Part 2

CHASING SUMMER

(Around the World in 90 Days)
THAILAND

Day 1 (10 Nov. ’98)

BANGKOK

POLLUTED

SLEAZY

RELIGIOUS

CORRUPT

& CHEAP

…you have to go!

After a dramatic and traumatic week, I stepped off the plane that had been my world for the last 10 hours, headlong into a strange, scary place so far away from my normality. Bangkok. I had no idea what to expect; I didn’t know where I would stay or what I would do. I grabbed some leaflets from the airport tourist service stall and got on a bus to the city centre.


My first impression of Bangkok was something like; “Oh shit. What have I got myself in for?” The city looked everlasting, and every single building looked like it was abandoned 20 years ago. Another thing that struck me and made me even more nervous was the total lack of signs in English. None of the signs were translated from Thai, which has its own alphabet, and the select few locals who spoke any English had a very strong accent.


An hour later the bus stopped and let everyone off. I stood there looking very lost, trying to ask some of the other tourists where they were staying. I decided to go to the Bangkok International Youth Hostel, because it’s part of the YHA organisation of which I’m a member. Good choice. I was a haven. English speaking staff, quite a few equally lost Westerners, food you could trust, toilets that didn’t smell (though there was never any toilet paper).


By the way, the ride from the bus stop to the hostel was interesting. I caught a tuk-tuk; a kind of open-air Reliant Robin on steroids. They look about as safe as an ejector seat in a helicopter, especially the way the driver weaves in between the traffic with no aversion to going through red lights, or even driving up the wrong side of the road into oncoming traffic. The tuk-tuks were to be our main form of transport for the next 3 days.


At the youth hostel I met Steve from Ashtead, who arrived in Thailand a few hours before me after having spent 4 months in Australia. We stuck together and discovered Bangkok together.


I had arrived at 6:30am, and by the time we left the hostel it must have been about 10am. Having asked at reception where the best place for first-timers to start was, we took a bus to the Grand Palace. At this point we began to realise how cheap everything was. The are about 60 baht to the pound. The bus trip cost 3½ baht for as far as we wanted to go. Accommodation was 90B a night. Meals rarely exceeded 100B, with the main dish usually costing around 45B. You could get a big bottle of Carlsberg for 35B or a coke for 10B. Of course, because everything was so cheap, we ended up spending loads. Everything had to be bargained of course. Sometimes the price dropped to a sixth of the first quote.


The Grand Palace was spectacular. In the middle of such poverty stood some acres of building, still being added to after two centuries – very varied architecture all devoted to excess, to respect and promote Buddha, the various King Ramas and Thailand itself. The omnipresent cheesy, gaudy glitter theme put the whole thing in constant motion, playing with the light, and gave the impression of incredible detail. In the centre, the Emerald Buddha was housed. A sculpture made of a big chunk of jade, the cynosure of a very religiously devoted room. We had to take our shoes off to visit it, and we were not allowed to point our feet at it.


After that we wandered around like lost souls looking for a place to eat, and we ended up being almost forced into going on a boat tour around the canals on the west side of the big Chao Phraya river. The poverty in this Venice gone wrong was alarming. We passed many shanty ‘houses’, interspersed with the occasional grand temple. People were bathing in the rancid water and small children were playing or working when they should have been at school.


In the end, we ate at a small restaurant near the Grand Palace (called Wat Phra Keo in Thai, wat meaning temple). The food looked very suspect, but surprisingly, we never got sick. There were many locals eating there too, which is always a good sign.


Next we went to Dusit Zoo near the hostel. I was falling asleep (having been awake for 2 days), so the fact that the animals were being held in cruel dirty small cages didn’t really affect me.


I forgot to mention the pollution. Especially by the road, you could taste the smog; and it remained on your clothes and in your mouth for ages. It was very bad when it got hot.

Day 2

We went to Vinmanek museum (Rama V’s old residence), which was our culture fix for the day, then we got on bus 53 to Chinatown. After a long journey and getting very lost (we were lost most of the time in Thailand), we found Wat Tramit, the temple of the Golden Buddha. By it stood a 3 metre high statue of Buddha apparently set in 5½ tons of 80% gold.


We ate at a relatively pricey place with no other customers – we wondered about the dogs walking by the restaurant without tails.


We were just getting fed up with being constantly misinformed and lost as we stood outside the National Museum after having spent so long looking for it that we had no time left to visit it, when a fluent English speaking Thai accosted us at random. Our first reaction was paranoia – he wants something, just like everyone else – but he gave us some helpful advice and an interesting chat. It’s an unusual experience for a Westerner to realise he’s the ethnic and cultural minority for once.


Relieved by the honesty, we went to a small temple not mentioned on any maps or leaflets, under the kind Thai’s instructions, and were treated to the sight of some young Thais training at Thai boxing. A vicious sport; it looked much like the computer game Street Fighter. Their body was their weapon, and anything goes except headbutting. We could hardly imagine what the sport must look like when it’s done for real: blood, broken bones and all.


The other thing the helpful Thai told us about was his favourite sex shows and whore houses (‘go-go bars’) he goes to visit when he’s bored with his wife, which is apparently acceptable practice in Thailand. “I know a girl, very healthy, you only need one condom…”


And so it was that we found a secret corner of Bangkok full of sleazy bars and brothels. This is the dark side of mankind, but instead of hiding away it was being flaunted. The sights we saw surprised us in their total depravity; it’s easy to lose some hope in the human race.


But the dancers had nice arses, so we stayed.


We witnessed such atrocities as a girl performing on stage by putting a string of razor blades up her cunt after cutting paper with them to show they were sharp, and party poppers that she could pop upon removal by skilfully tensing her vaginal muscles. Maybe ten girls at a time danced nearly naked or naked right in front of our noses while the rest wandered around flirting with the exploitative Western white trash (like us). Each of the girls, including the drinks servers, had number tags, and on the drinks menu was an option saying: Bar Fine = 500. That’s the cost of being able to pick any girl in the room for a night of “me love you long time”.


Some inquiries resulted in the discovery that the girls charged about 1000-2000B for their bodies. The plight of the Thai prostitutes is a sad one. We interviewed one called Ui, who spoke better English than most. She didn’t like being a ‘dancer’.


We made sure to watch each beer being opened to ensure that they weren’t being drugged, as is apparently wont to happen.


At 2am the bars closed. The police came round to make sure they were closing, and most of them stayed behind. We got a tuk-tuk back to the hostel and thought about the seedy part of society we had seen, but couldn’t believe existed.


Hell, it was fun being lowlifes for an evening!

Day 3

I wanted to visit the National Museum, so I left Steve behind and hailed a passing taxi. As usual, the driver brought me to the wrong place so I decided that rather than stressing myself out looking for it, I’d go to the National Art Gallery instead. There were a couple of good pieces, but Thai art seems to be in need of some attention. The museum was only about 5 rooms.


Next Steve and I got on a random bus to see where it would take us. After at least ½ an hour we got out at the Siam Shopping Mall (which is about 10 minutes from where we started). It was a 100% tourist-free zone, so a real taste of urban Thai culture. We window-shopped for a while and I bought a 350B machete as a souvenir.


After that we were going to a Thai boxing match, but our plans went very wrong so we decided to go to the infamous Patphong road instead. Twice we told touts to take us to Patpong and they took us to some random place they get commission from instead, so we got lost as usual – but with cunning use of the hideously inaccurate map, we found it.


Very commercial, very sleazy, very touristy. We left to try and find the bar we were at last night, but we had little idea where it was and we ended up at a random go-go bar (they’re everywhere in the, aptly named, Bangkok). There, we were offered a person to own for 72 hours, for 5200B. We refused. After some thought (she was a cute whore)...

Day 4

We had to get out of Bangkok. We spent the whole day looking for another youth hostel by the beach for which we had the address, but we ended up sleeping in a ‘roach-infested hotel in the next city, Rayong. Tourist-free: we didn’t see a white person that day. But that’s because it was shit.

Day 5

We went to an island called Ko Samed to find a nice beach resort. Paradise beach was far from paradise (a random French guy called Bernard told us to go there). We stayed there anyway, not daring to swim in the oily water. There’s a film on at 8:30 with Eddie Murphy. A chance to forget we’re in Thailand!

Day 6

Scary day, because everything went right! Relaxed, still having fun. This has been a fantastic adventure so far. We explored the island a bit before we left and found some much nicer (and more touristy) beaches, but we resisted the temptation to stay in order to leave enough time to see Ayutthaya. In the afternoon we went back to Bangkok (long journey). We spent a few hours in a go-go bar chatting to a pair of prossies, and then we went back to the youth hostel.


The prostitutes’ names were Wee and Lat. This is the information we managed to dredge out of them: Wee has 2 younger brothers, one of whom lives at home, the other in Bangkok. She misses her mother who lives in a town outside of Bangkok, but is afraid to visit her because she usually demands money from Wee, who earns the most in the family (5000-20,000B a month as a drinks server and prostitute at Tilac, Black & White and Country something bars, all owned by the same guy).


Lat has two kids aged 1 and 3. She’s 23. Wee’s 22. Wee is indifferent toward Westerners, but I don’t know if she differentiates between tourists and customers. She is educated. She intends to keep working at the bar, and sees nothing else in the future; she is uncertain. She’s worked there for 2 years. Lat offered herself to Steve for 2000B for 48 hours.


Wee’s best ‘professional’ experience was having an Australian pay her 10,000B for a few days in a classy hotel, and all she had to do was sleep with him each night. *

Day 7

Ayutthaya! Siam’s old capital – full of grand old ruins that look almost Aztec. We took a tour around some of the temples – loads of HUGE Buddhas (biggest one in Wat Panan Choeng) and monks in orange robes.


The sun set, we found a great place to eat, we chatted and had an early night.

* This poem sums up what happened between days 6 and 7 (we said our names were Jack and Jill (I’m Jill); they didn’t know any better!):

THAILAND WHORE

Jack and Jill went up the hill

     To fetch a Thailand whore

The go-go bars were not too far

     You wouldn’t believe what they saw

Dusky maidens, razor blades

     It left them with a trau-ma

But Jack was quick when one felt his dick

     He knew he wanted more

Jill, the bitch, said, “Scratch your itch

     And get a fucking whore”

The meat was nice and cheaply priced

     A captivating lure

So they agreed, though it was seedy

     A prossie each to gore

Jack and Jill both paid the bill

     And led them through the door

Jill and Jack then took them back

     To their hotel room floor

But Jack abstained, for he complained

     His girlfriend would be sore

Jill too stayed chaste; they couldn’t face

     To break the fucking law

They had a talk, the hookers walked

     Then Jack and Jill got bored

“I’m bored,” said Jack, “so let’s go back

     To fetch another whore!”

True! (Except for the last 3 lines)

Day 8

Huge sleep-in, lazy morning, then we went to a very well presented museum (the Study Centre) detailing Ayutthaya’s history. We later asked for a tour from this old guy, and he got out a bicycle with a back seat! The poor guy really struggled to carry both of us around – it was kind of embarrassing. We cut the tour short!

We went to the predecessor of Bangkok’s Grand Palace. It was evocative of the ruins of a lost city. Beautiful! Then we ate, and now we’re going to sleep. A very relaxed day!

Day 9

Another unusual ‘everything’s going right even though 100 things can go wrong’ day! Relaxed morning, then I said goodbye to Steve (he’ll go further north, eventually into Laos and Vietnam or Myanmar), and took the bus back to Bangkok. Against all odds, I actually managed to make a brief visit to the National Museum and go to see a couple of hours of Thai boxing – AND STILL be in time to catch a bus to the airport: which instead of costing the expected 70B, cost only 3½B (because it wasn’t direct or air-conditioned – doesn’t matter when my plane leaves next morning and the sun’s down)!


So now I’m at the airport. For 8 more hours until my plane leaves. Then a day in Brisbane, then CAIRNS!

CAIRNS, AUSTRALIA

Day 10 (20 Nov. ’98)

Saw a good film on the plane: ‘Out of Sight’. Got to Brisbane, slept in the airport, woke up just in time to catch the plane to Cairns. Everyone is so helpful in Australia – what a nice change…

Day 11

Arrived in Cairns – the Traveller’s Oasis guesthouse is great! It’s like a couple of houses stuck together, with a pool, really friendly and helpful staff – and every other guest is doing the same thing as me: travelling around the world – except they’re all doing it for longer. We compared notes about Southeast Asia, and I got some tips for India.


Had a great, relaxing day reading, then stayed up till 1am doing riddles with some of the others.

Day 12

Slept in until 12:30pm, studied for Divemaster course, went to see ‘Saving Private Ryan’ with Carolee and two German guys. A shocking, brilliant, harrowing, gory film! World War II is so sad.

Day 13

Got up early for DM course. Pretty intensive! But not as hard as I thought. I can do this! Lots of theory today with instructor Paul and fellow student Isaac (a local), and some swim tests and underwater exercises. Tomorrow I’ll supervise the first day of an Open Water course (without Paul or Isaac, they’re doing other stuff), and the day after I’ll be assessed on my skill demonstrations for the second Open Water course day!


Then went for a quick dive medical and got back in time for a healthy McDonald’s dinner with Slovakian Gabriel (who talks to the geckos), who gave me some travelling tips for Singapore and Malaysia (he’d just been – also to Thailand – there are so many people doing this! I keep finding new places to go).


By the way, I got a ‘free’ Pro-Dive T-shirt and name badge!

Day 14

Met Birgit, a nice Aussie instructor, and the 10 Open Water students I’ll be supervising for the next couple of days. Basically spent the day reviewing the Open Water course content and watching B teach it. Afterwards, I went to a pub/club called the Woolshed with Gabriel and had a jug (2½ pints) of beer. Danced to some cool music.

Day 15

This time I was doing a lot of demonstrating and individual supervision: watching and helping slower students so Birgit could get on with teaching. I was more confident today and the students were more social. We went out to lunch together. Birgit was very happy with my performance and gave me good marks.


After the course day I went to a lecture called ‘Reef Teach’ about the Great Barrier Reef, environment and marine life – loads of great info presented by a highly qualified, hyperactive Irish guy called Paddy (complete with “to be sure, to be sure”). He jumped around like a fish out of water!


Then I saw ‘Lock, Stock & Two Smoking Barrels’ with Gabriel, who goes to Sydney the day after tomorrow, and Irish Carolee, who goes on a 3 day boat trip tomorrow. Very funny film, very complicated, but ultimately satisfying plot!

Day 16

Slept in a bit (oops), rushed to course. Another theory day with exhausting (but successful) swim tests. They call Burger King ‘Hungry Jack’s’ here. Got back to the Oasis early – have to revise for the first exams tomorrow.

Day 17

I’m up at 11pm with Carolee and the veiny German guy Hannes talking about a couples being caught having sex while scuba diving on their Open Water course (which they came back from today).


Had a different instructor at Pro-Dive today: Murray. He’s cool – funny guy. I did a few exams (more than I had to, to get them over with).

Day 18

Good day; did all of the remaining exams – way in advance! Did OK at my evaluation. So far I’ve got 49 (no, that’s wrong…), 53, 54, 53 for my 4 assessed days, so showing definite signs of improvement?! The ‘pass’ mark is 45.


Went to see ‘A Perfect Murder’ – not the film I thought it was, anyway nice plot (I think it’s stolen from another film though) – when will Gwyneth Paltrow be in a GOOD, cliché-free film? …I take that back – ‘Sliding Doors’ was superb.


Early start tomorrow (bus leaves at 6:10am) for the first 3 day boat trip with Murray and the remaining Open Water students! (
Day 19

Got up at 6:05am. Was out and ready for the bus at 6:10am.


Bought myself an AquaPac underwater slate from the Pro-Dive shop before we boarded their 6-month-old A$1.5 million boat ScubaPro. Nice! Was shown how to work everything on the boat like radios, compressor, emergency equipment, etc. and joined in with Murray and Phil, Mike (nervous English guy), Joy, Catherine (weird Swiss girl), Bernard (tall!), Cedric (gay?), Magnus (wide-eyed Swiss) and Marika (his girlfriend) for their Open Water training dives. Luxury boat! Good food thanks to Dixie too. Crazy Breen Delfino was the DM. What a name!

Day 20 (30 Nov. ’98)

6am start! Early dive, then breakfast… we came to the site I have to map as part of the DM course – very difficult! I think I’ll cheat. The Open Water course people got certified, I took a couple of them on a haphazard guided dive.

I finished the Iain M. Banks book ‘Inversions’ – what a dramatic, unpredictable, strange ending! Wow.

Surface supervised the night dive.

Day 21

1st of December! Early start again – thank goodness tomorrow is my day off. Some great dives, took a camera down on the last dive.


Came back, got my underwater photos developed and took then to the Cock & Bull to meet all the divers again. Murray didn’t turn up to the party, but it was fun anyway. Some of us went to the Woolshed afterwards. They’re still playing the same songs every night! Had a dance, played some pool, left, slept.

Day 22

My day off from the course! Slept in till noon. It rained like the Red Sea had finished parting, so I stayed in and ate a lot, and read ‘Interstellar Pig’ from cover to cover. I was just going to bed, when this random English dude started talking to me about room-sized manta rays, spiders attacking cars and unfeasible shark attacks on boats, complete with a torso-vomiting, ship-sinking, rogue tiger shark and some unlikely hammerhead behaviour. I think that he is delusional.

Day 23

Class session with Birgit again (yay!) and 11 new Open Water students: a really crazy bunch. A new instructor as well: Dean. I can’t find Keith’s book – ‘Inversions’ – I hope I haven’t lost it. It’s a fantastic book.


I watched ‘Holy Man’ today – an inspirational film, if a little corny. It was funny too. I wonder how much I’ve spent at cinemas now? OK, now more films this month unless there’s some unmissable Christmas blockbuster (pathetic excuse). I love the idea of going on a possessionless journey, just walking during the day and sleeping anywhere at night. And writing everything down. But you’d freeze, starve, get mobbed or all three – what a stupid world this is.

Day 24
Full moon, clear night. It’s Néf’s birthday. I hope she likes her present. I hope she likes everything I’ve given to her – I’ve given her a lot of myself since we met to years ago. Not materially!


The course was pretty slow and boring today ‘cause I fulfilled all the requirements and did all the exams and stuff ages ago. I hardly have anything left to do on the boat trip either – it’ll basically be just a pleasure cruise – wahey!


Was contemplating today what to put on my CHARLES SUNDT – PADI DIVEMASTER #611667 stamp. Oh, joy, I’m going to be a DM! (
P.S. I found ‘Inversions’ – actually I never really lost it, just ‘put it in a safe place’. Doh!
Day 25

Woke up at 5am to call Néf and wish her a happy birthday (7pm her time). She wasn’t there, so I left a message. Watched the sunrise – not great because it came up behind some mountains. Called home too.


The Pro-Dive bus came before 6am and took us to the boat. Kalinda this time: older, smaller, more character! Managed to fit in 4 dives, leaving just 1 dive until I’ve fulfilled all the requirements for becoming a Divemaster!


Birgit’s group is: Tom & Jon (gay? Very extrovert!), Matt (ginger), Mike (weird guy with Neanderthal facial features) and me; and Dean’s is: Bjørg & Ane (lesbian?), Eveline & Q (laughs at everything), Blair and Gabriel.


I read ‘Longitude’.

Day 26

4 dives. Finished DM course!!! Yay! Just paperwork now…


Bought myself a Pro-Dive cap because it was dead cheap. I borrowed the underwater camera for free today too, thanks to Birgit. Things got a bit lewd towards the end of the day – mainly thanks to Tom & Jon. At one point, Tom attached a Cyalume light stick to his penis with a rubber band, and flashed the room during a night dive briefing.

Day 27

I’m fed up of filling tanks when everyone else is eating!

2nd dive today with Matt, we saw a pair of beautifully graceful white-tip reef sharks about 2m long. Wow! Very brilliant coral – breathtaking!

After the boat came back into port, we met up at the Cock & Bull. It was great fun! We ate loads (the portions are huge), and chatted and joked. I talked with Eveline for ages. Then Tom & Jon arrived – typically late, making an entrance – and the photo competition began… soon all civility went out the window! It was supposed to be an underwater photo competition, but either Tom or Jon entered a picture of themselves with one of the ‘Neighbours’ cast. My photo of a clam won, but I gave the prize to 2nd place (because I already have a Pro-Dive T-shirt). Which means I got 2nd place. Rewarded with a ‘Flaming Lamborghini’. 3 evil drink mixes (brandy, whiskey, Kalua, tequila all in there I think – and maybe more), the last one topped with a raw egg. The first was lit and I was timed to see how long it would take me to down the first two with a straw, then gulp the last one with my hands behind my back. I did very well and even finished off with a few sips of beer! Lots of cheering and congratulations (for being a new DM!). It took about ½ an hour to kick in. Then I was so drunk!

At one point someone bought a round of tequilas and someone decided to do ‘body shots’. Chrissie, the Kalinda cook, was volunteered to lie on the table with a piece of lemon in her mouth. Being the newly qualified DM, I was handed the tequila glass. The salt was placed on her innermost inner thigh…

Lick, sip, suck.

Inevitably, this meant it was my turn… I was manhandled onto the table and a piece of lemon was put into my mouth. Salt was gingerly applied to my leg against my will. Why not surrender to the body shot? Because I had a feeling I knew who’d be holding the tequila glass. I closed my eyes, and Tom mounted the table…

Lick, sip, lick, suck, yuk!

A good laugh! We ended up in the Woolshed of course, but I couldn’t stay because I was really losing my sea legs…

Day 28

Slept in, felt terrible until about 2pm: big hangover. A lazy day – I started reading ‘Strange Highways’. Booked myself a tour tomorrow. My laundry bag was taken! Boo! My favourite shirts – gone (. The SunSea Dive Team shirt, Yikes Deep Water Clothing, You Are What You Are… Guess New York, oh no! Not Bungee Jumping Las Vegas! LOST! I’m still vaguely hoping it’ll turn up. Who’d take a bag of old clothes?


Must remember to call Clare tomorrow.

Day 29

Went for an ‘On The Wallaby’ tour of the Tablelands. It kicked off with a swim in a reasonably warm river with a wicked rope swing. I tried to do some backflips, but landed without grace.


After that we went to the idyllic Milaa Milaa falls in the heart of the rainforest. Floating just out of reach of the spray and looking up at the cascading ribbons of water was stunning; then swimming under the fall itself was breathtaking. Literally. There was a wind like a hundred fans carrying clouds of water, making it hard to breathe. On top of that, it was chillingly cold – exaggerated by the exhilarating wind – and once the wall of sound and water was beating on me, it enveloped every sense.


I came out prickling from my thorough massage and shaking from a cold that reached my core – laughing out loud with joy! A bit disoriented, even.


I forgot to mention the 500-year-old ‘Cathedral’ strangling fig tree we saw. It was huge, and certainly inspired awe that deserved it its name. It even appeared to have buttresses – it was a twisted, immense, viney, rooty, grand thing.


We went for some rainforest walks, spotting some ‘dragon lizards’, we saw a huge waterfall called Zillie, we looked for an elusive platypus at Theresa Creek, went for another invigorating swim at picturesque Ellinjaa waterfall, and our eagle-eyed guide spotted a rare tree-climbing kangaroo looking at us from the canopy of a distant tree.


Our guide, Gabriel, seemed to really enjoy giving the tour. He had so many dodgy jokes up his sleeve: at one point he was giving a blowjob to a stuffed toy platypus to illustrate one of his jokes – I should have taken a picture!


A rewarding day, and now I feel like I’ve seen at least some of Cairns’ beauty.

Day 30 (10 Dec. ’98)

Finished reading ‘Strange Highways’, ate, slept.

SYDNEY

Day 31

Flew to Sydney! Didn’t watch ‘The Avengers’ on the plane because it looked crap. Started reading ‘Long Walk to Freedom’ instead. More like ‘Long Way to Epilogue’ – it’s huge!


Met Clare in the city and she took me to her home in Killarney Heights. Sydney’s like England with the bad bits stripped out! There are so many bits of England around in the names, the people, the customs… But with the laid back Aussie attitude and the intense sun! Met the family cat Mousetrap and fixed their CD player by turning it upside-down and shaking it.

Day 32

Saturday – Clare took me to the beach and we tried to surf. Great fun, but I can’t stand on the board to save my life! Excellent waves. Went on a mini tour of Sydney. Something magical about it. Very inspirational with the shimmering opera house, the billion sails in the harbour, the ominous quarantine station, the big young soul of a city.

In the evening we went to bring some things to Caroline (kid 2), at a huge, terribly impressive colonial house complete with grand painting and a wall to wall to wall library of vintage books. It was the epitome of order and courtesy – but there were 30 kids there for an end-of-school-year celebration (in December! It’s summer!). And the logistics of the party were hopeless – total chaos – in such an orderly surrounding!


Met Caroline, very pretty 14-year-old, who was a bit stunned to discover she had a random cousin visiting.

Day 33

Went to meet Clare’s current boyfriend Mark, went SCUBA DIVING in Botany Bay. My first chance to play role of DM (they’re both beginners – in fact Clare was afraid of the water for most of her life, but she was the more confident of the two! That’s progress). A little colder than Cairns, and no coral, but great all the same! Had a BBQ lunch after 2 dives.


Then went to Mark’s apartment to chat. Listened to music, watched a documentary about him and a load of Ferraris in New Zealand. He’s pretty rich, I think. A cool guy though (.


Came back and MET FINN for the first time ever. He’s really sweet. 9 years old, smiley, scrawny, buck-toothed, blond haired, cute little guy. Showed him some magic tricks before he went to bed. I’m babysitting for him for a few hours tomorrow – I look forward to it!

Day 34

Lazy day, played around on Finn’s old PC. When Finn came back from school, I looked after him. He likes me, but he needed constant attention! We had a little water fight in which I almost got angry with him (he was hitting me in jest). We played with paper aeroplanes too, and tried to ‘cook’ supper. He didn’t want to go to bed!

Day 35

Another lazy day. I should really get off my butt and do something; I’m in Sydney for Chrissake! I recorded some songs from their CD collection on to a cassette for myself. In the evening, went to meet HUGH at a friend’s of theirs (Grubs!). We had a good supper, but I didn’t talk much with Hugh.

Day 36
Eventually gathered the energy to bus into Sydney and wander around the malls and the spectacular Opera House. I must check out the art museum before I go. I might get a boat tour of the harbour too.

Day 37

I don’t have any feelings.

I don’t have any opinions.

I don’t have any burning desires, passionate ambitions, idyllic dreams, hopes or fears, phobias, personal vendettas, hates, regret or remorse, anticipation or excitement.

I don’t love.

I don’t even get bored.

I don’t have a healthy compelling longing for these things either.

I try to convince myself that I should be feeling them, that I need them.

I even try to convince myself that I am experiencing them, but I know I’m not.

I think I need someone to channel these emotions and conditions through, so that I can learn to have my own.

If they can be learned.

Until then,

I’ll just keep being.

I get lonely…

I get pride.

I get affection.

I get determination.

I get distaste, disgust, revulsion, disappointment, guilt and even sometimes excitement.

In small doses.

Otherwise,

An endless patience.

Does this mean I am invincible?



     sad?



     dangerous?



     normal?



     who knows?

SIMPLICITAS

Benevolentia

Felicitas

To be true to others is to be loved. To be true to yourself is to love yourself. Both are difficult, and many trials will be imposed before you know you have succeeded in seeing the truth. And you will know when you see it, even if you doubt it a moment later. But first you must realise that what you see now, isn’t it. A love based on something other than the truth will collapse.

THINK BABY!       Their
behaviour




honesty




imagination




innocence




love




fascination

(not the way they shit their pants)

Day 38

Went to the city – visited The Museum of Contemporary Art. Nothing really memorable sadly. It was a little small too. Wandered around the shops in ‘The Rocks’ area by the harbour. Some great holograms for sale!


Caroline came back from school today for the summer dash Christmas hols.

Day 39

Went out on Sydney Harbour with Clare and Finn on Mark’s new boat. He bought it to earn money with a timeshare business. We were brainstorming ‘time’ pun names for it and he chose one of my ideas! So I named his yacht ‘Maritime 1’.


In the evening we went to a candlelit carol service. For the first time, I actually felt like Christmas was close despite the summer season. It really lifted our spirits. Clare and I were making jokes about over-sensitive political correctness after we noticed that ‘God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen’ had been changed to ‘…People All’.

Day 40 (20 Dec. ’98)
A lazy Sunday – only 5 days to Christmas! We had a tasty BBQ with the neighbours. Caroline and Hugh were home (unusual), but Hugh left after food.

Day 41

Caroline and I were going to go Christmas shopping, but the bus didn’t come and we got lazy. Tomorrow!

Day 42

Went Christmas shopping alone in Chatswood. Got a CD for Clare and choccies for the kids. Watched the video you guys made for me from home. It’s fantastic! You must’ve had fun making it. I love all you guys!

It’s nearly midnight now – I can’t sleep because I’m thinking about Néféli.

– I disrespected you so much. I wanted to be good to you but I was such a shit. The only things I did for you with my heart in the right place – the only things I meant and will stay with me forever are that Valentine’s letter last year, the letter I wrote on the train, giving you that clay turtle, the flowers, and that café in Brighton. I could have married you then. I loved you. Nothing else mattered. The rest of the time I was trying to love you. There are other things that meant a lot to me, especially knowing how you felt. And every time we made love. And those dramatic days at the end of October – there are scenes that will haunt me for as long as the good memories reappear in my dreams. My most despaired cry was because I hated myself. How egotistical. And yet you still comforted me. Now I’m crying again. …It shocked and confused me to see you so hurt.

I’m so lonely. That’s what I’ve always felt when you weren’t there: not a longing for you, a loneliness. Now my tears are falling. I’ll stop – it’s pathetic. I don’t know why my eyes decided to cry anyway. I doubt they’re crying for you – I’m not that good a person. No, that’s not true. I guess it means I just don’t love you enough? It confuses me just to write it.

I want to say that I’ll never meet anyone who loves me as much as you do, but that’s egotistical again. ‘Can I say I love you? It makes me feel so much better.’ That sums it up I think. (
Roll on Day 43…

Yeah! I got off my butt and trekked into Sydney (late bus, pricey train, long walk, no wonder I don’t feel like it sometimes). I took a cruise around Sydney Harbour, up to the ocean then back under the bridge to Darling Harbour, with a commentary filling me in on Sydney’s history (which is all pretty recent). I took lots of piccies, especially of the Opera House and Sydney Harbour Bridge. After that I walked to the New South Wales Art Gallery (I found it first time without asking anyone! Cool!). There were some excellent paintings. Unfortunately I didn’t see the special Cézanne exhibition because you had to pay to get in and I didn’t have much time.


On my way back, I went up to the top of the tallest building in Sydney, the AMP Centrepoint tower, which had great views of everything but the Opera House which was blocked by another huge building in the next block. You could just see the Olympic Stadium and the Blue Mountains in the distance. Visibility was a mediocre 60km, we were swaying by 2.5cm (has been up to a metre!), and it was 30°C outside at 5:30pm. So said the ‘weather board’ at the top of the tower. Lifts were at ½ speed because of mild winds; it took 80 seconds to climb the 250m shaft. That’s ¼ km!


Christmas Eve tomorrow!!!

Day 44

Another lazy (read wasted) day playing Red Alert.

Day 45 CHRISTMAS DAY!

You guys at home called in the morning, you were just going to bed on Christmas Eve (in my room, as per tradition – how touching!). Got a surprising number of Christmas presents considering I’m 12000km or something from home. Including 3 T-shirts which replenishes the lost laundry almost.


Went to Chris & Grubs’ for a Sydney Christmas lunch: turkey and seafood. Some good king prawns. Went swimming there, gave massages to everyone, ate and ate and generally had relaxing Christmas fun Aussie style.


Now I think it’s past midnight. Everyone’s in bed. I treated myself to a long bath; I phoned Néf briefly too to wish her good tidings. Néféli – how I miss you now. I don’t remember missing you before – I don’t remember many things – but now I wish I could kiss away every tear you’ve ever shed. I’ve been thinking of you so much since October. It’s not ‘wish you were here’ though – it’s ‘wish I was there with you’. I will occupy my time more thoroughly to distract myself and have fun. And broaden my horizon – that’s why I’m here! (

I don’t think you’ll ever read this – how would you get a hold of it? – I think you will read it actually. I’ll want to show it to you even though I don’t know if you’ll like what you see. I really value your opinion.

P.S. You gave me this journal – a sweet reminder of you.

Day 46

Boxing Day – we all joined Mark and a couple of his friends on his boat to watch the beginning of the Sydney to Hobart yacht race. I’ve never seen so many boats crammed into one place! Racers and spectators. There was skywriting, and about 15 helicopters swarming around like bees filming it all.


Mark’s boat has a temperamental engine. It cut out at the worst moment and we drifted into the path of the frontrunners. Disaster was avoided – just a scratch – but abuse was profuse.

Day 47

“It’s a person who stands on the street waiting for stupid people to come ‘round and bonk them for money.” Finn’s definition of a prossie.


I took Finn around Darling Harbour today. We went to Madame Tussaud’s, and then I got volunteered by a street performer to lie on the ground next to 4 other people so he could jump over us with a bike. He wasn’t the greatest. His music didn’t work, his chainsaw didn’t start, and he dropped a knife on one of the poor volunteers whilst juggling three of them above us. Fortunately, he left him with nothing more serious than a near heart attack! So we lay there cooking on the hot concrete ground in the midday sun, while he did some pretty skilled circus stuff around us (and some not so skilled).


Then we went to see an IMAX 3D film about T-Rex. They don’t seem to put as much effort into scripting IMAX films as they do box-office films. Which is fine, but it still shouldn’t seem that way.

Clare and Caroline met us after that and we went to the aquarium together. It was great to be able to name the fish, or point and say ‘seen that, haven’t seen that’.

Day 48

Clare took Finn and I on a walking and swimming tour of the beautiful Pitt Water area. We went to see ‘A Bug’s Life’ in the evening – excellent! Long live Pixar!

Day 49

Went out on Mark’s boat to do a couple of dives. Got lost on the first, saw some stuff on the 2nd. The boat was packed. Not only 3 lots of dive gear (including 6 tanks), but Clare, Mark, Caroline, her friend Rain (she also knows a Snow – it’s weird using weather as a name in everyday conversation), Finn and Mark’s 3 kids Oliver (a little older than Finn I think), tall George, cute little Alec, and myself.

Day 50 (30 Dec. ’98)

Went to Taronga Zoo by myself, watching quolls, bilbies and taipans with the Sydney Opera House and Harbour Bridge in the background. Such majesty!


Then went to New Zealand. I’ll miss the Baulch family and Australia!

NEW ZEALAND

Day 51

Went to the beach with Anne-Marie, cute terror Millie (with her husky voice) and terror Olly, as well as their little friends Lucas (Olly’s age), Naori (Millie’s age), and Jack (nearly 1) with their Spanish mum Aranja. Also met A-M’s boyfriend David.

Very Buddhist household, especially as A-M had just returned from a Buddhist pilgrimage in Nepal. I have Mark’s room – separate from the house with its own bathroom – while he’s gone, which is cool, but it’s such a mess! We played card games late into the night, you guys called to wish a Happy New Year at about 11:30pm NZ time – I think that you’re 13 hours ahead because of daylight savings’ or something.

We didn’t have much of a party to see in ’99 – there was one going on next door we weren’t invited to. We just kind of flicked on the TV at 12:01 and said, “oh look, it’s 1999.” So 1999 rolled in with a whimper. I’ll make up for it when 2000 comes, I’m sure.

I definitely miss the Baulch household. They must have had a big New Year in Sydney. We just looked toward Auckland City from the garden and saw some pathetic fireworks coming from the tower.

Day 52

Slept in, biked to the shops with Millie sitting on the cross bar to have lunch at ‘Suzanne’s’ with A-M, David and Naori as well. It was about 20 minutes each way, so we doused ourselves to get rid of the sweat in the Kindergarten swimming pool just over the fence from A-M’s house afterwards.


Then cards, then sleep. Tomorrow I want to book all the trips I’m going to do while I’m here. I hope I can meet Dad in Singapore. It’ll give me a welcome connection to home again, and someone fun to be with!

Day 53

Cycled to the Museum of Transport, Technology and Social History, which was cool. There were loads of interactive exhibits, which are a big plus, but few worked, which is a big minus. I learned most from their separate aviation exhibitions – especially about Kiwi aviation pioneer Jean Batten. They had a few huge planes in a hanger with fun Bernoulli effect games and stuff.

Day 54

Went to a Buddhist teaching with A-M, from the venerable Lama Rimpochet (or something). Kind of hard to understand, but inspirational, fascinating, captivating and… dare I say it… enlightening. The old guy spoke in Tibetan, which was translated. Everyone sat cross-legged on the floor around him (just like Buddhas: very straight back and palms in lap facing up). A couple of them were so devoted they knew Tibetan anyway. There is something very admirable about the Buddhist lifestyle, beliefs and the way they conduct themselves.


The Lama sipped his tea straight from the pot, and burped loudly during the tea break. He was so old and monk-like. I think it was his house we were in, or maybe one of the followers’. Loads of religious articles in the teaching room.


After that, I babysat for Olly and Millie (same names as the Olympic 2000 mascots!). They were quite good – I managed to out-psychology them. We had a comic drawing competition. I think I’ll never be a cartoonist.

Day 55

A Czech student called Maorik (I think it’s somehow short for ‘Miroslav Novotry’!) came today – A-M is housing him for a while. He’s basically never around – either in his room or our somewhere usually. He walked to the city today as soon as he arrived (long way in the sun with no hat or sunscreen!).


I went to downtown Auckland with the city bus. Wandered around the shops looking for Michael Leunig books (an Aussie cartoonist), but I found none. I did find lots of NEW GARFIELD BOOKS though – I must update my collection.


Then I went to Kelly Tarlton’s Underwater World, which had an amazing and greatly informative Antarctica exhibition. Very grand and fun too! The story of conquering that pristine ice desert, penguins on display, a full-size replica of Scott’s Antarctic hut for the dark winter months, interactive displays, everything! New Zealand has a personal interest in it all of course, some of the pioneers were Kiwis and NZ owns the relevant slice of ice.


Then the exhibition got more fishy… it concluded in an impressive underwater tunnel (complete with against-all-odds with low-budget bravado success & tragedy fairytale story of how it was built – the man Kelly died 7 weeks after the opening, very young) which had the biggest ever stingrays and eels in it as well as some cool sharks. Sharks that looked hard enough to have eaten people.


There was a piranha tank as well, and a ‘highly venomous fish’ tank, in which they all seemed to swimming happily together without poisoning each other. Lionfish were on the top 10 list (or close)! None in the tank, though. There were some big seahorses on display too. What an unlikely animal! I studied them for quite a while. They definitely shouldn’t work. They should be fantastical mythological creatures like griffins or mermaids. Too bony to be graceful. Weird.


Read some stories to Mill and Ol in the evening. Anne-Marie reckons I should be a street entertainer or a radio presenter or something. I’d definitely like to learn some kind of ‘act’. Yet another improbable ambition….


I’m not sure I want to do Law at Uni this October – mainly because it binds me to England. I don’t have to become a lawyer, I suppose. I must remember to ask Brum for some books to study before I get there to prepare. That’ll give me a taste of what I’m in for. If I do Law, I may as well go the whole hog and aim to become a barrister rather than a solicitor. But I don’t really know what either entails.


Met Adam in the evening – David’s totally smoked-out pal. Had some philosophical conversation. David is building a big Buddhist stupa somewhere. It sounds like a huge project. I haven’t seen it though.

Day 56

Went to tour Waiheke Island. OK, but I wasn’t really impressed. It’s just a slowly expanding rich haven within commutable distance from the city (just), but nothing spectacular.

Day 57

Went to tour Rangitoto Island. Rangitoto is a volcano that the Maori saw rise from the sea a few centuries ago. Some very pretty views. There was a jeep tour, then a walk to the top. Looking into the crater was impressive. It’s full of young trees now. The whole island is just rock (a’a lava to be precise) – you can clearly see it between the outbursts of trees. I don’t know how they can grow without soil. There was a good view of the city from the summit.

Day 58

Set off for Rotorua. Went to a Rainbow trout farm, which had some interesting animals on display, including the absurd kiwi, a bizarre national symbol. Then we went to watch a farm show with sheepdogs at work, sheep shearing and butter making (not from sheep).


Then we went to a traditional Maori village – I didn’t know the Easter Island people were lost Maoris. It was pretty surreal to wander around this area because there was a lot of geothermal activity going on (they’re sitting atop a volcano) and there is steam rising from incredibly deep craters in people’s gardens and stuff, accompanied by an omnipresent sulphurous smell. The hot pool were a part of the people’s culture – they used the hot water for their domestic needs, for bathing, and for cooking: we had a ‘Hangi’ lunch cooked in a geothermal crater full of permanently boiling water.


There are no pure Maoris left, they’re all mixed culture now, but these people have done an excellent job of reviving the traditional way of living, with a suitably modern spin where necessary. They also have their rich and strong language and legends. They are a very ‘with it’ people. Unlike the Australian Aboriginals, who really aren’t helping anyone to help them.


Changing the subject: what continent is New Zealand part of? It’s not Australia, it’s not Asia – I didn’t think Australasia counted as a continent.

Day 59

Breakfast was brought right up to my bed in my 4-bed 9-channel-TV kitchen-equipped motel room (all to myself!) – a good start to day 2 of this outing.


I forgot to mention yesterday’s highlight: in the evening I went to the main Maori village for a tour, concert and Hangi supper. It was outstanding! First the Maoris demonstrated various aspects of their ancient culture like music, battle training and weapons, stories and stuff, then we sat down for a concert with songs and myths and proverbs and dances. There were hundreds in the audience. Each tour group had an assigned (randomly chosen) chief to represent us, and the chiefs had to accept the token of peace when the Maoris did their bulgy-eye tongues-out ugly-face tribal warriors challenge. We were formally accepted into the village after the chiefs pressed noses with the head honchos, Inuit-style, as a sign of friendship.


The Hangi supper was a cornucopia of excellent food; I stuffed myself. It was interlaced with humorous entertainment too. GREAT!


Anyway, today! Today started with a visit to the colourful Thermal Wonderland, full of surreal scenery like boiling mud pools, jade green water flowing down primrose terraces, collapsed vents billowing steam, oranges and reds and yellows and greens… then we went to watch the Lady Knox geyser erupt. It does so every day, about 5 minutes after being ‘soaped’ – this involves the ranger pouring a kilogram of soap shavings down its throat. It then spouts, giving everyone a foamy spray!


Then we went to the ferocious and scenic Bridal Veil Falls briefly before making our way back to Auckland via the Waitomo caves. The caves were full of glow-worms. First they looked like stars, high above us, then as we went in deeper they became too dense for stars, and there was a parallax which ruined the illusion. Then, in the otherwise pitch blackness, they covered the ceiling completely – there was more green than dark background. And they hung down thousands of ‘fishing lines’ to catch passing insects – all the same length – creating a strange effect in such high numbers.


The highlight was a boat trip – in total silence and total darkness. The guide pulled us along by means of a rope attached to the ceiling. There were so many glow-worms, but they provided no illumination, so the only clue to where the cave walls were was gaps in the inverted luminescent carpet. This made it appear that we floated through several walls. Quite a weird sensation. Then there was a light ahead so unnaturally bright after the dimness of the caves that it could only be natural. The sun shining on an idyllic forested exit. Totally unexpected after having travelled down under the ground so far, but there it was! The light at the end of the tunnel…
Day 60 (9 Jan. ’99)

I was supposed to go and join Anne-Marie on the west beach for a party tonight, but she forgot to phone and tell me where the hell she was exactly. So I moped into town and took a ferry to Devonport Village. Loads of good second hand book stores – I found a book that I’d given up looking for ages ago (Hothouse by Brian Aldiss) – but the museum was closed, so I went to see a film. ‘You’ve Got Mail’. I liked it. It felt a little unlikely somehow, but I came out with that thoughtful, satisfied feeling only a good film or book gives you, whistling one of the soundtrack songs.

Day 61

A lazy Sunday, alone and lonely. (Well, not really lonely.)

Day 62

CLANDESTINY

I’m still in the hall

Haven’t chosen a door

And it’s getting brighter

I see a lot more

But there is a problem

The doors aren’t all labelled

And I have to choose

As well as I’m able

Shall I pick a safe one

Which is clearly marked

Or boldly unleash

The mysterious dark

As time passes by

I had better start knocking

Or I’ll start to hear

Opportunities locking

Through one of the doors

Limps the sad, hollow voice

Of someone who made

A regrettable choice

I nervously realise

That it’s essential

For me to exploit

My enormous potential

The guidance I got

Was erratic and poor

But if I don’t choose

I’ll be dragged through a door

A sudden idea

Quells this ominous feeling:

I furtively cut out

A hole in the ceiling!

©ES‘99
Day 63

Got up nice and early (before 6) to go to the Bay of Islands. Plan A was to do a swim with the dolphins, spend the night, then go diving on the Rainbow Warrior Greenpeace wreck before returning to Auckland. But, the bus was about 1½ hours late so I missed the dolphin swim (by 20 minutes). No problem, I’ll stay an extra day and do it then, thought I. So I hung around town and played some mini golf. Had a nice barbie with some new (brief) friends.

Then, Day 64, got up nice and early (before 6) to go diving. It was (still) pouring with rain and windy. The dive trip was cancelled. Postponed at least, until tomorrow. OK, no problem: Plan C. I rushed over to the Fuller’s desk and caught the dolphin swim boat with a minute to spare. It was a cold, wet, bumpy ride, which would have been fine if we actually saw any damn dolphins. Sorry, they said, no refunds – but you can have an open day ticket so you can try again on a sunnier day. A ticket that I will have for years to come.

At about this point I realised that I couldn’t do the diving tomorrow anyway because it would finish after 5pm, and the bus back leaves at 4:30 – so I decided to pack it in early, cut my losses, and rebook today’s bus. The weather report for tomorrow is shit (again) anyway.

So I trundled back to Auckland, a bit depressed at having come all that way and spent all that money for nothing. Oh well, shit happens. At least I’ll get my money back for the diving trip.

Day 65

Took my diving gear to St. Luke’s post office with the intention of mailing it back home, but the price is too high so we pulled out to try another tactic. Qantas can do it cheaper, I think.


Went downtown to get my money from the failed diving trip back and order Footrot Flats books for Dad. Watched ‘Rush Hour’ at the cinema – hilarious, happy film! Walked back.

Day 66

BIG DAY OUT! Left for Ericsson stadium in one of the many buses at the downtown bus terminal, at about 10:30am. I was one of the first people in the gate, even though there were literally thousands waiting (because I cheated). I bought a program and some drink to keep myself hydrated. There were 7 stages spread around, with 4 or 5 of them in use at any one time. I headed straight for the ‘blue’ stage even though no one was playing there for ½ an hour, in order to get a good spot. I was right in the middle at the front, leaning against the railings. The weather was perfect: overcast but no rain, and negligible wind. ‘Foamy Ed’ started the ball rolling loudly on the ‘orange’ stage next door. The bass shook my rib cage and threatened to interfere with my heartbeat.


Then ‘Garageland’ – also unknown to me – hit the blue stage in front of me. The moment they started playing, massive crowds crushed me against the railing. There was no space to move, literally, I was a slave to the wave of crowd. The amount of body heat produced by all those people was incredible – moist waves of heat kept passing over me as they jumped to the beat. If someone wanted out, or just for fun, they would hop on top of the crowd and bodysurf towards the stage where security guards were lined up; ready to catch them and send them back into the mêlée. Being right at the railings, every other crowdsurfer landed on me. And this was a relatively unpopular band.


‘Powderfinger’ played next door after that, followed by the popular band ‘Regurgitator’ on the blue stage. I took a photo of them singing such hits as ‘Polyester Girl’ and ‘I Will Lick Your Arsehole’ – those were the only 2 songs I recognised. A bad behaviour band, ‘Soulfly’, played next door, and then ‘The Feelers’ performed in front of me. I took a pic of them singing the only song I knew of theirs: ‘Supersystem’. Before I finished, in order to be ahead of the crowd, I went to the next door stage ready to watch ‘Ash’ do their thing. I was in the second row of people this time, so I didn’t get crushed against the railings. People make better crash barriers.


Then I went back to the blue stage to watch Bic Runga (and her sister!) do some lighter tunes like ‘Sway’. When she was done, I made my way over to the other side of the stadium, to the ‘purple’ stage to see ‘The Living End’. I was going to stay until they performed my favourite of theirs, ‘Prisoner of Society’, but the crowd was wild. I was right in the middle of it and I had almost no control of my body – I was jammed in between hundreds of sweaty headbangers. My feet were stepped on more times than the road to Mecca, and I was often standing diagonally. I nearly fell over once, which could have been lethal. It was like a sauna – this stage was in a tent instead of outside like the others – and every pore in my body was dripping with sweat within 10 minutes. So I decided to leave early. As I wasn’t at the front his time, I couldn’t just dive over the railing into the hands of the guards. I was getting really dehydrated. Time to crowdsurf.


It’s harder than it looks! It took me a couple of attempts to realise it was impossible to get up there without a boost from a fellow music junkie, and once I did get up I soon collapsed back into the crowd. I must be an art form. I made it out on my second surf. Pretty cool! But now I was overheated and shaking. I went back outside and downed three bottles of water, then bought some food because the stuff I’d brought was finished (and it was suppertime anyway). I then sat down away from the noise and the sun and the crowds until my head stopped beating. ½ an hour and a couple more bottles of water later I went back into the tent, the other side this time – the ‘green’ stage – in time to see the Fun Lovin’ Criminals come on stage. They sang some cool and groovy songs – I stayed until they did ‘Scooby Snacks’ – which was really excellent. It was great singing along to a song I’ve known and loved for ages that’s being played live.


Then the real ‘music’ started. I pushed my way to the front few rows of people at the orange stage, and listened to ‘Korn’ violently spew out various pieces of their collective mind on the neighbouring blue stage. When they were done, it was time for the Antichrist Superstar, the Mechanical Animal, the Marilyn Manson. He made a big thing about being late and made a dramatic entrance in one of his outrageous transvestite-ish getups. He sang such classics as ‘I am the God of Fuck’, and generally made fun (loudly) of Jesus Christ (e.g. Claiming that He invented marijuana, cocaine and LSD so if He can use them why can’t we… he then sang a song about drugs – “I don’t like the drugs, but the drugs like me” – with a big glamrock style lighted sign reading ‘DRUGS’ hovering around in the background). Apparently that geeky guy from ‘The Wonder Years’ (was his name Paul?) was played by a young Marilyn Manson. Ha ha.


There were also several costume changes and the mindless destruction of various musical implements. Not my kind of thing, but entertaining anyway – briefly at least. Towards the end of his hour I was getting bored. I was ready for the grand finalé, the ultimate talent – Hole.


I didn’t follow the crowd and rush across to the blue stage as soon as the God of Fuck departed, I patiently waited in front of the orange stage until almost everyone had moved on and Courtney Love had started singing. When none of the security guards were looking (they were busy at the other stage), I hopped over the railing. The only way out now (unless I sneaked backstage, but then I’d get kicked out and miss Hole!), was to pass directly in front of the blue stage. So I got an opportunity to get some good close-up shots of Courtney without the hassle of the crowd pushing me around before the guards spotted me and ushered me back into the crowd. Not wanting to push through the crowds this time, I watched from a distance.


Before me was raw charisma. Courtney Love’s feminist banter between songs of real emotional fire had the audience captivated. Even before she got her tits out. I was dumbstruck for the whole performance, she was so confident and honest and sexy and funny… and jaw-droppingly talented and intelligent. She made some mean digs against the male of the species – pointing out that “for every $1 the men earn, the women earn 62¢. Well for every 62¢ the other bands here earned today, this rock chick band earns $1, so fuck them!” …After holding her blouse up while drinking a cup of water: “it’s so cheap to do that, and you guys get so excited. That’s retarded.” In her thick American teen accent.


She spoke about her ex-husband Kurt Cobain, she spoke about the brief period she lived in New Zealand, which gave it a special place in her heart, she appealed to every woman in the audience to stop sucking their boyfriend’s dick and go start a band. But in a nice way! She had lights shine onto the audience so she could see us clapping and cheering. At one point, a girl ran onto the stage from behind and hugged Courtney in the middle of a song. A security guy was hot on her tail, and he escorted her back off the stage promptly. Courtney just kept on singing; she hardly reacted. It was just like the movies.


She introduced everyone to the other band members, including the very talented female drummer, whom Courtney claimed “made it to the top in America despite her parents telling her that she couldn’t be a drummer because she was a girl”, and the male back-up guitarist who she had to admit was cute and talented even though he was male. “If only he had a vagina!”


At one point, Courtney picked a girl in the audience and got her to come up onto the stage and watch from there as a special treat. I think she did that twice. She played on beyond her allotted time, despite the event organisers hassling her to stop, her argument being that we wanted to hear more, so she would play more. And after the last song, a touching gesture I thought, she gave her guitar to a female fan on the condition that she learns to use it rather than sell it. Made her day! Courtney Love is a Goddess live.


All in all, a successful and uplifting day. I came out of it smelling of other people’s sweat, with a wide variety of stains, including blood, on my shirt(!). Again! Again! (What? My ears! What? What?)

Day 67

Went to play in the surf of the west coast black sands beach with David, A-M, Millie and Olly. There was something unreal about the view: a rocky outcrop dotted with exotic trees, vague in the sea mist. I think it has a magical quality because it seems so similar to England, and yet there are things that would be out of place there, creating a surreal effect.


Then A-M took me on a mission to get my dive gear sent back home as cheaply as possible. We were quotes prices ranging from NZ$200 to NZ$900 for a pack that mysteriously seemed to fluctuate anywhere between 30kg to 35kg depending on who was weighing it. Then I spent the rest of the evening and night at the airport. I bought myself a pad and a couple of pens to keep myself entertained.

SINGAPORE & MALAYSIA

Day 68

There was a girl at the airport called Elsa who also had to stay overnight, so we spent the whole night chatting. Then I spent the whole day in planes and airports, rescued my bag upon arrival in Singapore because it was about to keep going on to Bombay, then took a bus to a YMCA to spend the night.

Day 69 (dude!)

Singapore is just one big shopping mall. The whole island – the whole country – is full of shops, hotels, offices, houses that look like offices and the occasional museum. That’s it. I wandered around a bit, went to the Discovery Centre but it was closed, then found the Lee Boarding House on Bencoolen Street. It’s completely unsigned: they have a guy sitting outside asking you if you need a room for the night if you’ve got a backpack and you’re looking lost.


Met fellow backpackers Mike, Richard and Stuart (he gave me some tips on India, having just spent 3 months there. I still don’t know how I’ll do it). We wandered around together looking for a nice place to eat, and we went down to Boat Quay. Stuart had to call someone to confirm he had secured a job as a doorman on a luxury cruise at the end of the month. They’re even giving him a tailor-made suit! Lucky guy – apparently someone just came into the dorm and asked if anyone had an English accent…

Day 70 (19 Jan. ’99)

Free breakfast (included in S$10 price), then went to Sungei Buloh Nature Park with American Mike. Some birds, some trees, Malaysia, and loads of litter. So much for Singapore being clean.


Then we went to the Science Centre. I’ll have to go back – there was too much to do and not enough time! We later tried to find a cool eatery on Arab Street because it was the Muslim holiday Hari Raya (I don’t know if that’s why the locals are wearing so many colourful clothes on the street – saris and silk robes and stuff), but we got lost and by the time we found it, it was dead.

Day 71

Brief visit to the Singapore Art Museum on my own, then I took a bus to Malacca (Maleka) in Malaysia. That took all afternoon, and I had a traditional Malaysian supper at a fancy shopping mall before settling down back at the ‘Robin’s Nest’ accommodation to watch ‘The Rock’.

Day 72

Cool day! I’m sharing a room with a Brit called Andrea, so we went out together today to check out historical Maleka. There was an excellent museum called ‘The Museum of Enduring Beauty’, which contained some of the most gruesome and repulsive things imaginable like African scarification rituals and lip-plates and stuff. And Chinese foot-binding, head elongation: the works. It was great! Very comprehensive and informative (and disgusting).


We went up to St. Paul’s church and took some piccies, ate at the ‘Loony Planet’ café which I thought was hilarious – especially as I am often dependant on the invaluable Lonely Planet backpackers’ guidebooks. It started pouring with rain just as we got quite lost, and we ended up taking sanctuary in the big shopping mall. Not only do you have to pay 20 sen (100 sen in a ringgit) to enter the toilets there, but toilet paper is sold in vending machines by the entrance instead of being freely available in the bog like everywhere else in the civilised world. Once again I realise India is going to be a culture shock!


We ended up going bowling of all things. I basically taught Andrea how to bowl, and although her marked improvement – culminating in a satisfying strike – was gratifying, I think it was more due to a good pupil than the well-intended tutelage.


We chatted all day about everything, and finished the day with a good film (‘The Negotiator’) back at Robin’s Nest. (!

Day 73

It’s the early hours of the morning of day 73 and Andrea and I were still up chatting. She’s an almost-albino Jamaican with lots of stories about friends and family to tell. 26, owns a house in Clapham Junction, works as a database entry person, had just been travelling in India (so she gave me some helpful tips).

I couldn’t help telling her of my travels, and eventually my life, and she listened intently, responding by talking about her journeys and herself. I’m not sure I elucidated before: there were no dorm beds left, so we were sharing a double room…


At maybe 4am we started playing a ‘Negotiator’ game after the film, with me holding her pillow hostage. She jumped on my bed to grab it, and the bed collapsed in on itself! Eventually, she coaxed me out of the wreckage. But now there was only one bed, which we shared. Eventually, after much wrestling, she freed the pillow and I held her hostage instead. I still think I won, although she insists I broke the ‘rules of engagement’.


Anyway, one thing led to another (her shirt came off for a back massage, stayed off, so on) – though I was determined that she would make the first unambiguous move (I don’t know why). It took her until 7am. She was quite rough! I can see the appeal in casual sex, but not knowing what turns your partner on makes it hard to maximise the enjoyment.


So we never slept at all that night. We eventually got out of bed and followed each other around Chinatown, then we went to the cool Orang-utan art galleries (colourful!), and we got a trishaw (complete with gaudy baubles and tacky music) to pedal us around the rest of historical Maleka. So now we’ve done the whole tourist thing this side of Maleka.


We ate (at KFC’s of all places), bowled another 2 games (sorry, no happy endings!) and hit the sack nice and early (8:30-ish) to catch up on some sleep.


It’s great how open you can be to a stranger. As we both pointed out at separate times, we knew each other better in a day than most of our friends knew in years, yet we didn’t really know each other at all.

“Sometimes the only person you can trust is a stranger…”

– the Negotiator!

Day 74

Basically took me all day to get back to Singapore (left Andrea behind).

Day 75

Went to the Discovery Centre, which was a very in-your-face presentation of some pretty hi-tech exhibits, but actually not much in the way of sustaining fun. So I went back to the Science Centre which captivated my attention until it closed yet again, and I still didn’t see everything in there. It’s really good (and big!).

Day 76

Woke up quite late, went to Sentosa Island. A bit drizzly so there were very few people there. I went to the crazy-golf course, but it wasn’t very imaginative. There was a better one nearby, but it was closed because of the rain. I sneaked in and played it anyway, until I lost the ball.

I went to see the monkey show on Central Beach, checking out the big Merlion on the way. The monkeys were very sweet. Their humanness always makes me laugh. I volunteered to take part in a kind of basketball competition with one of them, and I scored on my second try – so I won a fresh coconut. The monkey climbed the tree and knocked a few down, then the guy just whacked one with a big knife and stuck a straw in it for me. It was gorgeous, and there was loads of coconut water in there, but it gave me a bit of a sore tummy. Minky the monkey gladly jumped on my lap to finish it off for me, first sucking through the straw, then breaking off bits of the shell with his cute little hands to get to the rest of it.

Then I flew to India.

INDIA

Day 77

Finished ‘Long Walk to Freedom’ on the plane. READ IT.


Touchdown in Bombay (Mumbai) at a quarter past midnight and I immediately knew that this wasn’t going to be easy: the runway was blocked by stray dogs, and when we finally got around them and left the plane all the signs said go right – and all the people went left. The moon was a horizontal semicircle, hanging eerily like a bowl of rancid cottage cheese, low in the sky.


I got some rupees (not enough as it turns out) and walked out of the airport. Someone accosted me and eventually offered me (the deal kept getting better as I walked away) a taxi and a room for 600Rs (£1 = about 70Rs), and help with getting a bus to Goa. It sounded like he was trying to rip me off, but I should have taken it! It would have saved much hassle.

I ended up taking a taxi to Colaba for 320Rs, and then after wandering around the quiet streets for about an hour (during which I was offered a wide variety of drugs) a kid on a bicycle rode up and offered me a room for 300Rs. When we got to it, he tried to charge 350Rs, so I walked out. It was just getting to the point where I thought I’d be wandering around in the gloomy dark again, when he called me back. Phew! 300Rs. Nice room – a double – but no toilet! I ended up peeing in the shower drain and washing it down. Maybe that’s what you’re supposed to do.


Slept. Woke up in the morning and started walking, carrying my awkward bag, looking for a way to get to Goa (Republic Day – no trains!). Booked a bus for 300Rs (through a random street vendor), scheduled to leave at 2pm. Changed some of my back-up-cash American dollars on the black market because the Thomas Cook was closed. Walked for ages to find a lunch (well, brunch) spot. Then found the bus and waited for it to leave. It left at about 3:30-ish, and was clear of the Mumbai traffic by 5.

Day 78

We arrived at 5:30… A.M! I got a room to dump my bags in (this time only 100Rs – that’s more like it), freshened up and hiked across to India’s biggest flea market.

Every Wednesday on palm-fringed Anjuna Beach, a riot of colour sits incongruously like a mirage at the end of a dry and cracked shadeless plain. The market was crazy in Goa’s otherwise serene and primitive landscape: snake charmers, hideously disfigured leprous beggars, hippie washouts, hawkers from hell – selling everything from batik to Buddhas, hemp to haircuts… and there is a constant pressure to BUY BUY BUY, as relentless as the sun itself.


It’s very stressful wandering around there being harassed when you don’t want to buy anything, so I pulled out and had a siesta until it was an appropriate time to call you guys (India is 5½ hours ahead). You weren’t very helpful. So in the end they ripped 1230Rs off me and I have a bag of loot (an Indian word) to show for it. Hope you like it! That’s equivalent to £17.83, or up to 2 weeks accommodation!

There’s a big Israeli community here in Goa! And what is it with all the swastikas everywhere? I don’t believe it has anything to do with Nazis, it must be the original religious use of the symbol. I was going to go to one of Goa’s (in)famous parties, but I was too tired.

Day 79

Finished reading ‘Hothouse’… a sci-fi novel set millions of years in the future in, curiously, India! Walked for three hours looking for a fort I didn’t find, paid my way back to Anjuna, booked a bus to Hampi, chilled in a café until it was time to go. This bus – about 12 hours – was a ‘sleeper’. You could actually lie down in a little cabin. The catch? Two people in each cramped cabin. So I slept fitfully next to a random Italian guy.

Day 80 (29 Jan. ’99)

Hampi! Yes! Somewhere I can feel relaxed at last… it’s beautiful. The ruins and rocky hills you can see from my room are almost unreal at sunrise (when I arrived), and that’s hardly even the tip of the iceberg. The ruins cover 26 square kilometres, and the maps are so bad they’re effectively useless so you have to explore them yourself. I hired a bike to wander amongst the fascinating and well preserved petrified memories of a bygone age, alone except for an occasional Indian child playing on his bike or rolling an old tyre along the dirt road with a stick, or perhaps a girl carrying a jug balanced on her head (maybe adding a pleasing splash of blue cloth to complement the colourless stone ruins). Just me, the sun, haunting background flute music, the birds, the bugs and beauty set in stone as far as the eye can see.


I felt like I was the first white man to explore these glorious ruins with their unusual surrounding rock formations. There was just one other group of tourists wandering around, and every time I saw them, while circling a big pillar to study its carvings perhaps, I felt like saying “Dr. Livingstone, I presume?”


Some of the names are a mouthful; like Hazara Ramachandra Temple, or Sri Virupaksha Swami Temple. Towards the end of the day I gave up taking pictures: you just can’t capture the atmosphere of finding a hidden place of total tranquillity – just the whisper of a waterfall. And some lizards.


The locals were harvesting their fields and banana/coconut plantations. With scythes and oxen.


I’m sure some of the children don’t know that it’s degrading to beg, they’ve just been brought up to do it all the time. I’m also sure some of them are thinking, “does he even know that it’s not degrading to ask for money when he has lots and I have none?”


I watched the sun set from the hill behind my room. The all powerful orb bled to death, casting an old light on the old stones; giving then an extra, wise dimension before they hid in the shade.


It fell so fast.

Day 81

Slept in, had an Indian bath (with a small bucket and a jug), climbed a distant outcrop of rock to sit in the shade undisturbed and read ‘The God of Small Things’ (an excellent book set in modern India) – with an unparalleled view. Came down in mid-afternoon for a late lunch of thali, South India popular and filling vegetarian dish.

Lazily explored, found a temple that you had to pay to enter – Vitthala – but they didn’t have change, so I wandered around the outside of it. Thanks to some compromises in the high surrounding wall and some conveniently placed scree slopes, I clandestinely saw most of it anyway. Very pretty, not as ruined as some of the stuff, but enclosed – which for me automatically takes away some of the movie-style charm of adventure away. So I put it back in by sneaking around hiding from the guards.


I love the drama of this place. Sometimes I get an odd look or a barely stifled laugh when I stop in the middle of nowhere, thinking I’m alone, to soak up the atmosphere and play out a film tune in my head – from an old Western, or the Bond movie where they’re chasing each other around Egyptian ruins, or Indiana Jones. There are many crevices, crannies and nooks for people to hide in here, as they often do. I imagine a plot is unfolding around me as I peer cautiously into a darkened chamber, concerned about cobwebs – or could it be booby traps?


The dead monuments look especially beautiful in the long-shadow hours. We don’t know what we’re missing in England where it’s always overcast. You only get nice sunsets there during autumn.

P.S. I want to say how I feel about doing this trip alone: I have been lonely occasionally (briefly). One or two times, free as I was, I felt like I had been imprisoned and must serve my sentence before I could return home: when alone, some places have melancholy, some have comfort, some have magic… with company, some places have agitation, some have peace, but all have magic. But then, this journey would have been very different with a companion. I would have behaved differently, and perhaps not learned as much about myself. And I often enjoy my isolation. I think most backpackers travel alone, picking up friends on the way. I’m very glad I did it this way then. It’s been a spectacular and fun trip!

Day 82

The kids ask for ‘schoolpens’ as often as rupees. SCHOOLPEN? SCHOOLPEN? CHOCOLATE? BISCUIT? RUPEES? COUNTRY COIN?


I hired a bike to wander around. I found a scrap of ruin disguised by overgrowth off a hidden path. It was very Jumanji. There was a Tarzan vine growing down from the ceiling, and I gave it a playful tug to see if it would support my weight. It seemed almost solid, so I pulled it harder. A huge stone brick from the ceiling broke loose and fell with dust-dispersing thud on a pile of rocks by my feet. If that had hit me, I would be dead. If not outright, eventually; because no one would have found me for days, perhaps weeks… Another hazard of travelling alone, I guess. Oh well, it’s not the first time I’ve endangered my life. It’s more fun this way.


I later found a cave on a hill surrounded by hills in the middle of nowhere – and I found myself disappointed that it didn’t contain a hidden treasure like prehistoric bones or a drug smuggler’s stash. Getting back was a gruelling off-road trek over rocky slopes and through dense bracken, often having to carry the bike with one hand and steady myself with the other while leaping from rock to rock. At one point I though I had to ford a stream, but I gave in and forged my way through a weed jungle for ages instead until I found a bridge. The bike and my jeans were severely injured, though I escaped with only a small cut (and nearly drowned in sweat).


After a late thali lunch, I returned the bike (hoping he wouldn’t notice the flats and the broken pedal), and hiked to my Favourite Sitting Place. Through the Dusty Bazaar, down the winding Brick Road of Many Monkeys, under the Beggar Tunnel, around the Holy Temple of Whitewash, past the Movie-Style Ruin, over the Big Rock Slope with the Sadhu’s Natural Outhouse at the bottom, along the Guiding Wires in the sky and up the Treacherous Known Path to the top of the rock outcrop with a good view. Then I unpacked my book, my biccies for supper and my sleeping bag to bunk down for the night atop a big high isolated pile of boulders under the starry full-moon sky.

Day 83

Spent the day lazily reading ‘Backwards’, took a very bumpy bus to Hyderabad.

Written on a restaurant menu: “Kindly Fear Withus 20Min. When Order for Hot Dishes.”

Day 84

As soon as I set foot in Hyderabad, I didn’t like it. I found a cheap room to leave my bags in for the day and went for a long walk to give it a chance. But I didn’t have the energy or enthusiasm for it – it’s just a big fat city. So I took a bus onto Aurangabad. Money’s getting tight.

Day 85

Aurangabad I like. For a start, a dorm bed at the YHA is an unlikely 20Rs a night.

I bussed to the Ellora caves: a bunch of temples and ‘viharas’ carved into solid rock cliffs (with loads of monkeys playing outside!). 200,000 tonnes of rock were removed by several generations to cut out the impressive Kailasa Hindu temple. It’s amazing to think that each intricately detailed sculpture and wall panel is part of the same piece of rock that the pillars and stairs and floors are hewn from.

The ‘Das Avatara’ Hindu cave also impressed me, as did the ‘Indra Sabha’ Jain temple which still had some paint on the ceiling – looked like a carpet. Also the Buddhist ‘chaitya’ ‘Viswarkarma’ was beautiful with its imposing symmetry: a big Buddha in a dark room with a ribbed ceiling and elaborately decorated walls. Anne-Marie would have loved the Buddhist temples. There was an unfinished temple right at the end which gave you an idea of how much work and planning was needed to chisel out these multi-room, multi-storey, richly decorated building from solid stone.

It’s funny that all the female sculptures within reach of the ground have very polished breasts where visitors have fondled them for centuries.

When I got back I walked to the ‘Bibi-ka-Maqbara’: the poor man’s Taj Mahal. It cost 665283Rs and 7 annas to build in 1670 – so it says on a plaque outside. Pretty, but it lacked that something magic which would make it special (which presumably the grand building it was built to replicate, has).

The locals here are almost too friendly – every other person has a hello for me, and a barrage of questions if I dare to stop. It’s disconcerting and repetitive. A group of them even dragged me in to pose with them for a photo while I strolled through the quiet Public Gardens.

Day 86

Wanted to go to Ajanta caves, but I took the wrong bus and ended up in the middle of nowhere. Took a bus back, had a thali lunch which I refilled too many times (thali is traditionally all-you-can-eat) so that I was too stuffed to do anything but lie down and read for the rest of the day, pausing only to be preached to by a pair of fervent Russian Hare Krishnas. Next time I knock down a row of them on the computer game GTA, I wonder if I’ll hesitate or accelerate. Hare Hare Hare Hare Krishna…


Just when I was going to resign myself to an early night, a friendly Indian called Sacheen challenged me to a ping-pong match. We bet a beer on the outcome, and he proceeded to beat me. Just. 5 times. So he drove me to ‘Food Lover’s’ and we chatted over a Kingfisher on me (650ml for 55Rs – and that’s expensive for India). I’m meeting him again tomorrow evening. Cool!

Day 87

Took the long journey to Ajanta – 2½ hours on an uncomfortable bumpy public bus. As soon as I arrived an Indian named Khan befriended me and gave me free chai and some crystals while we chatted over lunch. I wandered around the caves, admiring the well preserved ancient paintings and sculptures – some from as long ago as 200BC – and when I finished, Khan met me again and took me for a walk to a waterfall (which was a little feeble because it was the dry season). I bought some crystals and pretty stones, and they threw in some freebies as well.

The vendors there are the most persistent I’ve ever seen. They followed me for ages, often blocking my path, offering better and better deals, trying to make me feel guilty for not buying, wrapping things up for me that they were sure I wanted and placing them in my hand (I had to leave them on a rock when they wouldn’t take no for an answer, where they retrieved it and offered it to me again). Mainly because I almost don’t have enough money to get back to Mumbai and pay the departure tax at the airport, I managed to resist – though I did have to give them something in the end, otherwise they would have followed me all the way back to Aurangabad.

In the end, Khan gave me some more chai and helped me hitch a ride in a comfy car for the same price as the bus. In the car, I coincidentally sat next to the same girl (Ruth) that I sat next to on the bus from Hyderabad, so we spent the journey back chatting amiably.

I finished reading ‘Catch-22’, met up with Sacheen again so he could beat me at ping-pong another 3 times. I don’t think I ever got more than 15 points in a game. We ate out together at Food Lover’s.

Day 88

Went to reserve my train ride to Mumbai, found Ruth at the rail station. We wandered around finalising travel arrangements together. I sold her my Swiss Army knife so she’ll be able to make herself a raft when she’s stranded on one of the Andaman’s desert islands later this year, and so I have enough money not to have to worry about affording the departure tax. She went on to Ellora caves, and I went to Fort Daulatabad. A big, medieval fort with winding dark passageways, eerie courtyards and ancient cannons, with a big red tower in the middle just to make it really Indian. Some monkeys frolicking around too.


Came back, bumped into Ruth again, said goodbye to her and waited in Food Lover’s reading ‘Barefoot in the Head’ until it was time to catch the sleeper train to Mumbai.

Day 89

First sight as we enter Mumbai: miles and miles of people squatting next to each other shitting by the railway tracks at 6:30 in the morning, with the smell to accompany it…


Surprisingly few vendors disturbed us during the train ride (I travelled with a bunch of other tourists, some of whom I had met before) – maybe I just slept deeply.


I got a room with a couple of the people form the train – cheaper that way (now I have money to spare). Called home and realised that my flight is 2am tomorrow not 2pm, so I slept (tried to) and ate for the whole day until it was airport time.

Day 90

Over 50,000km, 90 days, at least 60 postcards, 9 flights, 6 countries and £2400 later…


Home.

Maybe not wise, but with wide eyes.

