today, didn’t 

we?’ 

‘We did,’ Bendy said. ‘We saw lots didn’t we?’ 

‘Yah, we saw sambhurs, chitals and spotted deer…’ 

‘A pair of Red-billed Tropicbirds,’ said Bendy. 

‘Yah, a pair of Red-billed Tropicbirds,’ said Terry. ‘What will you 

do tomorrow morning Jack?’ 

‘Bit of a lie-in tomorrow, I’m on holiday. Just sit around and 

relax.’ 

‘The morning’s the best time before it gets too hot,’ said Terry. 

‘I’ll think about it,’ I said. 

‘Okay, well, I’m turning in,’ said Bendy. 

‘Yep, so am I,’ said Terry. 

Terry and Bendy got up and left. It was only 9.15 p.m. What the 

hell was I going to do now? I went back to my room so nobody could see 

me sitting on my own and read Frottager: ‘The Rhubarb Riots were all the 

more remarkable because they were fought in spite of the laxative powers 

of the giant rhubarb and its astringent effect on mucous membranes and the 

nasal cavities. The national flag of Placentia is similar to a Union Jack 

design but with purple to represent the stem of the rhubarb, the green to 

represent the leaves of the rhubarb and the white to represent the peace of 
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the War against War policy.’ 

It was the first night of my first holiday since Kay slipped away, 

and I was tucked up in bed, on my own, and had turned off the light shortly 

before 10.30 p.m. I hoped things would liven up before my return to 

England. 
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Chapter 8: Monkey Man 

 

I read the preface to Louis Chagrin’s In Placentia (1971) and fell asleep. I 

woke up in the middle of the night when a frog fell on the floor. It sounded 

like someone spitting catarrh into a toilet bowl. This interrupted my dream 

that Paul ‘Gazza’ Gascoigne had been appointed manager of the English 

football team. 

I’d nodded off again when I felt the sheets tighten around my legs 

as if someone was sitting on my bed. I didn’t know whether this was the 

end of my last dream or the beginning of my new one until I heard what 

sounded like a man panting while struggling to take his trousers off. I woke 

up, switched on my bedside light and found a Japanese granddad, dressed 

in a maroon, pale blue and yellow striped dressing gown. 

‘What the fuck are you doing?’ I said. He didn’t say anything. He 

was busy grappling with his pyjama trousers. ‘Get the fuck out of here, you 

fucking weirdo,’ I shouted. 

He looked at me but didn’t say anything. He wasn’t scared, 

surprised or in any way hesitant. His face was a blank canvas. Did jetlag 

and a blind tasting bring about this dream or was this real? I don’t speak 

Japanese so I pointed at the door like a referee sending a player off. 

‘Get out now.’ 

I couldn’t get out of my bed as I hadn’t got any clothes on and my 

boxers were draped over a wicker chair. I made a series of hand gestures to 

get him away from me while being careful not to touch him in case he got 
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belligerent. I’d just woken up, miles away from friends and family, and felt 

vulnerable. He wouldn’t move off the bed. He was sitting extremely close 

to me. Somebody began to call for him from outside my room. Granddad 

stood up. He bowed repeatedly and exited my room backwards without 

saying a word. Was it a dream? And if it had really happened, how could 

such an elderly man bow so low? He had left my bedroom door open so I 

put on my boxers as a precaution, and practised my bowing when he left. I 

was intrigued to see how low I could bow. It had been a privilege to be 

woken up by a man who could bow so low. It was 5.08 a.m. and I was 

wide-awake so I went to the river to see what may have been dugongs and 

some bright red-feathered birds.  

At breakfast time, Terry and Bendy were sitting at the same table 

we had used for dinner the previous evening. I joined them while they were 

discussing the sepia photographs on the dining-room walls.  

The Japanese Granddad and his family were having breakfast. I 

was about to sit down and join Terry and Bendy when I heard the sound of 

cutlery being put down, the unmelodic scrape of a chair and the shuffle of 

feet. The granddad approached my table, just as I was about to sit down. I 

knew I shouldn’t have sworn at him but it had happened and that was that. 

He bowed, and I bowed back. This bowing seemed to continue indefinitely. 

When I started bowing back, the bows started off deeper, then gradually 

got smaller and shorter the more times we bowed. It was a kind of a ‘Hey, 

you bowed, I better bow again,’ which he responded to with a ‘Oh no, he 

bowed again, I better bow too,’ and this kept on going until the bows got 

small enough whereby both sides felt we could stop. This left us staring 
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into each other’s eyes which made me even more uncomfortable. I didn’t 

know whether he wanted me to say something or not. Having sworn at him 

at the top of my voice, I didn’t want to get out-bowed by him especially if 

the purpose of all this bowing was for me to show respect to him in front of 

his family. 

‘Please excuse me for my language when you came into my room, 

I was half-asleep and didn’t know what was going on,’ I said. 

‘Better to beg forgiveness than to ask for permission,’ he said. He 

bowed again and exited backwards like he had done previously when he 

left my room. 

‘These stuffed animals you have on the walls here, bit of an 

anachronism, don’t you think?’ said Terry who was deliberately ignoring 

the bowathon. 

‘You’re not keen on having pictures of white hunters showing off 

their trophies?’ Bendy said. 

‘Why are the hunters wearing black armbands and looking so 

miserable in all the pictures?’ I asked. 

‘They are actually wearing black armbands to mourn the end of 

big-game hunting. Nobody has shot anything bigger than a Sambhur for 

years,’ Terry said. 

‘Ridiculous.’ 

‘But we’ve got something better now anyway,’ said Bendy. 

‘What’s that?’ 

‘We’ve got ‘the little five,’ Bendy said. ‘Yeah, you know, we’ve 

got Ceylon Spiny Mouse, Asiatic Long-tailed climbing mouse, Dusky Palm 
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Squirrels…’ 

‘Of course you have, I’d forgotten that. I think it’s in my book.’ 

‘So are you joining us, Jack?’ asked Terry. 

‘What are you doing?’ 

‘This morning we go on a trail, have a quick bite back here and, 

this afternoon, horse riding,’ said Bendy. 

I thought I ought to go just to keep busy. This was what I have 

been doing since Kay disappeared. When she was around I could opt out 

but now I didn’t have the choice. 

By 6.15 a.m. we were off on an adventure. I had already been up 

an hour earlier than if I had been going to work, except I wasn’t going to 

work since I was supposed to be on holiday. I knew I wasn’t at home 

because at home I didn’t have a five-foot bed, lukewarm water, a toilet that 

smelt of drains and an old, bald, fat, grinning, Japanese granddad as an 

alarm clock. 

Bendy was a knowledgeable guide, pointing out teeth-cleaning 

trees, stripe-necked mongoose, toilet-paper trees, wild boar, toucans and 

Sloth bears although he had an unfortunate habit of putting dung in his 

mouth – I suppose this was to assess how fresh the trail was. I felt fabulous 

– there was nobody about, I loved the peace and quiet, the sense that the 

day hadn’t woken up yet and the sun on my back and even, and God strike 

me down, the company. Bendy knew everything about the wildlife at 

Turtle Bay, while his gentle enthusiasm made both of us relax. He enjoyed 

spending time with us because the Japanese had moaned about the lack of 

Eurasian Thick-Knees.  
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At lunch, I met my elderly Japanese intruder. He gave no 

indication that he remembered meeting me at breakfast. The family were 

noisily pointing out pictures of Eurasian Thick-Knees to Kurt. The 

Placentian waiter, Caesar, asked me a series of increasingly complicated 

questions about the precise nature of the finances of the British Royal 

family. Having bluffed it a couple of times, the questions got more and 

more difficult as my answers became more obtuse. I had a choice of a 

snooze or horse riding; I couldn’t brush Caesar’s questions off any longer. 

Brendan Behan said an Anglo-Irishman is a Protestant with a 

horse. This makes me Hiberno-English, as I’m a Catholic who loathes 

horses. It’s not so much the horses I hate as the trainers, the bookies and 

the jockeys. If I went to my room, I wouldn’t be able to sleep because all 

the birds in Placentia had decided to meet up outside my window for a 

band practice and, besides, I wanted to see if Bendy would put any more 

dung in his mouth. I went horse riding on the smallest horse I have ever 

seen. Bendy had a cowboy hat on. He packed a gun and a machete. He cut 

the hairs off the back of his hand to demonstrate its sharpness. I wanted to 

touch the gun but didn’t even ask. We saddled up: Bendy the machete-

wielding, gun-toting, dung-eating Placentian cowboy, Terry the grey-

haired, South African Air Force pilot and me. We weren’t offered riding 

hats, advised how to ride, asked about previous riding experience or 

requested to fill out insurance claim-waiver forms. What did I need health 

and safety laws for? I was out horse riding with a gun and a machete and a 

former member of the South African Air Force. The odds were in our 

favour. 
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Our horses – large Shetland Ponies really – behaved perfectly. 

They were directed by the availability of food rather than my 

horsemanship. We stopped for a soft drink on the sandy banks of the 

Essandoh and didn’t say very much. Terry had us both fascinated by some 

grains of sand that we looked at under his microscope. Perhaps everyone 

else knew how colourful individual grains of sand are, but I didn’t. It was 

like being a kid again and looking at a kaleidoscope. We had a great ride 

and saw God knows how many types of deer, Fulvous Whistling-ducks, 

colourful parrot-like birds, white cattle, cattle egrets and dugongs. I wasn’t 

fussed about remembering different names of species of Crimson-backed 

Greater something or other; I just enjoyed Bendy’s enthusiasm and ability 

to spot wildlife. 

At supper, Terry and I shared a bottle of South African wine. 

‘Well, if they don’t have any proper stuff, I suppose it’ll do,’ I 

said. 

‘South African wine is very good, actually,’ said Terry. 

‘Sorry, remind me where you’re from again?’ 

‘Probably not as good as some of your British wines, eh Jack?’ 

‘Very amusing. Now, Terrence, when you’re not shooting 

Angolans and abusing baboons, what do you do for a living?’ 

‘I’m an accountant,’ he said. 

‘Rubbish.’ I waited for him to smirk. 

‘I’m an accountant.’ Terry kept looking at his plate. 

‘Nonsense,’ I said. 

‘What are you talking about?’ Terry asked. 



The Excursionist   225 

 

‘Terry, you used the word anachronism at breakfast today.’ 

‘And what does that prove?’ 

‘It proves you’re not an accountant,’ I said. 

‘Why?’ 

‘No accountant could possibly have the vocabulary to use a word 

like anachronism, could they?’ 

‘They might,’ he said. 

‘But they don’t, do they? Come on, what do you do? I’m not 

Secret Service. I’m just interested, that’s all.’ 

‘But if I tell you, you mustn’t tell anyone,’ he said. 

‘Like who? The elderly Japanese prowler or Kurt?’  

‘But you don’t tell anybody, okay.’ 

‘Promise.’ I crossed myself. 

‘I’m a Catholic Priest.’ I waited for Terry to smirk. 

‘You’re joking.’ 

‘No, I’m not.’ 

‘Where?’ 

‘In Cape Town, by Camps Bay,’ he said. 

‘So why the big secret?’ 

‘If I tell anyone, I’ll have to answer questions all the time, like, if 

there’s a God in heaven why has my sister just lost a four year old to 

leukaemia? Or how can you believe in a church that has original sin? So I 

say nothing. And if anybody asks, I say I’m an accountant and nobody asks 

any questions.’ 

Terry, or more accurately, Father Terry, called it a day. He called 
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it a day at 9.30 p.m. Once again, I was left to my own devices and asked 

Caesar the Geezer for another drink. The Japanese had asked Caesar if he 

could recommend a new guide. Caesar dropped the subject of Her 

Majesty’s funding and chose to discuss how the local lads have beads sown 

into their foreskin to maximise pleasure. 

It had been a proper day. I had woken up in a place I had 

absolutely no reason to visit whatsoever, with a bunch of people whom I 

should have nothing in common with, and enjoyed every minute. Kay 

would have loved it. Kay preferred animals to anything else. She wasn’t a 

fan of anything flash or gaudy. Now I had one of those Travel Makes You 

Truly Alive moments. I could smell the jasmine, hear the fan that sounded 

like an industrial hoover, see the lime-green geckos on the ceiling and 

savour the combination of cigarette, espresso and whiskey. This was the 

reason I travelled, and I loved it. I had no TV, no hot water, and the light 

made re-reading Louis Chagrin’s preface to In Placentia (1971) 

impossible. But not as impossible as sleeping on sheets made out of 

sandpaper and pillows re-conditioned from Second World War sandbags. 
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Chapter 9: Too Hot 

 

I had been too tired or too wired to sleep and was therefore surprised to 

wake up at 4.30 a.m. I couldn’t sleep because it was too quiet, yet at home I 

can’t sleep if I can hear noise. There was a small window of opportunity to 

sleep, after the tree frogs made a noise like a honeymoon couple testing the 

mattress for springs, and before the birds got together for a rehearsal just 

before first light. I had been determined to sleep until my left foot caressed 

the itch on my right knee. I had been bitten. I scratched myself and found 

another bite on the back of the neck. 

My throat felt sore, and I decided to get up. It was five o’clock in 

the morning, and it was rush hour. A gang of horses was running around 

like a group of youths rampaging on the Tube, the wild boars were looking 

sly, and I was worried my travel insurance might not cover culpable 

homicide involving an irritatingly cheerful and unrepentant Japanese 

granddad. It looked like, through no fault of my own, I would be joining in 

this morning’s activities. As I walked about the eco-lodge, I saw the two 

black-mopped Japanese kids switching labels around on the food laid out 

by Caesar for breakfast. Power ballads spewed forth from a tinny radio. 

The granddad and the lads’ father had showered and were jabbing fingers 

at their bird book. They took it in turns to stand up and use the binoculars. 

Caesar was telling Terry about how a Loris, I assume it was a 

Loris and not lorries, defends itself by standing still. It was just after six, 

and it was too hot. You know what happens with us Brits, Hiberno-English 



The Excursionist   228 

 

and Plastic Paddies; going away in November because you want some sun 

and then you say: 

‘It’s hot.’ 

‘Certainly is.’ 

‘Yes, but it’s too hot.’ 

Terry was sitting at the breakfast table when I arrived. He was 

shaved and dressed in what looked like freshly-pressed clothes. His wet 

hair suggested he had already showered. 

‘Hello, how are you this morning?’ asked Caesar. 

‘Couldn’t sleep, bitten to buggery, sore throat and it’s too hot,’ I 

said. 

‘Tea or coffee?’ 

‘Tea please.’ Bendy pulled up a chair and nodded. I nodded back. 

I slurped my drink and called Caesar back to the table. 

‘If this is tea, I’ll have coffee, and if it’s coffee, I’ll have tea,’ I 

said. 

Caesar brought me a tea bag and some hot water. 

‘Christ, I didn’t know I’d have to build the tea myself. Sorry 

Terry,’ I said. 

‘Help yourself to food,’ said Caesar. 

‘What do you want to do this morning?’ asked Terry. 

‘What are you doing this morning?’ 

‘Bendy and I are going canoeing, if you’d like to come with us.’ 

‘You not going with the twitchers?’ asked Bendy. 

‘The Japanese Granddad, are you kidding me?’ 



The Excursionist   229 

 

‘I wouldn’t worry about him; he sleepwalks sometimes and so 

does his son. They’ve been coming here for years, they like it here because 

there are no stairs. He doesn’t remember anything about it. He’s a great 

guy, clever too, one of the biggest poultry farmers in Japan. So, Jack, are 

you coming?’ asked Bendy. 

‘What time?’ I asked. 

‘We leave in about ten, fifteen minutes,’ said Terry. 

‘Christ, sorry Terry, I’d better nip back to the room.’ 

I had to shower, shave, do my teeth, pack my bag, put on sun 

cream and treat my bites in less than fifteen minutes. There was no hot 

water, and Kurt had not given me a plug for the basin. However, there had 

been a concomitant relaxation of personal hygiene standards. I welcomed 

the prospect of putting sun cream on as much as I did covering myself with 

Deet anti-mozzie spray. Nothing gets me up for the day more than rubbing 

lotion over fresh bites immediately after breakfast. 

We saw nobody whatsoever on our three-hour canoe ride. That’s 

not entirely true: we saw the Japanese family on the shore. The father 

walked in front, with his birding book and the binoculars tied around his 

neck, while granddad dawdled behind him. Father alternated between 

looking through his binoculars and shouting at his two boys, who were 

kicking dirt at each other. Terry talked cricket while I talked football, and 

both of us waved at the two old boys chatting along the riverbank who 

were having a beer with their lunch. I didn’t enjoy the canoeing at all. The 

mozzies took my two hands on the paddles as an opportunity to chew me. 

This must have been how I got bitten on my finger under my signet ring. I 
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chose to avoid eye contact with Terry and, when he asked if I would like to 

stop, I said, ‘No, thanks,’ and Bendy asked if I was all right. 

‘This is ridiculous; I’m getting bitten to death out here,’ I said. 

‘Okay, we’ll go back now. The dugongs must be sleeping,’ said 

Bendy. 

We paddled back in silence. I pulled the canoe out of the water 

and stormed off like a sulky toddler with Terry looking at me while 

choosing not to say anything. 

As soon as I got back to my room, I felt guilty. I excused myself 

on the grounds that I was still getting used to travelling on my own again. I 

conked out on the bed and only woke up when I heard the gong for lunch. 

Terry had skipped lunch and was wandering about taking photographs so I 

ate on my own. I had beans, rice, salad, fried plantain and crème caramel. It 

may have been the leftovers from the previous evening. The coffee was 

shocking even though it came from only six kilometres away. But I still 

drank it for its laxative effect. 

A familiar and welcome stirring took place in my intestine and 

prodded me into returning to the privacy of my own room. As soon as I 

evacuated my bowels, my spirits revived. I felt as if I was now on Placentia 

time at last; it was something about shrugging off the last piece of luggage 

that I had brought over from England. 

Feeling relaxed, I sauntered around the estate and told the chaps I 

was ‘Game on for this afternoon.’ I had to leave the next day. I couldn’t 

believe it. I had spent months researching Placentia, I was putting ointment 

on my first bites, and it was almost time to tick off my ninety-ninth 
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country, Kilrush. 

Some travel experiences turn out exactly as you would expect: the 

smell of incense while waiting in line to hand out alms to Buddhist monks; 

a lion yawning at dawn in the Serengeti; a jeep safari drive in Placentia just 

as night fell, sitting silent by the banks of the river while the birds 

squawked, flapped their wings and flew away, the cattle chewed the grass 

and the Chital deer watched us watching them. I had taken hundreds of 

photographs, and now I could see the animals with my own eyes rather 

than through a camera lens. Placentia did have a distinctive landscape and 

eye-wateringly beautiful scenery. Its outcrops of rock and boulders looked 

like they had been dropped there. But the best thing, the very best thing of 

all, was the silence: 

There were no burglar alarms. 

There were no cars, car horns or pumping stereo systems. 

There were no pub drunks. 

There were no cell-phones. 

There was no TV. 

There was no radio. 

There were no tracker knackers. 

There was no celebrity bollocks.  

There was just nightfall. 

Nobody spoke as we meandered back in the crepuscular light; as 

we saw less wildlife, we heard more birdlife. It wasn’t worth showering or 

sleeping by the time we got back, besides which I didn’t want to change 

into any new clothes and besides which I really couldn’t be bothered and 
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besides which it didn’t really matter. It didn’t matter to Bendy and it didn’t 

matter to Terry and, if it didn’t really matter to them, it definitely didn’t 

matter to me. 

What mattered to me was getting the chaps down in good time for 

a drink before supper on my last night. The Japanese had already gone to 

bed. 

Two-or-three-day-old socks, two-or-three-day-old stubble, 

walking boots, jeans and my mountain goat fleece, packet of ciggies, 

lighter and a beer: that was me. The air was warm and, apart from the two 

new mozzie bites on my collarbone, I was relaxed.  

Terry was outside the dining-room-cum-bar-area and setting up a 

whacking great telescope. By now, nothing Terry did or told me could 

surprise me. He looked very matter-of-factly through the lens of his huge 

telescope and offered me a peek. 

‘You really are totally and utterly barking, aren’t you?’ I said. 

‘Are you telling me that you’re not interested?’ 

‘Of course I am.’ I had my first look through a telescope. ‘What’s 

that?’ 

‘Rings of Saturn,’ Terry said. 

‘Amazing. What’s that?’ 

‘Jupiter. If you look up there, you can see the moon, over there the 

Southern Cross and over there what we call the Jewel Box.’ 

‘Amazing. Never heard of either of those two,’ I said. 

‘There, told you you’d like it, didn’t I?’ 

I shook my head in astonishment. 
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I had to go to Placentia in the Coronation Islands, right in the 

middle of the Indian Ocean, just to see Jupiter and the Rings of Saturn. I 

said I could see the other stuff, but to be honest I had no idea where or what 

Terry was pointing at. But I didn’t care. I’d just seen Jupiter and Saturn 

close-up and only paid for Placentia. I prefer to visit countries where there 

is little, if any, reason to visit. The smaller the country or the fewer the 

reasons to visit, the more intriguing the place will be. I don’t know whether 

it is because the people try harder, or less so, but whatever the reason, the 

result is always the same. There is also a direct relationship between the 

number of rooms in a hotel and the quality of its guests. The smaller the 

number of rooms, the more likely you’ll talk to someone. And the more 

interesting will be the people you meet. This is the First Law of Travel. 
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Chapter 10: Contact 

 

The next morning, I had to catch the helicopter for the short hop to Kilrush. 

At breakfast, Terry gave me a copy of Playing Snooker with the Somalis by 

Preston Burgess, which liberated me from Louis Chagrin’s classic 

travelogue, In Placentia. I was really looking forward to cracking on to my 

ninety-ninth country.  

It is a sorry reflection that I can be dribbling with excitement at 

the prospect of a tarmac landing strip in the middle of the 

Whatthefeckarewelost Delta, anywhere in the world, and within three days 

I’m saying, 

‘Okay, thanks for that, I’ll pay my bill now if I may.’ 

‘Did you have any drinks from the mini-bar last night?’ asked 

Kurt. 

‘No.’ 

‘Any chocolate, peanuts, crisps, Mr. Kavanagh?’ 

I shook my head and patted my jacket to make sure I’d got my 

wallet. 

‘Can I ask you to fill out a short customer satisfaction survey?’ 

‘No thanks, just say cheerio to Terry, Bendy and Caesar for me, 

will you?’ 

‘We look forward to seeing you again some time. They say if you 

go to Placentia, you always return some day.’ 

‘Quite possibly. Is Nelson here yet?’ I stifled a yawn. 
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 Arrival days plus departure days equals tipping days. However 

pally you get with someone, if you end up saying goodbye with some notes 

scrunched up in a knowing handshake then you’re never quite sure it is, or 

was, a genuine relationship. And so, sadly, my last memory of Bendy was 

some notes scrunched up in a farewell handshake. He probably spent the 

tip on dental hygiene. Tips – how do you know the difference between too 

much and too little? I once spent an evening in a tent, on the last evening of 

a trek, in three inches of water, counting grubby Nepalese rupee notes 

while working out tipping differentials between two porters, one cook, 

three cook’s assistants, one sherpa and one sirdar. The notes had been 

passed around so many times you couldn’t identify the value of them by 

torchlight, let alone after rum and beer. 

I settled my bill with Kurt, who scuttled away into the back room. 

I left quietly and quickly. I had to tip Nelson, the driver, after he dropped 

me off at the domestic terminal. The Coronation Islands are so skint that 

they only have water and soap in the toilets of the international terminal. 

The domestic terminal I used for my flight to Kilrush had neither, just a 

toilet with a broken seat and a hosepipe. 

The airport was full of mazungos like me: Westerners dressed in a 

rash of khaki, outdoor eco-lodge shorts, cameras, walking boots, jungle 

bushwhacker hats, camouflage jackets with lots of zips on them and ankle-

length mountain socks. Why do all eco-tourists dress up like big-game 

hunters? It made me want to wear a black armband. 

It is ghastly when you travel half way around the world merely to 

bump into your own reflection. I felt like a gatecrasher at someone’s party. 
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A gatecrasher with a sore throat and mosquito bites. And while I try to give 

strangers a chance, I always avoid anyone who reminds me of myself. 

These were people who definitely saw themselves as travellers and, like 

myself, all went to the same tourist hotspots: Machu Picchu, Borneo, 

Kathmandu, the backwaters of Kerala, the Nile, the Amazon, the Okavango 

Delta, the Galapagos and a hundred other places. If you travel, all you are 

aware of is the countries you haven’t visited and the places you haven’t 

seen. 

My mood was not lifted by the airport’s easy-listening repertoire 

which was limited to an instrumental version of Phil Collins’s 1984 classic 

Against All Odds.  

To my eternal shame, I am incapable of leaving any airport in any 

country in the world, irrespective of my adoration or contempt for the place 

and its people, without looking in the shops for tourist tat. Placentia was no 

different. Do people still just buy stuff by dint of the fact it has got the 

name of a country on it? How many batik clothes do people need? Who 

buys this terracotta grot? Is terracotta really the best idea shopkeepers can 

come up with, when you’re just about to get on a plane? I could buy 

wooden boats, beach towels and even ceramic plates with Placentia written 

on them. What I didn’t know was why? I thought about buying a terracotta 

tree frog with Placentia written on it but decided against doing so. Instead I 

bought a badge for my Tilley hat decorated in the purple, green and white 

of the Placentian national flag. One down and two to go, all I had to do was 

to get to Kilrush and then to Fulgary and I could join the Travelers’ 

Century Club. See www.travelerscenturyclub.org for further details.  
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Chapter 11: Oops Upside Your Head 

 

I loathe sprawling airports and passenger-packed terminals. The smaller 

countries do it better. Having checked my bags in, I was driven out of the 

airport on an invalid buggy and taken around the side of the domestic 

terminal building to a hangar where bored people sat around and smoked.  

I was introduced to a Mr. Dave Carroll who presented me with his 

business card, upon which he described himself as an Expeditor, Aircraft 

Pilot, Taxi Services, Auto Rental, Purchasing Agent and Real Estate Agent. 

According to Dave, I was the only passenger on the short hop over to 

Kilrush, which, funnily enough, suited me down to the ground. The plane 

had four seats, and I sat next to the pilot. Dave had to hire overnight 

security to clear rocks off the runway and to look after the plane. 

Sometimes they mixed up the petrol with something else, and sometimes 

they didn’t put petrol in at all. 

He told me about a wealthy American couple; she was glamorous 

and younger than her wan-looking husband. She had insisted on treating 

Dave like an old retainer when they arrived late from the hotel. She took 

more hand luggage on board than was legally permissible. Her Louis 

Vuitton suitcases were hard and not soft. She’d been given strict 

instructions not to bring hard suitcases, as it was difficult to squash them 

into the back of the plane. Having stuffed a lot more of the wrong type of 

luggage into the back of the plane, she re-applied her make-up before take-

off. She brought on board a sizeable red vanity case, which she rested upon 
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her knees. She had probably been loved too much as a child. 

The flight consisted of a bit of radio chat, a random flicking up 

and flicking down of some knobs while trying to find the right one, 

twisting the occasional dial, slamming the windows shut, flicking the air-

con on, having a little look about, a bit of do-you-read-me-Foxtrot-Charlie 

chat and descending. 

However, things didn’t go to plan with Mr. Wan and Mrs. Vuitton. 

These little planes, it was a Cessna 206, can get very hot. The only air 

comes from the pilot’s window, which is left open until take-off, much to 

the chagrin of the coiffured Mrs. Vuitton. She was a nervous flyer and had 

never flown in a small plane before. Dave Carroll had managed to get the 

old rust bucket up when a vulture crashed through the windscreen, 

screeching its death rattle and flapping its broken wings. The vulture was 

still alive when it landed slap bang on Mrs. Vuitton’s lap, displacing her 

red vanity case. Mrs. Vuitton was splattered with the blood and entrails of a 

twitching, soon to be twitched, vulture. Mrs. Vuitton began screaming. 

Dave Carroll first asked and then shouted at her to shut up. Mrs. Vuitton 

did what any sensible woman would do in a time of crisis; she tried to 

catch her reflection in her compact mirror. Once she saw her face covered 

in the Technicolor guts, gizzards and brains of the vulture convulsing on 

her lap, she became hysterical. Dave Carroll, who was struggling with the 

controls having lost the windscreen, turned to Mrs. Vuitton. He shouted at 

her to calm down. She didn’t. He shouted at her again to calm down. She 

didn’t. He said if she didn’t calm down then he’d have to shut her up. She 

didn’t. He turned around to take a swing at her. Her husband raised his 
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hands to stop him. Mr. Wan then proceeded to knock her out cold with one 

punch. Mrs. Vuitton was still out cold, covered in guts, feathers and poorly 

applied make-up when a smiling Mr. Wan pushed his bloodied wife and 

vanity case in a wheelchair across the tarmac at the airport. Mr. Wan 

thanked Dave for saving their marriage; he said he hadn’t felt so alive since 

college. He gave Dave a $200 tip for a thirty-five minute flight. I didn’t 

give Dave a $200 tip. I gave him a $20 tip and began to worry. Was a $20 

tip insulting to Dave? Did Dave tell me the story about Mr. Wan and Mrs. 

Vuitton to loosen up some change? Who was I to criticise? I worked as a 

trader for a Non-Ethical Hedge Fund, not the Salvation Army. I’m a man 

whose favourite things have always come out of a calculator. 
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Part Two 

I am free of all prejudices. I hate everyone equally. 

—. W.C. Fields 
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Chapter 12: Don’t Fence Me In  

 

According to Frottager’s Guide to the Coronation Isles (2009), ‘Kilrush, 

the only volcanic island in the Coronation Isles, got its name from the 

Battle of Kilrush which was fought in April 1642 between an English army 

under the Earl of Ormonde, and Richard Butler, Third Viscount 

Mountgarret, who led a horde of Irish rebels raised during the Irish 

Rebellion of 1641. The government troops were intercepted by 

Mountgarret’s rebel militia at Kilrush, near Athy in County Kildare. The 

Irish troops were badly equipped and completely untrained, and after a 

short exchange of fire, many of them fled. Most of the Irish reached the 

safety of a nearby bog, where the English horses could not follow, but 

some of them were overtaken and killed. Irish sources claim their casualties 

were very light, while Ormonde claimed over five hundred of them had 

been killed. It is probable that losses on both sides were very low.’ 

As everyone knows, Oliver Cromwell took exception to the Irish 

for having the temerity to complain about being butchered, especially to 

men who were themselves butchers, and many of those ‘rebels,’ or 

‘complainers’ as Cromwell later described them, were exported as slaves to 

the British West Indies. White Irishmen were exported like livestock and 

not just because black Irishmen were thin on the ground. They were treated 

like slaves long before it became unfashionable. We know about the Battle 

of Kilrush, we know about Cromwell’s lack of affection towards those he 

slaughtered, but what is unclear is the exact route Wrong Way Kaganagh, a 
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distant relation of mine, took to get to Kilrush. 

Very little is known about Wrong Way Kaganagh and what is 

known is entirely implausible. It is difficult to substantiate the historical 

facts because a lot of the Parish records in Ireland were damaged, lost or 

burnt by English ‘Planters,’ by both sides during the Irish Civil War of 

1922-24, and by the I.R.A.  

What has been passed down is likely to reflect myth rather than 

fact. I have been at family weddings where facts regarding Wrong Way 

have changed between the drinks waiting for the bride to arrive at the 

church and the drinks after the bride arrived at the reception. Whatever the 

facts of his journey, Wrong Way Kaganagh was shipped out to the West 

Indies as an indentured Irishman, and yet he arrived in Kilrush, in the 

Coronation Islands, south of what is now Sri Lanka, formerly Ceylon. 

The most likely scenarios are that pirates attacked the ship taking 

him to the West Indies and he fled or became a pirate himself, or that he 

fled from captivity in the British West Indies. What we can establish 

beyond a doubt is that he was not a member of The Royal Geographical 

Society. Instead of turning left when he came out of the harbour and 

following the signs to Ireland and the Rest of Europe, he had turned right 

and followed signs to Angola and Namibia, or whatever these countries 

were called at the time. 

Wrong Way Kaganagh arrived in the Coronation Islands while 

trying to get to Sri Lanka. Exhausted by his journey and suffering from 

fever, he rested in Kilrush, then known as Dulali, before becoming the first 

European to discover the island. But when Wrong Way discovered Dulali, 
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somebody must have been on the island to discover Wrong Way. It is an 

unavoidable truth that the islands discovered by Marco Polo, Vasco Da 

Gama, Captain Cook, Sir Walter Raleigh, the French, Dutch, Spanish, 

Portuguese and the Brits were all discovered well before they got their 

grubby little mitts on them. The locals, who didn’t claim to discover 

Kilrush, did discover Wrong Way and were mesmerised by this big lump 

of an Irishman with his thick red-brown hair, sunburnt face and blue eyes 

and, as was their custom with strangers, they took turns to nurse him back 

to a full recovery. 

For his part, he won over everybody with his generosity of spirit, 

farming skills and knowledge of animal husbandry honed in the paddy 

fields of his paddy farm. 

Language was a barrier. Whenever anyone asked him a question, 

he replied, ‘Kilrush.’ He automatically assumed the Dulalis were asking 

him where he was from, as was then the custom in the pubs of Ireland. And 

so very soon the word Kilrush was used by the Dulalis to describe anything 

from sand to water, from sky to livestock and from coconuts to palm trees. 

As soon as Kaganagh made a full recovery, he pined for the porter and 

poiteen of his native Kildare. He began to teach the Dulalis how to prepare 

their own palm wine and how to ferment their fruit in order to produce 

alcohol.  

Portuguese sailors, running spices to and from Southern India, 

began to visit Kilrush. Kilrush began to trade moonshine for the rhubarb 

from Placentia. The people of Kilrush began to sell rhubarb wine back to 

the Placentians. Portuguese sailors brought spices from Kerala and traded it 
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for rhubarb wine, which they took back with them to Europe. Kaganagh’s 

commercial awareness, coupled with a seemingly impenetrable distribution 

monopoly, led to an improvement in the standard of living for the majority 

of Kilrush’s inhabitants.  

Wrong Way’s experiences in Ireland had made him determined to 

avoid land confiscation, the slavery of its people and famine. The islanders 

were encouraged to eat communally and to grow their own produce, which 

in turn would be traded for cash to invest in the distillation process. At the 

time, Kilrush’s brewing and distillery facilities were considered to be 

amongst the best in the world, and, if not amongst the best in the world, 

undeniably the only ones in the Coronation Islands. 

However all good things come to an end and the end of Wrong 

Way was cancer of the pancreas. Our family interests began to wane but 

not before Wrong Way had put Kilrush on the map. The Irish have never 

invaded anyone but their influence abroad is tangible, with the shamrock 

stamped in passports upon arrival in Montserrat, in Bobby Sands Street in 

Tehran and in Bernardo O’Higgins Avenida in Santiago. Kilrush remains 

the only Irish Protectorate in the world, a protectorate born by invitation 

and not by invasion. 

Frottager’s Guide to the Coronation Isles (2009), asserts ‘the 

death of such an iconic and populist leader (Wrong Way) created a power 

vacuum.’ Wrong Way’s son, Michael, was born as a result of his illicit 

union with an Englishwoman by the name of Lady Margaret Honoria 

Twiss, wife of the then Governor General of the British Independent Ocean 

Territories, Lord Cecil Twiss. It is generally supposed that Wrong Way’s 
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illegitimate issue, Michael, was conceived when Lord Cecil Twiss passed 

out after one of Wrong Way’s diplomatic initiatives. Michael never really 

knew his birth father, but adopted his persona in its entirety. A stage 

Irishman, he set about identifying with Irish interests, much to the chagrin 

of his legal father, Lord Cecil Twiss, who is described by his biographer, 

Sandra Dunning, as ‘a man who left the candle unlit at both ends.’  

Understandably, his Lordship was a mite reluctant to reveal all in 

his letters back to London. Embarrassed by his son and ashamed by his 

errant wife, Lord Cecil chose to do what he always did in times of stress, 

which was to switch off and hope the problem would go away. He also cut 

Michael off without a penny until Michael took an oath to renounce Wrong 

Way and any claim to Wrong Way’s estate. 

Unfortunately for Lord Cecil, Michael was something of a 

contrarian. He did what came naturally to him and devoted his life’s work 

to his father Wrong Way. Michael became a rabid Hibernophile and 

charmed the bejeezus out of anyone foolish enough to listen. Michael, or 

Mickey, as he preferred to be addressed, ‘could bring a tear to a glass eye.’ 

According to Dunning, when Mickey was asked whether he had any 

sympathy for Lord Cecil’s plight, he replied, ‘the only place round here 

anyone will find any sympathy is in the dictionary between shit and 

syphilis.’ 

His son, Brendan Twiss, was hewn from a different type of rock 

altogether. He was notoriously known as ‘the man who’d steal the eyes out 

of your head and come back for your eyebrows.’ Brendan lived his life by 

the maxim: ‘If you don’t act, you’ll be acted upon.’ 
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Kilrush was, and still is, a volcanic island. It is one of only two 

volcanic islands in the Coronation Isles, of which there are seven, of which 

only three are inhabited. Kilrush is a small island with the same landmass 

as Wales. But 60 per cent of its land mass is non-arable because of its 

volcanic soil, and, of the remaining 40 per cent, half is still used in rhubarb 

production and the scientific study of rhubarb. This does not leave much 

land to play with, which for anyone other than Brendan, son of Mickey and 

grandson of Wrong Way, would have spelt problems. But Brendan saw the 

scarcity of available arable land as an advantage both to himself and to the 

inhabitants of Kilrush. Brendan understood a shortage of supply could lead 

to an increase in price. He knew an economy built on rhubarb was not 

sustainable. He also foresaw that neither the investment in the distillation 

and brewing process, nor the exponential demand for its much-loved triple-

fermented rhubarb wine products, were likely to continue. 

What there was demand for, and more importantly competition 

for, was religion. ‘Religions need flocks like dung beetles need dung,’ as 

Brendan used to say. Visiting Dutch Calvinists wanted to practise their 

faith, visiting Portuguese Catholics wanted to practise their faith, and with 

so many people wanting to practise so many faiths and with land at such a 

premium, what could possibly be an equitable solution? 

Brendan set up a census and discovered Kilrush was home to 

Calvinists, Catholics, Theravada Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims and the 

Cochin Jews of Kerala among others. If religious facilities were afforded to 

all these faiths, Kilrush should invite, at an early planning stage, 

suggestions from the interested parties as to where you could go and 
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practise your Zoroastrianism, Jainism, Sikhism and Animism of a weekend. 

Not to mention the Coptics, the Bahai, Armenians, Greek Orthodox, 

Russian Orthodox, Sunnis and Shiites.  

Brendan was keen to avoid charges of mono-culturalism. He was 

also a pioneer of faith tourism. And so he auctioned off licenses for 

religious premises on fixed twenty-five year leases, upon cessation of 

which the ownership of the license would revert back to the state. There is 

no evidence to suggest that Brendan trousered these monies himself – 

although several academics and historians are pursuing these claims. The 

proliferation of religious establishments gave birth to the so-called licensed 

and take-home trade. The licensed religions had meeting places: churches, 

chapels, mosques, synagogues and cathedrals. The take-home trade was 

first used to describe those religions that did not own a place of worship. 

Every religion was keen to be represented on the ground in what 

Dunning describes as ‘a sort of Gold, Frankincense and Myrrh rush.’ The 

opportunities afforded to the native Kilrushi were significant, with the 

construction and lodging sectors being the obvious beneficiaries. Kilrush 

rejoices in its title ‘the Jerusalem of the Indian Ocean.’ 

Brendan passed away peacefully in Kilrush, a lover of all things 

Irish, just three months before he was to visit his ‘native’ Ireland for the 

first time. News of his antics had reached Ireland some time before his 

death, and Kilrush was beginning to attract some of Ireland’s biggest 

messers to seek their fortunes in a sunnier climate. 

The success of the ecclesiastical sale and lease back schemes left 

Kilrush thirsty for new sources of income. The enthusiasm for the granting 
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of ecclesiastical licenses grew exponentially following a bidding war 

between the Vatican and some Saudis; neither party, and least of all the 

Senate (the governing body of Kilrush), emerged with any credit in what 

was to become an international scandal. 

Given the relatively small amount of land available for building 

places of worship, suitable sites became scarcer. The fewer sites available, 

the more demand rose for those sites; the more demand rose, the higher the 

price Kilrush could charge for the twenty-five year fixed term ecclesiastical 

lease. 

It was time for the Senate to diversify while applying strict 

business principles. To open up new sources of income and to grow 

revenue, the Senate looked at various strategic alternatives, namely internal 

and external diversification. Could Kilrush merge with another country or 

acquire another country? If Kilrush could not diversify geographically, then 

could Kilrush diversify through internal diversification, that is, by issuing 

licenses for other non-ecclesiastical premises or functions? 

In The Kilrush Chronicle, there are pull-out sections on travel, 

business, sport, entertainment, property, money, religion and licenses. 

There has always been money to be made in trading licenses because 

Kilrush has more places of worship per square metre than anywhere else in 

the world.  The new mosque on Worship Street started off as a place of 

worship for the French Huguenots, became a Methodist Chapel, an 

Anglican church and was latterly used as a synagogue. The government has 

granted licenses for most commercial activities ranging from car 

dealerships to tuk-tuk drivers, from hotel owners to sadhus, and from 
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licensed pet providers to family members. If you live in a flat and are out 

working all day then on a Sunday you can ring an authorised dealer and 

rent a dog for a couple of hours. Alternatively, if you are unmarried or 

divorced, and you want to talk to someone about family matters, you can 

rent someone to talk to, go to a party with, or attend an interview for a 

school nursery with a member of the opposite sex. The biggest growth is in 

the demand for father or mother figures. If, for example, your mother or 

father has died, or lives many miles away, or you simply have a bad 

relationship, then you can hire a mother or father figure to ask advice from 

or to escort you to, say, a graduation ceremony. For every commercial 

enterprise, you need a license.   

Different religions, however, have different boiling points: drugs, 

drink, sodomy, gambling, prostitution and animal welfare, all of which 

elicit varying responses. What all religions have in common is the 

collective need to save, redeem or rescue their flock from temptation. A 

bad poet borrows, a good poet steals, as they say, and the Senate found the 

perfect business model in the British East India Company’s licensed opium 

dens in China. Licenses were granted to nationals and ‘blow-ins’ alike in 

order to avoid accusations of protectionism and to foster Kilrush’s image as 

an equal opportunity employer. Licenses were granted permitting the use of 

opium, prostitution, gambling and alcohol alongside the licensed 

ecclesiastical trade. 

There was a furore in the paper regarding the renaming of the 

airport. The Vatican have the concession for the airport, thus enabling the 

Catholic Church to sponsor it, hence St. Patrick’s International Airport. But 
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with the end of the concession looming, tempers were running high in the 

local press. Brian McDaid was the Minister whose brief it was to persuade 

the electorate of the far-ranging benefits of changing the name of the 

airport. With Wii the likely frontrunner, it was proving a difficult sell; the 

Kilrushi financial community thought The Wii International Airport 

belittled their reputation for offshore banking, especially back-office and 

hedge fund administration. The privately-owned confectionary group Mars 

and Jupiter Fund Managers were also on the shortlist according to The 

Kilrush Chronicle, now sponsored by Hyundai automobiles. 

The security at St. Pat’s was a trifle lax: we had to go out of one 

door, take our shoes off and then re-enter the terminal through another door 

while carrying our shoes, carry-on luggage and passports. The flight 

arrived just ten minutes after they had shut the Forex bureau. This enabled 

the porters and the taxi drivers to be paid in U.S. Dollars rather than 

Kilrushi Punts. 

According to Frottager, ‘the Kilrush national flag is the same 

emerald green and white as the Irish tri-colour but with black rather than 

orange. Kilrush suffered its last major earthquake in 1759. As most of the 

landscape is inhospitable and non-arable, most of its inhabitants live in the 

only major conurbation, Vilanculos, some 20 kilometres from St. Pat’s 

airport. In recent years the Government has made efforts to move away 

from Ecclesiastical Leases and moved into mainstream back-office and 

Hedge Fund administration.’ Frottager continues: ‘Kilrush was declared a 

tax-free haven as early as the 1970s and provided refuge for ex-pats fleeing 

from punitive taxation policies. The commercialisation of the country, 
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which is very much in-sync with its commercially viable religious roots, is 

encapsulated in its slogan, “What goes Off-Shore, stays Off-Shore.”’ 

I met up with my guide, Sean Devine, at St. Pat’s. There had been 

a small delay while I chased around the airport looking for my latest must-

have – a new badge for my Tilley hat, this time in the green, white and 

black of my ninety-ninth country, Kilrush. But there were no badges to be 

had. I found Sean outside the terminal using the card with my name on it to 

fan himself. He was wearing a bright red T-shirt emblazoned with the 

Kiltours company logo. Sean took my luggage, threw it on the back seat 

and turned the ignition key several times before he could get the engine to 

bite. He insisted I sat up front with him. He pulled out of the car park and 

seemed to clip an elderly lady pushing a trolley.  

‘Good man yourself, Jack is it?’ Sean drove too fast. 

I nodded while adjusting the sun visor. 

‘Thanks for being on time,’ I said. 

Sean looked into his driver’s mirror to find the trolley had spilled 

its contents. 

‘Don’t suppose you know any football results?’ I asked. 

‘Now they should be in the paper. Who is your team?’ 

‘Wycombe,’ I said. 

‘Wycombe is it? My brother-in-law played for Brentford,’ he said. 

‘What was his name?’ 

‘Des.’ 

‘I mean his surname,’ I said. 

‘McCarthy.’ Sean sent a text as we drove around a sharp bend in 
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the road. 

‘That’s right. McCarthy. I remember him,’ I said. 

‘Okay so, welcome to St. Pat’s International airport, Mr. Cagney. 

We at Kiltours hope you will love our island and now, if you have all your 

bags, we’ll go on our famous Temple tour. So please, Jack, sit back and 

enjoy the tour. No need for seat belts unless you so wish. Kilrush has a 

population according to the government census, last published in 2006, of 

287,000. We have nine autonomous, self-governing, administrative 

districts of which St. Pat’s is only one. And now we go to Vilanculos, only 

twenty minutes actually, the town is handy enough now, which is also the 

biggest by population but only the seventh biggest in terms of geographical 

area. Actually, you might not realise this but Kilrush is the size of Wales. 

Did you know that we only have one lift on the island, and we’ll see it on 

our tour today? You might be interested to know our history also; we 

ourselves now were discovered by us and by the indentured Irish Labourers 

and before that…’ 

‘Sorry, did you say the Temple tour? Do you have my schedule 

with you?’ 

‘So you don’t want to see temples?’ Sean looked puzzled. 

‘Yes, I would like to see the temples. That’s why I have booked a 

Temple tour with Kiltours for tomorrow,’ I said. 

‘Okay, that’s grand, so we’ll just go to the hotel anyhow.’ 

‘Actually, I have to change some money,’ I said. 

‘You don’t want to change your money at the airport?’ 

‘No, because I was scheduled to arrive at ten minutes past four 
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and the foreign exchange bureau closes at four o’clock,’ I said. 

‘You have Kilrush Punts?’ Sean scratched his forearm and kept 

looking at me when he asked a question rather than the road and the 

oncoming traffic. ‘No, that is why I need to go to the bank,’ I said. 

‘You want to go to the bank? I think it closes soon enough.’ 

‘Yes, please,’ I said. 

‘Okay, so we’ll go to the bank now and leave the Temple tour 

until tomorrow. I think that would be the better plan. You’ll get your head 

down and feel grand in the morning,’ he said. 

‘Perfect. Thank you, Sean.’ 

‘Not a problem. Relax. Are you on your own then?’ 

‘Looks like it,’ I said. 

‘Sad, isn’t it? Must be terrible being on your own, is it?’ 

I didn’t look at Sean as I wanted him to concentrate on his driving. 

‘Can we change my hotel? I don’t like Hotel Fenix. I had asked 

for the Hotel Wellington,’ I said. 

‘Would you want The Golden Temple hotel?’ 

‘Not really. People get bad stomachs there. Even my agent knows 

that.’ 

‘In Kilrush, everybody gets bad stomachs. We have a saying; it’s 

the stomachs that are bad, but not the hotels,’ he said. While he attempted 

to engage my eyes, we had a near-death experience with a packed bus. 

‘Okay, anywhere – but not The Golden Temple. Okay?’ I said. 

‘Okay.’ 

‘Thank you Sean for all your help.’ 
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‘Not a bother. The Hotel Fenix is brutal. Who booked your trip? 

We’ll change that for you soon enough,’ Sean said. 

We drove down James Connolly Avenue, left along Casement 

Drive past St. Stanislaus the Splenetic and turned right on Pearse Street 

until we pulled up at a branch of Ecclesiastical First Union Bank. The road 

had more hairpins than a BBC costume drama. Sean drove as if he was 

being chased and seemed to enjoy taking unnecessary risks with his life, 

which I didn’t mind, and my life, which I did. It was like a scene out of 

Wacky Races. But I was too happy to be visiting my ninety-ninth country, 

just one short, to be fussed. 

I left Sean on his cell-phone ringing centrally-located hotels. I 

gave him strict instructions to secure a large, quiet en suite room with a 

double bed in a quiet street. 

I was the only person in the bank, but I had to get a ticket and sit 

down until a red light came on with my number on. The branch had white 

walls, black chairs and wooden high-gloss tables. There were three cashiers 

who looked up at the light to see whether the number coincided with the 

cashier’s number. It was only marginally less exciting than watching the 

National Lottery numbers because now I had two minutes left before 

E.F.U. Bank shut. And for an offshore financial centre, indeed even for an 

on-shore financial centre, the precision with which they shut up shop was 

impressive. A light flashed before me; a buzzer buzzed. I presented my 

dollar bills at the counter. The cashier didn’t smile to greet me. The cashier 

unravelled my notes and held them up towards a light designed for this 

purpose. Several one and five dollar bills were rejected because of wear 
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and tear. A ten dollar bill was rejected on the grounds of having an overly 

sharp fold. I was about to remonstrate when I looked up. Three fatigue-

wearing military types pointed guns at my head. I nodded respectfully to 

acknowledge their presence, neglected to count my money, or check the 

rate, and left. They kept the guns trained at my head. Kay would have 

freaked out altogether. I jumped in next to Sean. 

‘Not great news now, Jack. The Golden Temple is full. I have had 

to book you into La Hermita,’ Sean said. 

‘Is that good?’ 

‘Very good, the best craic after The Robert Emmet,’ he said. 

‘And The Robert Emmet?’ 

‘I don’t know, I didn’t try The Robert Emmet,’ he said. 

As long as I wasn’t staying in the toilet I was initially booked into, 

I was relaxed. I don’t know why but I was tired. It was only a short hop 

from Placentia but I was shattered. I had done nothing except go to a small 

airport, look around at some batik and terracotta grot, get on a helicopter 

and change some money from Dollars into Punts. I had already had enough 

of this travelling malarkey for one day.  

Soldiers are supposed to march on their stomachs; this sounds 

painful and would explain why wars always last longer than expected. And 

that is with God on their side. Imagine how long it would take to fight a 

war without God on your side. I had three nights in Kilrush and decided to 

march on my stomach in three different ways: namely one indigenous 

meal, a fine-dining option and some street food.  

La Hermita ticked all the boxes. The brochure promised, without a 
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hint of hyperbole, ‘a handpicked, intimate boutique hotel in Vilanculos Old 

Town, in a perfect setting for your fairy-tale visit within easy (25 Minute) 

walk of all the major Cathedrals, Mosques and Synagogues. La Hermita 

combines an enchanting blend of contemporary luxury, comfort, fine dining 

and outstanding personal service. It is a wonderful, historic, private family 

house, where guests are very welcome and no effort is spared to make them 

feel at home.’ 
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Chapter 13: Space Cowboy 

 

I was not disappointed when I saw the hotel. It looked like one of the 

Maharajahs’ Palaces you see advertised in the travel brochures. Having 

stayed in somewhat functional accommodation in Placentia, I was ready to 

step up a gear. 

I was salivating by the time I had read the tribute to La Hermita 

written by its owners, Orla and Brigid Bosomworth, and I was baffled why 

it wasn’t fully booked. 

Sean got back in the driver’s side: 

‘Okay, so I’ll be in the foyer at 8 a.m. tomorrow,’ he said. 

‘And I’ll be down at 9.30 or 10 as per my itinerary.’ 

‘Okay, thanks a million. You have the hang of it anyhow. Enjoy 

your evening, Jack.’ 

There didn’t appear to be any bellboys or receptionists at La 

Hermita. There didn’t seem to be any guests either. Having looked around 

for five minutes, I banged the standard-issue bell you always spot on hotel 

reception desks. Nothing happened. I looked behind the counter to see if I 

could use an internal telephone. I found a young man, with a mouth like a 

Kermit the Frog hand-puppet, hiding behind the counter. His cap 

proclaimed Jesus Is My Boss. He had an Adam’s apple like a jockey’s 

bollocks and was reading Erich Von Daniken’s 1968 classic, Chariots of 

The Gods: Was God an Astronaut? He didn’t look up and continued to 

read. Perhaps he hoped I would go away. Was hiding behind the reception 
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of a hotel the best way to do this? It was one of those moments when you 

take stock of your life and make snap judgements based on very little 

information. What had I learnt? Firstly, I had learnt God was more likely to 

have been an astronaut than Jesus Is My Boss was a receptionist. Secondly, 

Jesus Is My Boss had not been trained to the same exacting standards as 

one might have expected having read La Hermita’s flyer. I also learnt I had 

better control over my temper than I had when I was about the same age as 

the dimlo who was cowering behind the counter. This refers to a time so 

long ago I still had cheekbones. 

I brought the bell over to where the receptionist was hiding in his 

bunker and banged it again, while this time leaning over and looking at 

him. After some time had passed, he looked up but didn’t say anything so I 

rang the bell again. 

‘Yes?’  

‘Yes. Please,’ I said. He looked at me again. 

‘Do you work here?’ He nodded. ‘Do you work here now?’ I 

asked. 

‘Yes.’ He squinted at me. 

‘Great. Sorry to bother you, but are you on duty today? Could you 

get the receptionist for me?’ I asked. 

‘Name?’ 

‘Of the receptionist?’ I asked. 

‘Of the guest?’ 

‘Kaganagh, Jack Kaganagh,’ I said. 

‘Nobody here staying called Jack Kaganagh.’ 
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‘No, that’s because I’m yet to check in.’ 

‘Fill in registration form.’ He picked up his book. 

‘Great,’ I said. 

‘You want to pay now?’ 

‘What do you think?’ I stared at him until he blinked. He 

continued to read his book and managed to avoid looking at me. I 

continued to scribble over my client registration form and signed in as 

Bette Davis, gave my address as Kamsusan Palace of the Sun, Pyongyang 

and my occupation as Psycho-Geographer. The gentleman meeter and 

greeter, who still offered the punter the most generous odds in the 

Employee of the Month competition, ignored anything remotely relevant to 

my request for a quiet double en suite room facing away from the street, 

slapped a key on the counter and went back to mulling over whether his 

boss was an astronaut or not. I don’t know the answer either, but as a space 

cadet had checked me in, I supposed anything was possible.  

I was pleased I wasn’t offered any help with my bags. Actually, 

that is not true. I was quite pissed off, but at least I didn’t have to tip the 

maddening half-wit. The key to the room was big and clunky with tassels. 

The room was huge with an enormous bath with Victorian plumbing, what 

the travel magazines describe as shabby chic. Or, as we travellers call it – 

overpriced. 

I put on my white towelling robe, flicked through the services 

directory in the hotel guide and plumped for the Signature La Hermita top-

to-bottom massage lasting 90 minutes and costing $80. I dialled the Room 

Services number and was relieved to have avoided the twerp downstairs. 
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‘Hello, do you speak English?’ 

‘Yes,’ she said. 

‘Do you do laundry?’ I asked. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘I need to get it back tomorrow.’ 

‘Tomorrow?’ 

‘I need it back tomorrow, okay?’ I said. 

‘Okay,’ she said. 

‘Will someone come to my room?’ 

‘Yes,’ she said. I had a coughing fit and struggled to clear my 

throat. 

‘Will they come now?’ 

‘Now?’ 

‘Yes, please,’ I said. 

‘Yes, please.’ 

‘Are you the person to book the massage with?’ 

‘Massage?’ she said. 

‘Do I book the massages with you?’ 

‘I don’t massage. I ring.’  

‘Yes, please. The signature La Hermita massage 90 minutes 

costing $80.’ 

‘Okay.’ And with that she clicked off. 

While I was waiting for the laundry man to arrive, I flicked 

through the hotel’s guide to Vilanculos only to discover the town was 

‘ inundated in mythological times by a sacred lagoon; today it is 
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mercilessly eaten away by a cement stain.’  
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Chapter 14: Accidents Will Happen 

 

I was sitting on the toilet, about to study my complementary hotel copy of 

250 Hotel Rooms to die for: Before you die, when I heard a knock on the 

door. Nothing happens until you find yourself doing something else. I 

opened the door. A uniformed woman in her mid-50s, Myla according to 

her nametag, grinned at me with short, multi-coloured teeth. I handed over 

my hotel laundry bag. 

‘Leave it outside room,’ Myla said. 

‘Don’t you want it?’ 

‘You want room service come in middle of massage?’ 

‘Oh sorry, I thought you were…’ 

‘No problem. You lie on bed. But please you open window in 

bathroom.’ 

‘Of course, I am sorry.’ 

‘Take off your clothes,’ Myla said. 

‘Aren’t you supposed to buy me a drink first?’ 

‘You want to drink something?’ 

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. 

I lay on my stomach with my head hanging over the bed. This 

caused my nose to drip. Myla was immensely strong and combined 

pressure point Shiatsu with traditional Thai massage. Myla put her feet 

under my back while trying to turn me into the shape of a crab. I could feel 

her feet move up and down my spinal cord, liberating every vertebra. She 
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tried to rock my pelvis into place by pushing my knees as flat as possible to 

the bed while lifting up my torso. She kneaded my groin area. I’m not 

giving too much away by saying when you are travelling on your own, and 

it’s been quite a while anyway, and a female is kneading your groin area, 

your mind wanders to happier times. I screwed my eyes shut. 

‘Sleepy dickey?’ Myla asked. 

‘Dickey not sleepy, dickey dead,’ I said. 

I kept my eyes closed until the door banged shut. If Kay hadn’t 

disappeared in the way she did I wouldn’t have been in this situation in the 

first place. And now I felt like I’d cheated on Kay when it was she that had 

left me. 

I decided to go out for a walk, only to find most of the shops and 

cafes were shut. For some reason, Belgian fusion was the cuisine of choice 

for a big night out in Vilanculos. As it was my first night, I fancied native 

Kilrushi cooking and, as the hotel restaurant was well regarded, and as 

nowhere else seemed open, I thought I’d stay in and eat at the hotel. 

Eating on my own in a large restaurant is one of my pet hates. The 

key is to look like you are eating alone by design and not out of a lack of 

options. You should also remember to cultivate an air of mystery. It is 

important for diners to feel you are there on business and not just a sad, 

lonely guy who can’t persuade, or who simply doesn’t have, any friends to 

have supper with him. Writing notes at the table creates the impression of 

activity. If you don’t take notes at the table, the other diners have more 

time to analyse your twin facial expressions of despair and loneliness. 

Perhaps you think taking a book to read might serve as an alternative 



The Excursionist   264 

 

deception? Please be aware that lighting in restaurants is often not good 

enough to read by. Imagine the scenario when you’ve taken the book down, 

say, From Murmansk to Magaluf by Moped or Talking Shiite with the 

Sunnis, only to find you can’t read the book due to poor light. What do you 

do? Do you carry on, straining your eyes and looking like someone who 

may be visually impaired, or just give up and look around at the other 

gormless guests for a couple of hours? My advice would be to go for the 

pen and notepad scam every time. You have to remember the person dining 

alone is the sole topic of conversation for most married couples. 

I looked at the menu to use up some time before I could flee to my 

room. I ordered Vegetable Soup, or to give its full title, Lukewarm 

Vegetable Soup, followed by Liver and Goat’s Lungs and Chewy Meat in 

Aspic. The restaurant was confident enough to tell people about Liver and 

Goat’s Lungs but not where the meat came from, which was a worry. The 

food tasted exactly as you’d imagine, and I decided to become vegetarian. 

The soundtrack to the meal was provided by a morose harpist, who 

appeared to be missing half a thumb and whose remarkably small 

repertoire revolved around A Nation Once Again, Yes Sir, I Can Boogie and 

Girl from Ipanema to a hitherto unknown musical arrangement. I drew 

strength from the fact the harpist was having a more miserable evening 

than myself. I decided to do what I always did when I didn’t appear to be 

getting the rub of the green; I sought solace in alcohol. Douglas, the 

American barman, suggested a local rice wine like an Arak. I knew when I 

saw the bottle’s label, Not to be taken internally, that I had to be resilient. 

One rice wine led to another, until the rice wine had surgically removed the 
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revolting taste of my meal. 

Douglas was a short, squat, and moustachioed older man who 

looked you in the eye when he spoke to you. Before polishing off my 

second nip of local rice wine and after Douglas had started to polish the bar 

glasses, he showed me the regimental dagger he kept behind the bar 

counter in case, in his words, ‘any rascals showed up.’ I admit to having 

been suitably impressed when he also flashed his pump-action sawn-off 

shotgun at me. He was comfortable handling weapons. Douglas had been 

in the bar one night when a large gentleman came in holding a machete and 

said to him, ‘I’m going to kick your ass.’ Douglas had been tipped off by 

one of his customers that this might happen. I think they had fallen out over 

some money. The large gentleman ambled up to the bar while Doug was 

stacking glasses behind the bar just where he stored his gun. Douglas asked 

him what he thought he was doing but the big lump wasn’t inclined 

towards civility so Douglas did what came naturally and shot him in the 

knee. The large man didn’t seem to connect the noise of the pump-action 

sawn-off shotgun and the burning pain in his leg. He dropped his machete 

onto the floor of the bar and tried to hop on his one good leg. It took him 

quite a while to reach the door. The other regulars in the bar said 

everything seemed to take place in slow motion and how they were only 

scared after it happened, and not before. Douglas called the cops, to be told 

if we need you, we’ll call you. They never called. You’ve got to be able to 

handle yourself if you’ve got a moustache. 

Douglas had served in Vietnam and had been stationed in 

Cambodia at the very time Nixon went on television to deny there were any 
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U.S. troops in Cambodia. Douglas had been recruiting Thais into 

Cambodia to train them to fight in Vietnam. He told me about the industrial 

quantities of speed, Dexedrine and methamphetamine he ingested courtesy 

of Uncle Sam. When they say War against Drugs what they really mean is 

War against Drugs unless it is actually a War, in which case it reverts to a 

War with Drugs.  

Douglas attended the famous West Point Academy; he was able to 

muse upon this as he collected the ears of his victims/opponents/guys who 

were trying to kill him. He was a mine of information. He told me about 

when he used to go out fragging. Please excuse me if you know all about 

this, but ‘fragging’ comes from fragmentation of, say, a grenade. Fragging 

is the act of intentionally killing or wounding one’s superior officer and is a 

term and activity, which is very common, especially with hand grenades. It 

was a sneaky war – Doug also told me the Americans would put big tit 

posters up on the trees, the idea being large-breasted women were rare in 

Vietnam, with unintelligible print thus encouraging people to walk towards 

the tree. As they approached, the ground they walked on would detonate 

the toe-popper mines. Thank goodness all that torture stuff has been 

consigned to history; I was one drink away from blowing myself up. 

  



The Excursionist   267 

 

Chapter 15: Ask 

 

If I have a criticism of the large quiet double-bedded en suite room facing 

away from the street, it would be it didn’t face away from the street. I know 

this because every time I got up to get some headache tablets or water, I 

heard water coolers being delivered or workmen banging hammers against 

the front of the hotel. In my en suite bathroom, the attachment in the 

shower unit almost reached the sink and there was no soap. Guests were 

advised to put used toilet paper in the bin provided. They also ran the scam 

about saving the world’s oceans by not washing your towels during your 

stay. I don’t know whose idea it was, but I suspect he or she had an 

accounting qualification but hadn’t worked for Greenpeace. I tried to ring 

Reception but the phone didn’t work. It hadn’t worked since I was called at 

about 2 a.m. ‘Jack Kavanagh?’ ‘Yes? Who’s calling?’ The phone receiver 

was clicked off. 

Having spent the night dreaming of severed ears, big tits and toe-

popper mines, and having not been able to shave or call reception, I had no 

option but to go downstairs. It was breakfast time and I wanted to play 

fragging with the receptionist who had checked me in. I was going to bite 

him if he as much as looked at me. 

Tragically, my chum was unavailable and another life was saved. 

Perhaps he was interviewing for a position as a life-skills coach or 

attending a seminar on ‘How to make friends and influence people without 

lifting your head up.’ 
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I was disappointed to find an attractive, attentive and professional 

female receptionist had replaced my old adversary. 

‘Hi there, I booked a room facing away from the street?’ I said. 

‘Which room please?’ asked the young receptionist. 

‘I am in the Dundalk room.’ 

‘But Dundalk faces street.’ She frowned as she looked at her 

computer. 

‘I know that now, but I requested a room facing away from the 

street.’ 

‘The Dundalk room faces street, I’m so sorry Mr. Kavanagh,’ she 

said. 

‘Can I move to a quieter room please?’ 

‘Of course,’ she said. 

‘Thank you.’ 

‘Don’t mention it.’ 

‘And can I have a room where the phone works?’ 

‘Of course,’ she said. 

‘Thank you.’ 

‘Don’t mention it,’ she said. 

‘Can I have a quiet room facing away from the main street, where 

the phone works, with hot water and things like that?’ I asked. 

‘Not a bother. We’ll move your luggage over. Don’t worry about 

it; we will take care of it for you.’ She rang a bell and smiled at me. 

‘Thank you very much, that’s very kind, thank you,’ I said. 

‘Don’t mention it. And by the way, your guide is waiting for you 
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outside. He’s just finishing his cigarette,’ she said. 

‘It’s only just gone 8 o’clock.’ 

‘Sean is taking you on Temple tour?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘One of the best guides on the island. Are you doing the 

Tenements tour?’ 

‘What’s the Tenements tour?’ I asked. 

‘It is what we market as a Poorism tour – which is new and very 

popular – to show tourists how people actually live,’ she said. 

‘Okay, well, that sounds very interesting. Thank you for all your 

help.’ 

‘Don’t mention it. And Sean, what shall I say?’ she asked.  

‘Can you tell him that I will be here at exactly half-past nine as we 

agreed yesterday? And thanks,’ I said. 

‘Don’t mention it. You didn’t like your massage yesterday?’ 

‘She said that?’ 

‘You want maybe I call Myla and you try again?’ She suppressed 

a smirk. 

‘It was fine, thank you.’ I lied. 

‘Perhaps yesterday you felt stressed, no?’ 

‘We’ll leave it for today.’ I may well have been blushing by this 

point. 

‘It happens to a lot of men,’ she said. 

‘Great.’ I began to chew my bottom lip. 

‘Would you mind filling out a short survey?’ 
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‘Not right now. Maybe later,’ I said.  

Sean was still waiting in reception at 9.30 when I came 

downstairs. The temperature in the hotel foyer was typical of countries 

where air-conditioning is used. There is a reason why everyone has a cold 

and suffers from respiratory problems – and it’s called air-conditioning. 

The cold countries’ air-con are always set on too hot in any hotel foyer and, 

conversely, any foyer in a hot country is left on freezing. I have a family 

member whose hotel room in Dubai was so cold only Inuit chambermaids 

were prepared to tidy the room. 

When the receptionist saw me, she mumbled something to Sean, 

and he smirked. I am sure I would have laughed too but my cold had made 

me feel even worse. Sean chipped his cigarette and walked towards his car. 

‘ ʼTis himself,’ said Sean who was wearing his red Kiltours t-shirt. 

‘How are you?’ I asked. 

‘I’m grand. So are you ready for the Temples Tour?’ Sean and I 

started walking towards his car, a slate-grey people-carrier. ‘We’re just 

waiting for one more couple,’ Sean said. 

‘Where are they from?’ I asked. 

‘They’re English. They’re from your hotel.’ 

‘And is that it?’ I had hoped to be on my own. 

‘Yep, for today,’ he said. ‘So you happy with the hotel?’ Sean 

drummed his fingers on his steering wheel. He smelt of cigarettes. 

‘It’s okay,’ I said. 

‘Did you get your head down?’ 

‘I did but the sheets are made out of pumice stone and the pillows 
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are made from the re-cycled inner wrappers of cereal packets,’ I said. 

‘Should have tried The Robert Emmet, best on the island,’ he said. 

‘You’re right.’ 

‘You didn’t like the massage then?’ he asked. 

‘How do you know about the massage?’ I asked this a little too 

quickly. 

‘I’ve known Myla all my life. She’s great – she’s like family,’ 

Sean said.        

‘The massage was fine.’ I wanted to finish the conversation before 

the other couple got on board but I was too late. The English couple opened 

the car door and threw their backpacks in. 

‘Yes, you were probably just a little stressed with the travelling 

and all.’ 

‘Do you mind if I sit up front? It’s much more better. Is that 

alright?’ said a middle-aged Englishman as he began to clamber up into the 

vehicle. He seemed to want to sit down where I was without letting me get 

out first while his wife got into the back and fidgeted with her seat belt. 

‘Not at all,’ I said. I got out and sat in the back next to his wife. 

They were dressed from head to toe in matching tropical suits and open-

toed ethnic sandals. 

‘I am Richard, and this is my current wife, Lesley,’ Richard 

laughed. 

‘So where are you from?’ I asked. 

‘Saddleworth. You know it?’ Richard asked. 

‘Nope, afraid not. Where’s that?’ 
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‘Dobcross?’ said his wife struggling with her seat belt. 

‘Sorry. Still don’t know it,’ I said. 

‘Dobcross. Near Saddleworth?’ Richard said. I was baffling him. I 

looked quizzically at Lesley. 

‘Tell him Richard,’ she said. 

‘Doesn’t know Saddleworth? It’s near Oldham,’ Richard said. 

All the car stickers carried the same messages: Undertakers love 

overtakers and Better to be a minute late in this life than a lifetime early in 

the next. There seemed to be a causal relationship between belief in the 

afterlife and the frequency of suicidal car manoeuvres. There were many 

different offerings to the Gods manifest in the form of lit candles, brightly 

coloured petals, rosaries and prayer beads. They were all swinging around 

so much they filled the entire windscreen. Besides which, drivers in 

Kilrush don’t use their eyes. Why use your eyes when you can rely on your 

horn? I am not a nervous passenger, nor a religious man, but the only thing 

I said was ‘Jesus’ and ‘Christ, that was close.’ In desperation, I turned to 

Sean for guidance. 

‘Jesus Christ, well done for avoiding him. What’s wrong with 

people?’ 

‘They drive mad over here, and that’s the truth,’ said Sean. 

‘If you think this is bad, you should go to India or Vietnam,’ said 

Richard.  

Lesley nodded her head. 

‘Why do they have lettering all over their car doors? Why is that?’ 

I asked. 
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‘They have to by law; every driver has to have his blood group on 

the car door.’ Sean stared at his cigarette packet on the dashboard. ‘Driving 

over here is mad expensive, car insurance in Kilrush is 20 per cent of the 

price of the car,’ he said. 

‘How do they get their driving license, they can’t drive?’ asked 

Richard. 

‘There is a saying in Kilrush; you only need three things to get 

your driving license: a good horn, good brakes and good luck,’ said Sean. 

As soon as I knew that driving standards were a national joke and 

that I hadn’t been singled out for personal attention, I began to relax. The 

tooting of the car horn in Vilanculos was used in a different manner to 

home. In Kilrush you toot in an assisting fashion, for example: 

1) You toot to tell the lorry that you want to go faster. 

2) He (the lorry driver) toots back to say he has heard you. 

3) You toot to overtake. 

4) You toot to thank him. 

5) He toots to reciprocate the thanks. 

We drove past the branch of E.F.U. Bank where I had changed my 

money into Kilrush Punts, down Pearse Street, left along Casement, past 

St. Stanislaus the Splenetic and onto Connolly, towards what Frottager 

called ‘the largest concentration of places of worship per capita per square 

mile in the world.’ I had been to a number of countries claiming to have the 

largest number of churches, Jamaica to name but one.  

The main drag was affectionately called Freak Street. Every 

manner of purple-garbed weirdo was promenading up and down looking 
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for business. Even charismatic religious leaders need to serve their 

apprenticeship somewhere. Old age pensioner travel groups swooped from 

one side of the piazza to another as they hunted the sadhus down. They 

moved like a flock of pigeons, all white hair and nodding heads. 

‘You haven’t seen sadhus before then?’ asked Richard. 

‘Not here, I haven’t,’ I said while I looked out of the window to 

avoid conversation with the pair of them. 

‘You’re kidding me, right?’ Richard said. I shrugged my shoulders 

and looked out the window. ‘We’ve seen loads. We’ve been all over. 

We’ve done Machu Picchu, India, North Dakota. Lesley went to a dental 

spa in, where was it, love, Doncaster or Sheffield?’ Richard said. Lesley 

rubbed her feet where her sandals had rubbed against her, and applied some 

ointment. 

‘Doncaster,’ she said but didn’t look up. 

‘That’s right. Lesley went to some fancy dental spa in Doncaster 

to get her porcelain veneers done and got talking to her dental therapist 

who did all this type of de-stress, detox, chakra journeys and whatever. 

Said she loved it. So for her birthday we went off and booked into an 

ashram for a spiritual journey.’ Richard turned round in order to engage 

me. 

‘Are you on a spiritual journey on this trip?’ I asked. 

‘No, it’s just a holiday this one,’ said Lesley still rubbing her feet. 

I looked away from Richard who was scratching his nose. 

‘You want to try it. Opens your mind, it does,’ said Lesley. 

‘Really,’ I said. 
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‘You could sense the aura of Ma Anandamayi just by walking 

about,’ she said. Sean was trying to clear his throat unsuccessfully. 

‘Aura of who? Where?’ I asked. 

‘I don’t rightly remember. You know, like a mystic or whatever,’ 

she said. 

‘And did you?’ I asked. 

‘No, we couldn’t, but I think we were just unlucky with the room,’ 

she said as she re-applied some ointment to her feet. 

Sean bought the tickets for the three of us for one of the main 

temples; I think it was Tanna, where I had to take off anything that was 

made of leather, belt, and shoes, even my water carrier. I was blessed with 

saffron and pestered for a donation. A crowd gathered around me, 

including the guy who I had to pay to look after my water bottle. I gave 

him a five Kilrushi Punt note; he held up the note like a bank cashier and 

looked devastated. As I walked away, his friend offered me some kind of 

musical instrument for sixty Punts, I said ‘No thanks,’ so he pulled his sad 

face. By the time I opened my car door, he had reduced the price to ten. I 

didn’t know whether it was funny or not. I suppose it was no more 

preposterous than my job. Thinking about having to go back to work made 

me fretful. 

Sadhus have always fascinated me. Anybody who is supposed to 

ferret around in the River Ganges to get their hands upon a human skull so 

that they might clean it up and use as a bowl for food and begging gets my 

respect. I am sure many of them are deeply religious, selfless, altruistic, 

philanthropic ascetics; it’s just the ones I’ve met are always holding their 
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hand out. Freak Street was choked with them. Sadhus outnumbered tourist 

photographers by about ten to one. It was like wading through Tate and 

Lyle’s Golden Syrup. It was only when the coaches spat out their contents 

that you saw anybody not dressed in purple, palm-outstretched, with silly 

string and stuff tied to their matted hair. They carried off this look while 

trying to appear as stoned as roadies at a Wailers reunion gig. It was Sadhu 

Central as they swarmed down Freak Street, hoovering up any gestures of 

goodwill they could along the way, like a swarm of locusts chomping their 

way across a field. Standard tourist fare in Kilrush meant getting your 

picture taken with the maddest, purple-clad fruit bat you could find. The 

ones who performed mutilating acts on their manhood were the highest 

paid. You didn’t need to look for them, they came looking for you and 

signalled their availability by tugging your forearm. This happened if you 

turned your head to avoid eye contact. 

I eventually caved-in to a particularly persistent wild-eyed 

individual who charged me twenty-five Punts for a single photograph. He 

had harassed me for ten minutes before I bought him off. He was tallish 

with a greying beard that reached his chest. He wore a purple and white 

striped woollen hat, dressed in orange robes, had eight necklaces of varying 

length, a walking stick shaped like a snake, which was covered in purple 

cord. He wore new Oakley sandals. He posed by the entrance to the main 

temple and walked off halfway through having his photograph taken. I 

asked Sean to re-take it, the sadhu asked for more money, and I offered to 

forget it. This was not an option according to my new mystical mate. I had 

been unlucky to end up with the only sadhu who had served as an intern at 
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the World Bank. 

I wanted to walk around Freak Street without Richard and Lesley. 

As soon as I heard Sean say ‘here we have the Coronation Islands Calcium 

Carbide factory believed to be the seventh largest in the world,’ I felt 

restless. I left after Richard from Saddleworth tried to name the other six. I 

travel around the world trying to make sense of it all, but, as soon as I catch 

someone trying to teach me something, I turn off. But at least I found out 

about St. Stanislaus the Splenetic: Padua in Italy, I am told, has the tongue 

of St. Antony, and Drogheda in Ireland has the charred head of St. Oliver 

Plunkett; Kilrush has the spleen of St. Stanislaus. 

Freak Street was full of advertising hoardings: promoting Ryan’s 

skin-whitening products for Asians, Nolan’s hair straighteners for blacks 

and Kehoe’s sun cream for whiteys like myself. There was a Steakhouse 

that sold nothing but fish and a tyre shop called Friends Don’t Matter. This 

year’s big sellers were the snake foetuses in glass bottles. I didn’t see 

anyone selling metal pin badges for my Tilley hat. Groups of beautiful 

Asian girls tripped over pavements while checking their reflections in shop 

windows. They rode side saddle on bicycles; families of four rode on a 

single moped, while all around echoed the sound of tooting horns and 

expectorating tourist guides. Up the hill, on Nuts and Bolts Road away 

from Freak Street, and in the main ecclesiastical quarter, there were two 

cathedrals facing one another. Both had been built and extended many 

times, both were called St. Pat’s and both looked down the hill towards 

Freak Street. The Catholic branch was stuffed full of statues of the Virgin 

Mary while the Anglican one was decorated with burnt, ripped or 
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disfigured Union Jack Flags brought back from former military campaigns. 

I entered the cathedral, genuflected, lit a candle, said a prayer and sat in the 

front row. The cathedral had a soaring nave and a huge pipe organ. I was 

looking up and admiring the Gothic revival architecture when a fella 

approached me to see if I could spare some change. I gave him some 

change and left. The only discernible difference between the two cathedrals 

was the number of drunks, with the Catholics beating their Anglican rivals 

by five to two. I made sure I put the same amount of change in the 

Anglican box. Both sets of supporters hid behind the back of the church 

and away from the punters entering from the front. It was called the Nuts 

and Bolts Road not because of the attempts by successive architects to 

make St. Pat’s Catholic Cathedral look more imposing than St. Pat’s 

Anglican Cathedral or vice-versa, but because both churches were built on 

the same road as the main psychiatric hospital, St. Ruth’s, and the prison, 

Long Mesh.  

About five per cent of all Kilrushi become monks and go and 

meditate for three years, three months, three weeks and three days in 

splendid isolation up in the mountains somewhere. They get about thirty 

Punts per week from the government, which is enough for a daily meal of 

rice, oil and chillies. But if a monk gets married and is caught, he has to 

either pay back the equivalent price of twenty-five pounds sterling, or, 

alternatively, cajole every monk (there can be up to a hundred monks in 

any one community) to lash him with a leather whip and spit on his back. It 

sounded like a soft lad’s version of my Jesuit prep school. 

I decided to do some more scribbling upstairs in a café 
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overlooking the main piazza on Freak Street. You had to walk up two 

flights of stairs, with a wonky, wooden banister rail. The walls were 

daubed in orange paint. Few of the light bulbs worked. Frottager had talked 

it up and, as a result, it was stuffed with eco-worriers, brat-packers and 

tourist guides showing a glimpse of the real Kilrush. I needed a coffee and 

sat down only to be told it would take twenty minutes to prepare. I couldn’t 

help but be impressed by how much care and dedication the café was 

willing to put into my coffee. The waiter was brusque when he realised I 

wasn’t going to order food until I had drunk a coffee so I left. 

I heard and smelt a group of prostrating pilgrims before I could 

see them. They were the out-of-towners who Sean (you see how I missed 

him) said have a festival once a year where they bathe in the waters in 

Sneem, which is famous for its spiritual and medicinal powers. The travel-

stained pilgrims made a noise like a swarm of bees. I heard them well 

before I saw them arrive at their temple.  

As I was waiting for my ‘Turkish’ coffee, I read Frottager’s: 

‘Education was introduced into Kilrush in 1976 but there were no teachers 

to teach and no books.’ I was mystified as to why the ecclesiastical capital 

of the world had not introduced education earlier. I thought about the effect 

compulsory education had on my life. The best I could come up with was 

education means you think Laurel and Hardy is based on Cervantes’ Don 

Quixote. This would be Don Quixote translated from Spanish into English 

because, unlike Sean, I can only speak English. The thing with languages is 

you can spread yourself a bit thin. I concentrate on speaking one language 

as well as I can rather than a whole load of them badly. Did I tell you I was 
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lazy too? Perhaps if I had needed to speak another language, I would have 

learnt one. I did Latin, French and Russian at school, which is great if you 

wanted to talk to a really old Roman, make an enquiry about where you 

could get a plume de ma tante or hail a cab in Paris. The only Russian 

phrase I can remember is ‘Can I have a vodka please?’ and the last time I 

used it I had to be carried upstairs to the sixth floor of the Hotel Arktika in 

Murmansk.  If I had to master another language, I am sure I could. It’s a 

lack of necessity rather than anything else. 

Further along Freak Street was a yellow-painted café-cum-

restaurant with a MasterCard canopy hanging outside it. The waitress 

approached my table, which was the only occupied table at lunchtime. She 

wore a cap with a MasterCard logo.  

‘Do you take MasterCard?’ I asked. 

‘No take MasterCard.’ 

‘But your cap has MasterCard on it, as does your awning,’ I said 

as I pointed to the awning and then to her cap. 

‘No take MasterCard,’ she said. 

‘Ever wonder why you no take customers?’ 

‘No take cards only cash.’ 

‘No take my cash only take my cards,’ I said. 

I walked along to a crêperie I had spotted earlier but it was closed. 

I went to a place called Art Sushi; it was open for Art but closed for Sushi. 

I went to a place I had rejected earlier due to its appearance and 

unappetising menu. I thought ‘go local’ and had a cheese and ham toasted 

sandwich served in a see-through microwavable wrapper. I washed it down 



The Excursionist   281 

 

with a bottle of fizzy water to get rid of the after-burn. 

I went back to the hotel to see if they had changed my room. My 

least favourite but eminently slappable receptionist at La Hermita was 

holding the fort. I knew that because I had the foresight to peer behind the 

counter to discover him reading Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code. ‘Hello?’ 

I said. He looked up but did not acknowledge me. We looked at each other. 

And then we looked at each other for a bit longer. I hadn’t played a game 

of blink for years. 

‘So?’ I asked. 

‘So?’ he repeated. 

‘So today have you changed my room to what I asked you for 

yesterday when I checked in?’ I asked. 

‘Sorry?’ 

‘I expect so; I would be; apology accepted. Have you changed my 

room?’  

‘Let me check.’ He fiddled about with some papers while avoiding 

eye contact. ‘Yes. Your bags have already been moved for you,’ he said. 

‘Thank you. Please thank the professional receptionist who 

worked here this morning. She was very good, very helpful,’ I said. 

‘You want massage today?’ 

‘No, thank you,’ I said. 

‘You don’t want to try again?’ 

‘No, thank you. But can you send a doctor up to my room? Thank 

you.’ 

My chum smiled as he dialled a doctor right away. But then he 
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knew I wasn’t going up to my room until he did. 
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Chapter 16: Down At The Doctor’s 

 

The new room looked similar to the old one except it was not as nice. It 

was dark and had a smaller bathroom but it didn’t face the street. What it 

did have was a Kilrushi version of a Golden Labrador, who was feeding her 

puppies, sprawled out on her back under a Red Sap tree in the courtyard. 

Feeding time took place immediately below my bedroom window. 

After twenty minutes or so, I answered my door to meet a grand 

old chap who was a Kilrushi doctor. I liked him immediately I saw him. He 

said I had smiling eyes. His medical shtick consisted of checking my pulse 

while getting me to stick my tongue out. He took my pulse in ten different 

ways while nodding each time and muttering when he saw the state of my 

tongue. If I’d known, I would have scraped it clean after my toastie. He 

asked me if I had been having headaches (yes), mild stomach cramps (yes), 

sinusitis pains and problems with my lower back (all yes). He diagnosed a 

mild form of respiratory malfunction (a cold) and stomach problems but 

added I had a good constitution. 

He proceeded to measure any number of medicines (gunshot-like 

pellets) that all essentially looked the same, and put them into assorted see-

through plastic bags. He gave me herbal pellets for headaches (three per 

night for three days), more round things for my stomach (two tablets to be 

taken with every meal three times a day), little brown balls for my sinusitis 

(one every day after breakfast) and slightly larger tablets for my lower back 

(three a day before breakfast for two months). He seemed less of a 
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witchdoctor than my G.P. in England, who answered any question with ‘I 

just don’t have any time today. You’ll have to make another appointment.’ 

Having changed room and met my local doctor, I was feeling a bit 

jetlagged. I fretted that if I fell asleep I might not wake up and end up 

sleeping all day. I felt I should be doing or seeing more of the town, when 

the dogs below my window started to bark, I had no option but to make 

myself head out for the afternoon. 

Having taken the Temple Tour, I was toying with the idea of 

taking the Tenement Tour the next day. I was nervous about making a 

booking in case I bumped into the couple from Saddleworth. It had been 

mentioned in my guidebook, and there were flyers in the cafes. The idea 

behind the tour was most visitors went to the temples, photographed sadhus 

on Freak Street, got the obligatory picture of them outside Tanna Temple 

and then, having done the temples, left Kilrush never to return. The idea 

behind the Tenement Tour was to see how and where people actually lived, 

or, as it said in the brochure, to get a taste of poverty behind closed doors. 

It sounded a delicious way of whiling away a few hours.  

Liberated by not having to rank, in descending order, the world’s 

leading calcium carbide producers, I decided to visit the mystical waters in 

the district of Sneem, which was within easy walking distance of the hotel; 

that is, you come out of the hotel turn right until the road forks and keep 

going on the left and follow the crowds. These waters are imbued with 

medicinal and mystical powers. I splash on Holy Water when I go to Mass 

so it all made sense to me. 

The noise of the tuk-tuks and the car horns, and the waft of fried 
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food from the street vendors, mingled with the smell of decomposed 

rubbish under every footstep. Black ink squirted from the exhaust pipes of 

the multi-coloured lorries. This made me feel abroad. In England, you 

don’t find lorries carrying bricks with a hand-painted picture of a lotus; nor 

with Horn Please stencilled in orange and white lettering on a garish pink 

background on the back of the wagon. 

Sneem is, in essence, a stretch of river whose waters have been 

credited with spiritual and health properties. Followers of various religious 

sects want to be cremated on the riverbanks at Sneem. The only thing they 

want more is to live, but that’s not always an option, if only for health and 

legal reasons. There were many bands of free-range pilgrims prostrating 

themselves along the road to Sneem. This made it a perfect place to sit 

down and people watch. Kay would have loved Frottager’s description of 

Sneem as ‘a cornucopia of organic architecture in celebration of one of 

nature’s most alluring settings.’ I missed the voice that Kay used to put on. 

According to Frottager, holy men believe you needed to wash in the waters 

at least once in your lifetime. Many people believe, myself included, you 

should bathe every day irrespective of whether you enjoy easy access to 

Sneem or not. Even though the temperature was at least thirty degrees 

centigrade, a temperature at which most Irishmen have already reached 

boiling point, the pilgrims wrapped in what looked like sleeping bags 

around their waists, prostrated themselves, put their hands together in 

prayer, kissed the ground, took their shoes off, prostrated themselves, put 

their hands together in prayer, kissed the ground and repeated the process 

until they got inside the temple. People as devout as this are beyond 
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mockery. I just hope they’re right for their sake. 

I knew as soon as I saw and smelt the pilgrims I was going in the 

right direction. The more I saw and smelt them, the more I became 

concerned the pilgrims were going in the wrong direction, noticeably with 

regard to personal hygiene. You wouldn’t want to cremate a loved one and 

be downwind from one of these little stinkers. 

I took the left turn at one of Kilrush’s most celebrated tourist 

attractions, which, as everyone knows, is the hand-painted roundabout. 

This is the only roundabout on the entire island. A smartly dressed 

gentleman, in black boots, white belt and a dark blue beret, blue shirt and 

matching trousers, blew his whistle and waved his white-gloved right hand 

like an extra in a Michael Jackson video. It was like having to shepherd a 

flock of mosquitoes. The Kilrushi driving community preferred to rely 

upon their tried-and-tested, honk-and-holler approach. Whenever a driver 

saw the traffic cop waving at them with a whistle in his mouth, they would 

reciprocate accordingly by tooting him back in acknowledgement. This 

meant you couldn’t actually hear the whistle, which must have been 

frustrating for the gentleman entrusted with the job of blowing it. It 

couldn’t have been noisier if it had taken place under a tin-roofed shelter 

for parakeets during the mating season. 

Every time I tried to cross the road, a family of four on a moped 

would swoop past, clip me and toot. Someone who was hauling fresh fruit 

to the market pulled his load over my feet, and I almost got knocked over 

by a lad with a chest of drawers that was strapped to his scooter. It was 

fabulous. I hadn’t been as excited since I tried to cross the road in Hanoi. 
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Some auld fella took my arm and helped me across the road, like a 

lollipop man for the nerve-shredded and needy. No words were spoken, 

just an exchange of smiles, a nod of the head and then he disappeared over 

to the other side of the road and carried on along the way. I felt humbled by 

this random act of kindness. There’s nothing more difficult to fight against 

than a stranger’s kindness. 

It was marginally less busy on the – not really a road, not really a 

path – route to the magical waters. You could tell the Irish influence 

everywhere by the road signs pertaining to Sneem’s final standing in the bi-

annual Tidy Towns competition. Sneem had finished Best Runners-Up. 

The walk down to the waters took me past the street vendors 

selling spices, mainly different shades of red but also yellow, ochre, cerise, 

fuchsia pink, orange, purple, black, powder blue, cornflower blue and dark 

navy, lime green, mid-green and dark green. They sold king-size Rizlas in 

blue and red, quite a bit of hippy beadery and metal pots for the candles 

that family and friends placed in the water alongside the burning ghat. 

The houses were decorated with yellow, green and red chillies that 

dried upon the corrugated iron roofs, the primary colours contrasting with 

the dirt, the peeling paintwork and the decay of the timeworn buildings. 

There was no hassle by the waters, which made a change from 

Freak Street. My technique is to buy some old tat so when a hustler tries to 

sell his tat to me, I can whip out my tat and try to sell that tat to the guy 

who is trying to sell his tat to me. I’ll give you an example: a vendor tries 

to sell me, say, a hippy necklace for 40 Kilrushi Punts. I then produce a 

wooden pop-up frog, which is priced to go for 100 Kilrushi Punts. The 
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vendor forgets where he is with his sales pitch and finds himself disgusted 

by my ridiculous price. Within a minute or two, his brain feels it cannot 

compute the information and he decides to give me the slip. This allows me 

to go about my business without being hassled. He tells his mates, ‘Watch 

him, he’s a nutter,’ and they avoid me. I meander about without any 

trouble. Job done.  

The whole place was full of flaky buildings and unfinished 

pavements, streams of God-knows-what, yet everyone I saw seemed 

spotless. Bala Ram and Ranesh offered me a guided tour in French, 

Spanish or English. I chose the tour in perfect English. They told me they 

didn’t beg. They were only about twelve or thirteen years old. I cannot 

remember whether they were brothers or friends. Bala Ram was taller than 

Ranesh and was trying to cultivate a moustache. He was dressed in a stripy 

smart-casual shirt worn outside his slacks. Ranesh, who was the less formal 

of the two, wore a t-shirt advertising an insurance company. He stuffed the 

t-shirt into his jeans, which I thought was a curious sartorial move to make. 

We talked football, the West, prices, Hinduism and, of course, the ancient 

river of Sneem. Neither of them could understand why I was travelling on 

my own. 
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Chapter 17: Spoonful 

 

I was beginning to feel homesick for Turtle Bay, for a place that wasn’t 

home, where I only stayed a couple of days and had got sick. I had missed 

my little chats with Caesar about foreskin embroidery and bowing at 

elderly Japanese gentlemen. I decided to do what I always did in that 

situation and went out for a drink. It dawned on me I couldn’t remember 

whether I had seen a turtle in Turtle Bay or not. I walked around 

Vilanculos for a while without being able to decide where to go. I began to 

think I didn’t have time for a drink before supper. I didn’t want to be too 

late back to the hotel in case I wanted to book the Tenement Tour. I 

decided to go to the nearest place Frottager could recommend. It was then I 

realised I couldn’t read the section on Vilanculos restaurant tips in the dark 

and the best place for light was a bar. By now, I didn’t have time for a 

drink. Besides which, I didn’t like getting my guidebook out in public 

places because I didn’t want to look like a tourist. The implication being, if 

it weren’t for the third edition of Frottager’s Guide to the Coronation 

Islands (2009), everyone would assume I was local. 

I panicked into the first place I came to, a place called Mavzoley 

Lenina. I knew before I sat down I had made a mistake. I’ve always 

believed you should judge a book by its cover. You couldn’t see the inside 

of the eatery from outside. By the time I went inside, it would be rude to 

turn around on my heels and sprint for cover. Perhaps I was too hasty in 

judging a Lenin Mausoleum-themed diner. It was a cavernous place and the 
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tables were set as if they were expecting a sudden onslaught of coach 

parties. How disappointing it must have been for the proprietors to only 

have a handful of the local depressives scattered around their dimly lit 

restaurant. This was the sort of place where lights are turned down low not 

because of the ambience of mood lighting but to keep the costs down. 

Waiters eyed me suspiciously as I repeatedly changed tables. I change 

restaurant tables like a Vegas card shark asks for a new deck to change his 

luck. It doesn’t.  

After a while, a waiter swooped from out of the gloom, cleaned 

the plastic-coated table-cloth with a piece of rag and asked if he could take 

my order from a menu only slightly longer than the U.S. President’s 

Christmas card list. 

‘What can I get you from the carvery tonight?’ 

‘An à la carte menu, please,’ I said. 

‘As you like.’ He wiped the menu with a deft swipe of his soiled 

rag. 

‘Do you do Beef Stroganoff?’ I asked. 

‘We are known for our Lamb Shashlik,’ he said. 

‘Do you have any Stroganoff?’ 

‘Hold on please.’ Five minutes passed, there was shouting in the 

kitchens. ‘I’m afraid we cannot do tonight.’ 

‘Okay, can you do a Chicken Kiev?’ I asked. 

‘We do the best Lamb Shashlik in Vilanculos.’ He looked up at 

the ceiling. 

‘Can you do Chicken Kiev?’ 
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‘One moment please,’ he said. Five minutes passed, there was 

shouting in the kitchens. I’m afraid we cannot do tonight. The lamb is 

good.’ 

‘Can you do a Chicken Shashlik?’ I asked. 

‘We do best Lamb Shashlik in all Coronation Islands,’ he said. 

‘Lamb Shashlik would be great. Thanks.’ Another five minutes 

passed, more shouting in the kitchens. 

‘I’m sorry, not have lamb, chicken is all right?’ 

‘I’ll have a starter and see what I fancy,’ I said. 

‘Starter?’ He looked at the ceiling again. 

‘What do you have? Sorry, I meant what do you recommend?’ I 

asked. 

‘Hot, sweet and sour soup.’ 

‘That’d be lovely.’ After what seemed long enough for a scrap 

involving most of the kitchen staff, my hot, sweet and sour soup arrived. I 

put the spoon down after one mouthful. 

‘You finished?’ he asked. 

‘Yes, thank you. Lovely,’ I said. 

‘You no like?’ 

‘No, no, really, it’s fine,’ I said. 

‘You no like?’ 

‘Well no, not really,’ I said. 

‘Why you no like?’ 

‘Because it’s not hot, it’s not sweet and it’s not sour,’ I said. 

‘You like to see our main course, our specials?’ 
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‘No, thanks. I’m fine.’ 

‘And our ice creams?’ he asked. 

‘Sure, what have you got?’ 

‘Today we have avocado, sardines with brandy or gherkin,’ he 

picked up his pen to write the order down. 

‘I’ll just have the bill. Thanks.’ 

‘As you like,’ he said while removing the menu from my hands. I 

felt liberated as soon as I left the gastro-mausoleum. This condition can 

affect the single traveller. The trick is to call the bill over and to repeat this 

request to anyone walking past your table. It is quicker to splash the cash, 

but you might have to spend more time with guns pointing at you in a 

Forex bureau while having to explain why one of your notes has been 

folded. If you really want to leave the place, and you’ve asked for the bill 

but it still hasn’t materialised, just go and hover by the till. This signals to 

the other diners you have to wait a long time to settle the bill. This conveys 

the impression of poor service, which will influence customers’ tips, which 

in turn produces instantaneous results. 

I didn’t have much time in Kilrush. I had eaten a cheese and ham 

toastie for lunch and eaten supper at a Lenin Mausoleum-themed 

restaurant. It dawned on me that apart from my natter with Bala Ram and 

Ranesh, I hadn’t really got to know the land of my forefathers, so when I 

got back to the hotel I booked the Tenement Tour with Rushtours for the 

following morning. 

I nipped in for a nightcap, which I hoped would help to deaden the 

noise of the dogs underneath my bedroom window during Happy Howling 
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Hour. Douglas was behind the bar, the couple from Saddleworth were 

drinking and were, as they say, full of rubber. A couple that looked Indian 

or Pakistani, but could have been Bangladeshi or Sri Lankan, walked in, 

dressed in shalwar kermises and sat down. 

Douglas was telling me a story about when he arrived back in the 

U.S.A. after a tour of duty in Vietnam. All-conquering military heroes were 

not the flavour of the month at this time. Thousands of anti-Vietnam 

protestors went to demonstrate at the airport. Douglas and his pal were 

walking along just outside the airport terminal, while protestors screamed 

abuse at them. They were still wearing their military uniforms when some 

student screamed ‘You murderous bastard’ and spat throatily in Douglas’s 

face. A policeman deliberately turned around to avoid watching Douglas’s 

mate punching the phlegmatic student. The policeman then turned round 

and said to both of them, ‘Welcome back to the U.S.A.’ I asked Douglas 

what was it like killing all those women and children in Vietnam? Douglas 

said no one went out to kill women or children; it’s just the men could run 

faster. 

The couple from Saddleworth were drunk. He wore a baseball cap 

to cover his thinning pate. I watched him engage the Asian couple in 

conversation. 

‘So how long have you worked here then?’ Richard asked. He 

looked at the Asian man and pointed at them for clarity. 

‘We don’t work here. We’re guests,’ the Asian man answered. 

‘You speak very good English,’ said Richard. 

‘Thank you,’ said the Asian man. Richard offered to buy the 
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couple a drink but they declined. 

‘And your wife, does she speak English?’ Richard spoke to the 

Asian gentleman while Lesley hoovered up the bar snacks. 

‘Yes, I do,’ said the Asian lady. The Brit from Saddleworth didn’t 

look at her and continued to speak to the Asian gentleman. He was smiling 

but quite drunk. 

‘You, your English is very good,’ Richard pointed at the Asian 

man’s wife. 

‘Thank you,’ she said. 

‘And your wife, her English very good,’ Richard said again 

pointing at her. 

‘Thank you,’ the Asian man nodded politely. 

‘And you, where did you learn English?’ Richard asked. 

‘At Oxford,’ said the Asian man. 

‘Oh, at Oxford. In England? I know Oxford. I’m in haulage, you 

know, fixtures and fittings for the aeronautical industry. Yeah, got my own 

business. Yeah, not doing too badly at all, as it goes,’ Richard said. 

‘Oh,’ said the Asian gentleman, barely suppressing a yawn.  

‘So, Oxford, where do you work? At Cowley, the big BMW plant 

where they make all the Minis?’ Richard asked.  

‘No, at Oxford when we were students. My wife and I did the 

same course at university,’ said the Asian man. 

‘Oh, right,’ said Richard. He gulped down the rest of his lager. 

‘Fuckin’ Paki snobs, the two of them,’ he said.  
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Chapter 18: Paradise City 

 

I ate in my room to avoid looking at a balding middle-aged man from 

Saddleworth wearing a baseball cap at breakfast. 

My new gnat bite was on the side of my left palm. It puzzled me 

that in the twenty-first century, when you stayed in a boutique hotel in a 

town famous for its temples, you still had to put toilet paper in a bin 

because of the plumbing. If man could erect temples centuries ago, surely 

man could rid himself of human waste. 

I flicked through The Kilrush Chronicle, which was full of price 

information about ecclesiastical licenses, letters to the editor moaning 

about the mooted change of the name of the airport and vacuous pictures of 

regional sales executives from CIA at a reception to celebrate the opening 

of the new St. Kitt’s-St. Pat’s route. 

At ten o’clock I went downstairs and waited for my tour guide to 

pick me up from the hotel before going on the Tenement Tour. After five 

minutes or so, I recognised Sean ambling through reception. We walked 

along to his jeep. Sean was wearing his favourite red Kiltours t-shirt. 

‘How are you, Jack?’ Sean said. 

‘Very well, thank you.’ 

‘You happy with the hotel?’ 

‘It’s okay,’ I said. 

‘So, are you ready for the Temples Tour?’ Sean asked. 

‘The Temples Tour? We did that yesterday, didn’t we?’ 
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‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph,’ Sean cussed while he struggled out of 

his red Kiltours t-shirt and pulled out a dark blue t-shirt with a Rushtours 

company logo from behind the jeep’s sun visor. ‘Right, sorry for that. Now 

we’re set,’ he said.  

The continuous drone of the traffic was punctuated by the shrill 

tooting of horns. We picked up socially aware but uncommunicative 

punters from other guesthouses and hotels while I sat in the back of the 

open jeep. A Korean gentleman snapped away at his fellow passengers as 

they climbed aboard. The outside of the jeep was covered in rope and 

painted in camouflage colours. Everybody spoke in a hushed whisper with 

a minimum of acknowledgement. 

We drove past Long Mesh prison, past St. Ruth’s Psychiatric 

Hospital and stopped in Freak Street where Sean insisted on showing us 

around the local market. The market looked like every other market in the 

world. People were selling fruit, vegetables, pug-ugly fish with staring 

eyes, fly-infested meat, brightly coloured plastic buckets and washing up 

bowls. This was, according to Sean, where the locals bought all their 

produce. There was no evidence of any locals buying any produce 

whatsoever. There was, however, evidence of locals selling produce to tat-

happy tourists who were stretching their legs during a comfort break in 

Freak Street, before visiting the seventh largest calcium carbide plant in the 

world. 

Having been estranged from yet more Kilrushi Punts, we spent 

most of the trip shuffling around the market playing a game of hide and 

seek with Hans the German. I have no idea what his name was; I just called 
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him Hans the German. Hans was a short man in his late 30s, dressed in 

oversized sunglasses, and had black hair and a pockmarked face. He had 

been picked up at the last hotel, an unprepossessing blue building with 

security gates. He insisted on giving both the jeepsters and Sean the slip at 

every opportunity. Sean asked the Korean man to help trace the missing 

German with his surveillance equipment. I know this because the Korean 

showed us on the viewfinder of his camcorder. Within seconds, we found 

the German on the viewfinder. He was caught buying terracotta souvenirs. 

When we got back to the jeep, Hans the German sat with his back to us. 

Was it only twenty-four hours ago that I was trying to do exactly 

the same thing as my German friend? I had run off into the sanctuary of the 

Catholic cathedral because I was suffering from calcium carbide 

information overload. I think Hans the German was just trying to give 

people the slip, and I could understand why he wanted to do this. There 

cannot be anything more awkward than being shepherded around a buzzing 

market. I am trying to avoid the word vibrant. I insist on travelling 

independently so being herded together was abhorrent to me. 

I outperformed my peer group at shrugging off unwelcome 

interest from hawkers. It brings out the marble-hearted in me. But there 

was one question that got me to turn around and respond. And that was the 

dreaded, ‘Where are you from?’ I have no idea why but of all the opening 

conversational gambits from all the traders in all the towns around the 

world, ‘Where are you from?’ has always been the most difficult to ignore. 

I have travelled around hundreds of smelly, busy, vibrant markets and 

souks but I have never heard a better opening line. I suppose it’s painfully 
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obvious where the lad, sitting on his haunches, is from. ‘Where are you 

from?’ metamorphoses into, ‘Are you here on holiday?’ And the next 

moment you’re waiting for your change while they pop it in another blue 

plastic bag. 

We headed off down Connolly, past Casement, past the spleen of 

St. Stanislaus along Pearse, drove past the E.F.U. Bank branch in Naas 

where I had changed money, and pulled up a couple of doors down. 

The Tenement Tour was marketed as an unforgettable experience 

if you are looking for an insider’s point of view. It was also marketed as 

instructive, educational and safe and less voyeuristic than other Poorism 

tours. Sean dropped us off outside the tenement. Lead us not into tenement 

and deliver us from Sean. Sean said he wouldn’t come inside because he 

wasn’t known to the people in the area, had done the tour a couple of days 

ago and, besides which, he fancied a Starbucks. 

Sean introduced us to Gerardo, from Rio de Janeiro, who had 

previously owned an upscale favela tour company. He had been a pioneer 

in the early days of rich pickings. However, the arrival of new market 

entrants meant cutthroat competition, the slashing of margins and a price 

war. Gerardo had made a lot of money from the poverty game but had sold 

out to one of his competitors and was now looking for new business 

opportunities. He’d only been in Kilrush for about a year and a half but had 

fitted in well and was much liked – even by the thorny young man in the 

sunglasses and NBA basketball top holding the firearm at the top of the 

stairs. He didn’t look old enough to smoke, let alone carry a gun. The 

tenement was the only one on the street with barbed wire outside. Graffiti 
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artists must have targeted it too, as it was the only building with murals that 

I saw in my time on the island. Both of the bottom windows had been 

boarded up. They had made a neat job. 

‘All you hear about this area is violence and poverty,’ said 

Gerardo. 

I didn’t know that; I had no idea at all. It wasn’t in Frottager’s. 

Gerardo wore a bandana and smoked Red Marlboro like the original 

cowboy. The beat box played hip-hop CDs. It was disappointing how all 

the young lads were aping the gold chains, gold teeth and shades look 

imported from the States. The people staring at us were evidently upset 

about something. Perhaps they had shorted the gold price at the same time 

Gordon Brown had sold Britain’s reserves? I could never understand how 

poverty and jewellery got along so well. These kids were wearing more 

jewellery than a darts player’s wife. At least Gerardo didn’t bother talking 

to us as if he was trying to mix some decks.  

‘Given the area’s bad-ass reputation, this will give you a much 

better understanding of local society, and the day-by-day life here in this 

township, favela, slum or tenements, as we call them here in Kilrush. We 

call them tenements because of our history. And you guys know your 

history, right? Well, Dublin, which is in Ireland, had some of the worst 

living conditions in Europe. The people there lived in buildings called 

tenements.’ Gerardo nodded his head for quite a while until we nodded 

back. He continued: ‘after the potato famine, as some of you may know, 

the Irish fled. The British sent some of the Irish to Kilrush as what you’d 

call indentured labour. That means slaves, right? Some of the Irish fled to 
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Glasgow in Scotland where they lived in buildings in slums. These 

buildings were also called tenements. We have pictures on the walls here of 

those tenements in Dublin and Glasgow. So yeah, take a look. There are 

prints available so please write down the number on the sticker on the front 

of the pictures. The turnaround on the pictures is only forty-five minutes. 

It’s done with high specification laser printing and costs thirty Punts. We 

also have some nice distressed-looking frames available.’ Gerardo pulled a 

wad out of his low-slung back pocket to indicate he could change money. 

His pitch went on: ‘so, what has all this got to do with here? Well, like 

Dublin and Glasgow, Vilanculos is a city of contradictions. I would like to 

talk about security, the local infrastructure and other aspects of tenement 

living. At the top of the stairs in this tenement, there is a local terrace 

where we can meet Mick, who is a tenement dweller, see his house, you 

can use the toilet, buy a soft drink, pause for pictures, yes, Kwang-Su… 

and for camcorders, of a breath-taking view over the city. There will be 

some times when you can video or photograph and some times when you 

cannot. I will tell you when you can and when you cannot. This includes 

mobile phones. Then we will walk through the community, where we have 

an option to stop for a drink, look at a handicraft centre, and we’ll finish off 

by giving you a chance of making a real contribution to our community 

school. Any questions?’ By now, nobody was paying attention to Gerardo 

as they were focusing on which tenement souvenir to buy for the folks back 

home. 

‘What do they have in the handicraft centre?’ asked Hans. 

‘I’ll show you later, but don’t worry.’ Gerardo wasn’t comfortable 
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with interactive pitches. I wanted to ask how much we had to pay on top of 

the tour price for tips and contributions. I noticed all the prints on the walls 

were of tenement slums in their heyday; pictures of startled kids with food 

around their mouths and no shoes. Kwang-Su insisted on recording most of 

the tour and waved his hand violently if anyone spoke. This affected the 

quality of his camerawork making him even more upset. Meanwhile, the 

German gave away chipped terracotta souvenirs to bemused passers-by. 

We left when youths started to throw the terracotta back towards the jeep. 

We were still only a hundred and fifty yards away from where yesterday 

the sadhu had collared me to take his picture. I looked out for him but he 

was probably working nights. We got back on the jeep after spending a 

pleasant morning on the urban deprivation tour. Kid Kalashnikov waved at 

us and said goodbye in French, German and Korean. He was happy with 

his tip. The ring tone on his mobile played If I Were a Rich Man. 

It was awful. I felt ashamed of myself for going on the tour. 

Would I have been disappointed if I hadn’t seen any real poverty? How 

poor did I want the people to be, for me to think the expense of the trip was 

worthwhile? Would it have been worth it if babies were dying of 

malnutrition and their mothers had to sell their bodies to strangers to feed 

their young? If Kay had been alive, I wouldn’t have gone on the tour; she 

would have refused to go. She would have said it was like feasting on 

poverty. I felt more sorry for myself than for the people I met in the 

tenement. And I felt less sorry for the people who lived there than my 

fellow passengers. At least the tenement dwellers were being resourceful 

whereas the jeepsters just got off on gawping at them. Like I did. 
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I was free for the day and decided to plot up at Sneem. Bala Ram 

and Ranesh, who were still not at school on yet another weekday, were in 

the same place where I met them last time. When anyone saw me with 

these two chaps, they just formed a queue while I doled out the cash. It 

sounds silly but I’m not as concerned about being tucked up as I am about 

the manner in which it’s done. The Kilrushi street traders had a fantastic 

way about them. It’s like bull fighting in Spain: you know who you want to 

put your money on, but it’s the technique that draws the crowds. The 

stallholders in Kilrush were charming even though I was being mean. But 

my studied misanthropy was no match for these boys. 

‘Where you from?’ asked an Arabic gentleman fingering his 

prayer beads. 

‘London,’ I said. 

‘Chelski, Tottenham or are you, by the way, a Gooner?’ He 

flashed a smile that could have defrosted an icebox with the fridge door 

shut. 

‘I’m a Chairboy. Wycombe Wanderers,’ I said. 

‘Tell me, sir, can you bend it like Beckham?’ He’d hooked me. As 

a courtesy, he just wanted me to splash about for a few more minutes 

before reeling me in. He knew. I knew. He knew I knew, and I knew he 

knew. ‘Come see. Looks see,’ he said. 

‘Thank you,’ I said. 

‘Looking is for free,’ he said. 

‘Thank you.’ I was wondering what was the quickest and cheapest 

way of escaping. 
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‘You want I show you more?’ 

‘No, no. That’s fine,’ I said.  

‘Buy a little something, please my friend,’ he said. 

‘I’ve got no money left; all your mates have had it.’ 

‘Buy something today or it is very bad luck for me. You are my 

first customer. I make you special price. Special rate today for Chairboys 

only,’ he said while he swished his prayer beads like a cow’s tail. 

‘How much for these black leather belts?’ I asked in a shrill voice. 

‘Yes, please, best quality.’ 

‘How much did you say?’ 

‘You like the quality, yes?’ 

‘Yes, very good,’ I said. 

‘Two hundred and fifty Punts only.’ He said. 

‘Two hundred and fifty Punts?’ I said. 

‘Yes, good price,’ he said. 

‘Nah.’ I was trying to avoid making eye contact with him. 

‘Okay, how much you pay?’ 

‘Fifty,’ I said. 

‘Sorry, my friend. One hundred and fifty only. This is good price. 

You cannot buy this quality at that price,’ he sounded serious. 

‘A hundred,’ I was supposed to do this for a job. 

‘Sorry, my friend. One hundred and twenty five only. Very good 

price.’ 

‘A hundred,’ I said. 

‘Okay my friend. You are, what we say, a fussy onion. You buy 
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one like this for a hundred, and you pay no more, yes?’ 

‘Yes. A hundred. Last price,’ I said. 

‘Okay, my friend. You win.’ He reached up and pulled out an 

identical black belt out of another box. He said, ‘Okay, you win. A 

hundred. You want to buy leather hat, wallet, shoes, leather jacket, presents 

for your family? You like something for your wife, or maybe your 

mistress? You want I make you good discount? Please looks see. Looking 

is for free. I make you special price, my friend.’ 

I had now exhausted my shopping quota for the week and returned 

to the ghats where Bala Ram and Ranesh were plying their trade with a 

young female student. I’d only been to Sneem the day before but it felt, 

without wanting to sound mawkish, like I was going home. Up to now 

everything I had seen was different to every other day, it was comforting to 

return to a place I’d been to. I knew the score as to where I could sit and 

where I was most likely to be left alone. I walked past Technicolor spices, 

the ‘Hello, my friend, look see’ stallholders and followed the narrow path 

down to the water. The buildings were smoke-aged with corrugated tin 

roofs and hefty, hand-carved wooden doors. I sat down in the same place I 

had sat down before and stared at the burning ghats. Kleptomaniac 

monkeys watched people washing their hair in the river. Whenever I saw 

people washing their hair I always thought of Kay. 

The smoke from the ghats was odourless. Apart from the click of 

the camera shutter or hushed video commentary, Sneem was a tranquil 

spot, the only place where you could escape the tooting of the horns. 

People went about their daily business; most of the people attending the 
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cremations sat quietly staring at the flames. Some chatted in an animated 

fashion. Other visitors were gazing into the distance. I’m embarrassed to 

admit that the tourists, like me, were lined up on the other side of the water 

to get a ‘good’ view of the ghats. The good thing about going more than 

once was you didn’t feel the need to snap away at anything that moved or 

had recently stopped moving.  

It was the best place I’d been to so far, on this trip to the 

Coronation Islands, by a long way. I was happy to while away the hours, 

jotting notes in my Red and Black notebook. The rest of the time was spent 

people-watching while keeping an eye out for monkeys trying to nick my 

pen. These monkeys made my ex-wife look trustworthy. When they 

weren’t thieving from tourists, they hopped about with their young on their 

backs, preening each other or cooling themselves down from the sun with a 

swim. I began to think there are worse things in the world than being 

cremated by the waters in Sneem. As a pink-faced Westerner, my concern 

was whether I was experiencing a voyeuristic kick out of being in such an 

outlandish location where bodies burned. I wasn’t used to this. It wasn’t 

our way. Death for me was a man in black sprinkling water onto a damp, 

freshly dug grave where fellow mourners hang their heads in pseudo-

religious piety while snuffling up their tears. The bizarre thing is I don’t 

remember friends and relatives crying by the ghats. I’m not for one 

moment saying they didn’t cry but what I am saying is I don’t remember 

people crying. Maybe they shed their tears before the cremation and not 

during. 

I don’t know whether travel narrows or broadens the mind in spite 
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of my exhaustive enquiries. In fact the more I travel, the less certain I 

become about anything. Did I think, for example, this was hardcore 

travelling at its very best? Was this vista the reason I bothered my arse in 

going half way round the world, frittering away thousands of pounds, just 

to get a glimpse? Was I only buzzing because I could imagine the pay-off? 

‘So where was the best place you went then?’ 

‘Well, I can’t say the best place. But certainly one of the most 

amazing places was the burning ghat at Sneem. Where you’d just sit down, 

chill out, and the monkeys would nick your pen, while women would do all 

their washing only a few steps away from a burning body.’ 

Perhaps I thought burning ghats were cool because I had been 

there, hung out and could tell people about it? This, in turn, would make 

me cool for having experienced them. Was I feasting on other people’s 

poverty and the misery of family loss merely to make myself more 

interesting, and therefore more desirable, at dinner parties? I was anxious 

about what my motivation was for travel. Was I just another collector? 

Some men were ground-hoppers, that is, men who liked to tick off as many 

football grounds as possible. Some men liked to bring back big game and 

stick body parts up on the wall as a souvenir. I couldn’t help but feel that it 

was something to do with competitiveness. I wanted to go to more 

countries than other people. But why did I want to? And by joining the 

Travelers’ Century Club, what would that prove? And to whom? And 

wouldn’t I know more about a country if I actually spent some time living 

with a family rather than gadding about from one multinational hotel 

company to another? Take the Aspire Hotel Group; I have stayed with 
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them in Doha, Qatar, the Maldives and Mauritius. I think I travelled to 

more countries to make myself more interesting to potential partners. In 

another era, I would have learnt to play the piano or dance the Foxtrot. 

Perhaps my whole obsession about running around the world was to do 

with my fear of standing still. Perhaps I was happy to pontificate upon my 

experiences abroad because it was easier than to think about my history to 

date at home. Perhaps I could only understand what home was from the 

perspective of travelling away. I know I must be this because I know I’m 

not that. I know I’m a Catholic because I know I’m not Jewish, Moslem or 

Protestant. Or is it the case the more you travel, the more you realise that 

actually we’re all the same. We all like giggling babies, fluffy animals and, 

most of us, like football. Disquieting thoughts are a bit like mosquito bites, 

they come and go only to be replaced by new ones. 
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Chapter 19: Sunny Afternoon 

 

When I travel, it is the minutiae that stay with me. I can remember the two 

guys by the river in Sneem, both dressed in white and wearing flip flops, 

smiling and joking as one of them shaved the other one’s hair off with a 

yellow plastic cut-throat razor. I think it was because the lad having his 

head shaved had just lost his father, but I couldn’t swear to it.  

When you travel around Europe, you never really see anything, as 

everything happens behind closed doors; in Kilrush everything happened 

on the street. I can remember turning a corner by the waters to find a 

brother and a sister standing under a street sign with a blue background and 

white lettering. She was about six, and he was about eight. She was holding 

a lamb in her arms, while he carried his younger brother on his shoulders. 

None of them wore any shoes. I had spotted the little girl with the fierce 

eyes and the matted hair earlier. She had been squatting in the street. Her 

faeces looked like spaghetti. 

The street sign said SAVE OUR SELF-ESTEEM and, under that, it 

said DO NOT ENCOURAGE BEGGING and, under that, stood the kids. It 

wasn’t the first time that day that I had seen shoeless kids with unwashed 

faces. Under the street sign, another newer sign said Champak Restaurant – 

Inside the Changu Temple. Bunches of cobs of corn were hanging up to dry 

and tied next to the street sign. It was my last afternoon in Sneem and in 

Kilrush. Realistically, I would never return. In my heart I wanted to find a 

place that captivated me so much I wouldn’t even entertain the idea of 
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going to another place. It would be pointless, as I would know I couldn’t 

possibly enjoy anywhere as much as my ‘special’ place. There was a part 

of me that was quite jealous of people who had already found their 

‘special’ place. Could you find a special place without a special one? 

Another part of me thought they were dumb. And another part of me was 

jealous at their contentment. 

Perhaps it was the thrill of the chase and the lust for the unknown 

that attracted me. Maybe contentment wasn’t to be found in a place after 

all. Then you start thinking, it isn’t the place but the process you enjoy. I 

enjoy the self-deceiving thrill of thinking you can go anywhere. But then 

you can’t do that either. Some countries don’t like you coming 

(Turkmenistan), some places you wouldn’t like the food (Mongolia), and 

some places you just don’t fancy (Saudi Arabia).  

How could I say I was genuinely moved by what I saw in Sneem 

while knowing I would never return, when, in the next breath, I say how 

much I was looking forward to Fulgary? After a new gnat bite, this time on 

my forehead, I headed back to my hotel. The stallholders were rearranging 

their merchandise under the harsh strip lights as I moseyed back. It struck 

me as strange how a place you have only visited a couple of times could 

feel so familiar. Mr. Personality hid behind reception and looked at me as if 

he’d never seen me before in his life. I’d never met anyone like him before 

in my life either. He half-mumbled a semi-sentence, something along the 

lines of Sean calling me back at 6.30 that evening. It was difficult to hear 

what he said as he was looking down at his book and trying to 

communicate without moving his lips. Or at least, he did the first few times 
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when I asked him to repeat what he had said. Returning to La Hermita in 

Kilrush, to point out Mr. Personality, so my pals knew I wasn’t just making 

it up, suddenly seemed like a very good idea. 
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Chapter 20: Out On The Floor  

 

Sean called me promptly at 6.30. I was hoping he’d call me. I had just 

showered and was watching CNN and needed some good news. 

Wycombe’s match was over and I couldn’t get the score. CNN didn’t cover 

League Division Two. 

‘Hello, Jack?’ 

‘Hi there, Sean, how are you?’ 

‘Not too shabby. And yourself?’ 

‘Fine thanks,’ I said. 

‘Wycombe Wanderers drew.’ 

‘Brilliant. You don’t know who scored?’ I asked. 

‘No, but I can find out if you want,’ Sean said. 

‘Don’t worry. Fantastic news.’ 

‘Grand. And what will you be doing tonight?’ 

‘No idea whatsoever but not eating in mausoleum-themed 

restaurants.’  

‘And you’ll be leaving tomorrow?’ he asked. 

‘Yep,’ I said. 

‘Would you fancy a look round the town, if it’s your last night?’ 

‘I’d love to. That’s really kind,’ I said. I meant it too. 

‘Not a bother. My wife’s away anyhow. Pick you up in an hour.’ 

‘Thanks a million, Sean.’ I didn’t know what I was going to do on 

my last night in Vilanculos, but I knew nothing would be as interesting as a 
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night out with someone who lived there. Tourists create their own trail, and 

places become tourist hangouts. So when a visitor asks a local where they 

should go, then the local recommends a place on the tourist map. If only 

because they know the place is popular with tourists.  

I granted myself some new clothes for the occasion. As I said 

earlier, I had packed my linen Vilebrequin shirt with the navy background 

and pale blue leaves and the red, orange, yellow and purple hibiscus. It was 

still in the same wrapper as when Kay had bought it. A linen shirt can only 

be worn once before it looks like you are wearing a scrunched-up crisp 

packet. I wanted to save it for best and anyway I wasn’t taken in by the 

repeated promise the hotel would return my laundry before I left in the 

morning. This was the second evening the hotel had promised to return my 

laundry. 

I now felt awkward about being snotty to Sean about pick-up 

times. There is nothing more undermining to a man’s bolshiness than a 

stranger going beyond the call of duty. I had misjudged him. Kay used to 

give people the benefit of the doubt. I took out some extra cash to lavish 

upon Sean, hopefully over endless rounds of drinks.  

He bowled up on time, and we settled the arrangements for my 

departure in the morning before going out. It was understood by both of us 

that, if any serious stuff needed to be done, it would be best to get it sorted 

out early on and before the drink kicked in. He wore a brown bomber 

jacket, pale blue shirt and purplish slacks. He drank pints of lager and 

washed them down with rum. He wasn’t overly concerned with drink 

driving as he had his horn if anything untoward happened. I asked him 
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about policemen; he said only jealous men became policemen and you 

mustn’t spend the rest of your life worrying about them. 

We went to a roof-terrace bar overlooked by a neon sign 

advertising Mirnov Vodka. A band played very loud music that sounded 

like a Bangra-Irish folk fusion. The band consisted of a lead 

guitarist/vocalist in a rather fetching check shirt and a bass player who 

faced the vocalist but not the audience. There was a long-haired lad on the 

smallest Yamaha organ (I’m tempted to say pocket organ), and a 

bespectacled lady in a flowing green top sat doing nothing. After another 

round of lager and rum chasers and large gin and tonics, Sean and I 

bellowed out the chorus.  

There were a handful of other lads, but no girls, with us. They 

danced along to the music while grinning a lot. There was a big sign saying 

No Dancing Please. The security staff took these lads by the arms, in an 

incredibly polite way, and escorted them off, still smiling, and away from 

the dance floor. As soon as they were led away by security, they would 

return still smiling and still dancing. Security proceeded to do the same 

thing again but with sterner faces. These men were haunted by the fear 

someone somewhere was having better fun than they were. We laughed our 

heads off knowing that, according to Sean, more men die of caution than 

die of excess.  

Leading off the roof terrace was a dining room with tables laid and 

all set up for tour parties. The only thing missing were the tour parties. 

Sean was an astonishingly good drinker and very amusing in a self-

deprecatory way, quite unlike his fact-obsessed tour-guide persona, and 
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after a few shots of arak, washed down by a few more beers, I nearly drank 

my tears laughing.  

We must have ended up back at his house for a couple of 

nightcaps. I was flattered to be invited. He drove along unlit roads. I had no 

idea where I was in relation to either my hotel or to where we’d just been. I 

was at Sean’s mercy. 

The outside of the house was painted white. The house was 

square, with barbed wire and broken glass that ran along the top of the 

walls. The details of the rest of the house are foggy. In the basement, as I 

remember, his beloved dog’s room was bigger than the maid’s room. I 

think I had been invited back to see his house because I had told him I 

loved dogs, he said he had a dog at home and asked if I’d like to see it. The 

walls and the lace curtains of the house were also in white. I met Sean’s 

gorgeous daughter, Aiofe, who was about seven or eight, I think the dog 

was an Alsatian, or a similar breed which I don’t like, and I don’t 

remember meeting the maid. But if the dog was there and Aiofe was there 

and his wife, Anne, was away, then his maid must have been there too. 

Anne worked as an air-stewardess for CIA and was flying from 

Frankfurt to London. Sean adored his wife and carried pictures of her in his 

wallet.  

The remarkable thing about visiting his house was how similar it 

was to Western European houses; intricately woven purple and red carpets, 

orange curtains, a chest of drawers with bottles of drink on it, sofas with 

white lacy throws and orangey chairs. The only surprising feature was a 

mural that took up an entire wall in the lounge. The mural depicted a white 
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wooden bridge over a waterway, thick lush vegetation by the water, it may 

have been mangrove, and palm trees. The trees were bowed with orange 

flowers, but they were not orange trees, there were white clouds and above 

that, a purple-blue sky. I asked Sean if he could take a picture of me 

standing against the mural. I didn’t take many pictures of myself in the 

Coronation Islands; there didn’t seem any point. Sean asked me if I had 

family at home. I told him I had an ex-wife and a daughter in a home that I 

bought in England but they shared it with my ex-gardener. He asked me if 

that was why I travelled on my own. I told him about when Kay and I were 

on holiday and went on a Jolly Roger cruise ship and how I was still 

struggling to get over Kay and how perhaps if I changed jobs, I might be 

able to meet new people and move on. Sean said I shouldn’t feel guilty. I 

asked him if he would feel guilty if the same thing had happened to Anne 

but he didn’t answer the question, just nodded thoughtfully, hauled himself 

out of his armchair and went for a piss. 

After a couple more last drinks and a couple more last-one 

cigarettes, Sean dropped me off back at my hotel. I wobbled into the bar 

but Douglas wasn’t on duty, much to the relief of my aching pancreas. I 

clutched the banisters, hauled myself upstairs and fell asleep. 
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Chapter 21: I Don’t Want To Be Nice 

 

I had a phone call in the middle of the night asking if I was still Jack 

Kanganey. And when I said, ‘Yes,’ they hung up. In my drowsiness, I 

thought Kay might have been trying to contact me. I was waiting for the 

phone to ring so I couldn’t get back to sleep. I was so tired the next 

morning I put verruca lotion in my eye and not eye drops. I was convinced 

this would burn a hole in my retina and render me blind. I thought about 

arriving in the hundredth country on the day I lost my sight in one eye. 

What was God trying to tell me about my life? What was his message? 

Could I have done more to help Kay? Perhaps I could write a book about 

my adventures and the loss of my sight and draw a parable from the two 

but it dawned on me I wasn’t absolutely certain what a parable was. 

Besides which, it wouldn’t sell; people want biographies of famous people, 

books with at least one death in it or books by famous writers. What the 

blue blazes does the world want to publish a book about a parable, written 

by a bloke who doesn’t actually know what a parable is? The numbers 

didn’t add up; it wasn’t commercial. 

On the plus side, the time I had spent worrying about my 

impending blindness and my prospects of publishing a parable about my 

life and crimes were such that, if I was going to go blind, it would have 

happened by now. I had bathed my eye immediately and washed and 

washed and washed it, and nothing had happened yet. On one hand, I had 

recovered my sight, but on the other hand, if I hadn’t been such a klutz, it 
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wouldn’t have happened in the first place. I was paying the price for my 

chummy euphoria of the previous evening. 

I would like to tell you about the excitement, satisfaction and thrill 

of being about to arrive in my hundredth country, and thus ensuring 

membership of the Travelers’ Century Club, and my enthusiasm and 

eagerness for the day ahead; I’d like to but I can’t. I had a shocking 

headache, my guts were all over the shop, and my eyeballs felt as if 

someone had been rubbing an etching on them, and, worst of all, my hotel 

room felt far too hot. 

I had to pack up my gubbins and check, re-check and check again 

my hotel safe. I had to ensure all relevant papers (passport, flight tickets, 

travel vouchers, travel itinerary and cash) were stored away in my hand 

luggage. I had to sort out which hotel staff would get a tip (and how much) 

and make sure I had the right change to pay them in Punts. I had to work 

out how much to pay the bellboys and the baggage porters at St. Pat’s 

airport. I had to tip Sean. I had to change cash back from Kilrushi Punts 

before I arrived in Fulgary. I had to check and pay my bill. I hoped that 

Sean wouldn’t oversleep and prayed my flight to Fulgary would be on 

time. And I still hadn’t got my laundry back. 

‘Hi there, some idiot rang me in the middle of the night, asked me 

my name and hung up. Do you know who it was?’ I asked the receptionist. 

‘I’m sorry Mr. Kearney. I only started my shift at breakfast,’ she 

said. 

‘Please prepare my bill as I’m leaving shortly.’ 

‘Oh, that’s a shame; we hope to have you back as our valued guest 
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again some time soon. We hope you’ve enjoyed your stay as much as 

we’ve enjoyed having you here with us.’ 

‘Oh and another thing, I’ve been asking for my laundry on and off 

for a couple of days now, any risk I can have it back before I leave?’ I said. 

‘Certainly, Mr. Kearney. May I ask if you’ve already received it?’ 

‘Of course I haven’t,’ I said. 

‘Certainly, Mr. Kearney. May I ask, by the way, do you know if it 

is outside your room?’ 

‘Why would it be left there for Christ’s sake?’ I asked. 

‘Certainly. Because we didn’t want to wake you up. We left it 

outside. That is maybe why we called you, to check you were in your 

room,’ she said. 

‘Okay, you win,’ I said. 

‘Very good. Well, have a nice day and we hope to see you again 

sometime in La Hermita and that you have enjoyed your stay.’ 

After a busy breakfast served in my room, an overly long tepid 

shower, two headache tablets and three bottles of fizzy water, I saw some 

signs of improvement. Things went as well as could be expected allowing 

for my health. I paid my bill and was disappointed to find they hadn’t 

overcharged me. It is satisfying catching people overcharging you, if only 

to compensate for all the times you don’t. Sean showed up on time and, by 

now, thinking had taken over from talking. It was now I remembered he 

told me last night that Mr. Personality, who was employed to hide behind 

the reception desk, was, in fact, his wife’s brother. I couldn’t recall whether 

this had come out before or after I had told him what I had thought about 
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him. 

Last night, we were two mates, and, today, we had reverted back 

to guide and client. This suited me, as it required less talking and less 

thinking. 

Sean helped me to get my luggage checked in. We said goodbye, 

and I pressed the last of my Kilrushi notes into his palm during the farewell 

handshake. I promised to keep my eyes open for his wife on my flight back 

from Fulgary to London Heathrow. Sean gave me his business card, and we 

shook hands again. I felt sad. I was already on my penultimate flight and 

the last page of my travel itinerary. As something of a fillip, and because 

that’s what they did for domestic inter-island flights anyway, I was to take 

a small plane to Fulgary. Connections between the different Coronation 

Islands were not great and, if I missed my flight, I was stumped. It isn’t 

easy getting in and out of the Coronation Islands, even specialist travel 

operators advise caution when they book visitors. This remains the single 

biggest reason why the islands attract such a paltry number of visitors per 

year and why hardly anybody has ever heard of them. There are few direct 

flights and even fewer international connecting flights. There is only one 

direct flight between Kilrush and Fulgary and, if you miss it, you have to 

wait another week. God knows how people get to the more remote outlying 

islands. And if I did miss my flight from Kilrush to Fulgary, I would spend 

my birthday, on the 26th, on my own. This was not an option. It was taking 

the whole solitary traveller shtick a little too far, even for me. Having small 

aeroplanes, which were booked well in advance, compounded the problem. 

I had to arrive at the airport check-in at least three hours before departure 
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even though it was still classified as a domestic flight. Government 

officials weren’t averse to appropriating the planes for themselves at short 

notice or abandoning the schedule altogether. And with the stories I’d 

heard about passengers being double-booked, I arrived three and a half 

hours before departure. Time dragged by like a drunken tortoise until it was 

half an hour before our scheduled take-off. 

It is always about this time, the imminent must-get-on-first-or 

they’ll-kick-me-off-the-plane time, that I begin to hover by the departure 

gate. I hover by the stewardesses and try to eavesdrop on their walkie-

talkie conversations. I am, at this critical stage, looking at my watch. I 

scrutinize the faces of the stewardesses to see if I can pick up any non-

verbal clues as to which gate and the time of actual rather than projected 

departure. I revert to tutting mode while turning around to see if I can rally 

some other tutter’s tutting support. On this occasion, and probably just to 

annoy me, the plane is five minutes late in being called. While admittedly I 

don’t have another appointment for some days, I’m still miffed. Maybe I’m 

just not cut out for this type of adventure and should just accept it. But I did 

need to get home before my birthday. The prospect of spending it on my 

own was too much for me to bear. 

Kilrush airport has only one runway, which is, by local by-laws, 

supposed to be cleared of livestock before any take-off or landing. I could 

see some goats nibbling grass out of the large window next to the departure 

gate but I couldn’t see a plane. I asked the young lady with the walkie-

talkie what time we were likely to leave. She didn’t know. I asked her if the 

plane was in the air or was it still stuck in Placentia. She didn’t know. I 
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asked her what the problem was and she said technical difficulties. I asked 

her to explain what those technical difficulties involved but she didn’t seem 

to know that either. I asked her to find out from the person she was talking 

to on the walkie-talkie but she turned her back on me and walked away. 

She must have answered some questions during the interview process to 

get the job in the first place but showed little interest in answering any 

more. I sensed my forensic line of enquiry was beginning to be every little 

bit as irritating for my fellow passengers as the delayed flight, so I moseyed 

around the shops again. For an hour, if you include a coffee. 

The reason why the plane island-hopped to Kilrush was to fly onto 

Fulgary so passengers could catch the connecting flight back to London 

Heathrow. I was trying to remember whether I would have to fly back to 

Placentia and then on to Heathrow, or whether it would be better to fly 

from Kilrush to Colombo in Sri Lanka, and from Colombo whether to fly 

back to Heathrow with either Sri Lankan, Qatar or British Airways. We 

were already seventy minutes late when I heard a muffled message on the 

bing-bong saying something about the plane soon to depart to Fulgary, and 

jostled to get in the queue ahead of my fellow travellers. 

The domestic fleet of CIA were all twin-propeller aircraft. We 

boarded the small plane; the twin propellers started up – we’re off – and 

then the propellers stopped. We were asked to disembark by an overly 

cheerful, helpful, charming and smiley air-stewardess. This was serious. It 

was obvious, to me, that the ‘technical difficulties’ that had caused the 

delayed arrival were now so serious that the plane could not be reasonably 

expected to depart for Fulgary without causing a significant risk to the 
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safety of my fellow passengers – which would leave me stranded in 

Kilrush. The domestic fleet had the world’s second worst safety record, 

losing only on a points decision given to Air Cubana. The pilot had to 

ensure the plane would arrive at its destination in daylight. 

Some eighty-seven minutes past our scheduled departure time, a 

lorry came up and plugged itself into our plane. As this was Kilrush, I was 

able to stand on the runway and light a cigarette ten yards away from the 

plane and chat with the passengers; all of whom were totally unfazed by 

what was happening. I tried seven times to ring Dave Carroll’s cell-phone 

to ask how much a helicopter would cost from Kilrush to Fulgary but the 

line was dead. I couldn’t think of anything more pitiful than spending my 

birthday on my own. No doubt the resort would bring me out a cake and 

horsewhip the staff into singing Happy Birthday but the visual image was 

too ghastly to contemplate. The wreckage of a previous flight two months 

ago lay by the runway but, as one of my fellow passengers remarked, at 

least it wouldn’t be the same pilot. I had another cigarette not because I 

fancied one, or needed one, but because I knew I would never be able to 

smoke a cigarette ever again, on a runway, while waiting for my plane to 

be fixed. And, just as I stubbed out my cigarette on the tarmac, the still 

smiley stewardess stood next to the cabin door and ushered her guests onto 

the plane. We dined on Guinness stir-fry, Poiteen-flavoured crisps and 

chicory coffee, all of which tasted delicious. I was about to land in my one 

hundredth country. 
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Part Three 

‘Caelum non animus mutant qui trans mare currant,’ which 

means, loosely translated, that no matter how far away you 

travel, you are always stuck with yourself. 

—. Horace 
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Chapter 22: Happy Jack 

 

Fulgary’s airport was upmarket, clean and new. It was different to 

Placentia and Kilrush. There weren’t any NO SPITTING IN TERMINAL 

signs. The trolleys worked and I was the third person to get my luggage 

from the carousel. My idea was to trade up in terms of comfort: from the 

twitcher’s lodgings in Placentia, the boutique city centre hotel of La 

Hermita to the sun-drenched, fine-dining-ridden, goose-feathered-pillow-

infested, rustic luxury of Omanalak; the only resort in the Coronation 

Islands featuring in the top hundred list in Living The Dream magazine. I 

was fascinated to see whether Fulgary’s fantasy island matched up to its 

website. 

‘Mr. Kaganagh?’ said a sour-faced, teenage stick insect, dressed in 

a burgundy shirt with epaulets that was two sizes too large. 

‘Who?’ I thought he must have been the resort’s meeter and 

greeter. I pushed the trolley over to him and began to dump my hand 

luggage on it. 

‘Mr. Jack Kaganagh?’  

‘Yep, that’s me.’ I fancied a long, cool drink. Somebody had got 

my name right. I had arrived in Fulgary – my hundredth country. All I had 

to do now was to flop onto the pinkish sands of Meelick Beach. 

‘Please follow me,’ He wasn’t there to assist me with my luggage. 

While he pronked off ahead, I had to keep one eye on him while making 

sure the luggage didn’t fall off my trolley. Mr. Epaulet opened an 
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unmarked door, walked in and sat down behind a spartan desk made of 

cheap, utilitarian timber. Meanwhile, I struggled to manoeuvre my heavily-

laden trolley into a tight, un-ergonomic space. There was no place for me 

to sit, and I hadn’t been invited to do so. I was pinned up against the wall 

by my own trolley. 

‘Mr. Kaganagh? 

‘That’s right again. For the third time,’ I said. His mouth was 

turned down at the sides so I dropped the smart-aleck approach. 

‘Where do you live?’ he asked. 

‘South Bucks, just outside London.’ 

‘And what do you for a job?’ 

‘Trader at Fundamental Securities. Has something happened?’ 

‘So why do you say you live in Graceland?’ 

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I said. 

‘Are you a radio ventriloquist or not?’ 

‘No, Sir,’ I said. He slid the form I had handed in on arrival in 

Placentia over the desk. He had trimmed the hair on his knuckles and kept 

his nails clean. 

‘Why are you here?’ 

‘Vacation,’ I said. 

‘On your own?’ His eyes didn’t believe me. 

‘Yes. I was going to… I had always planned to come with my, 

my… something else cropped up.’ I said. The man with the crew cut and 

the smeary glasses wrote everything down, looked up at me, stood up, left 

the room and locked it on the outside as he did so. He then checked the 
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door to make sure the lock was working. What the hell was I going to do 

now? The room was windowless, airless and consisted of two chairs and a 

table. The only thing that was missing was a swinging lamp to interrogate 

me. I hadn’t bargained on this reception. I didn’t fancy a strip search. He 

must have to wash his hands regularly if his nails were anything to go by. 

Over fifteen minutes later, the same official unlocked the door, looked at 

me and kept his arms folded. He didn’t look very jolly for a kid in a big 

man’s shirt. 

‘You know it is against the law to fraudulently fill out a 

disembarkation form?’ he asked. 

‘Yes, Sir. I am sorry. I was trying to be funny,’ I said. 

‘But it isn’t funny, is it? It is illegal and a very serious matter. You 

are going straight back out the same door you came in,’ he said. ‘We can’t 

let you in with this embarkation form, can we?’ He waved the form at me. 

I bent my upper body at a thirty-degree angle and held my posture 

for what seemed like ages. I was bending from my waist while keeping my 

back straight and keeping my hands flat against the side of my thighs like a 

Japanese senior executive taking a deep bow at a press conference to 

demonstrate remorse. I did not move or speak. I maintained my posture. 

‘Get up,’ said the official. 

‘Thank you, Sir,’ I said. 

‘You cannot enter Fulgary with this form.’ 

‘I apologise unreservedly to both you and your fellow officers and 

offer my sincerest apologies and ask that I might be permitted to fill out a 

fresh embarkation form. I am very sorry I behaved in this way. Please help 
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me. I’m travelling on my own, and if I don’t get into Fulgary then I’ll miss 

my return flight and have to spend my birthday on my own, miles away 

from friends and family. I am truly sorry. I apologise profusely to you, Sir. 

Please excuse me.’ 

He moved his right arm in an expansive gesture like a matador, a 

matador who was about to kill a dumb, defenceless animal. He read me the 

riot act while I tried to look earnest. Meanwhile I scanned the room for 

latex gloves, apologized again with what, at least superficially, looked like 

genuine remorse and promised to show more consideration for public 

officials, especially airport officials, now they find themselves, as he said, 

on the frontline in the war against terror. He muttered something under his 

breath, looked at me without saying anything and told me to get out of his 

office. He had left the key in the lock. I couldn’t turn the key to open the 

lock, and I had to ask him to help me. I left after bowing repeatedly like the 

elderly Japanese granddad I’d met in Placentia. I couldn’t reverse my 

trolley out without running over Mr. Epaulet’s toes. It was like the crowded 

cabin scene in The Marx Brother’s film A Night At The Opera (1935).  I 

rubbed the back of my hairline; it was damp and cold. 
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Chapter 23: So What 

 

I looked around to see if I could find my driver. I was looking out for 

someone with my name on a piece of card who would whisk me away. A 

woman in her late 20s approached me as soon as I got through customs 

control. She led me into a room with a mahogany reception desk, fresh 

flowers and attentive, smiling people. Guests were enjoying 

complementary foot massages while they waited for transport to the hotel. 

‘If you’d like to follow me. Please leave all your belongings, 

including passport, hand luggage and anything else here. Everything is 

secure. We are the only resort on the island, so please relax and enjoy a 

drink of your choice and cold towel.’ 

She wore a blue and yellow uniform, a wonderful smile and had 

great teeth. I looked and smelt like a bagman; I scraped my pinkish face 

with an ice-cold flannel and sipped what tasted like ginger tea. She insisted 

I shouldn’t carry anything apart from my camera and introduced me to a 

toothy, smiley driver in another blue and yellow uniform. The interviews 

for new staff must have been conducted only upon receipt of a set of dental 

records. 

After a fifteen-minute drive up a vertical track, the jeep stopped. I 

was handed over to a gentleman whose rubbery, lined face Walt Disney 

would have felt compelled to draw. He shook my hand for too long and 

handed me a red jumpsuit and a white crash helmet. I’d decided to arrive at 

Omanalak, on Meelick Beach, by paragliding down and landing on the 
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beach. It was undeniably the most glamorous manner in which to arrive in 

my hundredth country. The game was to put all my gear on (which my 

grinning friend checked twice), making sure my camera was properly tied 

to my wrist, concentrate on whatever my instructor was saying and run as 

fast as I could off the mountain, or at least the highest point on the island, 

until, please God, I was airborne. 

I had done this before in Gorenc in Slovenia and Rio in Brazil 

with Kay and felt it was the answer to the question as to whether it is better 

to travel than to arrive; as daft a question as nature versus nurture. It 

depends… I was attached to the flying machine and to the pilot. He ran 

through the instructions once more then I ran as fast as my fat little legs 

could carry me. I had just run out of mountain when the wind yanked us up 

into the air. It’s something to do with thermals and how birds fly. Below 

me I could see birds flapping. All I could hear was the quiet and the wind. I 

didn’t want to land. I wanted to wander about and go wherever the wind 

took me. I was not in any rush to re-join the knots of little people on the 

beach below. We floated around for as long as we possibly could. I looked 

at the sea, the palm trees and the corrugated roofs. I aimed my camera at 

nothing in particular. And while a camera could never recapture the 

sensation, I knew this was one of the highlights of my trip. I felt even more 

euphoric when I moved the paragliding cords away from my testicles. 

I preferred floating around up in the sky to being in a London 

office from 7.30 a.m. to 5.30 p.m., Monday to Friday. But if I hadn’t spent 

7.30 a.m. to 5.30 p.m. Monday to Friday in London I wouldn’t have been 

able to afford (don’t ask) the fifteen minute paragliding check-in at the 
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Omanalak. The conversation revolved around my repeated use of the word 

‘amazing’ and how my fellow paraglider thought Norwich City Football 

Club would bounce back at the first attempt. 

We covered a lot of ground in fifteen minutes. Meanwhile the 

ground itself rushed up to meet us. There are two things you have to 

remember with paragliding and they are: a) run as fast as a butcher’s dog at 

take-off; and: b) when you are about to land make sure those legs keep 

running when you hit the deck. Having gone arse over tit in both Gorenc 

and Rio, I landed perfectly on Meelick Beach. I forgot my arak-induced 

hangover. I was surprised to find people clicking away at me with cameras 

straight out of a 1940s film noir. 

I feel uneasy about having my photograph taken. How anyone 

could be comfortable in front of a camera is beyond me. Whenever 

anybody says ‘Smile’ or ‘Cheese,’ I straighten my back, push my hair 

around to no effect whatsoever and remove any form of facial expression 

apart from ‘Just put the camera down and nobody will get hurt.’ But give 

me a couple of drinks, and I’ll pull silly faces for you all night. I looked 

quizzically at the goons with the cameras until they realised I wasn’t a 

celebrity and didn’t like having my photograph taken. 

I thanked Walt for getting me down safely to the hotel beach. He 

flashed a toothless smile (the implications of which only dawned upon me 

later) and bowed his head. He touched his heart through his tunic and 

disappeared. It transpired later the launch pad was one of the most difficult 

places to paraglide from. The problem with Fulgary is it did not possess 

anything that resembled a mountain. The resort management had made a 
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special effort in landscaping terms to build up the highest point. This 

enabled the paraglider to be able to catch the gust and land safely on the 

pink sandy beach. My paragliding instructor had been one of the stars of 

the 2009 Mun Gyeong Paragliding World Championships in Korea. It had 

been a privilege to have my balls bruised by such an expert. 

The photographers lolled about outside by the beach, smoking and 

waiting for the next arrival while I checked in. While the paragliding had 

been worth the extra expense, I now wanted to go straight to my room to 

freshen up. Or de-louse, in this case. It dawned on me I had no money, 

passport or luggage. This was something of a departure for me, as I usually 

like to arrive clutching my valuables. The hotel voucher I had been 

instructed to hand in at Reception upon arrival was in my hand luggage; the 

hand luggage had been left somewhere on the island with a lady wearing a 

yellow and blue uniform whose name I had forgotten. 

Resorts like The Omanalak on Meelick Beach don’t want new 

arrivals hanging about the Front Desk, puffing and panting and trying to 

grab somebody’s attention by waving a passport in the air. They know on 

holiday, as in life, you don’t get a second chance to make the first 

impression. I was greeted by a row of smiling faces and gravitated towards 

the young lady with the serene face. 

‘Hello, Mr. Kaganagh, won’t you please sit down. My name is 

Celia, Assistant Reception Manager. She touched her heart through her 

uniform like football players lining up before the national anthems. 

Welcome to Omanalak Resort, here on Meelick Beach, in the beautiful 

Coronation Islands. Please enjoy one of our non-alcoholic refreshing 
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drinks; you must be tired after your journey. I see you decided on our 

Celebrity Check-In Option,’ she said. 

‘A what?’ I asked. 

‘Our Celebrity Check-In Option,’ Celia said. 

‘What is that? I asked. 

‘It is what we call when our guests choose to arrive by paragliding 

onto the beach. And please, Mr. Kaganagh, help yourself to another cold 

towel,’ Celia said.  

‘What’s with the blokes with the cameras?’ I asked. 

‘Some of our guests like to feel like a celebrity when they check-

in so we have our own in-house paparazzi service. We have a lot of 

honeymoon couples, and they like to compile a DVD of their holiday here 

to show their friends when they get back home. Some of our guests enjoy 

being a celebrity when they arrive,’ she said. 

‘What about if you have a guest who doesn’t want to feel like a 

celebrity?’ 

‘Then we would look after him too,’ Celia said. 

‘What happens if you have a celebrity staying who doesn’t want to 

be treated like a celebrity?’ I asked. 

‘We would arrange that too. Would you like a personalised 

DVD?’ 

‘No, thank you. I’m just here to relax,’ I said. 

Another slim lady, dressed in a neatly pressed yellow and blue 

uniform, handed me another cold towel with a pair of silver tweezers. She 

conducted the manoeuvre with the concentration of a heart surgeon during 
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a transplant. When she took the towel away, she put a garland of flowers 

round my neck. This hadn’t happened to me since Yasawa Island, in Fiji, 

with Kay. 

My registration form was served on a silver salver engraved with 

the logo of the resort. The entire form had been filled in for me. Correctly. 

The form required only my signature to be complete. From nowhere and 

out of earshot, another member of staff swooped and presented me with a 

Mont Blanc silver pen. This happened before I had sent my brain a signal 

that I needed a pen. Given the merciless heat (heat in these countries is 

always merciless), I could have sat there for a couple of days. I wanted to 

steal the Mont Blanc pen. It would have made a great souvenir; I couldn’t 

believe I had forgotten to buy a pin badge of Fulgary for my Tilley hat at 

the airport. 

‘Would you like a bag for your shoes, Mr. Kaganagh?’ 

‘What for?’ I asked. 

‘Here at Omanalak, our guests tend to put their shoes in a bag. 

You don’t need shoes as we provide you with barefoot luxury. Most of our 

clients come back every year and find they don’t use shoes. We have 

Arthur who cleans the beach and paths three times a day, seven days a 

week. Of course, if you want to wear your shoes, it is entirely up to you. 

No problem, Mr. Kaganagh,’ she said. 

‘Okay, brilliant.’  

I popped my shoes into the linen bag and scrunched my less than 

fresh socks into my back pocket to avoid causing offence while another 

blue-yellow massaged my feet with a hot towel. 
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‘Just to confirm, you are a First Year? Is that correct Mr. 

Kaganagh? 

‘I’m what… sorry?’ I said. So much money spent on my education 

yet so little to show for it; my inarticulacy was beginning to bore me. 

‘A First Year, as in – this is your first time with us?’ Celia asked. 

‘Yep, First Year,’ I said. 

‘No problem, Mr. Kaganagh. Most of our guests, almost 85 per 

cent, by the way, are repeat guests, and we like to reward their loyalty with 

small things, like allowing them free use of bicycles around the island, 

making sure they are happy with the table they had last time they stayed 

and, whenever it is possible, fixing them up with the same cabana, house 

butler and serving staff. So they feel like it is home from home,’ Celia said. 

‘And what if you’re not?’  

‘If you’re not what, Mr. Kaganagh?’ 

‘What happens if you’re not home from home, you’ve never been 

here before and you’re travelling on your own?’ I asked. 

‘That’s not a problem, Mr. Kaganagh. We’ll take real good care of 

you with our Enrich the Spirit programme,’ Celia said. 

‘That’s lucky. Do you know what’s happened to my luggage?’ 

‘And of course, Devon, your house butler, yes, Devon has already 

put your bags in your room and unpacked them for you, Mr. Kaganagh,’ 

she said. 

‘Thank you.’ I hadn’t stopped thinking about my friend with the 

clean nails. 

‘And you are staying in the Eames Suite, a very good choice. 
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Eames is a super-deluxe sunset-beach over-water cabana. All our rooms are 

suites and named after famous celebrity designers who have stayed with us, 

here at The Omanalak. 

‘Is that what you’d recommend? The Eames Suite?’ I asked. 

‘It is very good. Excellent, in fact. Just one thing, I see you are 

travelling alone. I would just like to say we have a lot of people like you 

who come here, Mr. Kaganagh, and we take pride in offering all our guests 

the same level of service. So please don’t worry, you’ll be sure we’ll fix 

you up to meet some great people.’ 

‘That’s okay. Really, I’m fine just reading, snorkelling and getting 

sunburnt on my own,’ I said. Celia was beginning to sound like Kurt from 

Turtle Bay. 

‘Please, Mr. Kaganagh, you must take care of the sun here and 

remember to put on plenty of sunscreen,’ she said. She didn’t look like 

Kurt. 

‘Yeah, I know. I was joking,’ I said. Celia looked blank.  

‘But anyway, we look forward to introducing you to everyone. 

Most of our guests have been here before and will make you most 

welcome,’ she said. 

‘Perfect, perfect.’ 

‘And Mr. Kaganagh, you’ll remember to apply the sunscreen?’ 

‘Yes.’ I bent down to pick up my hand luggage. I realised I didn’t 

have any. 

‘So now, Nadine will take you to your suite. And please call 

Reception if there is anything we can help you with, and thank you once 
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again for choosing us here at The Omanalak,’ Celia smiled and ushered me 

towards Nadine. 

I wandered off with Nadine. The Indian Ocean looked a beautiful 

shade of azure and the waves sounded like a cat lapping water from a bowl. 

This was a beach where waves hissed rather than crashed, rippled rather 

than pounded. 

My sunglasses had reactolite lenses, which enabled me to ignore 

her and stare at the guests. Most of the male guests were men of a certain 

age dressed in polo shirts with their collars turned up or were lying around 

in lime green shorts decorated with little camel motifs. The arms of their 

sunglasses had initials on them, the entry-level Rolexes were Submariner 

or the GMT-Master. In the pool area, a Biznizman sprayed a dancing lady 

friend with champagne. This was the first time I clapped my eyes on Oleg 

and Svetlana. Expensive tropical shirts sprouted white miserable faces 

while their partners displaced flesh by buying garments two sizes too small. 

The ladies were reading Shopaholic by Sophie Kinsella. The general rule 

seemed to be: beautiful people lolling about the main thoroughfares or on 

the beach, less-beautiful people sitting in the shade nearer the bar-cum-

restaurant area. Men paced up and down their verandas shouting 

instructions into their earpieces. I decided not to sit more than five paces 

away from a bottle of water. It was too hot. 

But who am I to judge the body beautiful? I was wearing all the 

wrong clothes; my face was pink, and I hadn’t sunbathed since July the 

previous year. I still carried, in my wallet, a picture of me taken just before 

I lost both cheekbones in a tragic eating accident. Once, I arrived in 
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Antigua and my neck got sunburnt on the drive from the airport to the 

hotel. The manager of an Aman resort in Indonesia had been radioed ahead 

by his staff and, as he greeted me at the dock, he forbade me to sunbathe 

before I’d even disembarked.  

I was agitated about my room; I was anxious about being on my 

own when everyone else would be part of somebody else; and I was 

concerned whether I’d enjoy what was supposed to be the highlight of the 

trip. Omanalak Resort, Meelick Beach, Fulgary – this was my hundredth 

country; this would allow me to join the Travelers’ Century Club. I knew it 

was supposed to be the highlight of the trip because the cost per night of 

the Eames Suite, the super-deluxe sunset-beach over-water cabana, was 

137 per cent more expensive than any other room I had ever booked. I 

recorded a P.B. and had kept the receipt. 

I know you get what you pay for, but the way the accommodation 

was classified left me feeling whatever I booked I was short-changing 

myself. There were 48 rooms, or properties as the website described them, 

dotted around several acres of a promontory that jutted out from the 

northwest tip of the island. There were Pool Villas, Spa Pool Villas, Pool 

Villa Suites, Spa Pool Villa Suites, Deluxe Pool Villas, Deluxe Spa Pool 

Villas, Pool Villas (2 Beds), Over-Water Cabanas, Over-Water Cabanas 

Deluxe, Over-Water Cabanas Deluxe Plus, Over-Water Cabanas Super 

Deluxe, Private Retreats, Private Reserve, Jungle Reserve, Regal Reserve 

and Imperial Villas. 

This was designed to make you feel cheap, a marketing equivalent 

of turning wine into water. Only management could design a scenario 
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whereby even though you were throwing hundreds of dollars per night at 

an Over-Water Cabana Deluxe Plus, you still wouldn’t be happy if you 

didn’t spend another $75 per night on the Over-Water Cabana Super 

Deluxe. And what do you get for the extra money? Did I need a bigger fruit 

bowl when I could eat free fruit all day anyway? And why would I eat fruit 

all day? If I were going to eat fruit all day, wouldn’t I have done it by now? 

Did the electric fan in the super deluxe have a reverse gear as standard? 

Did I need to pay an extra $75 per night to get a bigger flat screen? No. Did 

I? Yes. Why did I? Because I didn’t want to feel like I was missing out on 

something and that somebody might be having something better? Was I 

worried that I didn’t match up? Why was I concerned about the opinions of 

people whom I didn’t know and might never meet?  

There was a vast price differential between room categories. The 

net effect of this was to make me feel I didn’t have either the funds or the 

generosity of spirit to stay in a superior category of room. I was staying in 

the seventh-cheapest category of room out of seventeen. To keep things 

fresh, they even established a price differential between the sunrise and 

sunset side of the island. I don’t wish to portray myself as a skinflint, but it 

was quite difficult to tell exactly what benefits accrued from the various 

pricing points. 

This feeling of inadequacy had gotten even worse when I read the 

travellers’ feedback on www.tripadvisor.com before I left for the 

Coronation Islands. I was confused by the postings: 

‘“If my husband and I only had three weeks to live, I’d sell one of 

the twins to go straight back to Omanalak! They’ve got really neat touches 
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like you put a yellow-painted coconut outside which is like a Do Not 

Disturb sign. But you must stay in the Private Retreat on the sunrise side. 

It’s AWESOME!!!! Say ‘hi’ to Arthur.” Gary and Arlene, New Jersey. Oct. 

2008.’ Gary and Arlene gave Omanalak five stars. 

Sandy and Tom from Liverpool, England only gave Omanalak 

two stars out of five: ‘“We’d read a lot about this resort in Living the 

Dream April issue 2009 and so we booked it for our honeymoon. We 

couldn’t have been more disappointed. The staff were rude, the guests were 

a bunch of arrogant tossers and the drinks over-priced. And what’s worse 

we both got the squits. I don’t expect to pay over $300 per night (yes! Per 

night!!) only to arrive in the room to find that the previous occupant hadn’t 

even flushed away his yuletide log. I knew we should have gone to Playa 

de Las Americas in the Canaries when we booked it. If you do have to go, 

make sure you stay on the sunset side and take some duty-free with you.” 

Jan. 2009.’ 

Nadine showed me to the Eames suite, which was quite similar on 

the outside to all the other properties I walked past. Nadine confirmed it 

was a super-deluxe sunset-beach over-water cabana and that my houseboy 

was Devon. Sweat ran down my face as she proceeded to explain the price 

– sorry, the facilities. 

‘So this is your phone,’ Nadine said. 

‘Thank you,’ I said while rubbing my shiny forehead.  

‘This is your outdoor shower,’ she said. 

‘Lovely. No, that’s all fine.’ I wondered if I had to tip her and if I 

did, would that set a precedent? Having wiped my forehead, I couldn’t 
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shake hands. 

‘This is your cupboard space.’ 

‘Right.’ 

‘This is your bed,’ Nadine said. 

‘Right, I said. 

‘This is your veranda.’ The waves whispered as they broke, the 

sea had a sheen-like quality I had never previously seen before. 

‘Right.’ I gave her a tip thinking she might stop showing me 

things but it didn’t work; she had a set patter. So now I felt stupid if I didn’t 

tip her at the end of the demonstration. It was the only time I was likely to 

be on my own with an attractive female in the room. Let me change that to 

suite. Let me change that again, it was the only time I was likely to be on 

my own with any attractive female or indeed any female – even one with a 

face like a beekeeper’s apprentice or a blind cobbler’s thumb in a super-

deluxe sunset-beach over-water cabana. And I fluffed it. 

Nadine did a grand job of explaining which button opens the 

blinds, which button closes the blinds, which button turns on the television, 

which button turns off the television, the DVD, the iPod, the whirlpool, the 

fan and the air-conditioning. I did what I always do when people try to 

explain things to me; I switched off. I do not understand why, when I stop 

someone in the street and ask for directions, I can’t be arsed to listen to the 

answer. All I remember was you were supposed to put the yellow-painted 

coconut outside your door if you didn’t want to be disturbed by staff and 

leave it inside if you did. Or vice-versa. I cannot remember which way 

round it was supposed to be, but it was a nice touch however it worked, if 
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indeed it did. 

I experienced what I always felt at times like that: a complete anti-

climax. The same sense of anti-climax I felt as a kid opening my main 

present on Christmas Day; a room is a room is a room just like a car is a car 

is a car. (And yet I want to live in a castle with a moat and drive an Aston 

Martin; it’s the hypocrisy of it all.) I’d spent so much time looking at 

pictures of my cabana and the 360 degree view, courtesy of the official 

website, it looked exactly like I knew it would. Well, apart from the bottled 

Welsh water. Having investigated, researched and deliberated as to what 

category of room I wanted, now I was standing in it, it felt commonplace. 

How could I travel to a hundred countries, stay in the best resort in the 

Coronation Islands, go to my super-deluxe over-water cabana and feel it 

was commonplace? 

Why had I been cretinous enough to pay  dollars a night when 

I could stay at home and be miserable? Moreover, it was unbelievably hot; 

too hot to stay inside and too hot to go outside. The sweat dripped off me 

even after my shower but at least I had worked out how to turn on the 

shower. 

I threw my clothes in a heap in the bathroom. I put the wet towels 

on the floor so I could get some new ones. I wasn’t going to worry about 

saving them a few quid in laundry bills. After all, they were hardly bending 

over backwards trying to reduce my bill. Everything on the island was 

imported, including most of the staff and all of the guests. The cargo comes 

in by air, but don’t worry we’ll go green by leaving you with dirty towels. 

xn



The Excursionist   342 

 

It was with regret that I failed to turn on either the fan or the air-

conditioning. I had to leave the cabana because I was struggling for air. 

And as for the lighting system – it was more complicated than 

Manumission in Ibiza. This was a lighting system that wouldn’t turn on 

lights without the shutters going up and down. I played with the taps for the 

sunken bath. It would have taken at least forty-five minutes to run it. I 

couldn’t work out whether the plug was in or not, which meant I wouldn’t 

know how to get the plug out if it was in, or in if it was out, even if I 

figured out whether it was in or out. And if it took me forty-five minutes to 

run it, how long would it take to drain it? 

I walked about, casing the joint like a hungry house-burglar. What 

the blue blazes was I going to do for a week on my own? Everything 

appears a little anxiety-inducing when you first arrive, it’s not until you 

wake up the next morning that you can get the measure of a place so I 

ambled about looking purposeful. This was my hundredth country. 
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Chapter 24: Just Like Heaven 

 

Fulgary Island is a place where the water is turquoise or lapis lazuli, the 

sky cobalt blue or azure and where jungle is lush or verdant. It is an island 

of endless vistas where the cabanas have thatched roofs, the beaches are 

palm-fringed and a clucking bird is always a ‘celebrity.’ I loved it, and was 

disturbed by it, and by myself, in equal measure. 

To facilitate the observation of my fellow guests, I brought along a 

copy of Derek Percy-Ffrench’s A Time of Shifts (1998), a harrowing 

account of his time working in middle management at the Imperial Group’s 

Coronation Island Hotels in the 1990s. I learnt how you could get seven 

months in jail for eating during the days of Ramadan. If you were caught 

with drink you’d be given eight or nine years, and drugs would fetch you 

twenty-five years or, perhaps, the death penalty. The Coronation Islands 

has, or had, according to Percy-Ffrench’s book, an 80 per cent divorce rate 

due to so many people being forced to work away from home. A Time of 

Shifts also goes into some detail contrasting the luxurious rooms of the 

guests with the conditions of the staff who slept twenty people to a 

dormitory. 

Schopenhauer said we love books because we believe we are 

buying the time to read them. I decided it was time to mug up on my 

Frottager’s Guide to the Coronation Isles (2009). The foreword consisted 

of a tribute to Gloria Ballyfermot-Jimenez, penned by Gloria Ballyfermot-

Jimenez herself, in which she wrote: ‘Given my special talents and powers 
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this makes me even more passionate about behaving responsibly. I am 

passionate about acting greenly, and eco-consciously too. I feel really 

troubled about my important role in changing global consumer behaviour 

and I feel guilty about exposing hidden gems of previously undiscovered 

islands. But my passion makes me jump up and down about Fulgary, an 

island of contrasts and the jewel of the Coronation archipelago, a land of 

tranquillity and calm waters, where tomorrow meets today in unsurpassed 

exquisiteness. This, as everybody knows, is the Coronation Islands’ best-

kept secret. The Omanalak is eco-friendly and exclusive, making it an ideal 

location for the environmentally-conscious traveller. I have a passion for 

places and Fulgary is an island where the beautiful people have 

passionately embraced the charm of discreet elegance away from the glare 

of publicity. This remains a gem of a place to visit, to see and be seen, but 

still sufficiently secretive to attract the celebrity who is looking for a retreat 

or a spa for the soul.’ 

I needed to use the toilet. I don’t feel at home abroad until I’ve 

done two things: walked around feeling lost, and had a sit down. But I 

couldn’t go back to my cabana until somebody had switched on the air-con 

so I had to walk all the way back to Reception where I sauntered up to the 

lovely Celia. 

‘Hello, there. I forgot to ask, has a fax arrived for me?’ I asked. 

There was a part of me that was petrified my company might try 

to contact me so I took the precaution of giving them the wrong telephone 

numbers but the correct addresses of where I was staying. 

‘I’ll just check. No, there’s nothing here. If anything arrives be 
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sure Devon will tell you straight away, Mr. Kaganagh,’ Celia said. 

‘How strange,’ I said while tapping my fingers on the counter. 

‘Is there anything else, Mr. Kaganagh?’ 

‘No, I don’t think so, thank you, Celia. Actually, you could check 

my air-conditioning unit; it makes a noise like a one-fingered typist. If 

someone could look at it and leave it on at seventy degrees exactly, that 

would be grand,’ I said. 

‘Certainly,’ Celia picked up the phone and dialled maintenance. 

I couldn’t go back to my cabana to use the bathroom in case 

someone turned up to fix the air-con, so I had a look at the gym instead. It 

is entirely within people’s rights to exercise on holiday but for me going on 

holiday meant leaving routine behind. My routine included going to the 

gym at work. This allowed me to disappear from the desk. Going to the 

gym also meant I didn’t drink with my friends at lunchtime. I was as 

excited about escaping from my routine as I was about getting away from 

the office. It meant I wouldn’t have to use the gym.  

An Asian woman, who appeared to have a personal trainer (for 

$120 per hour, I’ll carry my own water), was holding a towel to her mouth 

while looking at herself in a full-length mirror. She was moist with self-

love. She had strutted in, turned up the volume on two televisions, changed 

the channels and barked into her cell-phone. Wearing her sunglasses as a 

hair band, she kept checking her phone for texts. She complained loudly 

she couldn’t hear ‘because of the noise’ and left without closing the door. 

But not before re-applying her lipstick. 

On my way out, I heard the nanny say to a podgy kid who was 
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tiptoeing on some scales, ‘Oh don’t worry, honey; I think it’s in Euros.’ 
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Chapter 25: Kung Fu Fighting 

 

My room was a perfect seventy degrees. I liked my cabana more the second 

time because it felt like mine. It ticked all the boxes: floor-to-ceiling glass, 

teak furniture, white Boca Terry monogrammed towelling robe and 

matching pair of white slippers. I loved the view sitting on the Egyptian 

cotton sheets of my queen-size bed looking out over the Indian Ocean. It 

had a veranda which wasn’t overlooked and was just big enough for the 

Balinese table and chairs; it had a hammock, but best of all, it was only a 

hop, skip and a jump from the crystal-clear water of the ocean. The room 

looked like a photo shoot from How Much? magazine. 

I found Derek Percy-Ffrench’s A Time of Shifts (1998) impossible 

to pick up so I cracked on with my Frottager’s guide. I read my Percy-

Ffrench in public and my Frottager’s in private. According to Frottager 

(2009): ‘the population of Fulgary is 73,477 and its geographical area is 

192 square kilometres. The national flag is blue and green, divided 

diagonally by a thin red stripe. Fulgary’s only tourist attraction is Lovers’ 

Leap, situated on the west coast of the island, where visitors can see for 

themselves where the indigenous people leapt to their death rather than 

surrender to the Portuguese, Dutch, French and British. 

‘Following World War Two, the British ceded control to the 

islanders and concentrated their resources in granting independence to 

former Commonwealth states. The Kung-Fu riots of 1982 left several 

hundred inhabitants dead. Kung Fu had swept all before it when Bruce Lee 
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films reached the country in the 1970s, spawning numerous clubs, whose 

members came predominantly from the Highlands. The country’s only 

cinema is based in the capital, Saparmurat, which is the largest settlement 

in the Highlands. The films were shown every night to packed audiences. 

To this day, Bruce Lee films and Carl Douglas’s 1974 hit single, ‘Kung Fu 

Fighting,’ remain banned. 

‘There are two distinct groups in Fulgary, the Highlanders and the 

Coastal people. Until recently, mixed marriages were frowned upon. 

Following the Kung Fu riots in the 1980s, the British Government turned a 

blind eye to the cultivation of marijuana as long as it was for personal use. 

Marijuana grows naturally like a weed in the Highlands. It was mooted in 

diplomatic circles that the widespread use of marijuana might alleviate 

some of the internecine stress. The Highlanders are descendants of a Leper 

Colony, established as far back as the twelfth century, by the Order of St. 

Lazarus, named after the patron saint of Lepers. The Highlanders tend to be 

shorter, squatter and more aggressive. The Highlanders keep themselves to 

themselves, preferring to concentrate on farming and livestock. 

‘Latterly, the Coastal people gave their consent for the 

development of the island’s first tourist development, the Omanalak resort 

on Meelick Beach. Vernon and Mardy Cripps, natives of Burbank, 

California, are the joint owners, although latterly their son, Vincent Cripps, 

has managed the property. This exclusive hideaway, partly financed by 

regional aid from the British Government, was finally opened in 1996 to 

critical acclaim in the tourism industry. The Omanalak Resort won the 

1997 Sun-kissed Hideaway award for the Indian Ocean in How Much? 
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‘Following the tsunami on Boxing Day 2004, the resort, like many 

of the islanders’ homes, was flattened. This time the British Government 

refused to provide any financial assistance whatsoever. An application was 

made to the British Government to rebuild Omanalak but this was rejected, 

as was the right to appeal. When asked to explain, the British Government 

said financial assistance was “not in the public interest.” Assistance was 

provided to many other islands in the archipelago, but no monies were 

allocated to Fulgary. 

‘The Coastal people see themselves as more progressive, more 

outward looking and more modern in their ideas. They tend to be lighter 

skinned and taller. Fishing tends to be more lucrative than farming, or at 

least historically has been, although this is likely to be affected by 

dwindling stocks of skipjack tuna, yellow fin tuna, little tuna and frigate 

mackerel as well as octopus, squid and giant clams. Echinoderms like sea 

cucumber, and crustaceans such as shrimp, lobster and crabs have brought 

the Coastal People into contact with a plethora of international trading 

partners. There is a significant and growing demand for their products in 

Japan. Since the global credit crisis of 2007, the British Government is 

rumoured to be in talks to sell commercial fishing licenses to the Japanese 

for the first time. 

‘The economy of the island is broadly broken down as a 

percentage of GDP according to 2005 official estimates as follows: Fish 

49%, Bitter Orange 15%, Palm Oil 13%, Cinnamon 10%, Copra 6% and 

Sisal 2%. There is no formal monopoly that prevents people applying for 

commercial fishing licenses, but the Coastal People need government 
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approval, and sources close to Sir Rupert Fairholm-Bentinck, the British 

Consul, indicate they will not get it. Experts suggest it is to punish 

fishermen for selling Green Turtles, while fishermen claim it is because the 

British want to re-settle the islanders and sell the island to the United States 

as a military post. Others suggest offshore possibilities. 

‘Bitter Orange (Citrus Aurantium) is used in essential oils and 

herbal medicine. It is both a stimulant and an appetite suppressant and has 

replaced the banned stimulant ephedra. It is often used in Tamil cuisine. 

The possible loss of income from a tailing off or outright banning of Bitter 

Orange products would have a crippling effect on the Highlanders. There is 

a saying in the Coronation Islands: “Placentians sleep all day, the Kilrushi 

work all night, and the Highlanders complain while the Coastal People 

catch crabs.” 

‘Following the Global Credit Crunch of 2007, and the so-called 

War against Financial Laxity (WAFL), the British Government has gone 

on record and admitted it is conducting a root-and-branch review of all 

overseas holdings. While the future remains unclear, Fulgary stands at a 

crossroads. The leper colony is now home to the beautiful people. Having 

previously thrown themselves to their deaths in order to avoid the 

colonialists, the best chances of survival for the islanders now lie in the 

hands of a husband-and-wife team of former corporate lawyers. 

‘Vernon and Mardy Cripps were political activists in California 

prior to their move to the Coronation Isles. They were perhaps best known 

for setting up California’s first “Disability Day” whereby people dressed up 

like the disabled. The British Consul, which claims to be gravely concerned 
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about the safety of the islanders, has made contact through the official 

channels. Both the Cripps and the British Consul have indicated they will 

act in the best interests of the islanders.’ 
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Chapter 26: I Travel Alone 

 

Reading about Fulgary motivated me to crack on with A Time of Shifts. The 

next thing I knew I woke up in the dark not entirely sure where I was or 

how to turn on the bedside lights without filling up the jacuzzi. To wake up 

in the dark feeling totally disorientated is one of the best things about 

travel. I liked the millisecond between thinking, where am I and have I 

overslept, and remembering I am on holiday in a flash resort in the Indian 

Ocean waking up to the rasping of cicadas. Waking up late meant I 

wouldn’t have to hang around too long before supper. Although guests 

were invited to meet for a drink before supper, I didn’t have the front to do 

this alone on my first night. 

I walked along barefoot from my cabana to the restaurant. The 

paths were well lit and great attention had been paid to the tropical 

vegetation of purple, orange, red and yellow. It was so darned tasteful. 

I took my novel with me, had dressed in my most studiously 

casual schmutter, sidled up to the bar and ordered a Long Island Iced Tea. I 

pined for Turtle Bay where I could just roll up and have a natter with 

whoever was there.  Most of my life has been devoted to analysing what is 

the best value-for-money cocktail and the Long Island Iced Tea wins hands 

down. The Long Island Iced Tea answers many of the I don’t know what to 

have questions because most of the drinks that you don’t know what to 

have can be found in it, namely: vodka, gin, tequila and rum. I couldn’t 

bring myself to order cocktails with silly names like Slow Comfortable 
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Screw. I did see one called Parrot’s Piss, which I took to be ironic. It’d be 

interesting to see a drinks list named after the drinkers themselves with 

names like: Cheap and Nasty, Nouveau Riche, Old and Ugly and my 

perennial favourite, Mutton dressed as Mutton. 

As I’ve said there is no fun in eating on your own. You feel 

everyone in the restaurant is looking at you and thinking – he’s on his own. 

I wonder why that is? I can’t bear it when the waiter asks, is that a table for 

one? You try to answer in a clear and confident manner but your voice 

croaks. As you walk to the table, you hear the murmur: yeah; he’s on his 

own. 

Banning smoking from public places was the death knell of the 

solitary diner-observer. The very act of smoking allowed you to take your 

time and look around. The great thing about travelling on your own is you 

can cultivate your own image while knowing you’ll never have to meet 

anybody again; you can be whoever you want. This is liberating: you can 

smoke and swear because it genuinely does make you look cool. All of 

which makes it even weirder that I wanted to be the guy who sits on his 

own, smashing back Long Island Iced Teas. 

The restaurant was outside, on the beach and under the stars; my 

friends from Placentia could no doubt name all the stars and the 

constellations. From where I sat, I could hear waves lapping the beach. 

Because there is less ambient noise, you can hear waves more at night. The 

guests were couples aged between honeymooners and their early 60s. The 

few couples that had brought kids with them had either stumped up for the 

nanny to come on holiday (so they could have supper on their own) or had 
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hired help from the resort. It was one of the most wonderful places I have 

ever been to. 

I wasn’t sure what the protocol was. Do I go up and help myself or 

do I wait to be served? I sat at a table for two and moved when the 

Biznizman and woman I’d seen earlier came in and glared at me. I was 

sitting at a table with a sign saying Reserved. I was out of my chair before 

the waiter started to speak. Sadly, I had to go back to the table because I’d 

left my Red and Black notebook. I sat as far away from them as possible. I 

ordered instantaneously from the menu and bolted my food down as soon 

as it arrived. I wanted to go back to my room. 

The restaurant area was set back from the pontoon, and the main 

bar was further away from the beach towards reception. Between the 

restaurant and the bar was an area for lounging about; to read, play cards or 

chess, look at a DVD of the morning’s dive played back on the television 

screen, have a drink, have a sleep, read a book or relax in the shade and 

away from the sun. There were no floorboards, rugs or carpets. I was 

amazed you could walk around without any shoes as you’d think the staff 

and management would be jumping up and down about someone dropping 

a glass and worrying about everyone walking about on the shards. Perhaps 

if glasses fell on sand, they didn’t break. 

I am happy to fly to the other side of the world if it means getting 

away from the Health and Safety militia. We were perfectly content 

gadding about the world chopping peoples’ heads off, and now it takes you 

ten minutes to read the safety warning on a shopping mall elevator. This 

didn’t mean some of the beautiful people shied away from wearing high 
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heels at breakfast. I used to love watching these incredibly glamorous 

women, tottering around in stilettos, calculating the calorific implications 

between a slice of melon and a slice of papaya. Does two slices of mango 

plus one slice of pineapple equal two slices of melon plus one pineapple 

slice? It’s the eternal question. 

Even in the reception area, the guests walked about on sand. The 

toilets were next to reception. Guests looked less glamorous walking back 

through the bar with tissue paper stuck to their feet. The ants queued up to 

suck the nutrients out of the tourists’ piss in the urinals, which made me 

wonder why I’d put my shoes in the linen bag. The Biznizman, Oleg, 

whom I had seen previously spraying his lady friend, Svetlana, by the pool, 

was now puffing away in the khazi dressed in a see-through string vest and 

a pair of casual dark blue pinstripe trousers. When his thighs rubbed 

together they sounded like sails being put away. I monitored Oleg from the 

mirror above the urinal as he pissed, preened himself in the mirror, patted 

his hair down, sucked his teeth and left without washing his hands.  

I enjoyed the cool sand underneath my feet as I ate under the stars 

and listened to the gently crashing waves. It was all very grown up. This 

island certainly lived up to the slogan from the Coronation Islands tourist 

office, Islands adrift in Time and Place. I decided not to hang out in the bar 

afterwards on my first evening, as I wanted to see what my over-water 

cabana looked like in the dark. 
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Chapter 27: She’s Not There 

 

It would be easy to get used to this lifestyle: breakfasting on Eggs Benedict 

served al fresco by my breakfast waiter, Shaggy, a leisurely walk along the 

beach looking for spider crabs, sunbathing in a hammock, which was 

damned uncomfortable by the way, and a snorkel marvelling at the 

underwater treasure of the crystal-clear waters of the Indian Ocean, 

followed by more lying down in the sun until my face felt tight. I was 

trying to work out whether it was too hot to read, in which case I didn’t 

need to go back to pick up my book, when I heard someone singing. One of 

the staff was singing away on a deserted beach, brushing up palm fronds 

and sweeping towards me. My first reaction was – why, on an empty 

beach, does the man have to come up and clean right next to me? My 

second reaction was – I must move to avoid striking up a conversation 

before he gets much closer. My third reaction was – if I get up and move – 

will I cause offence? I was paralyzed by awkwardness so I pretended to 

doze. The closer he came towards me, the more I wondered whether I 

should put my shirt back on or not. I had a lot of questions but no answers. 

After about thirty-five minutes of relaxing, under the blinding sun, the 

groom with the broom approached. He said something, but for the life of 

me I couldn’t tell you what it was. 

‘What a great place. Wonderful,’ I said.  

‘I’m fine. Thank you,’ he said.  

‘You must get very hot doing that.’ 
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‘Arthur. My name is Arthur. I clean the beach three times a day, 

and I take care of all the paths too,’ he said. Arthur said something else, 

which I couldn’t catch, guffawed, pointed at me and guffawed again while 

he swept away the palm fronds. 

I went back to my cabana to check my face in the mirror for 

squamous cell carcinomas and to pick up my book and Tilley hat. I could 

tell by the trolley of linen and cleaning products that my room was being 

cleaned. Devon had taken his chance to inconvenience me. He hadn’t been 

able to wake me up but he could prevent me from doing my ablutions, for 

ablutions read bathroom and for bathroom, read Devon mopping the 

marble floor. 

‘Mr. Kaganagh, Sir. You are having nice time?’ 

‘Very nice time. Thank you, Devon.’ 

‘You like Omanalak?’ Devon had a wide, open face that he used 

for chuckling with at the end of every sentence. 

‘I like it very much,’ I said. 

‘Oh good, that is good.’ Devon waited for me to speak.  

‘You worked here long?’ I asked. Devon laughed at this but didn’t 

answer. 

‘You know how long?’ he asked. 

‘Absolutely no idea.’ 

‘No idea at all?’ Devon asked. 

‘Nope,’ I said. Devon chortled some more. 

‘I was your houseboy in The Aspire in Mauritius.’ 

‘Oh my God, I’m sorry. Of course, you were. Unbelievable, I’m 
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sorry,’ I said. I wished I was anywhere but The Omanalak and wondered, if 

I changed rooms on some nonsensical ruse, whether I could give Devon the 

slip. 

‘Yes, with a very pretty girl. Brown hair, brown eyes, big smile,’ 

he said.  

‘Small world, isn’t it?’ I said. Devon nodded. 

‘Do you still see her? Is she with you?’ Devon said. 

‘No, she’s not I’m afraid. Drifted apart you might say,’ I said. 

‘Oh, well. Perhaps next time you come back with someone new.’ 

‘Yes. I’d love to, but I can’t think it’s very likely, I’m afraid.’ 

‘Good to see you.’ 

‘Good to see you, Devon. I didn’t recognise you. You’ve, 

you’ve…’ 

I made a series of futile hand gestures to explain in what way 

Devon had changed but I gave up halfway through this set of meaningless 

exercises. Devon picked up the mop and the rest of his cleaning equipment. 

He walked towards the door humming tunelessly. 

‘I see you tomorrow,’ Devon said. 

‘Look forward to it. Thank you, Devon.’ 

This was not to my liking. I would never have booked the same 

hotel group if I had, for one minute, even dreamt there was the faintest 

possibility of bumping into anybody who knew me or Kay. I didn’t know 

what to do. I couldn’t complain. I didn’t want to slag off Devon to his 

employer or kick up a fuss and, equally, I didn’t want to worry about 

bumping into Devon every time I was in my cabana.  
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After lunch, I hung out by the pool for a change of view. The best-

positioned sun loungers had towels on them but no people. They were 

either in their rooms or having lunch. This time I was ready: sun block, 

Tilley hat, camera, cigarettes, novel and bottle of mineral water. It was very 

hot, and, if I sat up with my hat on, I showed off my man boobs, but if I 

assumed the horizontal position then the sun would scorch my tingling 

face. The alternative would be to lie down, thus flattening out my body, the 

downside being I’d have to put my Tilley hat on my face to prevent any 

further melanomas. I was keen not to fritter away hundreds of dollars per 

night on a super-deluxe over-water cabana just to spend my days lying 

down by a pool with a hat over my face. 

Relaxing on a beach was like starting a romantic relationship: it 

just needed time. This try to relax mantra makes people check their 

watches while spending the day by the pool. This wouldn’t have concerned 

me if I hadn’t left my watch in my personal safety-deposit box. At least, I 

hoped I’d left it in the personal safety-deposit box because, if it wasn’t 

there, it was either on my bedside table, by the sink or I had lost it. If I had 

left it lying around then the quicker I went back, the less chance of 

someone pinching it. Equally, if I couldn’t find my watch, it would ruin my 

holiday. You only realise how much you look at your watch when you 

don’t have it on. I have worn a watch since I was a teenager and have 

barely looked at it since; but by a pool, with nothing to do for a week, I 

can’t think of anything else apart from – what time is it? Whenever I sat up 

and opened my eyes, I looked at the other guests who all looked as if 

something else was on their minds. 
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Given how much I eat on holiday, I assume guests spend most of 

their day working out what they are going to eat next. I like the time after 

the hot noonday sun (lunch) and before sunset (supper); I enjoy the heat but 

not the burn, and I don’t like squirting my burning skin with anti-mozzie 

stuff or having to go inside to avoid them altogether. My bites from Kilrush 

had replaced the first wave of bites from Placentia; I didn’t feel the need to 

meet their mates from Fulgary. If there is such a thing as a Divine Being, 

wouldn’t he have found something better to do than sit around inventing 

genus after genus of malarial mosquito? 

Oleg, who liked to spray champagne but not wash his hands after 

a pee, had stepped up his game. His game now involved ordering a bottle 

of champagne, spraying his girlfriend, Svetlana, and clicking his fingers at 

staff to order another bottle. As if this wasn’t funny enough, when the 

waiter brought over another bottle, Oleg would take the bottle and glasses, 

put them on a table by the pool, make as if he was signing the bar bill and 

then push the waiter fully clothed into the pool. It was so funny Oleg did it 

again and again. 

Guests slipped away from the pool area. The pool attendants 

picked up the towels from the same sun loungers the guests had reserved to 

stop anyone else from having them. Couples giggled into each other’s ears 

and slunk off while I retired to my room alone. My watch was exactly 

where I’d left it by the sink. 

Someone had popped an invitation under the door to the 

Manager’s Weekly Drinks Party tomorrow night. I’d read about this in the 

marketing blurb: every Tuesday night, the guests would be ferried out onto 



The Excursionist   361 

 

a spit of white sand for canapés and free champagne. I didn’t know whether 

I wanted to go or not. If you’re a couple and it’s a stomach-churningly 

hideous experience, at least you can laugh about it with your partner. But if 

you are on your own, you can’t even do that. Equally, I might as well go 

along. I might end up meeting someone. I had already seen one or two 

women who I’d love to meet. It was unlikely I’d meet anyone who was 

travelling with a partner on a fly and flop. 

I started to read about the services the resort offered in one of 

those leather-bound brochures they always have, the ones with the writing 

paper with the address of the resort printed on it, along with a list of 

business services, the room-service menu, the pamphlet on international 

dialling codes, the list of DVDs and the spa directory. At the very good 

places, the manager writes you a letter welcoming you to the resort and 

signs it personally. 

I read in my Frottager’s guide that 85 per cent of people who go to 

the Coronation Islands return, which I don’t believe unless it includes 

journeys made by locals and not just tourists. 95 per cent of people who 

stay at the Omanalak for the first time do not leave the hotel; the 

percentage for people who return to the resort goes up to 98 per cent. I 

found this staggering and decided to do four things: to enjoy a drink at 

sunset, get someone to take a picture of me at sunset, go to the Manager’s 

Weekly Drinks Party and get out of the resort. 

My face was already pink when I scraped the razor over my 

stubble. Before I went out for supper, I had to slap after-sun grease on my 

charred neck and stomach. There was an outline of my book on my 
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stomach. The white line of my shorts revealed the sand-fly bites I had 

contracted while lying on the beach. It required self-discipline to stop 

myself from scratching them, which I enjoyed, in a Catholic sort of way. 

My white Boca Terry towelling robe chafed against mosquito bites. 

I thought I’d celebrate the end of my first full day by going down 

to the Dhow Bar and drinking a Long Island Iced Tea at sunset. 

The hotel had four or five different spots to take a drink; the Dhow 

Bar was built in the shape of an old wooden dhow that had been cut in half. 

The seating was arranged in such a way you could sit in the dhow and 

watch the sunset. 

Sunset is an important time of the day for honeymooners and 

romantic couples. People like to photograph sunsets particularly at the 

beginning or end of their holidays. I know we used to.  

I carried my book with me to avoid looking like a voyeur. On the 

beach, and to the right hand side of half a dhow was a bath, with a shower 

fitment attached at the tap end, for people who wanted to sit in the bath 

with a drink and look out towards the ocean. But more importantly this was 

where you could be seen having a drink looking out to sea; it was for this 

purpose it was most commonly used. 

I took my seat, but kept jumping up as I was being bitten by 

something. Some couples, having identified me as either a loose cannon, a 

solitary prowler or a disturbance, finished off their drinks and left; others 

looked at me in a way that suggested they could see me but I couldn’t see 

them. They turned away whenever I looked up. Some asked me to take 

pictures of them at sunset. I didn’t use my camera, as I felt stupid. 
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The Asian woman, whom I’d seen earlier in the gym, was sitting 

in the bar with her boyfriend. He wore a red Ralph Lauren polo shirt with 

the collar turned up. She made herself busy by waving a Dolce & Gabanna 

handbag about. She kept picking her handbag up while checking her phone. 

She put the bag down on different parts of the bar in case anybody mistook 

it for somebody else’s. 

Her boyfriend, a peacock-like multi-tasker, studied a map of the 

grounds of the hotel while barking dealing instructions into a cell-phone. 

He plodded around the bar, while clearing his throat, in a pair of azure 

Gucci loafers, as if he was wearing someone else’s shoes. She furtively 

picked her nose and, following close inspection, sought to dislodge her 

nasal detritus by stroking his soot-black hair with her hand. I coughed 

loudly to signal I’d seen her do it. She looked at me as if I had done 

something wrong. She wasn’t going to swallow men finding fault with her, 

and certainly not a grinning idiot with a pink face. I made a mental note not 

to shake hands with her if introduced. 

I was trying to remember the average number of traces of urine on 

peanuts served in a public bar, when out of the corner of my eye I saw a 

lizard about three foot long. It slunk over the sand and dashed into the 

undergrowth. 

‘What the hell is that?’ I bawled at the bartender. 

‘It’s a teju,’ he said. I’ve forgotten the bartender’s name, which 

amazes me. 

‘A what?’  

‘A teju,’ he said. 
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‘Sorry mate you’re going to have to be a bit more vague. What’s a 

teju?’ 

‘A teju is like a lizard,’ he said. 

‘What’s it doing here?’ I asked. 

‘Vernon and Mardy introduced the teju onto the island to control 

the population of palm squirrels. Unfortunately, these palm squirrels, or 

rats, are nocturnal and the tejus, the lizards, come out at daytime. And they 

come out in the daytime because that is when they find it easier to eat the 

seabirds’ eggs. It is also when Arthur feeds them. That is, when he’s not 

singing to them.’ The barman said. 

Nightfall fell, tree frogs croaked and cicadas rasped. I didn’t want 

to sit at the wrong table again so I ate snacks at the bar nearest reception. I 

feigned interest in a week old version of U.S.A. Today and watched couples 

slip off to their rooms. I gave up at 9.43 p.m. 
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Chapter 28: Superfly 

 

The quell birds, also called the uh-ho birds because of the uh-ho call they 

make, wake up very early in the archipelago. I know this because they 

woke me up every morning. I decided to breakfast so I wouldn’t have to 

make small talk with Devon about Kay. I couldn’t sleep anyway because 

the sand-flies had chewed lumps out of my buttocks. I had to sleep on my 

front, which meant I had to keep re-applying after-sun to my chest and 

face. 

I ordered Eggs Benedict from Shaggy, my breakfast server for the 

week. It was too hot and too early, and I felt murderous – so I wore black 

shorts, a black wife-beater vest and black sunglasses, like a flabby Irish 

version of Mike Tyson. After watching Shaggy torturously spoon my 

guava jam into a smaller pot, Oleg approached me. 

‘Are you finish?’ When he bent down I thought he might hit me. 

‘I’m sorry?’ I said. 

‘You are sorry.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Sorry? Okay. But are you Finnish?’ Oleg asked. 

‘No, I’m sort of half-English and half-Irish, conceived over there 

and hatched over here, that sort of thing.’ 

Oleg was dressed in a Hailie Selassie t-shirt, flip-flops in the 

national colours of Jamaica and a Rastafarian belt. He had a face like a 

photo fit ID and was sitting with a personal fantasy of mine. Svetlana 
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moved around as if to dance – that is when she wasn’t sneaking a look at 

herself in her compact mirror. They took turns in snogging and texting. It 

was unlikely she would die lonely. Svetlana’s t-shirt read The camera loves 

me. Oleg picked up the small pot of guava jam and strutted back to his 

table. I’d been trapped in a conversational cul-de-sac. I responded to this 

invasion of my personal defensible space by putting sachets of Tibetan 

medicine on my breakfast table to ward off passers-by. 

I was sunburnt, had the imprint of a novel on my chest and had 

been gang-raped by sand-flies. Sunbathing was out of the question so I 

thought I’d have a spot of Beginners Scuba at 10 a.m. down by the 

pontoon. Scuba is for extreme sports enthusiasts only, who, like snappy 

dressers, tend to be the dullest people often to be found in the dullest places 

like New Zealand or Slovenia. But I thought I’d give it a go because a) I 

couldn’t lie down, b) I couldn’t sunbathe, c) I might meet people ahead of 

the Hotel Manager’s Party, and d) girls like scuba diving. 

People lolled about by the pontoon, continuously looking over 

their shoulders, as if they were waiting for someone to arrive, to avoid 

making eye contact with the people who had arrived. I’d tried an 

introductory dive in the Seychelles but gave it up as it required too much 

time holding hands underwater with a Frenchman. I thought I’d give it 

another go, though I never liked the palaver of diving, the culture of divers 

and the whole bureaucratisation of a pastime. Besides, I wasn’t very good 

at it; I didn’t like taking orders from tough, mid-30s, blonde diving 

instructresses like Alejandra. She had a boxer’s nose – as in the noble art, 

not as in puppy. I found her attractive, all beach blonde and perfect skin. 
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‘I’m Alejandra, I’ll be your diving instructor today for the 

Beginners Scuba course. So, where are you all from?’ she asked. 

Nobody could be that friendly, surely? Alejandra had ball-bearing 

hips, blue eyes and tiny, leprechaun ears. She was about five-eight, trim, 

wore a piercing in her tummy button and I’m pleased to report, no visible 

tramp stamps. 

‘I’m Lilibet from Paris,’ said a plump lady in a garish, red bikini. 

Alejandra looked at Lilibet just long enough to acknowledge her before 

Alejandra turned her head slowly and smiled at the lady sitting next to her. 

‘Hi, Lilibet. Actually, I was born in France, in the Dordogne,’ 

Alejandra said while scrunching up her hair and fidgeting with the strap on 

her diving mask. 

Alejandra grinned, patted the French lady’s thigh and nodded 

again. The next person was Mike from Vancouver. I wasn’t interested in 

Mike; he looked as if he couldn’t crack a smile. Shortly after introducing 

himself, Mike looked at Alejandra for approval. ‘Really?’ Alejandra said, 

‘I’m Canadian myself. On my mother’s side.’ 

Mike from Vancouver wouldn’t have been any happier if he’d got 

married and found out he’d won the lottery roll-over all on the same day. 

              ‘My name is Barbara and I’m from St Pete’s in Florida.’ Barbara 

smiled at Alejandra and waited for validation. 

‘Great, actually, I’ve got a condo just outside Clearwater,’ 

Alejandra said. 

You could sense the relief in Barbara’s face. It was like playing 

pass the parcel. Nobody wanted to be the one who dropped the baton of 
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Alejandra’s goodwill. 

‘Jack from London,’ I said. 

‘Do you know Cornwall? Do you surf?’ she asked. 

‘No and no. I can’t bear cold water and it takes hours to get there,’ 

I said. 

Alejandra had been everywhere but didn’t know where she was 

from, which is why she spent so much time looking for clues underwater. 

As they say in politics, it’s what’s on the surface that’s important not 

what’s underneath. To me, a sport is not a sport unless it’s got strict crowd 

segregation and a heavy police presence. 

While watching Alejandra test Mike’s regulator, I decided that 

passing my P.A.D.I (Professional Association of Diving Instructors) exam 

on holiday would give me a sense of purpose. I would meet other like-

minded guests with whom I could watch the DVDs being played back in 

reception every night. And, more importantly, I could hang out with 

Alejandra. And the Coronation Islands have a world-class reputation for 

diving. I kind of already knew this wasn’t going to happen as I soon as I sat 

next to her in the boat. We pootled off and started by putting the kit on in 

about five to ten feet of water, doing some breathing exercises and 

elementary hand signals. Everything was fine and dandy until Alejandra 

asked me to take my mask off underwater. I thought this was a poor idea 

and explained that I wanted to learn how to scuba with my mask on. But 

she wouldn’t have any of it. She wasn’t a lady people could say ‘no’ to. I 

took my mask off, panicked and if it wasn’t for Alejandra holding my hand 

and calming me down, I don’t know what would have happened. But I do 
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know I must have made quite a chump of myself. Alejandra only made it 

worse by being sympathetic and explaining how difficult she had found it. I 

didn’t know whether ‘it’ referred to taking her mask off underwater or 

having to hold my hand. The others by this time were engaged in some 

kind of underwater-synchronised dance team, swimming underwater in a 

way that made dolphins look graceless. I tried to slink away. Alejandra 

asked if I wanted to try again, which I didn’t. She shrugged her shoulders 

as if to say, ‘Well, what else do you expect me to do, if you won’t even 

try?’ 

It was now or never between scuba and me so I decided to give 

scuba up and keep trying to get me right. If at first you don’t succeed, give 

up, as my careers teacher used to tell me. Besides which, I didn’t know 

where to put my glasses when I put my mask on. 

The saltwater dried on my sunburnt shoulders and made me want 

to scratch my sand-fly bites as I schlepped around the resort, carrying fins, 

towel, mask, camera, sunscreen, Tilley hat, book, sunglasses, anti-mozzie 

spray and anything else I could manage. It still wasn’t midday, but it was 

skin-rippingly hot. After carting stuff about, washing this off and re-

applying that, it was almost time for lunch. I walked past the pool where 

Oleg, my fellow guava jam fan, videoed Svetlana, his latest acquisition. 

They had to grab the moment before the next bottle of champagne arrived. 

The people who were stuck in the middle of their vacation looked 

glum while the people who had stayed at the resort before were sprawled 

comatose. They had learnt to surrender to relaxation and not to fight the 

need to do something, which kept gnawing away at new arrivals like 
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myself. You don’t have to do something to be happy – just sit and stare out 

to sea, or collapse in a heap by the pool. I wondered whether big-game 

fishing might be an option. 

I didn’t want to stuff my face if I was going to the spa later so I 

had a fresh stir-fry and went back to my cabana to look for some shade. I 

was tired and I hadn’t impressed at my Scuba class. I had to ring reception 

for a wake-up call to go to the spa. My treatment, designed to relax me, 

cost $120 plus taxes for ninety minutes. The spa was in the enrich the spirit 

business which meant form-filling, signing insurance waivers, and an 

obligatory and expensive introductory consultation with the Spa Director, 

Dr. Vijay, who claimed to be an Ayurvedic doctor. 

For many people, the spa is the be-all and end-all of hideaway 

resort vacations. The reason they may be skulking away in the Ayurvedic 

treatment room undergrowth is that they, and by they, I mean the ladies, 

were recovering from extensive cosmetic surgery. They hid in the dark 

recesses like ai-ai, wrapped in expensive white initialled towelling robes, 

reading a copy of What For? and sipping freshly made ginger tea brought 

to them by bowing oriental ladies with whom they pretended to have a 

relationship. 

The spa’s manager was a gay Thai guy who was straight out of 

Central Casting. He introduced me to Dr. Vijay, who bored me with loads 

of questions, made me stick out my tongue and got me to lie about my 

lifestyle. I rushed through the interview so more of my money could go on 

massage and less on form-filling. To shut him up, I agreed to Thai 

massages, Ashtanga Yoga and Emetic Vomiting. 
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The spa was full of miserable whiteys who were having their 

corns done by sweet brown people because either: 

1) They were too fat to touch their toes. (Check.) 

2) They couldn’t get anyone to sleep with them so at least this way 

they’d experience physical friction. (Check.) 

3) They couldn’t stay outside or they’d burn. (Check.) 

4) The only conversation they could get was if they paid someone 

to talk to them. (Check.) 

The Thai massage was great, as was the masseuse, but I lost about 

twenty to twenty-five minutes answering questions ranging from bowel 

movements to sleep patterns, from alcohol consumption to hereditary 

medical history. I told Dr. Vijay if he was concerned, he could ring my 

G.P., who is also from Sri Lanka; they might find they have mutual friends. 

I spent the entire massage trying to work out whether the time for 

the massage (ninety minutes) included the time for the consultation or not. 

If it didn’t, would I have enough time to catch the boat leaving the pontoon 

that took guests to the white spit of land for the Manager’s Drinks? In 

addition, was the $120 plus taxes for the ninety minutes inclusive or 

exclusive of the initial consultation with Dr. Vijay or not? It was very 

stressful, and now I was running late. 

I had to run back to my cabana, wash my hair, shave, apply after-

sun and anti-mozzie spray, get dressed and catch the boat from the pontoon 

in just under eighteen minutes. Two minutes of this were spent dropping 

bottles of shampoo and conditioner in the outdoor shower for reasons I 

cannot explain. I cut my lip shaving and was bleeding and sweating when I 
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slapped after-sun on my burnt flesh while spraying bites with anti-mozzie 

spray. I remembered I’d left my personal safety box in my cabana 

unlocked; I ran back to lock it up, which was good because I’d forgotten to 

put my watch on. I sprinted down to the pontoon barefoot and sweating as 

if I’d just been chased out of a Turkish hammam. I legged it down to the 

pontoon only to find everything was running a little late anyway. 

My fellow guests had saved their best outfits for that evening. The 

women looked beautiful, and the men looked dashing. They looked like 

extras from an exclusive photo shoot from one of the off-the-beaten-track 

Caribbean, Polynesian or Maldivian Islands. I had had to stick toilet paper 

on my top lip to stem the nick from my razor. The wad of toilet paper came 

off when I ran to the pontoon. My forehead oozed perspiration, anti-mozzie 

spray and after-sun. My chest sported a book-shaped birthmark and my 

expensive pale blue shirt shipped water under the arms, which left a salty 

tidemark. Thank God I hadn’t launched my new Vilebrequin shirt with the 

hibiscus flowers. It was not an occasion to which I could bring my book so 

I concentrated on looking as relaxed and as intriguing as my unctuous 

sunburnt face could muster. It could have been worse; I could have been 

teetotal. 

The speedboat went to and fro picking up punters from the 

pontoon. Every time the boat came back to pick up passengers, an ungodly 

scramble to board would take place. Never in the course of my travels have 

I seen so many, who were spending so much per head per night, pursue free 

champagne so energetically. I hung out at the back of the stampede; it 

wasn’t as if I was keeping anyone waiting. 
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It was the last boat that took me. Mr. Polo Shirt and Mrs. Nasal 

Detritus shouted at us to wait. He was on the phone and wore a set of keys 

on the outside of his belt while she checked her phone for texts. I nodded in 

acknowledgement as they clambered aboard, holding my arm out to help 

them aboard, but they ignored me. 

Everybody looked fabulous; the staff, in white liveried uniforms, 

poured champagne or carried trays of canapés; couples shared private, 

romantic moments; and groups of friends chortled. Nothing grew on this 

little stretch of pristine white sand. The staff nodded and smiled; guests 

wrinkled their noses and picked away at silver trays while prodding the 

canapés. 

I stood and stared at the empty horizon while clutching a glass. I 

tried to look deep in thought as if I might be something to do with the 

hotel. I was courteous to the queue of people waiting to top up my glass 

and force-feed me like a pelican. I saw Oleg and Svetlana, who had a 

private dining set-up for the evening. She held her cutlery like a pen; he 

chewed his food as if it was too hot. Oleg wore a tropical shirt and had a 

face that looked as if the last number in the lottery hadn’t come up. They 

stopped snogging to take bones out of their mouth or to answer their 

phones. 

The return guests were telling the First Years like myself how to 

do it, how to do Omanalak. The old timers knew the Christian names of all 

the staff and stayed on the sunrise side of the island as they found the 

cabanas on the sunset side too hot and overpriced. The old guests loved 

Meelick Beach, received Christmas Cards from Vern and Mardy 
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themselves, came the same two weeks every year and stayed in the same 

cabana on the sunrise side. They were still in touch with people they met 

three years ago; they said it was more like a private club in those days. 

They used to have more to do with Vern and Mardy in the old days but 

now it was Vinnie, their son, who was more involved in booking trips and 

taking care of guests. They said there was nothing to see on the island, 

apart from Lover’s Leap, that is, if you haven’t seen it before, but they 

wouldn’t go to the capital, Saparmurat, if you paid them. They went on 

about how I may have seen them on their bicycles and did I know they 

didn’t have to pay for them, as they were return guests. They said I 

wouldn’t like the highlanders; they were nothing like the coastal people 

who worked at the resort; it was like chalk and cheese. They recited the 

same liturgy to everybody; every conversation solicited what sounded like 

a congregational response at Mass. 

If you recognise the faces and the names of all the waiting staff 

only by their lapel badges, it’s time to switch onto soft drinks or it’s last 

call for mingling. I spotted Alejandra talking with a group of guests 

including Mr. Polo and Mrs. Nasal. She looked so wonderful I thought I’d 

been premature in rejecting scuba. It dawned on me I was unlikely to be on 

the island the next time she ran her Beginners Scuba Course, which made 

me gloomy. I felt sad at what was supposed to be the highlight of the week 

at Omanalak, on the palm-fringed island of Fulgary, my hundredth country. 

I was a lot nearer the end of my holiday than the beginning. 

I knew what I needed to do; I needed to ask a question to integrate 

myself into the group. I couldn’t launch in with the old, ‘Hi, I’m Jack, the 
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guy who flunked Beginners Scuba, the guy with the sunburn who is 

travelling on his own.’ So I hit them with, ‘Hi Alejandra. Do you, or does 

anybody else, know anything about the marlin fishing here?’ It was a 

corker of a question, summoning up images of Hemingway-esque men 

wanting to chance their arm with Nature. Marlin fishing says boats, which 

says money, which says prestige, which says to the guys, ‘Hey, I’m in the 

same gang.’ It also tells ladies I’m the mysterious, laconic loner-hunter, 

which, again, pushes a lot of buttons. All I needed was a beard. The men 

voiced opinions, none of which seemed to answer the question, but it did 

give me an in. Alejandra said she’d talk to Vinnie and ask him to contact 

me. 

I was introduced to the old timers, Alan and his nubile wife, or 

girlfriend, Fuchsia. Alan was something to do with bulbs in Lincolnshire. 

He was in his 60s with dyed black hair and wore tropical shirts over a pair 

of skimpy Speedos. 

Alan doddered about on spindly legs that were close to giving way 

after years of supporting an enormous paunch. I’d clocked Fuchsia in 

reception when I checked in. She wore plaster-sized pieces of fabric, barely 

concealing her reproductive organ and her erogenous zones; in some outfits 

she had to choose which erogenous zones would remain covered due to a 

shortage of fabric. She had long black hair the colour of 1940s Bakelite 

phones, a trout pout and cosmetically engineered breasts. She looked like 

she might be in her late 30s but you’d need to carbon date her. Alan and 

Fuchsia loved to talk; the only rule being they never asked anyone about 

themselves. 
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They took me under their patronage and introduced me to Bernd 

Poric, the pasty-faced Swiss-German Manager, who, in a bizarre twist, 

didn’t have a sense of humour.  Mrs. Nasal Detritus gave a consumptive 

snort as soon as I joined the group and left to air-kiss strangers while Mr. 

Polo scuttled after her with her glass. She had two lines running from the 

bridge of her nose like a pair of exclamation marks. 

Between them, Alan, Fuchsia and Alejandra knew every guest on 

the island. I told them my ‘Are you Finnish?’ story about Oleg to establish 

my comedy credentials. I displayed self-deprecation with my description of 

how inept my performance was at my Scuba class. I’d played my way in 

like an opening batsman at Lord’s who had made seventy runs in the 

opening session before lunch. 

The conversation got round to the owners, Vernon and Mardy. 

Alan and Fuchsia knew everything about them, due, in part, to the tome in 

the leather-bound folder, which lay unread on the desk in my cabana. They 

had given intimate details of their life together in order to be able to share 

them with the guests. I was a little disappointed at not having met the 

owners upon arrival, but Alejandra assured me Vinnie would talk to me 

about marlin fishing. Alan and Fuschia teased Alejandra about Vinnie. 

Alejandra blushed and rubbed her nose, which gave me the queasy 

impression they were an item. I hoped it was just teasing. 

After sunset, the speedboat started taking guests back to the beach. 

Everybody was jollier on the way back, making wisecracks and being 

indiscreet about other guests. I hoped we might go on and have supper 

together. I was keen not to implore anyone to have supper with me so I 
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made sure I diverted my spaniel’s eyes. Bernd, the manager, had things to 

attend to so I hoped Alejandra, Spindly Legs, Plastic Tits and I might make 

up a foursome. We sat down and had a drink together at the Dhow Bar. I 

had to resist my urge to talk knowing that if I wanted to appear interesting, 

I had to remain quiet and ask people questions about themselves. It was 

difficult to know how I could look at Alejandra without being caught. I 

should have worn sunglasses but wearing sunglasses after dark isn’t a good 

look. I managed to peek a look at Alejandra every time I scratched a gnat 

bite on the back of my head. 

‘Do you have any spray?’ Alejandra asked. 

‘I do thanks but nothing works I’m afraid,’ I said. 

‘Have you tried Vitamin B6?’ 

‘Nah, I don’t go in for all that homopathy,’ I said. 

‘It’s hom-e-o-pathy not homo-pathy,’ she said. 

‘I am sure you’re right but it isn’t the bites on the back of my head 

that are driving me mad so much as the ones on my arse. Have you been 

bitten by sand-flies?’ I asked. 

‘No,’ said Alejandra. She stretched her legs as if holding a yogic 

posture. 

‘No sand-flies here, and I should know,’ said Spindly Legs. 

‘Why do you think they are sand-fly bites?’ asked Alejandra.  

‘Well, what do you think these are?’ I lowered my linen trousers 

carefully just to illustrate my point while Plastic Tits hoovered up another 

glass of wine, Spindly’s glass of wine. 

‘Looks like zits to me,’ said Alejandra. 
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‘If I had zits on my bum, do you honestly think I would show 

them to you?’ I asked. This conversation was beginning to go as well as my 

scuba class. 

‘I don’t know, who knows what you might want to show me? You 

can do what you like. You are on holiday you know,’ Alejandra said. 

‘If you have any ideas, will you call me?’ I made a big show of 

plucking a business card out of my wallet and presented it to Alejandra 

Japanese-style with my head bowed. They all laughed, even Plastic Tits, 

who was quite sozzled. I caught Alejandra laughing along with the rest of 

them. When she laughed she opened her mouth up and her shoulders 

shook. When I looked at her, she stopped laughing and put her beach-blond 

hair behind her pointy, little, leprechaun ears. 

Perhaps if I hadn’t gone into detail about my arse being invaded 

by sand-flies then Spindle and Plastic wouldn’t have gone back to their 

room to freshen up. If they hadn’t gone back to their room perhaps 

Alejandra wouldn’t have felt compelled to ring her mother before supper. 

And so I was left on my lonesome, another conversational winner 

from the Jack Kaganagh stable. Rule One in Know the Game Luxury 

Resort Conversation: if you strike up a conversation with a M.I.L.F., her 

ageing wallet and a mermaid called Alejandra, sitting in a Dhow Bar, 

overlooking the Indian Ocean, don’t mention they are sitting on the exact 

bar stools where sand-flies ripped your arse off the previous evening. It 

simply doesn’t do. 

Having consumed my fair share, it was time for dinner. But first I 

had to stand around by a lectern and wait for someone to seat me. Every 
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night I had to confirm ‘Yes, a table for one, please.’ Then the other diners 

would break into laughter and song while screeching and making 

defamatory hand gestures. It felt like it anyway. 

The waiters made light of their appalling sleeping conditions and 

bad pay by having a game of asking if everything was okay with the food 

every time I took a mouthful. By the time I spat most of the contents onto 

the tablecloth, they had disappeared. I was about to light another ciggie 

when a man with a salt and pepper ponytail sat down at my table. He was 

with a lady with a big red flower in her frizzy hair. She wore a batik-type 

wrap and chunky, ethnic, wooden jewellery. 

My welcome visitors were Vern and Mardy. I spotted them at the 

champagne reception but thought they must have been new arrivals. They 

were dressed casually in an ‘I’m living the dream’ kind of way. Vern was 

in his 60s and did most of the talking while looking round the room; Mardy 

had a fixed smile but was bored. They didn’t want to talk to me but felt 

they had to because of what Alejandra had said. After an anodyne 

exchange of pleasantries, Vern asked me if I wanted his son Vinnie to 

organise some fishing and asked me to wait awhile until he could fix me 

up. 

Vinnie bowled up towards the end of my last drink. He was tall, 

lean, tanned, looked good in shorts and had a curious way of speaking to 

me with his eyes shut, only opening them when he wanted me to answer. 

He had a tone to his voice that could grate cheese. I was biased but he 

wasn’t what you’d call a people person. 

‘Alejandra tells me you want to catch yourself a big fish,’ Vinnie 
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said. 

‘Well obviously, I wouldn’t say no,’ I said. 

‘So what are we after? We got shortbill, spearfish, sailfish, 

skipjack, yellowfin, mahi mahi, barracuda, we’ve got trevallies…’ He said. 

‘I’m only really interested in marlin. Do you catch those here?’ I 

said. 

‘Yeah, sure we’ve got Striped and if you’re lucky, Black.’ Vinnie 

said. 

‘What about the boat, bait, price, that sort of stuff?’ 

‘I’m no expert but I’ll get Shorty from The Marlin Club to come 

and see you. And we’ll fix you up, relax about the rest of the stuff, we’ll 

take care of you real good. Do you want to go tomorrow?’ Vinnie asked. 

‘What do you think?’ I asked.  

‘Well, some guests went out today and Shorty says the water 

looked like you might get deep blue for tomorrow but after that we might 

have some clouds coming in. How long you got here?’  

‘Not that long, a few days, no more,’ I said. 

‘You best take it because if the weather changes, you’ve missed 

your chance. Unless, of course, you come out and stay with us again some 

time.’ 

‘Okay, tell Shorty I’ll take it,’ I said. 

‘Fine, you’re in the Eames Suite right?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Shorty from The Marlin Club will call you to tell you whether he 

can organise it, or not, for tomorrow. Anyway, tight lines,’ Vinny stood up 
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to leave. 

‘Tight lines. And thank you, Vinnie.’ 

Vinnie opened his eyes now the conversation was over and 

wandered off without saying goodnight. He looked like the guy who I used 

to box when I was at school, the guy who beat me up every day in front of 

the juniors. If I could have swapped his looks for mine, I would have done 

so however arrogant he was. And wow, was he arrogant. 
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Chapter 29: Sweet Leaf 

 

I grabbed the phone to stop it ringing. 

‘You changed your mind Mr. Kaganagh?’ 

‘Sorry, who is this?’ I said. 

‘My name is Shorty, Mister Vincent asked me to call you,’ he 

said. 

‘What time is it?’ 

‘It’s nine forty-five,’ he said. 

‘I thought you were getting me a wake-up call?’ 

‘I thought you were organising it,’ said Shorty. 

‘Is it too late to go now?’ 

‘Up to you. A Russian guest wants the boat right away,’ he said. 

‘But I’ve got it today. We agreed last night,’ I said. 

‘Okay, Mr. Kaganagh. We’ll pick you up in thirty minutes,’ 

Shorty said. 

I decided to skip breakfast. I didn’t want to bump into any of my 

new buddies who’d blown me out for dinner, watch Shaggy scrape guava 

jam off a spoon for half an hour or run the risk of fresh fruit if I was going 

to be out on a boat for most of the day. 

Even I knew that to stand a chance of catching marlin you needed 

to be up early to get out into the deep blue water before the fish knocked-

off for lunch. The more serious the captain was about catching marlin, the 

earlier you’d have to get up. You seldom caught anything in the middle of 



The Excursionist   383 

 

the day. I didn’t know how much it was going to cost me. But I did know if 

I could tag and release a marlin, it would be worth every penny. I have 

fished for marlin all over the world and caught every type of fish except for 

marlin. 

Everton, the Captain’s mate, picked me up at 10.15 and whisked 

me off to Bootless Bay. At least I got out of the resort and saw a bit of the 

island. Fulgary looked a bit like a cross between the palm-tree strewn idylls 

of the Maldives crossed with a sort of rural Vietnamese vibe. The journey 

from Omanalak to the harbour took twenty-five minutes. It was about a 

quarter to eleven when I arrived. I was guaranteed to be out on the reef 

during the hottest part of the day. Everton, who wore a t-shirt with Child 

Legend emblazoned upon it, was short and squat, professional but not 

friendly. He introduced me to Captain Shorty, who was about six foot three 

and built like a pipe cleaner. He dismissed me as a serious fisherman, as I’d 

rolled up nearer lunchtime than breakfast. He told me the Russian had 

offered twice the asking price to go out for the day. He told me a story 

about four biznizmen and twelve prostitutes. They had chartered a boat and 

partied hard but had fallen out with the girls so they dumped them in the 

sea ten kilometres from shore. It was Everton and Shorty who had to pick 

them up. I promised I wouldn’t say anything at the hotel. It wasn’t 

something anyone wanted to talk about. 

The boat was called Sea Gypsy. Judging by the number of rascals 

in sunglasses whizzing about on James Bond speedboats, we weren’t the 

only buccaneers on the waterways. The harbour was stuffed full of the 

braying gin-and-tonic drinking, golf-playing buffoons you find in any 
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harbour in the world. I’m sure some genuinely liked boats; like I’m sure 

some made money legitimately. It’s just names of boats can be misleading: 

Isle Survive, Poppy Palace, Alimony, Falcon Maid and Flash Kant. 

I stopped looking at the boats when I realised I was waving. Why 

do people wave when they are on a boat? Perhaps they are imbued with a 

sense of well-being. This would explain why I couldn’t understand why 

people do it. It must be a terrible bore if you capsize and people just wave 

back. 

Being on a game-fishing boat meant getting up with a hangover 

and sleeping in the sun, with my Tilley hat covering my sweaty face, 

before going back to dry land and writing a large cheque. 

‘Where are all those speedboats going?’ I asked. 

‘Just shipping stuff around the island,’ Everton said. 

‘Just shipping stuff… good stuff or bad stuff?’ I giggled. 

‘Mainly good stuff. Ain’t any bad stuff in Fulgary,’ Everton 

guffawed. 

‘That can’t be bad. What about customs and police?’ I said. 

‘They have to buy their own like anybody else,’ Shorty said. 

‘The dope here has an excellent reputation in England,’ I said. 

‘You wanna try some?’ Everton asked. 

‘I’ll buy enough for a couple of joints but I don’t want to take stuff 

home or anything like that,’ I said. 

‘Just chill,’ Shorty said. 

Shorty gave a piercing whistle as if it was a sheep dog trial. One 

of the James Bond boats circled and came up to our boat. I felt nervous. 
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Shorty and Everton spoke to the Bond boat operative; they slapped hands 

together for a considerable time and Mr. Bond sped off. Shorty opened his 

palm to show me the dope. It smelt sweet, was full of seeds and stalks and 

sticky to the touch. 

‘You want to try some?’ Shorty said. 

‘It’d be rude not to,’ I said. 

After a bit of fiddling about Everton passed the joint to me to 

light. I’ve always been drunk when I’ve tried it before but this time it felt 

very strong even allowing for the regrettable fact I was sober. We passed 

the joint around and began to relax with one another. We had something in 

common; the trick is to find how to connect. It was a little less client-and-

crew and a little more me-and-you. 

I don’t remember Everton skinning up the second joint but it can’t 

have been very long after he flicked the first butt over board. I looked up to 

find out we were about to crash into another boat, a very large boat that 

was moored in the harbour. Everton had to clamber over me, knocking my 

Tilley hat off my head, to prevent us from hitting it. Shorty had forgotten to 

put down the anchor after meeting his mate with the James Bond boat, 

which struck me as strange. 

‘Sorry, chaps, here we are in a huge harbour and yet we almost 

smash into another boat, and neither of you even saw it coming…’ 

They were both stoned; they had bloodshot eyes, which they were 

pushing back into their sockets, and whelping as if they were struggling to 

breathe. I was beginning to enjoy the first boat I had been on since the last 

time with Kay. 
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‘What time is it?’ Asked Shorty. 

‘You tell me… aren’t you boys supposed to tell the time by the 

position of the sun in the sky, and the tides and all that sort of shit?’ We 

creased up again. 

‘Did you have breakfast?’ Asked Shorty. 

‘No. Did you?’ I asked. 

‘Just some banana cake and some coffee,’ said Shorty. 

‘I could do some banana cake,’ I said. 

‘You hungry?’ 

‘Bloody starving,’ I said. Everton was sorting out the lures. 

‘You want pizza first?’ said Shorty. 

‘Sorry is that a question? I could murder a pizza. How are you 

going to get pizza? We’re on a boat,’ I said. 

‘Just ring up and order in the harbour, they bring it to you,’ said 

Everton. 

‘Amazing,’ I said. Shorty spoke into his telephone or receiver or 

whatever they call those things on boats. 

‘What do you want?’ asked Shorty. 

‘What have they got?’ 

‘Sausage, ground beef, pepperoni, chorizo, black olives, ham, 

green peppers, pineapple, sweet corn, onions, tomatoes, anchovies, smoky 

bacon, jalapeño peppers, mushrooms, tandoori chicken, tuna, thin crust, 

deep pan, small, medium or large,’ said Shorty. 

‘Sorry what was the first one again?’ I asked. Everton laughed so 

much he farted which made us laugh even more; Shorty was coughing into 
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the receiver quite unable to catch his breath. 

‘Sorry Shorty, I didn’t realise you were so stoned; you’ll have to 

come in for this one,’ said the voice over the tannoy. We trudged off the 

boat, feeling quite embarrassed, and climbed up to a hillside restaurant. 

There were no tourists apart from me. I was invited to sit down at a table, 

away from the crew, by a waiter. He was employed to point but not to 

speak to me under any circumstances. There was more hand slapping 

between Everton, Shorty and his mates. The hand slapping did not involve 

me; this suited me, as I cannot get the hang of it whatsoever. The pizza was 

delicious. Everton and Shorty sat on a separate table with their friends. I 

looked out towards the bay feeling very stoned and quite paranoid. 

I thought about the Jolly Roger booze cruise in Mauritius on our 

last holiday and how Kay didn’t want to go, how if I had been talking to 

Kay and not to a bunch of frat-pack drunks she might be alive today and I 

wouldn’t feel like crying every time I woke up. But she was my 

responsibility and nobody else’s. Everybody apart from Kay just went to 

have a good time. 

I followed the rituals that were supposed to bring good luck; I 

tossed a coin into the ocean and sprinkled the tobacco from a cigarette as 

gifts to the fishing Gods. The idea of catching fish left me cold. But we 

went out and everyone fell silent. Shorty and Everton started acting like 

professional fishermen. I stared fixedly at the horizon. I didn’t want to get 

seasick. We trawled for about two or three hours. Needless to say, we never 

had the problem of how to tag and release a marlin or any other type of 

pelagic fish. We didn’t have a bite. We saw some decent-sized flying fish 
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off the side of the boat, the smallest of which was washed onto the gunwale 

of the boat, so at least I had caught something. I keep the baby flying fish 

in a matchbox on my desk. 

The sea was not deep blue but more of a spinach-green and getting 

choppier. This made staring at the horizon more difficult. The smell of 

diesel, as we drifted about looking for sea birds to guide us, made me 

nauseous. The conversation had stopped since we set off, and none of our 

hearts were in it. Shorty or Everton nodded at me as if to ask permission to 

return to the bay. I nodded and smiled back as if I didn’t know what they 

wanted. After three hours of catching nothing more than a flying fish so 

small you could keep it in a matchbox, I nodded. Everton reeled in the lures 

while we sped back to the harbour. 

I gave Shorty $435 in cash, this generously included $35 for a 

pizza, one glass of Diet Coke and an Espresso, and Everton drove me back 

to the resort. I asked Everton all the questions after the fishing trip I should 

have asked Vinnie when he discussed fishing with me the night before. 

Everton told me they hadn’t caught a marlin, striped or black, for two 

years. I found this disappointing to hear from an employee of The Marlin 

Club. There had been reports of someone in Fulgary catching a marlin last 

year but neither Shorty nor Everton knew the people involved. Vinnie from 

the Omanalak brought in most of the business but his twenty-five per cent 

cut of the gross was so punitive they had decided it was going to be their 

last year. I had to pay in cash because Vinnie wouldn’t pay for Everton or 

Shorty to use a credit card machine or, more accurately, Vinnie had wanted 

them to pay for the machine and the phone line out of their cut and not his. 
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If I had done my research, for $435, inclusive of lunch and taxes, I 

could have ordered the deep pan with everything on it. It shows that just 

because you can, it doesn’t mean you should; white women braiding their 

hair are but one example. 

I felt knackered by the time I got back to the hotel. Maybe it was 

because I hadn’t caught a marlin (again) or maybe it was because I wasn’t 

going to catch one. I was more likely to go back to my room and find Kay 

washing her hair. Vinnie had steered me towards Sea Gypsy for financial 

reasons. I was pissed off to be back in the hotel because they played Kenny 

G all afternoon. Kenny G plays smooth jazz on a soprano saxophone 

making Joy Division sound like Freddy and The Dreamers. Kenny G is 

played in every resort I have ever had the misfortune to stay in. You cannot 

be happy anywhere Kenny G’s music can be heard. Kenny G is the reason 

why men check their watches by the pool on holiday; Kenny G sounds like 

the soundtrack for your Granny’s homemade porn movie she made with 

her fat next-door neighbour who suffers from angina; Kenny G is the 

reason why people are friendly to waiters at the beginning of their holiday 

but not at the end. Kenny G was why the white folks, wearing the bright 

colours by the pool, looked so miserable. 
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Chapter 30: Excitable Boy  

 

My Russian friend, Oleg – he may, of course, have been Tajik, Uzbek, 

Turkmen, Kazakh, Chechen, Georgian, Kirghiz or whatever – read every 

word of his book out loud while his Svetlana dissolved into shrieks of 

laughter. She lay facing the sun with her leg cocked like the girl in the 

Nivea sun cream advert. Svetlana positioned herself by the side of the pool 

thus blocking access to the swimming pool steps. Oleg wore his Omanalak 

baseball cap back to front. He was in his 40s and looked like he lifted 

weights. Dead weights. This would explain why he had to go up to the 

breakfast buffet five times a day. Oleg had no discernible neck but a very 

broad back. Svetlana wore bikini bottoms that said Slippery When Wet. She 

was cute, but not as cute as she thought. She pointed her body towards the 

sun at all times like a sundial.  They were the sort of couple who, when you 

walked past them, could be overheard saying something like ‘a headshot 

would have been fine.’   

When Oleg wasn’t reading out loud (perhaps he had a test when 

he got back), he relaxed by chewing gum with his mouth open and 

bouncing it about on his back molars. When he read he moved his head 

from left to right. Oleg was proof that money is no guarantor of manners. I 

remembered Bernd’s story at the Manager’s Weekly Drinks Party, about 

the Saudi party of twenty who spent $30,000 in one night. When they rang 

to arrange another visit, they were not allowed to return for fear of 

upsetting any more staff and guests. I’ve always thought there must be 
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money to be made in introducing old money to new money but have yet to 

work out how.  

It was too hot, the salt of sea spray had burnt my cheek, the sand 

flies had chewed my other cheeks and my arms itched all over with 

plankton rash. 

After lunch, screwed up beach towels and detritus surrounded the 

pool. The unread novels and sunglasses hadn’t been left because people 

were coming back for a dip but to stop passers-by nabbing their spot. 

Most people used the pool in the morning so they could ring 

people they hadn’t spoken to for ages to tell them they’re on holiday. 

People used their phones when they were in the infinity pool and glared at 

the luddites who still used a pool to swim up and down. 

I decided to leave the pool when the pool attendants started an 

impromptu chair-dragging competition, which superseded the random 

workmen’s hammering competition, both of which drowned out Kenny G. 

Arthur was prodding a hole in the sand with a stick while making 

sure he didn’t cast a shadow. I’ve never seen a man concentrate more. 

‘I think it’s terrible people reserving loungers all day,’ I said. 

‘Always happen,’ Arthur said. He crouched down to look into the 

hole. 

‘I think if they’re not there, clear all their stuff away.’ 

‘They’re probably having a sleep or snorkelling,’ Arthur said. 

‘Yeah, probably.’ I sighed. 

‘You been snorkelling yet?’ Arthur brushed the sand off his 

shorts. 
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‘I think it’s the water that’s giving me a rash,’ I showed Arthur my 

arm. 

‘I swim every day before and after work.’ 

‘What do you think I should do today? Any bright ideas, Arthur? 

‘You want to think less and feel more,’ Arthur said. 

‘Right. So nothing springs to mind?’ I said. 

‘Try and be in the here and now. Nature is all around,’ he said. 

‘So where are the tejus then? I haven’t seen one in a while.’ 

‘When the weather is about to change they leave the beach for 

higher ground,’ Arthur said. ‘And today Vernon had to ask me to help get 

their cat down off the roof. And if you look, you don’t see any spider crabs 

either.’ Arthur pointed to the hole with his stick. It was like being back in a 

classroom. 

‘Yeah right, anyway, Arthur, best crack on, I’ve got to rush to 

yoga or I’ll be late. And I hate being late for anything.’ As I dawdled down 

to the spa, I couldn’t believe I’d been crowbarred into taking the Ashtanga 

Yoga class by Dr. Vijay. I approached the spa with a heavy heart. My 

spirits revived after a chat with the gay Thai guy on reception and a splosh 

of ginger tea. 

I met a consumptive snorter from the United States. She was one 

of the people who lurked around in the shadows of the spa while 

recovering from cosmetic surgery. She was one of those hotel guests who 

make a point of being on first-name terms with every member of staff. She 

used employees’ names in every sentence, ‘Why thank you so much, 

Gretchen; what time do you finish today, Pei-Hsuan? Are you working 
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tomorrow, Carly?’ But God forbid if a mere guest spoke to her – all hell 

would break loose and her face would distort with disgust. I made the faux 

pas of being dumb enough and rude enough to ask, ‘Excuse me, is this seat 

taken?’ She hadn’t got to where she was today by having to deal directly 

with the public. She waved her long, bony fingers at me like she was trying 

to flick snot off. 

It was, therefore, not a surprise to find her in my Ashtanga Yoga 

class with old bushy moustache himself, Dr. Vijay. Mrs. Flicky Fingers 

was better at Yoga than the rest of the class. Yoga is not known for its 

competitive nature, yet it was this that had attracted her. She had better kit; 

she held her postures for longer, breathed deeper and sat closer to Dr. 

Vijay. When he wasn’t helping her, she asked questions to eliminate the 

risk of him communicating with anyone else. I tried not to break wind 

while keeping my posture. This meant I only had my Emetic Vomiting and 

a Thai Massage left before the end of the holiday. 

I had a lie-down when I got back but couldn’t sleep because of the 

sound of the crickets changing key as if they were being conducted. It 

sounded like crackling electricity – either that or the sound of my freckles 

popping from the sunburn like popcorn in a pan. After another night of 

sitting alone in a bar with only a week-old newspaper for company, I went 

back to my room. 
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Chapter 31: Wunderbar   

 

The next day was a washout; it felt like a non-holiday day. It reminded me 

of the Maldives during the tsunami when Italian guests summoned the 

manager to their villa to complain the tsunami had ruined their holiday and 

asked him what was he going to do about it. He did what he could. He got 

them off the island before he chinned them. The sky was grey; the sandy 

beach looked like freshly mixed concrete; and the sea was choppy and 

brown. Walking along barefoot in garish shorts and a loud shirt to breakfast 

on an overcast beach felt like a cruel joke. Hardly anybody was about, and 

those who were looked wretched. 

I had no idea how long the bad weather was going to last. Was this 

the beginning of the bad weather or just the odd shower? Whiteys are 

perfectly happy to go swanning off to tropical islands with thick, lush 

vegetation but we get very unhappy very quickly if the thick, lush 

vegetation takes a shower. 

What was I going to do, on my own, in a barefoot luxury resort in 

the rain? Even the daily copy of The Omanalak Times couldn’t help me. 

There was a trip around the kitchen garden where they grow vegetables, 

and I didn’t fancy the all-day snorkelling tour where you visited another 

island in the rain for $85, lunch not included, plus taxes. 

Perhaps it wasn’t so bad I was nearer the end of the holiday than 

the beginning. It was a shame the Marlin Club found it easier to locate 

weather fronts than shoals of pelagic fish. I had packed away my flying fish 
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in a matchbox in my luggage just in case Devon shook the matchbox, 

decided it was empty and threw it away. The matchbox was a $435 

keepsake. That’s high-end travel, when you keep a matchbox because it 

cost you $435. 

Without wanting to be dependent on an empty matchbox for a 

memento, I decided to go into Saparmurat and buy a Fulgary pin badge for 

my Tilley hat and take in the sights of Lovers’ Leap. Frottager advised on 

what to wear: ‘Women who go out on to the street wearing low-cut dresses, 

sleeveless tops, short pedal-pushers, or do not wear pantyhose are open to 

criticism.’ They added that ‘Men must avoid wearing sneakers unless 

absolutely necessary.’ 

Reception waffled on about how it would be better to use the 

resort’s driver to show me the island and how Royston, the resort’s driver, 

came recommended by Vinnie himself. Alan and Fuschia had been told 

about unrest in the capital and how tourists some while back got badly 

beaten up by Highlanders. They said I was mad to go into town without 

Royston. I walked out of the gates of the hotel, turned right and grabbed a 

taxi. I couldn’t afford another one of Vinnie’s ideas. 

Before I entered Saparmurat, I passed a sign that read, You are in 

the embrace of history. We stopped by a tired park, overlooked by the 

governmental building, which had the national flag of Fulgary fluttering on 

the end of a flaky white pole. I asked the driver where I could buy a pin 

badge for my Tilley hat and took it off to show him. He said the place for 

souvenirs was Main Street. 

I was looking forward to meeting my first Highlander people but I 
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found myself clutching my bag tighter than if I hadn’t heard of their 

reputation from the Coastal people. Because of the weather, for the first 

time since I arrived, I had to wear a pair of shoes, which felt uncomfortable 

and alien. I walked past several signs: No riding on the sidewalk, This way 

to John the baker man, another making sure No bare-back persons allowed 

and another one that said, Give way to landing and departing aircraft.  

The shops on Main Street sold the same batik and terracotta pots, 

which were ideal for taking on as hand luggage or throwing into the hold of 

a plane. They also sold snakes, lizards and rodents preserved in alcohol in 

bottles. The Coronation Islands seemed to lead the world in the glass bottle 

and pickled small animal market sector. What is it with tourists and 

shopping? You see people laden down, bags full of tat, looking knackered 

from walking all day. Hawkers chivvy them every time they stop. And if 

they do buy something, they end up lugging stuff they neither need nor 

want. And when they get to rest their creaky bones, their friend says, 

‘You’ve done well.’ No they haven’t, they’ve wasted a day of their life and 

spent $250 on junk. 

After an hour of looking at items you’d sneer at in shops at home, 

your mindset changes. For example, Lithuania is known for its amber. I’ve 

never felt the need to own anything made from amber. After looking at 

dozens of stores selling stuff you’d never dream of giving house space to, 

you get to thinking one amber product is marginally less ugly than the 

other ten thousand amber objects you’ve seen previously. There is a thin 

line between thinking something is the least ugly amber product you’ve 

seen all day and thinking it is the most desirable amber product you’ve 
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seen all day. I’d use my unwrapped amber cigarette case and lighter I 

bought with Kay in Vilnius, Lithuania as an example. 

I found a pin badge designed in the shape of the island with the 

colours of Fulgary’s national flag, blue and green separated diagonally with 

a red stripe. If I’d bought a badge on arrival at the airport I could have 

saved myself the bother, but then I would have been part of the 95 per cent 

of tourists who never leave the resort complex. I decided buying a bottle 

with a rodent preserved in alcohol could wait until I returned to the airport. 

I made sure the cab driver was still there and went to a bar off 

Main Street to check out the locals over a drink. The sky was gunmetal 

grey, and the weather looked unlikely to change for a day or two. I had 

nothing to do and all day to do it. I had secured my objective in buying a 

pin badge, which I would attach to my hat when I got back to London. It 

would be naff to attach it to my hat until I got home. People surprise me 

when they go into a shop and wear t-shirts with the name of the place they 

are staying in. I was never one for joining in. 

There was nobody in the bar apart from the proprietor and me. 

They kept baby caiman downstairs by the gents’ toilets. They both smelt. 

The caiman were kept in a small wire-mesh pen in fetid water with a 

handwritten sign that said, Don’t play with them they’re much more faster 

than you and Feed fifty cents. In the toilet was another sign that read 

Children, more taken care please. As I approached the urinal, I felt grateful 

for my shoes. 

I didn’t want to drink upstairs in what little natural light there was. 

The barman and I eyed each other, while both pretending not to see, until 
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he descended upon my table and took my order. I sat outside under a leaky 

Coca-Cola canopy and watched the rain until my drink arrived. 

A small kid about eight years old, he might have been older, 

approached me. He had black hair and an earnest face. He was selling 

pictures and postcards of Saparmurat and Lovers’ Leap. 

‘Where are you from?’ He spoke without smiling. 

‘Ireland,’ I thought this answer would be more problematic for the 

boy than England. 

‘Ireland’s President is Michael Higgins, the capital is Dublin, 

population is four and a half million, your Prime Minister is Enda Kenny 

and the GDP per capita is $40,000. Your currency is the euro,’ he said.  

‘How much are your postcards?’ 

‘Five dollars each,’ he sifted through his postcards. 

‘Here, give me three and keep the change,’ I said. 

‘Thank you, sir. Would you like to buy some pictures?’ 

‘No thank you,’ I said. 

‘Have you seen Saparmurat?’ The boy asked. 

‘Yes, thank you,’ I drained my drink. 

‘If you want, I can make special tour? 

‘No thanks.’ I picked up the postcards. 

‘Have you seen the waterfall?’ he asked. 

‘No.’ I put my lighter in my pocket and stubbed out my cigarette. 

‘Have you seen Lovers’ Leap?’ 

‘Not yet,’ I said. 

‘You want I tell you about Lovers’ Leap?’ he asked. 



The Excursionist   399 

 

‘No, thank you.’ 

‘I show you shopping district, batik, and terracotta pots…’ 

‘No you’re fine.’ I put my bag on my shoulder. 

‘You want factory visit where they put animals in bottles?’ he 

asked. 

‘No, really, that’s fine. Thanks for the cards and best of luck, I 

said. 

I left the bar and shrugged off the kid. He was as bright as an 

octopus. He would either become President or a high-risk repeat offender. I 

checked to make sure he wasn’t following me and went back to meet my 

driver. 

The houses had corrugated-tin roofs with livestock scrambling 

about snuffling household waste and building materials left by the side of 

the unfinished road. The driver pulled into the car park at Lovers’ Leap. 

The coach park disgorged fat tourists dressed in lightweight rain-gear with 

white pumps and rolled down socks. Cameras banged against hips as they 

clambered to the summit. Entrance to the park at Lovers’ Leap was $10, 

inclusive of taxes, and the fee included a map. 

My driver, who was smoking with his other cab-driving mates, 

was surprised to see me and stubbed out his cigarette as if caught smoking 

at school. What was the point of climbing to the top to get a picture of a 

rock that people jumped off to avoid meeting people like me? Besides, it 

was raining. I felt as if I had let my driver down. He said he didn’t get 

much business out of Omanalak since Vinnie became involved. I didn’t pay 

my entrance fee to see the attraction so the trip would be shorter which 
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would mean he’d earn less. He asked if I wanted to see the waterfall. 

Mindful of my missing out on the previous hotspot, I said yes. After a long 

drive in the opposite direction from the resort, we pulled up outside the 

other Fulgary national park. He stopped and got out. I followed him and 

took the protective lens cap off my camera. He pointed to something far 

away. It was the waterfall. The force of the water was less than the electric 

shower in my spare bedroom. I asked him if that was it. He nodded and 

asked if I wanted to take a picture. I shook my head, put the protective lens 

cap back on the camera, and walked to the car. We drove back in silence as 

I tried to work out how much I should tip him. He gave me his card and 

asked me to give it to reception. 

After a curt goodbye and a $20 tip, I was back in time to catch a 

West Indian steel-drum cover version of Sting’s Englishman in New York 

playing on the hotel’s sound system. It made a change from Kenny G. but 

not such a change as to make me feel I’d missed the place. The pool was 

empty apart from the podgy kid sitting with his nanny. They were always 

together without a parent to be seen. The kid, dressed in Versace pinstriped 

trunks, was reading a book called Is Daddy Dead? 

I went to the beach to find Arthur to ask him about his day so I 

could tell him about mine. To the left of the Dhow Bar, staff had erected a 

flimsy marquee with a two-step stage, a strip of sandy red carpet, multi-

coloured bunting and the type of chairs you only find in conference centres. 

The marquee was blustery, and a lot of the love-heart decorations had 

blown away. I saw a few awkward-looking guests milling about, clutching 

champagne flutes and laughing louder than was strictly necessary. The 



The Excursionist   401 

 

groom was resplendent in a duck-egg-blue suit and white open-necked shirt 

while the bride wore a figure-hugging knee-length teal and aubergine 

summer dress. They were both barefoot on wet sand. She held her hat on 

with her right hand to stop it blowing away. I walked towards the happy 

couple thinking I might bump into some people until I realised the wedding 

photographer was taking pictures of Oleg and Svetlana. I waved at them 

but they were too busy concentrating on the photographer to notice me. 

It was time for my Emetic Vomiting treatment. Dr. Vijay preferred 

his patients to have this treatment in the morning. I told him if it worked I 

would book more sessions before my return to London. He diagnosed the 

same type of ailments as the Tibetan doctor who had prescribed the small, 

brown gunshot-like pellets. Dr. Vijay said I had too much phlegm and 

some congestion of the lungs as a result of my smoking. He said I suffered 

from deranged bile, which might explain the headaches. The treatment 

consisted of a full body massage using Ayurvedic oils and three or four 

glasses of what tasted like a mixture of lukewarm salty water and liquorice. 

It tasted bitter, hot, sharp and dry. It took several attempts to suck the foul 

liquid through a straw. Then my saliva began to flow, my eyes ran as if I 

had hay fever, mucus sprang from my nose, and I began to chunder. I 

hadn’t vomited like that since a camping holiday in France when I was 

seventeen. About fifteen or twenty minutes after my purgation had ceased, 

my neck and my head felt clear and my body felt lighter. Dr. Vijay handed 

me a customer feedback form, which I left blank. I apologised again to Dr. 

Vijay about his shirt and walked gingerly back to my room. 

I tried to sleep but the rain made a guttering sound like someone 
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was having a piss on the roof. I picked up my umbrella to go down for 

supper but I changed my mind. I didn’t fancy seeing any brooding, 

cheerless faces. I decided to stay in and dial room service. I ordered a DVD 

of Naked Gun: The Smell of Fear (1991), a large bottle of fizzy water, a 

club sandwich and a selection of imported fresh fruit. 
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Chapter 32: Rise 

 

The uh-ho birds woke me up at the normal time. It was the penultimate full 

day of my holiday. The stormy weather-front had blown over and, apart 

from the sand feeling wetter and cooler on the feet, there was little 

evidence of the rain we’d had the previous day. At the risk of sounding 

happy, I was happy; I’d had a cracking night’s sleep. There wasn’t any 

negative reaction to my emetic treatment but I did wonder if the emetic 

vomiting would counteract the pellets the Tibetan doctor had given me. I 

felt nice and empty, like after colonic irrigation or food poisoning. 

The day before, water seeped up from the ground, forming pools 

where previously it was scrub and sand. They disappeared as quickly as 

they had risen. It was like coming downstairs after a party to find 

somebody else has cleaned up. I was back in the land of endless vistas, 

where the sky was made out of lapis lazuli, the sea was turquoise, and the 

island was palm-fringed. The only difference was waves crashed upon the 

beach whereas before the sea was calm. 

I had two and a half days to get a suntan before returning to 

Heathrow. I couldn’t think of anything to say to Shaggy. There is an ebb 

and flow to my relationships with waiting staff, particularly those who 

work at breakfast. I start off the holiday being over-excited and chatty, but 

once I’ve decided I don’t want to chat at mealtimes, I go mute. I just want 

to be left alone. Heaven knows what it must be like working with people 

who are on holiday. Shaggy had smiled timidly when at the beginning of 
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the holiday I had said, ‘You don’t know how lucky you are to be working 

here’ and ‘I’d rather have your job than mine. Do you want to swap?’ This 

is the waiting staff equivalent of saying ‘What time are you working till?’ 

to a taxi driver. 

The early risers had snapped up the sun loungers by the pool. 

Judging by the deployment of splayed novels and designer sunglasses, I 

wouldn’t be able to get a lounger until after lunch at the earliest. The guests 

spoke on their mobiles, managing to look like security guards restricting 

access to the infinity pool. The man with the polo shirt and the snotty 

partner practised his golf swing, yawned and checked his watch while 

awaiting instructions. 

I had absolutely nothing to do that day. Even on holiday you feel, 

or at least some people feel, obliged to do this and to look at that. But I was 

free until the Chef’s Gala Buffet. I was intrigued to know what the live 

entertainment was and hoped it wasn’t a Kenny G tribute band. 

I had no reason to leave the resort until it was time to return to the 

airport. I did not have any treatments booked in the spa for that day, and I 

was not game fishing or sightseeing. I was not going to spend the day in the 

car retracing ancient suicide rites or inspecting waterfalls whose water 

velocity was markedly less than my guttering. I was going to have to lie 

down and relax before it was too late. I had a couple of days left and then it 

would be over. I was running out of time. 

I went back to my room and moved stuff around from one bag to 

another without anything to show for it. I needed sunglasses, my book, 

which I wanted to finish, camera, anti-mozzie spray, Tilley hat, sun factor 
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15, beach towel, spray for when I had been bitten, my Tibetan medical 

pellets, postcards and stamps. I’ve forgotten some things but I know there 

were others. It would be better to walk on the beach before the morning sun 

got too hot. It was soon going to be time for a dip. 

My sunburn had been greatly helped by the downpour but it made 

my plankton rash itch even more. Perhaps I could burn it off. I agonised 

over whether I could get away with wearing my wife-beater vest, and, if 

not my wife-beater vest, should I go for a dirty T-shirt or a clean one? 

What was the point of wearing a clean T-shirt if it was just going to get 

sweaty and sandy? Equally, I only had a couple of days left so why not 

wear the clothes I’d packed? What was the point in saving my summer 

clothes for winter in England? 

It was mid-morning before I hit the beach. A few minutes of sun 

on both sides and it would be time for lunch. I saw Alan, the Lincolnshire 

bulb man, walking about and staring at his feet. Every time I had seen him, 

apart from meal times when he was with the lovely Fuchsia, he walked 

around on his own, dressed snugly in a pair of black Speedos, looking 

down at the ground. But when he finally saw me on the beach, he waved at 

me and I waved back. The impressive thing about Alan was how little he 

carried when he went off on one of his jaunts. By now, the Asian woman 

had found Mr. Pink Polo Shirt Collar Turned Up; he kept himself busy by 

carrying mobile phone chargers and bags from the boutique shop.  

I was keen to finish off Derek Percy-Ffrench’s A Time of Shifts 

before I got back to the airport. I start off every book in good faith, but my 

enthusiasm begins to wane, and I trudge through it as if finishing it is an 
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achievement in itself. I wasn’t interested whether the architecture he was 

banging on about was Byzantine or Baroque. His was a world of spandrels 

and tendrils, post-colonialism and transculturation – a world where things 

were oleaginous but never greasy. I wasn’t judging the book by how many 

languages the author could read Goethe in, and I didn’t understand what a 

Homeric plot was. But I know a lot of The Simpsons writers went to 

Harvard. I began to turn the pages, looking for an absence of print and for 

chapter breaks so I could turn over the page without too much effort. 

I was tired of holding my book at an angle to keep the sun out of 

my eyes. I looked at my watch. I had been looking at the same page for five 

minutes. It would be easier to read while sat at a table. I had the same stir-

fry for lunch every day. But before I ate the same thing, I would walk 

around and look at what was on offer. Lunch was organised on a national 

cuisine basis. You’d have Japanese, Indian and Italian for example. I 

walked around clutching my plate, ogling the dishes; worrying about how 

sweaty the chefs must be, standing outside by hot grills wearing chef’s 

whites, and about where the sweat went. As soon as anyone got in my line 

of vision I’d just say ‘Sorry,’ smile and move on. There is something 

embarrassing about walking around gawping at food in a part of the world 

where you have malnutrition and people dying of malaria because they 

can’t afford medicine. The podgy kid, with the nanny but without the 

parents, shouted at the pasta chef, ‘My mother is Italian and that is not 

penne.’ 

It is difficult to complain about indigestion having eaten a plate of 

crème caramel after wolfing down a stir-fry of curry leaves, deep-fried 
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chicken and half a jar of mango and chilli cooked in oil. The food was 

served under the palm trees so guests could look out over the pontoon and 

the Indian Ocean. The food was faultless, which rebutted my theory that 

the better the view from a restaurant, the worse the food. 

I didn’t spend too much time at lunch because I was in a rush to 

get a suntan. I lay down for the afternoon smothered in suntan lotion. As I 

perspired it went into my eyes and made my glasses greasy. I lay my Tilley 

hat on my face to stop my skin from burning. I spent most of the afternoon 

trying to work out whether I wanted to go for a snorkel and whether it 

would aggravate my plankton rash and if I should go back to my cabana or 

not. It was too hot to decide so I closed my eyes and concentrated on the 

sound of the waves. 

I don’t know whether I had drifted off. But judging by the taste in 

my mouth I may well have done. It was about 3.30 in the afternoon, and the 

strength of the sun was waning. I had got up, had breakfast, gone back to 

the room, picked up my stuff, lain down, had lunch and lain down again. I 

had less than two days left of my holiday. It was 3.30, and I still hadn’t 

actually done anything. It was time for a swim in the aquamarine waters of 

the Indian Ocean under a cloudless, sapphire sky. Time to swim off some 

calories before supper. 

When I arrived at Omanalak, the sea was calm and blue, but 

yesterday the sea had been the colour of brown Windsor soup. Today it was 

aquamarine but with waves. I went for a dip wearing my Tilley hat to 

protect my face from the sun. The waves seemed moderate from the beach 

and were hardly colossal even when standing in the water. But the closer I 
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moved into the water, the more I could feel my feet being yanked away 

from under me. I was being pulled out to where the waves broke and was 

beginning to lose my balance. I needed to swim past the breakers so I could 

splash about in calmer waters. I am a strong swimmer and can do front 

crawl or backstroke non-stop for about forty-five minutes. I approached the 

waves and I tried to jump over them. The swell grabbed me by the ankles 

and tried to shove me over. I struggled to plant my feet flush against the 

sandy bottom. The sea tugged me into the breaking waves. I held onto my 

hat and glasses and used my other hand for balance. They were my 

favourite glasses with tortoiseshell frames from Roger Pope in New 

Cavendish Street. They weren’t even sunglasses so I shouldn’t have had 

them on in the first place. I am as blind as a welder’s dog and wouldn’t 

have a clue which way I was facing without them. My toes struggled to 

grip the sand and, in one sudden movement, my feet lost traction, I lost my 

balance and went under. I still had my Tilley hat decorated with all the 

medals picked up on my travels. I knew I couldn’t keep hold of everything; 

I’d have to let my glasses and hat go and hope I could pick them up once 

I’d got through the waves. I was in a spin-dryer full of turbulence and 

gritty, brown sand. I toppled over, dragged by the eddying current and 

slammed onto my back. I kept my eyes shut underwater, but through my 

shut eyelids I could sense from the sun where the sky was and, while I 

waited for the water to drain away, I felt as if my life was going down the 

plughole. I made a determined effort to regain my balance and came up for 

air before another wave knocked me down again onto the sea’s silted floor. 

Again my back crashed against the sand and my foot slipped. I felt as if 
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someone was holding me underwater, like a bully in a school swimming 

class. I needed to stand up and to stay up on my two feet. I hadn’t 

swallowed any seawater. I didn’t make a conscious decision about this, I 

just reacted; there was no time to consider options. It was instinct and 

reflex, nothing else, and I was convinced if it happened again I wouldn’t be 

so lucky the next time. If I swallowed seawater it would be the end. I have 

almost drowned on two previous occasions: Collioure in Languedoc-

Roussillon and Biarritz, in the Bay of Biscay, where however hard I swam, 

the tide whipped me out further away from the beach than where I’d 

started. 

I wondered if Kay’s lungs had filled up with water or whether she 

had hit her head when she slipped off the boat.  
She hadn’t fancied the trip on the Jolly Roger. She had a period 

coming on and already had too much sun. Kay didn’t want to drink alcohol 

at lunchtime. She wanted to relax by the pool. I felt guilty about going off 

fishing and leaving Kay with Naz and the boat boys so I insisted she came. 

We were dropped off by a Toyota Land Cruiser at the bar next to the dock, 

which was only ten minutes from the ‘pirate ship,’ and they provided us 

with a rib to get there, which was great unless you don’t like bouncing up 

and down at breakneck speed. When we finally set off, the boat was full 

and there was nowhere to sit. 

The last time I saw Kay she was standing bolt upright, trying to 

look as awkward as possible. She didn’t want to eat anything and she felt 

sick. She waved her arms around every time I lit a cigarette. She didn’t like 

the ladies toilets, she didn’t enjoy the music and she wanted to go back to 
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the room and to have a lie down. Her neck and chest were red and blotchy. 

She was driving me nuts with her moaning and was determined not to 

enjoy herself. She wouldn’t even go up to the bar area, where Naz and the 

boys were serving the drinks. Kay got on well with all of them. She said 

she needed to get out of the sun but I told her if she went below deck that 

would be the end of her. I thought Kay was being ridiculous so I ignored 

her and helped myself to a cocktail. If she didn’t want to come and hang 

out with me, Naz, and the rest of the boat boys, that was up to her. I wasn’t 

going to spend my day babysitting a petulant child. I ignored Kay because 

she was sulking and got into a chat with some blokes from Rutgers who 

were polite, chatty and loved hearing all my stories from my travels. I had 

thought there was nothing to be gained by fussing over her but now I 

wouldn’t have felt any guiltier about her if I had killed her with my own 

hands.  My lifestyle drove her away from me. I always put my job first as I 

couldn’t cope with late nights and early starts. Maybe I was drowning as a 

punishment for losing my fiancée. I could have surrendered. If I opened my 

mouth, my lungs would fill up with shitty, silty, salty water and I’d choke 

and drown. The sea tried to drown my voice to stop me from screaming 

out.  All the times I should have cried out for help and didn’t, and now I 

wanted to cry out, I couldn’t. 

I was almost drowning because I had set myself the needless task 

of going to one hundred countries. I couldn’t visit my pals in Madrid 

because I had been there already. We couldn’t go to Paris because she used 

to go out with a Frenchman. I couldn’t go to Brazil because I’d been there 

on a day trip from Iguazu Falls. America was out of the question because 



The Excursionist   411 

 

we had re-fuelled at LAX, and I was effectively barred from Continental 

Europe because I went inter-railing as a student. I had to go somewhere 

new, somewhere untainted by the past, somewhere that wasn’t second 

hand. 

I don’t know what happened to the water that must have gone up 

my nose; I’ve always hated water up my nose. Was it easier to get it over 

with or was it easier to fight? I wondered if Kay had fought or did she just 

give up? Did she, at any point, think trying to live was too difficult, that it 

just wasn’t worth all the bother? Did Kay give up on me, on herself or on 

both of us? And why wasn’t she with me? Why didn’t someone stop her? 

How can somebody disappear from a boat in the middle of the day without 

anybody seeing something?  

We had stopped for Happy Hour just off the beach where we were 

staying. Some people had swum back but I thought I had better wait for 

Kay so we could disembark together. What with the sun, a big lunch and a 

boat trip, I was ready to go back to the room. Naz helped the guests 

clamber off the boat. I asked him if he had seen Kay. Naz said he hadn’t 

seen her on deck for a while. I looked for Kay on the dock but she wasn’t 

there. I waited for all the passengers to disembark, but she was nowhere to 

be seen. I went into the Jolly Roger bar – she wasn’t there.  

I asked a woman to call out her name in the Ladies Toilets. She 

wasn’t there. I was pissed off; she was having a hissy fit and had stormed 

off without telling me. Who the hell does she think she is for Christ’s sake? 

I rehearsed the bollocking I was going to give her for when I got back to 

the room. Kay wasn’t in the reception area of the hotel, or on the beach, or 
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hanging out by the water sports like she always did.  

She wasn’t swinging in her favourite hammock under a palm tree 

by the Spa. She wasn’t in our room and she wasn’t in the toilet. Fine, I 

remember thinking, if she wants to sulk, let her sulk as long as she wants. I 

walked about a bit, went into the spa and asked if Kay was having a 

treatment. They hadn’t seen her. I went back to the water sports to ask Naz 

but he wasn’t there. One of the boat boys said he hadn’t seen Kay since 

before lunch when she’d been talking to Naz. She’d asked Naz if he could 

drop her off back onshore as she didn’t feel great which was the last time 

he’d seen her, which was what Naz had put in the police report. When I 

asked him why he hadn’t told me that earlier when I was looking for her, 

he said he had. I spoke to Naz later and he just repeated the same thing; he 

said he was very shaken up by it, you could tell, even if he did keep his 

sunglasses on. Kay didn’t come back, I notified the hotel management who 

notified the police, who, in turn, notified the British Embassy. It may have 

been a Consulate, I cannot remember now. Nobody could have been more 

considerate really. I had to go into town to a Police Station. I was 

interviewed for four hours but I didn’t begrudge them for it. They checked 

my story out with the guys from Rutgers and I flew home. I went to my 

local police station and spoke to my local coroner’s office and that was 

about it. Without a body, it is difficult to ascertain what happened. They 

never found Kay’s body; it was never washed up onshore. Kay was a 

missing person.  

I would never know what had happened to her. But how could I 

not think about it, how could I not think about the fact that Kay had 
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disappeared on holiday? It didn’t matter whether I thought about it or not; 

you could see it on everybody else’s face, Oh yeah, so you’re the one 

whose fiancée went missing when you were on holiday, you’re the one, I 

know who you are now.  

I had to concentrate on myself. Kay had gone but it didn’t mean I 

had to. I wasn’t going to submit. I was going to fight. I wasn’t going to 

make it easy. The sea pulled me down. Everything got on top of me. It 

dawned on me I’d spent my whole life being pushed, pulled and held 

down, and I’d had enough. I didn’t know how I could get up without being 

knocked down again; I made one last attempt to retrieve my footing. If I 

couldn’t muster my balance this time then I was unlikely to do so the next 

time. I pumped my legs towards the shore. I didn’t care if I got knocked 

over again as long as I kept moving towards the water’s edge. Eventually, 

which in real time meant only a few seconds later, I was free. I’d lost my 

glasses which meant I couldn’t see a thing; my trunks were full of sand and 

weighing down above my knees; and I’d lost my Tilley hat which I’d worn 

since we went to Tanzania, but I didn’t care. I hadn’t drowned, and, felt a 

great sense of achievement in my self-preservation. I also felt embarrassed. 

I’d been knocked over by what looked like, from the shore at least, 

perfectly innocuous waves. These were just ordinary, stupid little waves 

that sucked me in, knocked me down, turned me over, spun me around and 

spat me out. I felt impotent, scared, shocked, tearful, relieved, humiliated, 

embarrassed and lucky to be alive. It didn’t matter about my tortoise-

framed glasses; I had another pair in my personal security box. I wasn’t 

bothered by the ridiculous spectacle of exposing myself to whomsoever 
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had been sitting on the beach at the time. I didn’t have my glasses on so I 

didn’t know who was on the beach anyway. A couple of women helped me 

clamber out of the water, and one rather thoughtfully hoiked up my sand-

filled trunks. They asked if I wanted to retrieve my Tilley hat and glasses. 

Thank Goodness, I remember thinking, it wasn’t Alejandra and Vinnie who 

spotted me. I was relieved I’d lost my Tilley hat. It was ridiculous to try to 

capture memories of countries through the medium of tacky hatpins. The 

three of us made a token effort, but I quickly gave up and went back to my 

room feeling exhausted but exhilarated. 

The waves may have snatched her from me but, on this occasion, I 

had been just a little too much for Mother Nature. I knew she would win 

the tournament, but I had won the match. And as every Chairboy knows – 

you have to celebrate your victories. But with whom was I going to 

celebrate it with? My imaginary new friends from the Travelers’ Century 

Club? 

I thought I would cheer myself up by ringing somebody to tell 

them I was alive and well, thank God, that I had at least arrived in Fulgary, 

my one hundredth country. There’s no point achieving a milestone if you 

don’t tell somebody about it, is there? I tried to ring my daughter but 

Graham, the gardener, picked up so I thought I’d ring Robin Hunt to tell 

him the good news that I had decided to take up the job offer trading the 

volatility index (VIX). I told the person who answered the phone where I 

was ringing from to get Robin off the phone. I was left on hold.  I clicked 

off.  My life had been put on hold for quite long enough since Kay’s death. 
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Chapter 33: Cinnamon Girl  

 

I relaxed in my cabana by flicking through a big, black, glossy book 

entitled Passionate About Travel, which offered ‘tailor-made solutions for 

the discerning, luxury traveller, a company for those who were because of 

today’s lifestyle, cash-rich and time-poor.’ These people were so time-poor 

they didn’t have time to check prices before handing over their card details. 

Passionate About Travel offered aircraft charter, limousine, luxury-car 

rental, yacht and concierge services to Philippe Starck or Balinese-inspired 

design hotels with names like The Grand Hotel Majestic or The Imperial 

Boutique Hotel. There was no better book to read in the bathroom than this 

catalogue of escapist fantasies. 

My air con made a noise like a car engine left running in winter to 

de-frost the windscreen. I switched it off to put on the fan that sounded like 

a one-fingered typist. The cicadas began to rasp at the end of another day. I 

stayed in my cabana so I wouldn’t miss Robin when he rang me back. I 

know it’s only in books, or in films, where people have their moment of 

‘epiphany’ but I do concede – I did feel different. The drowning bit, well, 

whether I was close to drowning or not, I don’t know, but it was as close to 

drowning as I have ever experienced and, secondly, it was as close to 

drowning as I want to get. We are not talking about the kind of waves that 

get young men dashing into the big blue with a board under their arm, but 

the kind of swell that can slap a man of my considerable heft onto his back, 

at least twice. It could have been the end for me, in six-star paradise, on a 
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beach with palm trees, cabanas and all the other sort of execrable guff that 

doesn’t add up to a crock of shite if you’re on your own. 

It was the Head Chef’s Weekly Buffet with live entertainment to 

follow. I rummaged through the cupboards to pick out what was left of my 

best clothes. I wore my Vilebrequin linen shirt with the navy background 

and pale blue leaves and the red, orange, yellow and purple hibiscus and, 

having trimmed both nasal hair and ears, and having tried to remove every 

grain of sand, I was ready to party. I waited and waited to tell Robin the 

good news but the phone never rang. 

There was steel-band music for the guests to enjoy along with a 

complementary glass of champagne. I was in The Hylands Hotel in 

Ballyvaughn, County Clare once when they played the same song eight 

times in succession, but it wasn’t as harrowing as the steel-band’s cover 

version of Bryan Adams’s (Everything I Do) I Do It For You. For the first 

time on my holiday, I wanted to go home. 

My near-drowning incident justified my first Long Island Iced 

Tea; the Bryan Adams cover version and the original version of the Celine 

Dion drowning song justified my second one. Ms. Dion is popular amongst 

taxi-drivers in Madagascar. This was not in the brochure. You’d be told if 

there was diphtheria in Madagascar, so why not warn visitors about Ms. 

Dion? 

The guests huddled together for a drink in the Dhow bar before the 

Grand Buffet. I had half-expected the crowd to fall silent before I walked in 

to a standing ovation in celebration of my heroic struggle against the sea. I 

looked around but nothing happened so I hooked up with Alan and 
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Fuchsia. Every time Alan went to the bathroom, or walked over to talk to 

yet another guest he’d met on a previous holiday, Fuchsia filled her glass 

from the bottle or simply drank Alan’s. 

Alan’s bloated stomach was gift-wrapped with a T-shirt that 

blazoned Lame in Bed but Rich while Fuchsia wore a spangly J’Adore Dior 

t-shirt. It was a lovely T-shirt. I couldn’t stop staring at it. It was less 

intimidating than the lady at the car rental office in Kilrush airport, who 

had worn a t-shirt with the message This Bitch Bites. I wondered if Alan 

and Fuchsia were the type of couple who hosted parties where friends 

threw their car keys into the fruit bowl on the dining-room table. I 

wondered if you could go to swingers’ parties on your own and say your 

partner couldn’t make it because she was ill. 

Everyone was dressed up in party frocks while looking everyone 

up and down out of the corner of their eye; the women were scrutinising 

the women to gauge whether they were beautiful or not, and the men were 

trying to work out how their Personal Net Asset Value stacked up 

alongside the others in the room. There was a lot of looking and sipping 

champagne but not a lot of talking. Everybody assessed everybody else; 

and they all thought they hadn’t been seen doing it. 

Next, it was Vinnie’s turn to stand up. Vinnie delivered his sales 

pitch about an all-day excursion to another fantasy island, which was 

leaving the pontoon at 9.30 a.m., for an all-inclusive price of $110 plus 

taxes. While Vinnie spoke, Alejandra looked up into his eyes like a 

presidential candidate’s wife. Vinnie stopped halfway through his speech 

and checked his cell-phone for text messages. He kept his eyes shut while 
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he addressed the room and only opened them to read his texts.  So limpet-

like was I to Alan and Fuchsia that I was invited to share their table at 

supper. This made a change from my usual supper-time activity of re-

reading the week-old copy of U.S.A. Today. 

There is nothing else in the world I detest more than standing 

around with fellow guests, who are solely motivated by the desire to invade 

your personal defensible space, holding a plate, waiting for food. I must 

point out that the difference between barbeques, buffets and carveries is a 

matter of semantics. I must also point out that to dismiss the Head Chef’s 

efforts as a buffet is like describing an Aston Martin DB5 as a runabout or 

Kenny G’s music as a tad depressing. 

The buffet looked so extraordinary that guests were invited to go 

up to video it before anyone ate anything. Given every single item had to 

be imported, it was inconceivable how food could be so beautifully 

presented and taste so fresh. People scampered up and posed next to giant 

fins of exotic fish for snaps taken by the Hotel paparazzi and eagerly 

sought photos of themselves taken next to the chefs. It was the most 

impressive banquet I have ever been to. 

Alan approached first while Fuchsia took another slug from his 

glass. Alejandra joined us to dine at what I expect was the behest of senior 

management. When Alan came back, I went around with Alejandra to look 

at the different varieties of salads, curried goat, deep-fried corn cakes, a 

side of beef, legs of lamb, crab, lobster, a haunch of venison, spit-roast 

pork, vegan haggis, sweet red bean pie, soba noodle and edamame salad 

with grilled tofu, calamari, cuts of offal, pasta, pizza, nasi goreng, lamb and 
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mixed fruit pilaff, tajines, kebabs, dried meats, flatbreads, sushi, sashimi, 

ice carvings of swans, cheeses, pastries, cakes and puddings. I walked 

behind Alejandra so I could look at her without her seeing me. Standing 

next to her was even more exciting than the display. I nibbled away buffet 

by buffet so there’d be less on my plate when I sat down; you can’t eat an 

elephant at one sitting. By the time I sat down, I had forgotten what I had 

eaten and what it was that was left on my plate; a chilli went through my 

tongue like liquid nitrogen. 

There was a famous centre forward, who had played for one of 

Italy’s top four clubs, as well as playing for Italy, who had come down for 

supper. I had heard from Alejandra that he was staying on the island but it 

was my first glimpse of him and his wife. He had spent most of his holiday 

working on his sideburns. He was so emotionally and physically drained by 

this, he didn’t have the energy to carry his own plate. Every time I saw 

him, his wife was holding his plate and enquiring as to what he might like. 

She carried his plate over to their table, before coming back to choose her 

own food. 

Fuchsia had polished off most of the wine so I called Vinnie over 

and asked if I could order a bottle of white Côtes de Nuits. Vinnie bent 

down, as people are taught to do in the hospitality trade, to establish eye-

level contact but not before winking at Alejandra in a very noticeable 

manner. 

‘Excellent choice, Mr. Kaganagh.’ Vinnie’s breath was as rancid 

as yak butter tea, and I recoiled while Alejandra looked doe-eyed up at 

him. She must really need a job, I thought. Vinnie wandered off clicking 



The Excursionist   420 

 

his fingers at whatever member of staff was nearest. 

‘If ever you need my help just call me,’ I said. 

‘Why on earth would I call you?’ Alejandra coughed and giggled 

so much as she said this she almost snorted wine back through her nose. 

‘Because I think you have a boyfriend problem,’ I said. 

‘What boyfriend problem?’ Alejandra wiped her eyes on the 

napkin. 

‘Well, he clicks his fingers which is bad enough in itself, and he 

needs to see a dental hygienist.’ 

Alan gave his business card to Alejandra and insisted she was to 

look them up the next time she was at a loose end in Lincolnshire. He 

became embarrassed at not offering me a business card and inviting me so 

he did both. I offered him my business card and fantasised about getting a 

call from Fuchsia when she was down at their mews in Maida Vale, when 

he was away in the Hook of Holland on a business trip. I was thinking 

about this, while making a determined effort to only look at Alan and 

Alejandra, when Vinnie returned with the wine. 

‘Would you like to taste this?’ Vinnie asked. 

‘No, of course, I fucking wouldn’t.’ The words had come out like 

an involuntary burp. ‘Ha-Ha! Only kidding,’ I said. 

I nudged Vinnie and winked at him. He managed to remember to 

keep his eyes open while he poured the wine. He fixed me with a stare and 

chuckled a little too forcibly. I tried to waft my joke away but it hung 

around anyway. Fuchsia thought it was hysterical, but Fuchsia thought 

everything anyone said was hysterical. I made every effort to catch 
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Vinnie’s eye with a playful wink, or a thumbs-up, to establish chumminess. 

I started drinking fizzy mineral water and stopped drinking wine. 

I was grateful when the after-dinner entertainment bowled up. The 

first act was a Coronation Islander who danced with candles on her head. 

I’m sure this is difficult to do. It is, however, pointless and not in the least 

bit entertaining. The Coronation Islands Candle Dancer got a round of 

applause but after the fire-eater’s act, nobody clapped. He said, ‘Thanks, 

you’ve been a great audience,’ and left without a murmur. 

I feel awkward for any performer, or any band, that leaves a stage 

without a whiff of appreciation, even if it is not genuine. It must be soul-

destroying playing cover versions in an empty room or in front of guests 

who ignore you while chatting away in the queue for food. As a rule, if a 

performer opens with ‘I hope all you guys are having a wonderful supper 

tonight,’ then their career is not evolving in the way that they hoped. 

Elephants die when their sixth set of molars drops out and they 

can’t chew their food. Looking at the age of the guests, I assumed the 

average guest must have been on their fifth set. Alan must have been on his 

fifth or six set, judging by the way he cut up his food before eating. Fuchsia 

was on her third or fourth set of molars, about her third or fourth face and 

at least her second pair of breasts. She held her knife like a jazz drummer 

held his brushes. 

The live band played cover versions of Bob Marley, Celine Dion, 

Abba and The Spice Girls. When I say a band, what I mean is a woman 

with blond hair and a gentleman with a pronounced limp. He wore his hair 

long in the mid-1980s style of Michael Bolton. He played synthesizer, she 
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strummed a guitar, and they took it in turns to have a go at singing. 

Oleg and Svetlana got them to play Money, Money, Money at least 

three times while leaping around and trying to pull other guests up onto the 

dance floor. Plastic Tits and Spindly Legs showed us a few moves. I sat 

and grinned, looking at my watch, while Alejandra and Vinnie danced like 

a couple of French Rock-and-Roll dancers. All the more impressive, given 

how much they’d both drunk. 

The Michael Bolton look-alike spent most of his time apologising 

to the audience for his bad voice, which made a refreshing change from 

people who couldn’t sing but didn’t apologise. When he spoke to the 

audience you could tell he was suffering from a cold. Meanwhile, a host of 

dancing zombies bent their knees on the sandy dance floor and flung their 

arms about while locals went about their business and cleared up the mess. 

After about thirty minutes, the male singer spluttered into the 

microphone and told the audience, ‘We’re going to take a short break.’ 

‘No, no. Take your time,’ shouted Oleg. 

The band lost confidence after Oleg’s interjection, muttered 

inaudibly into the microphone and began to pack up their equipment, 

winding the microphone leads around their elbows before leaving in 

silence. 

Alejandra had slipped away and was wrapped round Vinnie, our 

recalcitrant sommelier, and soon Alan said to Fuchsia, ‘Shall we?’ 

I knew it was the end of the evening as far as I was concerned. I 

slunk away, like the band, unannounced and unwanted, back to my room. I 

expected a note from room service about Robin’s missed call but there was 
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still no message, which peeved me considerably. As soon as the room 

stopped spinning, I fell asleep.  

It was dark o’clock when I woke up to screaming and crashing. 

The cabanas were far enough apart for privacy and you seldom heard the 

other guests. At the most you might hear music coming through in the 

middle of the day. The rooms weren’t soundproofed, but you never heard 

noise. But what I’d heard was enough to wake me up and make me feel 

concerned. It was a man and a woman screeching at the top of their voices. 

I heard shouting and what sounded like breaking glass. Given the 

escalating intensity of the row, I decided to ring reception and dialled 9. 

A receptionist with a high-pitched voice answered. I wasn’t 

convinced she understood but I gave her my details and tried to go back to 

sleep. The argument got louder. I got up, put my shorts on and took a look 

for myself. Sound is supposed to carry over water, and I wasn’t sure 

exactly where it was coming from. I walked around the beach to the left 

and, after about ten minutes, I was standing outside the cabana itself. 

I didn’t know whether it would be better to arrive when they were 

arguing or not. If they were still arguing they might not appreciate me 

turning up, but if they had stopped arguing – how the hell would I find their 

room and what the hell was I doing there anyway? The woman was 

screaming when I rang the bell and knocked on the door. I could hear 

whispering inside the room and then complete silence. I rang the bell and 

knocked loudly three times on their door. 

Eventually, the door was opened. It was Vinnie, who was very 

drunk indeed. His eyes said it all: he was not happy to see me, not happy at 
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all, not one little bit. He shook his head and looked at me as if I was the 

biggest loser he had ever seen. The sad man who has to travel on his own 

because he couldn’t find anyone to go on holiday with him. I hoped he 

wouldn’t hold my comments regarding the pouring of the wine against me. 

I wondered if Alejandra had told him about me giving her my business 

card. Perhaps he had found it on her and beaten her up. Perhaps she had 

taunted him over it. His tanned, lineless face looked careworn and sweaty. 

His black hair was sticking up erratically and his already fetid breath stank 

of booze. Alejandra was sitting down in a hotel dressing gown crying and 

smoking a cigarette. Her make-up needed fixing, and her face showed the 

early signs of bruising. I had arrived just in time. 

‘Hi there, could you keep the noise down please? It’s very late, 

and I’m trying to sleep,’ I said. 

‘Okay,’ said Vinnie. He yawned as he began to shut the door. 

‘Is everything okay?’ 

‘Yes.’ Vinnie rubbed his nose and checked his palm for blood. 

‘Are you sure?’ I said. 

‘Yeah, there’s nothing to see here I’m afraid, so if you’ll just…’ 

‘Hey, look; I only came over because it sounded like someone was 

getting the granny bashed out of her. I was asleep and the banging woke 

me up. Okay?’ I said this while Vinnie tried to close the door on my foot. 

‘Okay, so now if you’ve seen what you want to see, we’ll just call 

it an early night,’ Vinnie pushed the door against my shoeless foot again. 

‘Alright, no reason to talk to me like that,’ I said. 

‘I want you to go away. Now,’ he said. 
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‘He’s only seeing if…’ said Alejandra behind the door and out of 

view. 

‘Just shut the fuck up, will you? And stub the fucking cigarette 

out, you look like a fucking tramp.’ As Vinnie turned to speak to 

Alejandra, I thought he was going to hit her. 

‘Don’t talk like that to her, butt breath,’ I said. I began to push 

against the half-closed door of their cabana. I didn’t want to leave minus 

one foot. 

‘Who are you calling butt breath, you fucking useless, pathetic 

loser?’ He extended his thumb and index finger to create the letter ‘L.’ 

‘Look, I don’t give one shit what you think, so just fuck off back to your 

sad, little room and your sad, loser, lonely life and leave the grown-ups to 

it. Comprennez? Capiche? Geddit?’ The cabana door pinched the skin on 

my unprotected foot. 

‘Okay, you take that back,’ I said as I went towards him and 

pointed at him. 

He grabbed my index finger and twisted it violently. This hurt and 

I bellowed out loud, which made Vinnie twist it some more. He was 

grinning at me. Alejandra shouted at him to stop but he ignored her so I 

pushed my head into his chest and shoved him back. He let go of my index 

finger, grabbed hold of me by my shirt, and tried to throw me down the 

steps. And he would have done, if my new Vilebrequin linen shirt, which 

Kay had given me, hadn’t ripped first. I heard the shirt rip. I looked down 

at it and for the second time that day felt completely calm. 

              ‘You’ve made a big mistake,’ I said.  
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              ‘Go away now or you will get hurt,’ Vinnie said.  

              So I hit him. I didn’t think about it. I didn’t think how I was going 

to hit him or whether I’d connect or not. I just hit him. I hit him as hard as I 

could with my right hand, a short rabbit punch plum to the side of his head, 

and, as he crouched down, I hit him again with my left hand flush against 

his left temple. He didn’t want to play anymore. Vinnie held the base of his 

neck with his right hand and held up his left in surrender. Alejandra was 

screaming and helped Vinnie back into their room. 

‘If everything is okay, I’ll go. And fuckface, you look at her the 

wrong way, and I’ll fucking kill you. Alright?’ I said this as Vinnie 

slammed the door shut. Luckily for me, he missed my foot.  
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Chapter 34: The Fever 

 

The uh-ho birds woke me in time for me to drink a bottle of fizzy water, 

take two Nurofen and find my CIA Business Class ear-plugs and eye-pads 

before trying to go back to sleep. I could not believe what had happened. 

Looking back now, it was a concatenation of events that led to the main 

bout of the evening: almost drowning and scared I was going to die, the 

euphoria of feeling so alive, pissed off that Robin couldn’t be arsed to ring 

me back, drank more than was wise, fancied Alejandra, thought Vinnie was 

a schmuck and then he abused me so I gave him a smack. I was proud of 

myself for doing so but worried about the repercussions. I couldn’t believe 

I had hit anyone. I hadn’t hit anyone outside of a boxing ring since four 

boys with stinging nettles chased me when I was eleven. I couldn’t snooze 

because of plankton rash and sand-fly bites, and the sheets rubbed against 

my back where I had been slam-dunked by the sea. I felt like I had been 

crucified, brought back to life and then crucified again.  

I needed to get out before Devon arrived to clean the cabana. I 

wasn’t in the mood for chitchat. I didn’t want to give Devon a post-fight 

interview so I headed out for breakfast.  

What would happen if Vinnie, or any of his mob, had called the 

police? What would happen if Mr. Epaulet on passport control had got to 

hear of it? I’d end up on those Wanted Dead or Alive posters as I foraged 

for food in the Highlands. Still, as my Japanese granddad once said, it’s 

better to beg forgiveness than to ask for permission. 
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I wore a pair of sunglasses and took my unfinished book by Derek 

Percy-Ffrench, and, while wearing sunglasses at breakfast made me look 

like a prat, at least they kept a grinning Shaggy at arm’s length. It was my 

last full day, and I had to relax, get fit, get healthy and get a suntan. I had 

twenty-four hours to get a suntan to cover my blushes and embarrassment, 

and I was keen to avoid any further confrontation. 

I was speed-trialling tea, fruit juice and water for the first hour. 

There were some people, whom I hadn’t seen before, with a teenage girl 

who breakfasted with her earphones on and a dreadlocked teenage boy who 

had a tattoo that read Only God is my Judge. He was as bright as a 

ventriloquist’s dummy. 

Mrs. Nasal Detritus and Mr. Pink Polo Shirt were saying goodbye 

to Vernon and Mardy in Reception so I hid my face. Their limousine driver 

wore a white liveried suit that made him look like he worked on a cruise 

ship. Their departure cheered me up a little so I ate some fresh fruit and 

moseyed back to my cabana. There was, of course, not a wave to be seen. 

The sand was dry and hot for the newcomers who had checked into the 

resort. 

The repetitiveness of the days recreates the routine of work. 

Minute things become important – should I snorkel first then sunbathe or 

sunbathe first then snorkel? I was walking about on my last full day, not 

knowing what to do, apart from not bump into Vinnie, unsure where to go 

or how to relax, and feeling dehydrated, having been woken up by quell 

birds at first light. I was suffering with a headache in over thirty-five 

degrees at ten o’clock in the morning. 
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I had plankton rash, a badly grazed back, gnat bites and I’d lost 

the Tilley hat purchased to protect me from the sun. I’d spent my entire 

holiday thinking I would be able to relax when something else happens or 

when something else is over. And, having spent my holiday thinking about 

it, I was unable to relax because it was my last full day and now I was 

worried about that. 

The last full day of the holiday always sends me into a spiral of 

depression. In the latter days of my stay at Omanalak, I recognised fewer of 

my fellow guests. It was a bit like a microcosm of life, and it made me 

focus on what little time I had left. This drove me to snorkel so I could say 

goodbye to the multi-coloured fish and concentrate on my tan.  

It is difficult to overestimate the futility of trying to get a suntan if 

you are a Celt. You can only go as brown as your melanin permits. I had 

mocked Michael Jackson for trying to look white, and now I was no better 

than him. I don’t believe in any of these magic creams either. Has anybody 

ever explained, for example, what happens if you put too much age-

reversal cream on? 

I had burnt off most of the plankton rash from my legs by the time 

I had my usual stir-fry lunch for the last time. There was no point packing 

while the sun was out, so the afternoon was spent in miserable 

contemplation about what emails I’d have waiting for me at home and in 

the office, and what was I going to do about my job. I resented the 

everyday world seeping back into my brain when I could be swimming in 

the sea under cloudless skies and gawping in wonder at palm trees. I 

remembered how I jumped out of my chair when I saw a teju. And now, I’d 
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be disappointed if I didn’t see one clambering about in the undergrowth. I 

was narked my holiday was almost over and dreaded having to put my 

shoes on to catch a flight home. Having flown thousands of miles, which 

would cost me thousands of pounds, I would then earn the right to get up at 

6.05 a.m. until my next holiday, which would be eight and a half months 

away. Was going away just making going back worse? If I hadn’t gone 

away, going back wouldn’t have been such a big deal. As the sun’s powers 

began to wane, I was conscious of a sense of loss, both of time and 

opportunity. 

Arthur wove his way up the beach making sure all the palm fronds 

were tidied up before sunset drinks. He was affable enough, but every day 

he cleaned the same beach and the same paths in the same hotel. I remained 

unconvinced about the man’s ambition. I thought it was depressing for a 

man to do this for the rest of his life. It meant he missed out on getting up 

every morning, commuting and sitting in an office until it got dark when, if 

your boss has left for the day, you got to commute home and do the same 

thing the next day. Arthur and I had struck up a good working relationship 

based on a few sketchy facts about Sri Lankan cricket; however he 

wouldn’t agree that their bowlers were ‘chuckers’ and not bowlers. While 

we teased each other, he stopped and leant on his rake as if he was looking 

over the garden fence. 

‘I’m off tomorrow, Arthur,’ I said. 

‘It won’t be long till you’re back,’ he said.  

‘Maybe, maybe not,’ I lied. 

‘Where you live, London?’ 
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‘Near enough. Outside London.’ I said.  

Arthur nodded. ‘Devon says he know you from before.’  

‘Sort of. But I didn’t recognise him. He looks different,’ I said. 

‘Devon says you always like someone who likes someone else,’ 

he said. 

‘It wasn’t anything like that. I was woken up and I thought I heard 

a woman scream and I went to help,’ I said.  

Arthur looked at me as if I was talking gibberish. ‘Devon says the 

guy who did it, took pictures of her on his phone.’ 

‘You’re telling me Vinnie has pictures from last night on his 

phone?’ 

‘Who said anything about last night?’ Arthur said. 

‘So what the hell do you think I am talking about?’ 

‘I have no idea,’ Arthur said.  

I scratched the bite behind my ear. 

‘You didn’t recognise Devon because we all look the same?’ 

Arthur said. 

‘No, because…’ 

‘Because you had woman with you then?’ 

‘Perhaps,’ I said. 

‘You have no woman now?’ 

‘No. We drifted apart, you might say,’ I said. 

‘Yes, Devon was your houseboy then, too,’ Arthur said. 

‘You seem to know all about it, you and Devon,’ I said. 

‘Nobody’s perfect,’ Arthur said. 
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‘I know I’m not.’ I said. 

‘Not you, her.’ Arthur’s face flinched. I looked at him, waiting for 

him to continue. I scratched until Arthur took my arm and inspected the 

bites.  

‘You might want to get a banana,’ he said. 

‘Do I look as if I haven’t eaten?’ 

‘You rub the inside of a banana skin on your bites.’  

‘Thanks, Arthur, I’ll try it.’ 

‘Or chew some tobacco and mix it with spit,’ he said. 

‘Good tip.’ I stared at my feet while Arthur made a loud clicking 

noise. 

‘So you go back to your big house?’ Arthur asked. 

‘Not big,’ I said. 

‘Yes, come on. Big house?’ 

‘You’ll have to see the house for yourself when you come over for 

the cricket, if Sri Lanka still thinks it’s worth playing against us,’ I said. 

‘Big garden? Big house, land, I bet.’ Arthur prodded me with his 

rake. 

‘What about you? You got much land where you live?’ I asked. 

‘It depends on whether the tide is in or out,’ he said. We shook 

hands with lots of awkward pushing thumbs together, which I can never get 

right, and said goodbye. I knew I’d never see Arthur again, but hoped I 

might be wrong. I hoped I’d never see Vinnie again and knew I had to find 

Devon to find out what the hell Arthur was talking about.  
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Chapter 35: Don’t Explain 

 

I wanted the sensation of dried salty water on my skin to last as long as 

possible to remind me I was on holiday. I made time for one last swim, in 

the infinity pool, leaving me enough time to dry off before my last 

treatment in the spa. It was my last swim on my last full day of the holiday. 

I swam perfect breaststroke, making sure my thumbs, index fingers and 

toes touched in perfect synchronicity with every stroke. My powers of 

concentration were shattered when Fuchsia adjusted her bikini bra, 

executed a swallow dive and swam the rest of the length underwater, 

before flicking her hair off her face in one motion. Before she dived in, I 

swam breaststroke and now I struggled with doggy paddle. My co-

ordination had deserted me. I had to stay in the pool until she got out.  

I went for my last treatment to the spa. The friendly Thai Manager 

was off duty and so, thankfully, was Dr. Vijay. I still felt awkward about 

his shirt. I went into the room, which was full of glass and wood with 

candles and New Age music, stripped off and put on a pair of pyjamas. I 

took off my glasses and watch and lay down flat. I had booked a deep 

tissue Thai massage, which I am convinced is the best form of massage. It 

has the same benefits as non-invasive surgery. Within minutes, my joints 

were popping like champagne corks. But while it was an excellent 

massage, it was difficult to switch off. Why had Devon said to Arthur that 

Devon says you always like someone who likes someone else? I kept 

playing it over in my head. My face, in the mirror, made me look as if I had 
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been mummified. It was a struggle to get dressed. 

It was dark when I left the Spa for the last time. The infinity pool 

lights were on, the green and red ribs of the exotic plants were picked out 

by the up-lighters and contrasted with the romantic, dimly lit paths. The 

resort looked gorgeous but where had all the time gone? 

Back now in my cabana, back in my home, the hotel had made a 

special effort with the turndown service. Every night at turndown, Devon 

left a hibiscus flower or a piece of chocolate. Tonight he had left a flower 

and some chocolates plus an updated copy of the bill, which already 

included my ninety-minute Thai Massage but not the dry cleaning bill for 

Dr. Vijay’s shirt. I had hoped to catch him doing turndown service, but I 

knew I’d catch him in the morning. My Vilebrequin linen shirt was still 

hanging up in the bathroom. It was beyond repair. I flung the bill on the 

table next to the hotel’s copy of Passionate about Travel, my unfinished 

copy of Derek Percy-Ffrench’s A Time of Shifts and Frottager’s Guide to 

the Coronation Islands (2009). There was still no word from Robin. 

The tree frogs croaked while my fan sounded like a series of click-

top pens. I had the problem of having to shave my hair follicles while not 

shaving any skin off my face. I put on my last clean sleeveless shirt. I 

wouldn’t need it for another eight and a half months, and I could always 

put it in the wash when I got home. 

There was nobody in the Dhow Bar. I ordered a Long Island Iced 

Tea one last time. The bar staff had to troop off to the other bar for every 

ingredient apart from the Coke. By the time the drink had arrived, I wished 

I had ordered something else and had sat in the other bar. A honeymoon 
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couple sat down at the bar kept banging on about how lucky they were to 

stay at Omanalak for two whole weeks. I finished my drink but I didn’t see 

anybody else to have a chat with, so I sat down on my own for dinner. I 

had already been replaced by a new wave of guests sitting on my sun 

loungers talking to my waiters. It was time to say goodbye to this world of 

creepy tendrils, wooden bridges, storm lanterns and kerosene lamps. 

Shaggy pulled out my chair while saying how sorry he was it was 

my last night. There seems to be a direct relationship between the third 

world and how many languages the waiters can speak. Shaggy looked after 

Italians, French, Spanish and mongrels, like me, with relative ease. I asked 

him how he learnt so many languages.    

‘Just by working,’ Shaggy said. 

‘But you must have learnt them at school?’ I asked. 

‘Not really, sir.’ 

‘So tell me Shaggy, what is your real name?’ 

‘Shaggy, sir, everybody calls me Shaggy.’ 

He polished my glass and handed me the leather-bound wine list. 

‘But what’s your Christian name?’ I asked. 

‘I am sorry, sir, I don’t have Christian name,’ he said. 

‘Don’t be daft. Everyone has a Christian name.’ 

‘Okay, sir, I am Muslim,’ Shaggy said. 

‘Christ Alive, I am so sorry. Of course, you are. Thick,’ I said 

while I slammed my forehead with the flat of my palm, shook my head and 

tutted. Shaggy left me to look after a party of Italians. I was left to wonder 

whether there was anywhere in the world, in a crescent bay, where white 
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liveried staff served black people at dinner. 

There was just enough light to play ‘Drunken Geography.’ This is 

my game where you write down the names of as many countries in Africa, 

or names of American states, as you can remember. The answers are 

usually Djibouti and Arkansas, that is, if the question is which are the ones 

you have forgotten. 
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Chapter 36: After The Love Has Gone 

 

The uh-ho birds let me have a bit of a lie-in which was a tad disappointing. 

I had breakfast and tipped Shaggy. Within thirty seconds, various waiters 

who had poured mineral water, brought a spoon over or had taken away a 

plate during my stay, popped up to say goodbye. It was the most expensive 

breakfast I have ever had. It was like feeding fish. Shaggy was happy 

because he was going home in five days and would see his wife and two 

year old daughter for the first time in over two months. I bunged him extra 

because I was embarrassed about last night. 

I had kept the cabana for a late checkout, at a significant premium, 

but this was better than being shooed out at first light. I put the yellow-

painted coconut outside my room to thwart any further people seeking tips. 

I was worried about what would happen if Devon was ill, on leave, or the 

cleaning roster had changed. Having tried to avoid him all week, now I 

needed to find him. 

I left my room as messy as possible so Devon couldn’t clear up 

around me. The hotel had charged me $240 for a late checkout. The idea of 

sitting by the pool, with my bags packed, waiting for a cab to the airport, 

was too terrible for words. This way, I could take my time over breakfast, 

have a swim in the sea, heave my bulk about the beach one last time, take a 

quick dip in the pool, pack, shower, ring the bellboy to take my bags to 

Reception, slip into an air-conditioned taxi to the airport, check-in at the 

Business Class desk, sit in the CIA lounge, and finally embark with a glass 
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of chilled Champagne and a hot towel. Yesterday I was sad and today I was 

resigned to my fate. I didn’t want to get stung early by Devon for the tip so 

I went for a walk on the beach. I couldn’t find Arthur, but I did see Alan 

walking along, hands clasped behind his back, looking down at the sand. 

‘Cheerio Alan, all the best,’ I said. 

‘You off then?’ Alan tried to remember where he’d seen my face 

before. 

‘Off in a while. Just before lunch. Say goodbye to your lovely 

wife from me, won’t you?’ I said. 

‘We’ll see you next year, I suppose?’ He bent down to pick up a 

piece of coral, blew the sand off and held it up to his eye. 

‘Yes, I expect so,’ I lied. 

‘Have you got my business card?’ Alan asked. 

‘You gave it to me the other night,’ I said. 

‘Next time you’re in Lincolnshire, you must look us up.’ He put 

the piece of coral back on the beach. 

‘What’s that you’re doing? Are you collecting something?’ I 

asked. 

‘No. What I like to do is to walk around looking for stuff. If I find 

something interesting, I pick it up and take it back to my room. Then, at the 

end of the holiday, I walk onto the beach and put it all back. Been doing the 

same thing for years, find it relaxes me,’ he said. 

I shook hands with Alan, who was still trying to remember my 

name, and trudged over the hot sand for one last swim in the pool. I hoped 

to catch Fuchsia alone, but she was not to be seen. The teenager with the 
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Only God is my Judge tattoo was playing music to his sisters by the pool. 

The sun loungers were empty. The only person I knew by the pool was 

Oleg. He was performing a series of calisthenics in front of Svetlana, who 

was already on her second bikini of the day. It was soon time to pack. I 

walked back to my cabana for the last time. I wondered if I could thrash 

things out with Devon and get into my cab and away without bumping into 

Alejandra and Vinnie. I wanted to avoid them or at least I wanted to avoid 

Vinnie, and Alejandra came with Vinnie. He had ripped my new shirt from 

my old fiancée. 

The fresh linen and the cleaning fluids were on the trolley outside 

my super-deluxe sunset-beach over-water cabana, which made me very 

happy; I just hoped I would find Devon too. This was the first and only 

time I had wanted Devon to get in the way. I shouted ‘hello’ and walked in 

to find him sweeping the floor in the bathroom where my ripped shirt was 

hanging up. Devon grimaced and made to look busy with his mop. 

‘Last day today, I’m off soon,’ I said. 

‘Maybe you’ll come back,’ Devon said. 

‘Doubt it, had a fight with the owner’s son.’ 

‘Yeah, Arthur told me.’ 

‘That’s funny, he must have found out from somebody else. I 

didn’t tell him,’ I said. 

‘No secret’s safe out here,’ Devon said. 

‘What about Mauritius? Are secrets safe there?’ 

‘I suppose.’ Devon picked up his bucket and went into the 

bedroom. I followed him. Devon knew what was coming next. 
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‘Arthur tells me you said I always like someone who likes 

someone else? Why would he say that?’ I asked. 

‘I don’t know,’ he said. 

‘Yes, you do. Please put down what you are doing, sit down and 

listen to me,’ I said, and as I pulled up a chair, he sat down. I sat down on 

the bed and leaned towards him as I spoke. Devon tried to avoid eye 

contact so I put my hands on both his shoulders until he looked up. I looked 

him straight in the eye, for what I had intended to be a full minute, until I 

spoke. 

‘I didn’t tell anybody anything; everybody knows you and Vinnie 

had a fight. Alejandra must have told Arthur,’ Devon said. 

‘I’m not talking about Vinnie, I am talking about Kay, you idiot, 

why would you say to Arthur that I always like someone who likes 

someone else? And hurry up about it,’ I said. 

‘Naz told me. He showed me pictures. On his phone,’ Devon said.  

‘Right, yes, Naz, carry on,’ I said. I didn’t know anything about 

this. 

‘When you used to go fishing for marlin,’ Devon said. ‘She used 

to come down to the boat club to see you off and Naz used to work at the 

boat club at The Aspire in Mauritius, he was a bumster, always trying to 

make off with the female guests, he used to pester people to go for a walk, 

just a walk with him and then he’d take photos on his phone. He showed 

me,’ Devon said. 

‘He showed you what exactly?’ I asked. 

‘He showed me pictures of your girlfriend when you were 
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fishing,’ he said. 

‘Kay wasn’t my girlfriend, she was my fiancée,’ I said. ‘And what 

was she doing in those pictures?’ 

‘You don’t want to know.’ 

‘I have to know whether you want to tell me or not,’ I said. 

‘She was being intimate with him.’ 

‘How intimate?’ 

‘Oral sex intimate.’ 

I felt a reflex contraction in the back of my throat. All I could see 

was Kay on her knees, looking up at the camera at Naz with his dick in her 

mouth. I cleared my throat noisily and, as I waited for the nausea to 

subside, I wanted to give Kay and Naz such a beating their own mothers’ 

would have been unable to identify them. 

‘Okay… I don’t know anything about this. It’s impossible. How 

can you possibly be sure? Why would you say this?’ I tried to control my 

breathing. 

‘I’m sorry, Mr. Kaganagh. I really am, but I saw the pictures 

myself. And I’m sorry I told Arthur,’ Devon said. 

‘I’m sorry, too, Devon but I suppose if you hadn’t told Arthur, you 

wouldn’t have told me,’ I said. I needed to go home to my friends and 

family. 

I couldn’t believe it. Why on earth would Kay do that to me? How 

could she be with that cunt and then meet me off the boat and act as if 

nothing had happened?  Had a nice day, dear? Yes, actually one of the boat 

boys, Naz – you know him – stuck his dick in my mouth and took a picture. 
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You see, there I am looking up at the camera.  

She didn’t like boats because she preferred to hang around with 

Naz and not with me. It had nothing to do with seasickness; it was because 

she was sick of seeing me. I felt guilty about thinking ill of her and felt like 

crying. Kay had cheated on me and now I had been robbed of her memory. 

I felt such an idiot.  

What was I supposed to do? I couldn’t bring Kay back even if I 

had wanted to, and I didn’t. I wish she was alive, or more accurately, I wish 

she hadn’t died, but I didn’t want her for myself anymore. Assuming what 

Devon had said was true, it sounded like they deserved one another. I wish 

I had known more about her and Naz, but then, I am glad I didn’t. I felt 

better about not being with her but I also wish I hadn’t wasted so much 

time thinking about her. I still didn’t know how Kay died but I suspect Naz 

may have had something to do with it. With forearms like Naz, it wouldn’t 

have been difficult to squeeze the life out of her. But I didn’t actually know 

what had happened to her. And for the first time, I wasn’t particularly 

bothered either. Should I go to the police? And tell them what exactly? I 

decided, rightly or wrongly, to move on.  
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Chapter 37: The Power 

 

The cab was on time and, as we arrived at the Departure gates, I leapt out 

to help myself with my own luggage to lessen the driver’s expectations 

regarding his tip. I avoided the people who were flying about on roller 

blades handing out pamphlets to passengers. I didn’t want to provoke an 

international incident before embarkation. 

I don’t enjoy airports anymore than I like the word ‘chillax.’ You 

spend hours waiting then end up doing everything in a rush; perhaps this 

explains why the young couple put the toddler through the security scanner 

and held onto the pram. And airport security is inherently unfair. We, the 

passengers, are assumed to be guilty, and are forced to strip ourselves of 

both dignity and mineral water as we shuffle past officials who were never 

made prefect at school. Meanwhile, the criminals operate on an honesty 

policy; if you have x or y please remove them. Have you ever seen a 

hoodlum standing under a sign saying No Weapons Allowed unloading 

Uzis, Kalashnikovs and a Bowie knife into one of the plastic trays 

provided? 

It was too hot inside the terminal, and my shoes made my feet 

sweat. I wanted to buy one of those snakes in a bottle of alcohol, but 

although they had been available at every airport terminal, market and even 

sold by hawkers by the side of the road, for some reason they weren’t 

available at Fulgary airport. When you see something you like, you’ve got 

to grab it. You may not see what you want again. 
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In the business lounge, I saw a doleful milksop, with a laptop and 

an earpiece, wandering about and talking to people on his phone. He 

walked past a student, who was underlining a copy of Marx’s Das Kapital 

with a Mont Blanc pen, and dressed in a DKNY jacket. The lounge was 

awash with Blackberries, laptops and magazines with titles like Exclusive 

Italian Golf Vogue Collection. A drunk with a badly gashed hand was 

telling everyone who’d listen that he used to live in Qatar and how it was a 

shithole but tax-free. I left when he asked me to guess how much his boat 

cost. 

The trays of nibbles in the CIA Business Lounge reminded me 

how spoilt I’d been, while the newspapers were full of alarmist nonsense 

and celebrity trivia. I sat down in the comfy chairs nearest to the computer 

terminals. My palms were sweaty with excitement. I was about to log on to 

the Chairboys message board to see what had happened in the last few 

weeks. I raised my head off my chest and straightened my back to help to 

increase the supply of oxygen, while my fat little fingers pumped the 

keyboard… one draw away from home and a draw at home in a game we 

could have won. Another C.E.O. from the football club had resigned, citing 

family reasons, before taking up a better-paid job with a club in a higher 

league, and we’ve got a youngster in from Wigan on trial. 

Sitting in my preferred aisle seat, I paid the price as hundreds of 

cattle-class passengers filed past taking a swing at me with their bags. I 

scanned the plane for snorers and young children. As soon as it was time 

for take-off, I jumped up to get my hand luggage. I was fidgeting about in 

my seat, looking for the packets of brown pellets my Tibetan doctor had 



The Excursionist   445 

 

given me, when I noticed the name of the stewardess, Anne Devine. I 

wondered if this was the Anne Devine, wife of Sean Devine and mother of 

the lovely Aiofe Devine, whose house I’d been to in Kilrush. I settled down 

for a game of ‘Doors on automatic, crosscheck and report. Cabin Crew, 

please take your seats for take-off.’ 

It was an eleven-hour flight, and I was sitting on my own with 

nothing to do. I wondered if Kay only went on holiday with me so she 

could sit on the plane and watch movies. Devon knew more about Kay than 

I did but if he hadn’t told me about her, how would I have got over it? Now 

I can see I was lucky to find out, it’s just that it didn’t feel like that at the 

time. 

I was bored and didn’t feel like reading my book. I couldn’t find 

any films to watch, I didn’t want to play quiz games, fill out a survey or 

listen to Monsters of Rock on Channel 24. I switched over to the Moving 

Map. I looked at distance to destination, altitude, local time at origin, 

distance to destination, tail wind, time to destination, estimated arrival 

time, outside air temperature and ground speed until I got bored. I made a 

point of being helpful to Anne, mindful of the need to engage her in 

conversation after the initial hullabaloo of drinks, headsets, menus, food 

and tea or coffee. 

‘So are you on business or holiday?’ asked Anne. 

‘Bit of both really,’ I smiled at her as I took off my headset and 

nodded in appreciation at every bowl she put on my tray. 

‘Can’t be bad,’ Anne said. 

‘No, can’t be bad.’ I sipped my drink and smiled. 
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‘What do you do that takes you to Fulgary?’ Anne offered me 

bread rolls. 

‘I’m in medicine,’ I said. 

‘So you’re a doctor.’ 

‘Not really. See these?’ I showed Anne my remaining packets of 

brown pellets from the Tibetan doctor from when I met her husband. 

‘These brown pellets are Tibetan medicine. Do you know anything about 

Tibetan medicine?’ I enquired. 

‘Nothing at all, really,’ Anne said. 

‘In Tibetan medicine, everything is done on pulses or the colour of 

your tongue, things like that. What I am doing is a Ph.D. at Royal 

Holloway College, University of London, to see if there are any 

psychological applications for Tibetan medicine. Are you with me?’ I 

asked. Anne stood slack-mouthed next to the trolley. 

‘Not sure I am,’ she said. 

‘Give me your wrist.’ Anne held out her wrist while I feigned to 

count. 

‘Right, now the other one.’ She handed me her other wrist. 

‘Your husband. Is he something to do with travel?’ I asked. 

‘Yes,’ she said. 

‘You, your husband, do you have a young child?’ 

‘Yes,’ Anne signalled to the other stewardess, a bustling brunette. 

‘Listen to this, Denise, this gentleman has told me I’m married to a man 

who works in travel and that I have a young child, just from my pulse.’ The 

brunette leant forward. 
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‘You are married, with a child younger than ten, maybe a 

daughter. Your house is white and has barbed wire on the top. I see the 

letter “a,”’ I said 

‘Amazing,’ Anne said. The brunette sniffed. 

‘You have a dog, a big dog?’ I asked. 

‘Yes we do.’ 

‘And you have a maid, but her room is smaller than the dog’s?’ I 

said. 

‘Absolutely right,’ Anne said. 

‘And I can see a bridge with palm trees.’ 

‘Oh my God, you’re really good at this.’ 

‘Thank you, can we change wrists again please as the strength of 

the pulse, it’s wearing off,’ I said. We swapped wrists. ‘I can see orange, 

red and purple. I can see lots of orange – but orange flowers not orange 

trees,’ I said. Both stewardesses ignored the bing-bong noises while 

passengers had to clamber over them to join the queue to use the toilet. 

‘Amazing. Absolutely amazing. I can’t wait to tell Sean,’ Anne 

said. 

‘Allow me to give you my card,’ I said as I fished around in my 

wallet and presented her husband’s business card that he’d given me in 

Kilrush. 

‘You bastard,’ said the brunette, a little too loudly. Anne shoved 

me in the shoulder, while smiling at me, but too hard for it to be a joke. Her 

colleague sniffed and walked off. 

‘So you’re the clever fella who thinks he can find love in places 



The Excursionist   448 

 

rather than in people,’ Anne said as she drove her trolley into my arm. 
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Chapter 38: Teardrops 

 

I had little human interaction for the remaining eight or nine hours. Both 

stewardesses seemed to be busy whenever I asked for anything. Most of 

my journey was spent sitting on the cord for my headphones or on the 

metal part of my seat belt, counting gnat bites or bemoaning my dry nose, 

eyes and skin. 

Fat ugly people snored. My solution to this would be to get all the 

travel tubbies in the same row, refuse to serve them any food so they 

couldn’t sleep and thus ensure that everybody else could. There is always 

one klutz who snores constantly. He’s easy to spot because he’s the one 

who falls asleep before anyone else has had a chance to put the seat belt on. 

I watched the flying cigar jerk around on the screen until I could 

bear no more and switched over to watch a programme about a woman 

from the U.K. who got looked after by some Indonesian islanders, and I 

started to cry. 

I don’t know why I cried.  Perhaps I was overcome by the 

kindness shown by a stranger to a stranger; it may have been because it was 

the end of my holiday; or it may be because every time I go away and 

return, I feel I’ve got away with it again. Perhaps I was crying because I 

was relieved to be going home. I was frustrated at myself for criticising the 

places I visited when I was there, while at the same time dreading my 

return to normality and routine. Maybe I wasn’t overly chuffed about going 

home because the ex-fiancée still wasn’t there and was never coming home 
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again. I was grateful that she wasn’t, maybe she got what she deserved, I 

know that’s not fair but sometimes it’s how I feel. Or maybe she didn’t 

deserve me. She should have been with Naz. I thought about the photos on 

his phone; who else had seen and laughed at them? At the time I thought I 

cried because I was soppy and tired when really I was crying for myself 

and for the relief I felt when, for the first time, I thought of Kay as an ex-

fiancée. I don’t know whether Kay’s death, and the revelations about her, 

have changed me or not, but I don’t beat myself up about it anymore. The 

Naz factor has given me the excuse to move on. I don’t feel good about 

what happened but nor do I berate myself. And I no longer travel the world 

ticking off countries. 

Whether you are feeling depressed or elated at the end of a holiday 

is difficult to assess. Do you feel like your life is nearly over or do you just 

want to get home? That’s the acid test of a good holiday; I suppose much 

depends on what you have waiting for you. And I had my birthday get-

together to look forward to. 

By the time you land everyone looks travel-toiled and decrepit, 

even the ladies who have been putting slap on since we began our descent 

over Europe. You don’t know how ugly people are until you wake up and 

see them sitting in front of you on a plane. 

We had to hand back headphones, blankets, stow this piece of 

stuff we didn’t ask for anyway, stow that menu and put our tables up. The 

stewardess gave me so many things to do it was difficult to remember what 

I had to do next. 

I could see roofs with dark red tiles, houses packed in row after 
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row of roads, the winding River Thames, trees that looked like broccoli 

florets, uninspiring pseudo-skyscrapers and office blocks plonked next to 

old church spires next to bowling greens. Then a world of storage units, 

sky-bridges sponsored by HSBC, chewing-gum bespattered carpets 

gummed together with masking tape, estuarine accents grated over the 

tannoy; sports teams of teenagers and people wearing facemasks queued at 

Passport Control. 

I find it remarkable, whenever I come back from faraway places, 

how the tree frogs still croak at night while I sit at home on the sofa. I 

missed the sound of the tropics after sunset. I missed the light and the 

colour of the sky, the sand and the sea. The hotel stays, and you leave. 

Arthur will be singing and feeding the tejus; new guests will be checking in 

and setting up camp in fresh T-shirts. The old gang replaced by fresh 

blood. A butterfly comes and chases the flies off the flowers, a scrawny cat 

stretches, yawns but makes no effort to get up. A waiter smiles forcibly for 

a tip. There is a new parade of bodies; the towels are changed; they’re 

taking care of business, that’s all. 

I felt terrible by the time I got my luggage. I rushed to the carousel 

only to question whether I would ever see my luggage again. People 

pushed trolleys with buckled wheels over my toes. You know because 

you’ve done it yourself, you just want to get out and get home. There are 

blokes in shorts and women in braids, but it is cold, it is winter, it is six 

o’clock in the morning, it is November and it is England. 

My taxi driver was on time. He talked about his wife and the spirit 

world. I looked out of the window, read all the street signs and asked if he 
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had a paper. I became anxious about my home and its contents, my 

possessions and my family. I had jet lag and couldn’t remember whether 

I’d paid my Visa bill or not. 

With scratchy eyes, I put my key in the lock, turned off the alarm 

and picked the debris up off the carpet. I opened a letter from a Claire 

Bickerstaff in Human Capital Management. She had been instructed by 

Robin Hunt to invite me in for a company medical. I didn’t mind trading 

the fear index. It didn’t bother me if it was up or down as long as it was 

moving. What bothered me was, having spent my holiday on my own, the 

last thing I fancied was leaving all my pals at Fundamental to throw my lot 

in with a bunch of strangers who couldn’t take the trouble to return my call. 

I had thought perhaps if I left Fundamental it would mean I was moving 

on. If I wanted to feel isolated I could always go on another holiday by 

myself. The important thing was to be on the right side of the trade. And 

while the money was better, the fact they didn’t even pick up my call, let 

alone ring me back, made my mind up for me. 

I put the rest of the letters on the kitchen table, carried my suitcase 

upstairs and opened it in the spare bedroom. I thought to myself so far, so 

good. I had a brief sense of elation as my feet felt the re-assuring touch of 

carpets. It felt exotic. 

Having emptied my suitcase, I picked up the ashtrays I had half-

inched on holiday with my ex-fiancée. I had a ceramic ashtray from 

Morocco, which I kept in the kitchen. I took the Art Deco glass ashtray, 

which we bought in Prague. Rather than put them in the bin outside, I 

walked to the re-cycling bins by the supermarket and slung them in there so 
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at least they were off the premises. 

Downstairs, I made tea with long-life milk. It didn’t taste great but 

it was tea. I put away the toiletries I had stolen from the hotels. I slotted the 

Frottager’s guide, a copy of Playing Snooker with the Somalis given to me 

by Father Terry and my unfinished copy of Derek Percy-Ffrench’s book on 

the top shelf of my small bookcase. I didn’t need to read a book for another 

eight and a half months. 

The Tibetan medicine pellets were slung in the bin along with any 

business cards, and I put my matchbox, containing the world’s smallest 

flying fish, in the top right-hand drawer of my desk. I did things so quickly 

it seemed as if I hadn’t really been away. 

I was safe home. I opened letters, threw away mail-shots and used 

the toilet, thus breaking my final connection with the Coronation Islands. I 

deleted the automated sales phone-calls from debt consolidators, threw the 

holiday bumf in the bin, checked that the heating and taps worked and rang 

my family. I had returned to the mundane, contrived, painful endurance of 

suburban life. And I have to say it felt great. 

I checked my emails. I had 91 in my inbox and 58 in trash. I 

wasn’t interested in reading any of them; I just wanted to delete them so I 

could relax. I started off by deleting the trash at breakneck speed and I was 

just about to delete what I thought was a mail shot or a customer 

satisfaction survey from The Aspire Group when I thought I’d better not in 

case there was a bit of customer feedback about smacking Vinnie so I 

opened it instead: 
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Hello Jack, 

Remember me? The last time we met I wasn’t looking my best. 

Anyway, I am coming over to London shortly for an interview at Aspire 

Group’s HQ in 69, Brook Street, off Bond Street. They want to talk to me 

about setting up a dive centre in Okinawa in Japan and as I think you said 

you live and work near there perhaps we could meet up. You’re already 

probably busy anyway but if you weren’t you can contact me at this email 

address or ring me on 0777 290 8641. I’ll arrive on the 23rd and will be 

around until the 28th-ish. Sorry about your shirt. I’ve split up with Vinnie 

and been asked to look elsewhere within the group which is why I’m 

coming over to Head Office. And to see you of course! 

 

Bestest, 

Alejandra xx 

 

It would be nice to have something to unwrap on my birthday. I 

couldn’t believe my luck. I’d traded up with Alejandra, switched out of the 

ex-fiancée, and had sold my position in trading VIX, the volatility index, 

preferring to concentrate on my Non-Ethical holdings. It’s the difference 

between wants and needs. I deleted all the previous emails regarding my 

trip to The Coronation Islands and deleted all Bookmarks relating to my 

trip including World Travel: The Passport to Peace Through 

Understanding The Travelers’ Century Club. I don’t have to go to any new 

countries, I can go back to any places I want, I am free to do what I want, 

go where I like and with whoever I like. 
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I decided against watching Britain’s Craziest Killers, preferring to 

watch programmes on India, the Amazon and something about the U.S. 

Elections before I flopped into the scratcher. 

So where to next? The Antarctic, St. Lucia, the Silk Road, 

Montenegro or Oman? Where would Alejandra like to go? If Alejandra 

gets the job I could go out and visit her in Okinawa. I’ve always wanted to 

go to Japan and stay in The Park Hyatt in Tokyo where they filmed Lost in 

Translation (2003) with Bill Murray and Scarlett Johansson. But am I 

getting ahead of myself? The travel bug comes back after three months like 

a bout of cerebral malaria. I needed to look at my Work-Life balance; I 

thought about it for a moment and decided to give it all up but the alarm 

went off. It was 06:05 and I had a train to catch at 06:39. This is the Second 

Law of Travel – if you go away, you have to come back sometime, that is, 

if you’re lucky. 

 

 

 

 


