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A bright-yellow autumn leaf was stuck to the windscreen of my neighbour’s old Volvo. It was like a parking ticket, issued by the meticulous and transparent traffic warden of late autumn, whose long droopy trousers make a soft rustling noise as he saunters around London in the middle of the night.
I read somewhere that the exact mechanism of the riot of colours displayed by nature every autumn is still unknown to the scientists. Just like the exact mechanism of human smile.
A London autumn is a wry smile in itself, a farewell grin of nature soon to be replaced with the cold impassiveness of winter. It is the time of early darkness, when lonely pedestrians hurriedly make their way home. The pale evasive moon is mooching about in the whisky-coloured sky, like a pot-bellied drunk trudging unsteadily home after a long evening in the pub. It is the season of crisp foggy mornings, when moving around London is like traveling inside a huge chilled wine-glass, and of fragile mica-like sunlight, which shrinks, crumbles and crunches under your boots . . .
Emily Dickinson once beautifully called November ‘the Norway of the Year’. By the same token, seasons can be compared to great cities, Paris is spring. Moscow is winter. Rome is summer. And London? Autumn, of course!
Londoners are known to take perverse pride in the all-permeating drabness of their winters. Every year newspapers report with triumph that London is experiencing its dullest (darkest, coldest, lousiest) winter on record.
How do they measure dullness? In ‘glums’? Or maybe in ‘spleens’?
Autumn, however, is different. It cleanses thoughts and emotions. It helps trees and humans to shed the leafy baggage of their past.
By mid-November, London starts looking light and slightly barren, like the interior of a familiar house from which the excessive furniture has been removed.
Trying to uncover the secrets of London’s autumn, I go for long walks in Highgate Wood, touched with a brownish seasonal rash, as if the trees are all suffering from some botanical form of measles. I trudge through piles of fallen leaves, these fading flashes of summer sunshine. I stare at well-behaved Highgate squirrels (I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that they regularly pay taxes to forest authorities). I pick up round—polished and gleaming (like the handlebars of an electric chair)—chestnuts and mumble to myself some half-forgotten autumn rhymes:
‘O dear and cheerless time, you charm the eye and tender contentment to the heart. How wondrous to behold your dying beauty is, the lush and sumptuous splendour of nature’s farewell bloom; the forests clad in gold . . .’
Yes, on top of everything else, a London autumn is breathtakingly poetic. Its poetry affects everyone, even those who think that a trochee is a moss-like plant that grows in the desert, and a hexameter is an instrument used by joiners to measure crooked wooden surfaces.
That is why I wrote this autumn elegy—in the hope that Autumn will issue me, too, with its bright-yellow parking ticket, of which there is only handful left on a branchy maple tree behind my window.
After the ‘elegy’ was published in the Guardian, he was inundated with letters from readers, who, contrary to the old stereotype of the English as cold and emotionless pragmatists, were genuinely touched by the poetry of autumn.
One reader gave him a highly confidential (‘don’t tell anyone, please!’) piece of advice as to where in Highgate Wood one could find some ‘proper’ mushrooms (‘near that ramshackle fence off Archway Road . . .’).
As always, autumn—his favourite season—had a therapeutic effect on his health and soon he was ready to go on his first trip outside the UK since arriving from Australia. He travelled to Paris to meet a fellow Russian émigré who also viewed his life very much as a literary device.
‘Can someone bring in the heater?!’ the king shouted to no one in particular from his wobbly wooden ‘throne’ in the ‘state rooms’ of the grim and semi-ruined Hay castle. The king’s brass crown was lying on the table next to him. His moth-eaten cotton-wool mantle was hanging on the back of a chair. His desperate, almost Shakespearean, scream echoed in the vaults of the chilly and unkempt hall that felt like the insides of an antediluvian, yet somehow still perfectly functioning, giant fridge.
I first met King Richard the Book-Hearted, the self-proclaimed monarch of Hay-on-Wye, a once unremarkable little town on the border of England and Wales, in January 1990, when he was still better known under his real name of Richard Booth. Having abandoned his futile royal pleas for a heater, the shivering king unveiled to the shivering me his plans for a global book empire with a centre in Hay. He wanted to create book towns all over the planet, including Eastern Europe and Australia. ‘France alone will have at least two hundred of them to supplement their goat cheeses,’ he cackled.
‘According to the will of the people of Hay, I shall reconstitute the House of Lords in Hay-on-Wye,’ he went on. I wanted to ask him where he was going to get the lords from, but couldn’t: my tongue was frozen stiff . . . The answer, however, was fairly obvious. I knew that Mr Booth had appointed his horse, Caligula, prime minister after proclaiming himself the king of independent Hay on 1 April 1977 and couldn’t see why the staid and appropriately ‘tailed’ Hay-on-Wye cats could not pass for a bunch of senile life-peers.
The whole coronation and independence affair was obviously nothing but a jokey publicity gimmick consummating Booth’s almost twenty years of struggle to put his rapidly declining town back on the map. When he opened his first bookshop in 1961, there were no hotels and just a couple of B&Bs in Hay. Determined to turn the place into the capital of his would-be book empire, he started bringing in truckloads of discarded volumes from American university libraries, buying them for an average price of £10 per truck. More and more bookshops appeared in Hay, but, lacking proper temperature conditions and cataloguing systems, they failed to attract customers. Thousands of folios, piled in cardboard boxes, were rotting in humid cellars and disintegrating outside—exposed to the elements. Booth became the laughing stock of the town, where second-hand bookshops pushed out almost all local businesses, including the only little cinema.
The 1976 ‘Home Rule for Hay’ campaign was Booth’s last chance. The media noticed the campaign’s slogans ‘God save us from the Development Board for Rural Wales’ and ‘Balls to Wall’s, Eat Hay National Ice Cream’. The town’s popularity grew. A number of top antiquarian booksellers moved in, and tourists began trickling in, too. Soon, Hay was chosen as the venue for a major annual literary festival. By the late 1990s, the number of bookshops had reached forty and the number of visitors 500,000 a year. Pubs, hotels and all 108(!) B&Bs were thriving, and the locals were eulogising their wise King Richard. Thus Booth and books saved the face of the town.
But King Richard’s success did not stop there. Eighteen years after my historic royal audience in the frozen Hay Castle, there are over thirty places on five continents describing themselves as book towns modelled on Hay-on-Wye.
The geography of book towns spans five continents of the globe. They can be found in Scotland (two) and France (three), in Belgium (two) and Holland (one), in Germany (two) and Japan (two), in Switzerland, the USA, Canada, Malaysia, South Korea and Australia. Behind each of them is an eccentric book-enthusiast and a moving (and often ironic) story. Each of them proves that, in our age of space exploration, microcomputers and the Internet, people are still hungry for old books, these frozen fragments of bygone times, that can—literally—transform the face of any average modern village or town.
One of the success stories was the East German village of Mühlbeck, halfway between Berlin and Dresden—a sleepy rural settlement of nine hundred people that, until recently, could not even be found on the map. It would have probably remained like that forever, had it not been for Heide Dehne, a fifty-five-year-old local resident and a divorced mother of six. Having spent a working week in Hay-on-Wye, she embarked on her project of converting Mühlbeck into Germany’s first book village. To start with, she persuaded the local bar owner to make his back room into a small treasure-trove of antiquarian books. A year later, the stock of books had reached 150,000, and Heide was hoping to turn a trickle of visitors into a steady flow.
Wolfgang Metz, the Mayor of another East German town, Wunsdorf, which used to house the headquarters of the Soviet Army garrison until 1994, has turned it into a giant second-hand bookshop in an attempt to change the town’s gruesome totalitarian image. What could be a better counterweight to totalitarianism than free and unlimited access to all the gems of human thought?
In the tiny picturesque Ardennes village of Redu, in Belgium, there are now as many bookshops—twenty-four—as there are children, and the trade is drawing 350,000 visitors every year. Interestingly, before bookshops appeared in its centre, the village was experiencing the same economic woes as Hay-on-Wye. Bredevort in the Netherlands also copied the magic ‘Hay formula’ and now boasts 300,000 visitors a year.
One of the latest converts was Wigtown in Galloway (Scotland), described by a mid-last-century guidebook as ‘a sleepy little town with a ruined old Church’. By the late 1980s, however, the town’s ‘sleepiness’ had come to resemble an irreversible coma. Having lost its status of county centre, its railway station and all its little ‘industries’: two creameries and a whisky distillery—Wigtown was dying.
‘The place looked awful,’ Don King, the former postmaster, told me. ‘Houses were falling apart, and trees grew on chimneys.’
Our conversation took place in the very centre of the town—in its strikingly elegant medieval Main Street, now resplendent with all sorts of businesses—old and new, but mostly with bookshops, of course.
Walter Fitzsimmons, a corner store owner, soon joined us. ‘We would have been finished without the book town,’ he said meaning his little retail business, which had extended since Wigtown was officially (and with King Richard’s blessing, no doubt) ‘anointed’ as a book town in May 1998.
If at one point in 1997, forty-seven houses were on sale in tiny Wigtown (1,500 people), in January 2003 there were none. Properties were snapped up immediately after hitting the market, and the busiest professionals in town were . . . no, not the booksellers, of whom there were twenty, but builders, plumbers and electricians—all booked for weeks ahead. Suddenly, the formerly unremarkable Galloway settlement became a very ‘cool’ place to live. Two ‘alternative therapy’ outlets and several modern cafés (one doubling as a bookshop)—all within yards from each other—were among the sure signs of this new ‘coolness’. Don and Walter told me that even the town’s first and only cash-dispenser had appeared there courtesy of the book town office.
In less than five years, Wigtown had been transformed into what looked (to me, at least) like Scotland’s happiest community.
Having spoken to most of Wigtown’s book dealers, many of whom were relative newcomers, I noticed an interesting similarity: the majority of them ended up there as a result of a personal crisis—death of a partner, family break-up, illness, or loss of general direction in life. Old books tend to attract sensitive and emotional characters, prone to a sudden change of course, as well as those whose ultimate goal in life is not to make a fortune—an almost impossible thing for a modern book-trader—but to achieve spiritual balance.
There were all unanimous in saying: ‘Moving to Wigtown was the best thing we ever did.’
Old books also attract eccentrics—that precious and endangered British breed, of which Richard Booth himself was a brilliant representative.
I was delighted to visit the unique house-cum-bookshop, owned and run by Marion and Robin Richmond, where books, animals (one dog, seven cats and five kittens, not including numerous chickens in the garden) and people mingled together in every corner, creating a happy ‘organised chaos’. A domestic mauvism of sorts!
‘Ming Books’ was the name of their business—after one of their deceased pussycats.
Unlike the Richmonds, Carol Weaver—a diminutive lady with tragic eyes—an artist, a mathematician and an aspiring linguist—lived and traded alone in a tiny Victorian cottage in Bladnoch—Wigtown’s sister-village. In her own words, her ‘stock overflowed into her living quarters’ to create the atmosphere of ‘anti-minimalism’.
Bumping my head against bookshelves and climbing over neat stacks of books on the floor, I reached a case of Russian books, including several by Alexander Pushkin—Russia’s greatest poet, whose life was cruelly cut short at thirty-eight. Leaving her live-in ‘Transformer’ bookshop, I thought that solitude among old books could never grow into loneliness.
The magic power of an old book, capable not just of salvaging one separate human being, but of changing whole communities even in our button-pressing (as opposed to page-turning) epoch of digital TV and the Internet.
The Hay Formula was the title of yet another unwritten book of mine.
I want Life as a Literary Device to have a number of different layers incorporating all yet unwritten works of mine, including The Land of Plastic Fossils, the permanently unfinished pre-9/11 book on the USA, and Life as a Literary Device itself.
Why was the would-be book on the States called The Land of Plastic Fossils? Here’s an explanation:
I arrived in Badlands National Park by the end of my American travels, so tired that I didn’t feel like getting off the bus. It was scorching outside and, having visited several canyons and national parks during the previous couple of weeks, I thought I could hardly get excited by the sight of yet another moose or a curiously shaped rock. The numerous ‘Scenic Turn Off’ highway signs had suddenly acquired a negative second meaning: to my exhausted self, American canyons were like lap dancers—no matter how stunning, if you’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all.
The ground in the Badlands was barren, bumpy and hard to walk on which led me to understand why the Dakota Indians referred to the area as mako sica, meaning ‘land bad’, and early French-Canadian trappers termed it les mauvaises terres à traverser—‘bad lands to travel across’.
In the end, I was glad to have made the effort. Thanks to a couple of knowledgeable and straightforward rangers, I have learnt a lot about this ancient natural reserve, which used to be the bottom of a giant sea and—later—a breeding ground for such prehistoric creatures as three-toed horses, sabre-toothed cats and ruminating pigs(!), whose politically correct scientific name was Creodonts. These (and other) animals’ remains gradually turned into millions of fossils that—due to the unique nature of the soil—stood a good chance of remaining in the Badlands forever, had it not been for fossil-hunters who started carrying away wagonloads of petrified remains to be sold to museums, scientists and private collectors, or just for souvenirs.
With such methodical embezzlement of fossils going on for over a hundred years (since the late nineteenth century), no wonder that by the end of the twentieth century there were none of them left in the Badlands. What could be done about it? Anywhere else, plenty, but in America, probably nothing. And the Badlands—for better or for worse—WERE in America.
In the early 1990s, it was decided to make a number of replica fossils out of . . . plastic and scatter them around the park. This done, the pseudo-fossils kept disappearing even faster than the real ones, probably because—to a dilettante collector’s eye—they did look exactly like the real ones, probably even slightly better, who knows. There is no force that can stop an average American from pocketing a nice natural ‘souvenir’, particularly if it is free, for his general hands-on approach to nature can be best characterised by the notorious quote from Ivan Michurin, a Stalinist Soviet biologist: ‘We must not expect gifts from Mother Nature—we must forcibly take them away from her!’
In the end, they collected all remaining plastic fossils and put them under glass cases displayed along the footpaths. That is where they are now, and I had a chance to stare at them for as long as I wanted (about ten seconds at a time). They did look authentic, even slightly dusty (with the carefully replicated dust of history?)—but the fact remained: unbeknownst to most visitors, the Badlands fossils were made of plastic! Their real place was not under museum-style glass domes but on the shelves of the nearby Wall Drug shopping mall specialising in kitsch of all shapes and sizes under the dubious logo ‘A Blast from the Past’ . . .
‘Plastic fossils’ therefore came to symbolise a certain superficiality and brashness of modern American culture: its oxymoronic, at times simply moronic, manifestations—the sort of criticism my editors wanted to hush in the aftermath of 9/11. I don’t blame them.
Like my unwritten book on America, this one—Life as a Literary Device—has neither beginning nor end; nor does it fit in with any existing literary genre: partly a memoir, partly a novel, partly a meditation, partly a poem, partly a diary, partly a dream, partly a survival kit, partly an extended metaphor for the writer’s life, i.e. indeed a ‘literary device’. I am destined never to finish this book (not for as long as I live), yet everything I’ve ever written and am still going to write can be included in it.
I will certainly keep looking back at my life: at the places I visited, the pieces I wrote and the people I met—using another favourite literary device of mine, flashback.
Memory is like a scrap book—a cut-and-paste job.
Yet the hero, or anti-hero, if you wish, of the book is not necessarily me, Vitali Vitaliev. ‘I’ (my literary ego) can assume different personalities—real and fictional: of my late Mum; of artist Edward Bawden; of Adam Grigor’yevich Nadin, a retired accountant and a football fan; possibly even of Ebenezer Howard, a traveller, a dreamer and the founder of the world’s first Garden City (where I now live), and many, many others.
From the ‘closed town’ near Moscow, where my parents worked at a top-secret military facility and where I spent the first three years of my life, to the world’s first ‘Utopian’ Garden City. Via Britain, Australia, America and Ireland. A jumpy trajectory of my existence.
At times, the ‘I’ will transform itself into ‘inanimate’ objects, like Chekhov’s writing table, or a declining, as if deeply depressed, town, like Fraserburgh in Scotland. Or into my favourite writers—alive or dead, like Valentin Kataev, the inventor of mauvism: ‘I had discovered in myself the ability to become reincarnated not only in all manner of people, but also in animals, plants, stones, household objects, and even in abstract concepts, such as subtraction . . .’
I want ‘I’ and ‘he’ in the book to be conventional and mutually interchangeable, but ‘he’ will most often kick in when describing a personal crisis: again, it is much easier to cope with one when you detach yourself from what’s going on by switching over to a third-person narrative (see a Survival Tip above).
At some point, I may even introduce an alter ego called Victor R.
Why ‘Victor R’?
Many of my childhood friends preferred to call me ‘Vitya’—a diminutive of ‘Victor’—rather than the somewhat alien-sounding (for a Russian-speaker) ‘Vitali’. I published my first poem under the pen-name ‘Victor Rapoport’ (‘Rapoport’ being my mum’s maiden name) that appeared to me so roaringly poetic.
Or perhaps I (‘he’?) will be sometimes called Vin which means ‘he’ in Ukrainian—the language of my motherland. Or simply ‘VV’?
And all the women in my life, except for the Loved One, can be then monikered ‘Ona’ (‘she’ in Russian) which echoes so many female names: Spanish Donna, Slovak Dana, Russian Nonna, Ukrainian Hanna, Irish Oonagh and so on—and sounds rather feminine to me.
For, after all, ‘What’s in a name? That which we call a rose/ By any other name would smell as sweet.’
Each of the unwritten books that constitute Life as a Literary Device exists on its own. It neither complements nor diminishes the main narrative, simply because there isn’t any. Likewise, it is impossible to put them in any numerical order: book number one, three, four or flashback number seventeen, say. The words I am typing now are not a belated Introduction, but can just as well be placed in the middle of the book or on its last (but never final!) pages.
I want the narrative to resemble a pet cat walking next to its owner (the reader) and being simultaneously ahead of him and behind—as only cats can.
This book is therefore not a river, which, if we believe Confucius, one can only enter once, but rather a lake into which the reader can immerse himself repeatedly—in any place and at any time (albeit I don’t exclude a possibility that one underwater spring feeding that lake can occasionally give rise to another).
Yet, on the very last page of the volume (not of the book, which, as we have agreed, doesn’t have an end or a beginning), I want all those different springs to leave the lake and to arrange themselves into a stream that will carry on flowing ahead on its own—like two small rivers that merge at the Meeting of the Waters: that scenic spot in Ireland’s beautiful Valley of Avoca.
Will I be able to do it all? I don’t know. But I’ll give it a try anyway. Rather than just writing this book, I am going to live through it. Like every human life, it is totally unpredictable. This means I have no idea of what exactly will follow after I finish this sentence.
For all I know at the moment, it could be the last one.
I am often asked at public talks and parties what my favourite place in the world is. The answer to that is obvious—London.
No, they say: we mean what place you enjoyed most of all during your travels.
Answering that is not easy. I love all mini-states of Europe, Tasmania, the Channel Islands, the Faroes, Norway, Amsterdam, Perth, Alaska, Salzburg, the Hebrides—both Outer and Inner—and so on and so on . . . Yet, my most memorable journey was probably that to the Falklands.
It started with a peculiar RAF flight to Port Stanley.
A civilian to the core of my bones, I have always been puzzled by the military. The only bad mark I got at my Soviet University was in Military Tactics—a compulsory discipline for every high-school student in the jingoistic and paranoid USSR. I remember that among the things we studied were the composition and equipment of NATO armies—our potential enemies, the British Army being one of them. Not even in my wildest dreams could I imagine that twenty-odd years later I would be given a chance not only to mix with British servicemen—and women, as political correctness requires us to say these days—better known as squaddies, but also to fly on board a real RAF jet.
It was the most curious journey in my entire, highly peripatetic, life.
The adventure started in Swindon, Wiltshire, where I was waiting for a bus to take me to RAF Brize Norton airport for a Tristar military flight to Mount Pleasant—the quickest, the cheapest and the only (after the scrapping—or, should I say ‘Pinocheting’?—of the sole commercial flight from London via Chile) way to get to the Falklands. The bus was late, and I realised with horror that I would be unable to ‘report for check-in’ by ‘the latest reporting time’, specified in strict ‘Reporting Instructions JSTC/R2/30’, attached to my ticket. Shifting from one foot to the other, I was nervously—for an umpteenth time—checking the availability of an overnight bag in my cabin luggage: the same Reporting Instructions demanded that every passenger had an overnight bag handy—in case our Tristar gets suddenly diverted to bomb Iraq, or so I thought.
The overnighter was there, but the bus wasn’t.
The delay did not seem to worry my fellow travellers: a large group of vociferous crew-cut youngsters communicating with each other with the help of one f-word only—probably the servicemen (sorry, but there were no women among them), and a handful of confused and dishevelled civilians like myself.
Having finally received my RAF boarding pass: ‘rank—none’, I wandered aimlessly around the airport lounge, where only two outlets were open—a tiny newsagent, with an impressive choice of soft-porn magazines, and a note-exchange machine—‘Insert £20 Queen’s face up and last’. They were calling out passengers by names in alphabetical order, and for the first time in my life I rejoiced at having a name starting with ‘V’, which allowed me to have three additional fags before a strictly non-smoking flight.
Twenty minutes after take-off, plastic cups of ‘RAF Fruit Juice’ were served, or rather ‘distributed’, by muscular stone-faced stewards, who all seemed to stick assiduously to some mysterious, no-smiling-under-any-circumstances, military regulation. Just like the stewards’ faces, the drink was frozen stiff. It melted and became drinkable by next morning, when, to my great relief, I discovered in a seat-pocket in front of me an indispensable ‘NATO Stock Number 8105-99-130-2180’ air-sickness bag. Next to this thoroughly encoded bag, there was a copy of the RAF in-flight monthly journal, ingeniously entitled ‘Inflight’. Compared to it, a glossy safety leaflet in the same seat-pocket read—and looked—like Hello magazine.
Soon, we started our descent on Ascension Island, a barren volcanic rock in the middle of the Atlantic, for a refuelling stop and were duly instructed ‘on de-planing procedures’ over the intercom.
On RAF Ascension, I hesitated in front of a plywood shed with the scary sign ‘Terminal Drinks Kiosk’ before plunging into Tom Clancy’s Executive Orders, a 1,374-page-thick brick of a paperback, which could itself easily prove terminal, if dropped onto your head from a ground-floor window, or in a more unlikely case of being read to the end.
The second leg of the flight was not that different from the first one. Same juice, chips and stale rolls with an unidentifiable (probably classified) filling were served—sorry, ‘distributed’—by a different, yet equally unsmiling, cabin crew. Same peremptory announcements forbidding any movement around the cabin during meal times were made at regular intervals. Same choice of four old videos camouflaged as ‘flight entertainment’ was offered. It was hard to believe that the cost of an average ticket to the Falklands was almost twice as high as that of a Qantas flight from London to Melbourne.
‘Didn’t you know that in their flight documents, the military refer to civilian passengers as SLF—self-loading freight?’ the facetious Falkland Islands official who met me at Mount Pleasant said as we were waiting for my luggage to arrive.
‘You must be joking,’ I wanted to say, but choked on my words as I looked at the moving conveyer and spotted my long-awaited weather-beaten backpack. The word ‘Civilian’ was printed in large letters on a cardboard tag, tied to its handle.
At RAF Mount Pleasant, the Falkland Islands’ ‘international airport’, the passengers of our Ministry of Defence flight RR3200 were welcomed by blazing summer sunlight and two unemotional bomb-disposal experts, a Sergeant and a Corporal. In the arrivals lounge, they showed us the dummies of Argentine land-mines, the sad relics of the 1982 conflict, of which 26,000 still sit unexploded in the Falklands’ scarred terrain, and warned that venturing onto a minefield constituted an offence punishable by a thousand pound fine.
I thought that to collect this fine, they would have to collect and put back together all one thousand pieces of the trespasser first.
The minefields, clearly marked with ‘Danger: Mines’ and ‘Slow: Minefield’ signs, lay on both sides of the road to Stanley, the Islands’ tiny capital of two thousand people. In the many years since the conflict the locals have learnt to live with the mines. On the island of West Falkland, I saw a golf course next to a minefield, and one of the houses in Stanley is adorned with a mock skull-and-crossbones sign: ‘Danger: Karl’.
Despite, or maybe because of, the minefields surrounding it, there was an immediate charm about Stanley, with its multi-coloured roofs, its quiet streets running down the hill towards the harbour, its several little pubs, where some ancient ABBA hits were still played and all conversation stopped the moment you walked in.
Complete strangers said ‘Good morning!’ to you in the streets, and soon you started greeting them too. If you forgot about the newly opened Internet Café, this was what a typical British village of yesteryear must have been like. Only this wayward ‘village’ had split from its motherland and ended up eight thousand miles away, near the South Pole.
The smallest capital city in the world, Stanley had a life of its own. Shortly before my arrival, the Islands’ first zebra crossing appeared in Ross Road—Stanley’s main street, outside the Post Office. Penguin News, a lively local newsletter, wrote that: ‘police are now looking at ways to educate the public in how to use it.’
The residents of Stanley might be still unsure of how to cross the roads, but they did love driving their Land Rovers. Or, maybe, they simply did not like walking. I was constantly offered lifts from Upland Goose Hotel opposite the Post Office, where I stayed, to Malvina House Hotel opposite the Post Office, where I went for lunches and dinners, despite the fact that the hotels were no more than a hundred metres apart.
This puzzling reluctance to walk might lie behind a sudden proliferation of taxis in Stanley, where several years earlier the only cab had been the Governor’s car, which doubled as a taxi when His Excellency was away or asleep in his stately residence.
Taxis and cars as well as houses were routinely left unlocked in Stanley. ‘Familiarity makes crime difficult,’ Ken Greenland, the Falkland Islands’ police chief, told me in his headquarters, opposite the Post Office. Murder is practically unknown here. When the corpses of two Chinese fishermen were fished out of the sea in the Falklands’ territorial waters, several months before my arrival, a forensic pathologist had to be flown in from London.
The local Community School was the pride of Stanley, and its oblong modernistic building on top of a hill opposite the post office was the loudest architectural statement in town. Its state of the art classrooms and laboratories were among the best I had ever seen. But the school’s main assets were its 150 pupils—all neat, polite and well behaved. Probably because there were few distractions for them in the Falklands.
‘Kids are such a joy here: out of 150, I haven’t met a single nasty one. They are such a pleasure to teach,’ one of the teachers confided in me.
By 9 p.m. Stanley goes dead. At this time, it is nice to walk along its deserted sea-front, under strange unknown stars, breathing in the amazingly clean and crisp air, listening to splashes of water in the bay and to the gentle rustling of the fern and Diddle-Dee—an indigenous plant similar to heather. During one such walk, when I was ready to believe that I was in Zurbagan, a fictitious town of poets and seafarers created by Russian romantic writer Alexander Grin, I suddenly heard the theme tune of ‘The Archers’ from a house nearby.
After a couple of days in Stanley, I set out to explore the Camp. A derivative of the Spanish word ‘Campo’ meaning ‘countryside’, the Camp denoted ‘everything outside Stanley’. Its area, 4,700 square miles, was roughly equal to that of Northern Ireland. These vast expanses of windswept and treeless land, comprising hundreds of big and small islands, were populated by 800,000 sheep and less than two hundred people. With the near absence of roads, the only effective means of communication between the settlements was a small fleet of miniature Islander aircraft, whose pilots also acted as couriers carrying food, letters, money and gossip from one settlement to another.
The Islander that took me from Stanley to Port Howard was also carrying beer, ice-cream, burger-buns and a teenage schoolgirl travelling to her settlement for the holidays. Embarrassingly, not only my backpack, but also its owner, had to be weighed up before boarding, and naturally I had to pay for the excess baggage, which was myself, no doubt. I suddenly felt indeed like ‘a self-loading cargo’, probably even ballast.
Our four-seater was hovering low above the ground, narrowly avoiding hilltops and sharp toothbrush-like rocks. I was rummaging through my pockets in search of air-sickness pills and looking down at the barren brownish plain, only occasionally dissected with dirt tracks. Wherever there was a hut, it meant settlement.
The pilot would then pull the joystick towards his chest, as if trying to bear-hug it, and the Islander would promptly land on a bumpy turf-covered airstrip to be met by two locals in a dusty Land Rover, to which a cart with regulation fire-extinguisher would be dutifully and rather unnecessarily attached. The Islanders were safe, and the only recorded accident happened several years ago, when the plane’s chassis got stuck in a penguin burrow on an airstrip during a take-off. Luckily, the penguin was not at home.
‘Port Howard is pretty large,’ I was told in Stanley.
What can I say? Einstein was right: everything is relative. In the Camp, where most settlements have a population of between two and ten, Port Howard, which numbered over thirty and boasted a store, a school with three pupils and even a tiny War Museum, could be regarded as a huge metropolis and a cultural centre, on a par with Birmingham in Britain, perhaps.
My host was Robin Lee, a farmer and a fifth-generation Falklander, whose great grandfather came to the Islands as a shepherd in the 1870s. His farm had an area of 200,000 acres—enough to accommodate several European mini-states.
Well-mannered and softly spoken, Robin toiled non-stop from morning till night. His farm’s main produce was wool, but with world wool prices going down, he was desperate to expand and to diversify his sphere of activities. He also helped his partner Hattie, a sophisticated cook from Cumbria, to run the Lodge—a warm and cosy B&B, with by far the best food in the Falklands.
‘The most unpopular person here is the one who is not prepared to help others,’ he said from behind the wheel of his Land Rover at the start of our quick—only half-a-day-long—drive around his farm.
To illustrate his point, he showed me an abandoned hut that used to belong to Mrs McCuskie, who lived there on her own in the 1980s. Coincidentally, it was straight above her house—the only dwelling for miles around—that the antediluvian telephone wires used to—literally—cross, and Mrs McCuskie volunteered to act as a telephone exchange operator, answering phone calls at any hour of the day and night and putting the callers through to their destinations. Only God knows how many lives she helped to save, and how many problems solve. Mrs McCuskie had been dead for several years, and with the Cable & Wireless now operating in the Falklands, people could communicate without intermediaries, but the selfless lady was still fondly remembered in the Islands, and the bay of the Charters River, where Robin and I went fishing, was named after her.
And what wonderful fishing it was! Having hardly learnt to cast, I was able to catch five large spangled sea trout within just forty minutes. The fish could not wait to swallow my Silver Toby spoon-bait.
‘Time you spend fishing is not included in your life span,’ Chekhov once wrote. Indeed . . .
On the way back to the lodge, Robin showed me the wreck of an Argentine Mirage plane, with the paint on its twisted fuselage still untainted—a reminder of how relatively recent the Conflict was. A small crater nearby was filled with rainwater, and two silvery Steamer ducks were floating happily on the surface of this man-made mini-pond—a triumph of Nature’s common sense over the cruel irrationality of war.
Having spent some time on Sea Lion Island, I started having difficulty with the term ‘wildlife’. The abundance of birds and animals on this tiny—five miles long and one-and-a-half miles wide—islet was such that after a while you start perceiving them as the main—indeed only—legitimate form of life, and a handful of visiting humans as a superfluous and largely unnecessary link in the chain of evolution.
It was our hectic life in overcrowded smoky cities that suddenly seemed wild to me.
Wandering on my own along the beaches, I did not feel alone for a second, for I was rubbing shoulders with thousands of red-nosed Gentoo penguins, walking to and fro past me in their black-and white business outfits like leisurely lunchtime shoppers in Oxford Street, bumping into each other and into myself and moving on without apologies. They were demonstratively ignoring me, and I was ignoring them until I inadvertently stepped into a puddle of their droppings—the stinkiest stuff I have ever come across, let alone stepped in. It took me a good half-hour of rubbing my trainers with ‘Travelwash’ back at Sea Lion Lodge to get rid of the all-permeating stench.
And the elephant seals—those huge (up to four tons each) tubs of fat with smallish, by comparison, feline faces—lying supine on the sand and snoring like drunken octogenarians in a nursing home. They were all males—enjoying themselves while the females (each male had up to 120 in his harem) were busy procuring food and bringing up pups. What a life!
The seals did seem clumsy, lethargic and too heavy to move—a cross between a garden slug and a cow.
One feels tempted to pat a seal on his oily belly or even to carve some graffiti on his uncomplaining back. But this impression is deceiving. The seals can be extremely agile, when in danger or hurt. Some time ago, a man from Stanley stumbled accidentally across one and had a buttock bitten off as a result. I heard he had problems maintaining his balance when sitting ever since.
While on Sea Lion Island, I seriously wished I were a birdwatcher. But even the absence of a spyglass, a silly Panama hat and other essential birdwatcher’s equipment could not stop me from actually watching all these Rock Cormorants, Black-Necked Swans, Red-Beaked Oystercatchers, Striated Caracaras, Turkey Vultures, whom I came to call Cookie Monsters—they did look pretty monstrous: the head of a turkey and the body of an eagle—their names alone could make any aspiring British birdwatcher cringe. As for a spyglass, one actually didn’t need it, for most of the birds were totally unafraid of humans and were easily approachable. I got quite used to tiny black Tussock birds pecking matter-of-factly at my shoes.
But the bird that I truly fell in love with was the famous Upland Goose. There are only about three hundred of them left in South America, but in the Falklands they are still present in their thousands. You can see them everywhere: crossing the main street in Stanley, mingling with sheep in the Camp, or bravely waddling across a minefield.
The thing that attracted me in these birds was not just their natural grace and beauty—they have long necks, shapely bodies and lovely striped feathers—but their devotion to their families. Upland Geese mate for life and always walk and fly either in couples, or in extended families of four or five. They are very protective of each other, and males always hurry to the rescue of their partners when the latter are in danger—what a difference to the blatant male chauvinism of elephant seals (and of some of the humans)!
I couldn’t help admiring these wonderful birds and thinking that by creating them Nature was trying to teach us humans a lesson.
In the Falklands’ Government Archives in Stanley, I was shown a bulky folder of hand-written dispatches to London from Richard Moody, the Islands’ first British Governor. In Dispatch 13 of 1842, he writes: ‘The settlers best adapted to colonise these Islands would be from among the industrious population of the Orkneys and the Shetlands, accustomed to a hardy life and as much seamen as landmen . . .’
This observation stood true over a century-and-half later: the Falklanders remained a special breed. Torn away from their historic motherland, they were tirelessly clinging to their roots, defying the notorious ‘tyranny of distance’. They were flexible, hard-working, extremely adaptable and always happy to help each other.
Just like in the days of Governor Moody, when people in isolated settlements did not see any fellow humans for months on end, they still greeted their guests with a substantial ‘smoko’—tea with mountains of homemade cookies. Just like in the past, they were always happy to provide shelter for their fellow outcasts from all over the world—that was probably why I felt almost at home in the Falklands.
And the country itself has the hardy, resilient character of its first settlers: in a matter of years, despite the war and the continuing intimidation, it had travelled a long way—from a semi-forgotten impoverished outpost of the dwindling British Empire to a prosperous and self-sufficient state, with one of the world’s highest gross domestic products.
Interestingly, among 250 or so ‘land-based’ visitors coming to the Islands each year there were a number of escapists. Travelling in the Camp, I came across recent divorcees, who had come to the Islands ‘to recover’; the bereaved, grieving over the loss of a loved one; and simply dreamers fleeing the suffocating reality of modern Europe and America.
Remember Oscar Wilde: ‘Society can forgive a murderer, but never a dreamer’?
The Falklands forgive dreamers. This distant country, whose soil is stuffed with unexploded landmines, gives them a warm welcome, a hearty smoko and coveted peace of mind.
Is it because, in their heart of hearts, the hardy Falklanders are themselves all dreamers?
One has to be one to be playing golf next to a minefield.
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