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�

beautiful 
Pleasing the senses or mind aesthetically; beautiful poetry.

Of a very high standard; excellent; she spoke in beautiful English.

witness 
Have knowledge of, from observation or experience.

A person giving a sworn testimony. Openly profess one’s religious faith.

from Oxford Dictionary of English
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1

About Being Elsewhere

�

I am often elsewhere, but never really somewhere else. I might 
have moved physically (my body is not where it was yesterday; 
not where it usually lives) but I am always here, inside me, fully 
occupying my self and this moment.

I never feel “away”, never displaced. I have long lost the sense of 
being “over there”, out of touch, out of reach; even of being away 
from home, even when I don’t have any contact with it. 

I am always in the middle of my life, looking at the world 
through the same eyes, whichever bit of the world that might be. 
I am always in the middle of my thoughts. We all are. Literally 
self-centred, I suppose, in this physical sense, and self-contained 
in other ways.

I am the hub, with spokes flying off, thin, silver and shining, in 
all directions, away from me to a glistening rim.

The emotional rim: family, friends, commitments, complexities. 
Incident and echo, observation and nostalgia, fusion and fission. 

The geographic rim: looking over the ocean from my home on 
the west coast of Australia to South Africa, Madagascar, Kenya, up 
past Oman and across to India, Sri Lanka, Myanmar (or Burma), 
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down past Thailand and Indonesia to the Kimberley and Ningaloo 
Reef. The Indian Ocean Rim. 

Then to the world beyond this, the rest of Africa and Asia, 
Europe and the Americas. Back to the rural English town where 
I grew up, with a pretty ridge of hills that I know better than 
the undulations of my own spine. At the deserts of Australia, an 
internal landscape.

Places are like people – sometimes you just click and seem to 
know them. You are instantly compatible. 

I get to know others more slowly, over time and many visits. 
Circling, digging and letting the spaces in between those visits play 
their part, too.

These places and people, these landscapes and cultures, form 
the frame of my self-portrait. Change a frame and you can alter a 
portrait.

�

I was a child who wanted to be a writer and I started my writing 
life on the Malvern Hills in rural Worcestershire; an adolescent 
walking paths in the footsteps of Sir Edward Elgar and composing 
lines which, more than three decades later, would appear in my 
fiction writing.

I wanted to be a novelist more than anything else, but I needed 
to make a living. That has largely come from travelling and writing, 
the stories and photographs being published in books, magazines, 
newspaper supplements, and now in the travel pages and on the 
website of The West Australian, on the west coast of Australia, of 
which I am Travel Editor.

Clearly it was always going to be this way. A short time after 
starting work in England as a teenager, I was in Germany on 
assignment, travelling almost the length of the Rhine Valley with 
Pearly Kings and Queens from central London, there for charitable 
work. Me with a shorthand notebook, black ballpoint and a Canon 
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camera (I originally and separately trained as both writer and 
photographer). Me today, still with a small shorthand notebook, 
black ballpoints and Canon cameras.

I didn’t start publishing fiction until I was in my forties, and 
now a pair of novels, Other Country and As the River Runs, both 
set in the Kimberley region of Western Australia but twenty 
years apart, sit on the shelves. With them is Unaccountable Hours, a 
collection of three novellas, all written as full novels and distilled 
into something more viscous. The story of a musical instrument 
maker, the romantic friendship between an old woman and a 
young man, and the story of a biologist who retreats to country 
are all set against the remarkable landscape of the world’s oldest 
continent.
Lyrics from a Kris Kristofferson country song: “I’m a walking contradiction, 
partly truth and partly fiction.”

�

There are only two people involved in reading and writing. One 
person writes the words, one person reads them. There is no-one 
else here, just me and you. It is always this personal, this intimate, 
and always requires this honesty. That has been the fundamental of 
every writing day (and every day is a writing day), whether those 
words have been shorthand jottings or longhand descriptive lists 
in the notebooks that I have kept and filed all these years; whether 
they were typed on my massively over-engineered Remington 
Noiseless in the 1970s or the Scheidegger portable that I carried 
from country to country for so many years, or the series of Apple 
Macintosh laptops that I have now used for more than two decades. 

It doesn’t matter what I write with or where I am. What 
matters is the integrity of the discourse. Truth and ethic. In my 
connection to you.

�
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In the pages that follow are some of the people who have inspired me.
From my grandmother’s house on the Malvern Hills, I looked 

out at the Black Hill of the Welsh border, where Bruce Chatwin 
set his novel about brothers on the land. Chatwin wrote both 
fiction and literary travel non-fiction. His book What Am I Doing 
Here was described as “anecdotes, fragments, assignments and bits 
of odd lore”, which sounds familiar.

Nelson Mandela said that no white person did more for South 
Africa’s anti-apartheid cause than Bishop Trevor Huddleston, and I 
met him fleetingly as a child (when he was still Father Trevor) and 
was struck by his sheer goodness, and by the way that goodness 
empowered him. The people in these pages – Pramod, Willis, 
villagers in Borneo and Madagascar, the women working with 
fabric in Kenya and Myanmar (Burma) – are suffused with ethic, 
belief, humility and a sense of pilgrimage and quest, just as are Ace 
and Billy, the brothers on the land in my novel Other Country, and 
Airplane Cuttover, Uncle Vincent Yimi and Henny Breeze in As 
the River Runs.

In the pages of this book, you will also catch glimpses of Casey, 
my constant travelling companion; my counterpoint. Casey, I 
should explain, is my suitcase. 

The day Casey arrives, his only journey has been to me inside a 
box. Little does he know what lies ahead. I sling a bit of rope round 
his waist (it isn’t as pretentious as a strap and holds him together 
when he’s being thrown from a wharf to a dodgy ferry or onto the 
top of a dusty bus) and then we go to Africa.

Not long after I arrive at the baggage carousel at Johannesburg 
airport, Casey appears. He immediately likes Africa. He feels the 
pulse. We fly on to Kenya and he likes the sunny, not-too-hot 
climate of Nairobi, people walking, always walking. A donkey 
cart, laden; road-verge crews with machetes, swinging at the grass; 
coffee and acacia trees; rows of concrete block houses, 5 metres by 
3 metres, with polite space in between.
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But Casey particularly likes being opened at Mount Kenya 
Safari Club. In the 1950s, Hollywood star William Holden’s place 
attracted big-game hunters but today it’s run by the Fairmont hotel 
group and is more interested in conservation. It’s also rather swish. 
Casey Does Comfort. His year has started well. 

Trundle Casey into a gorgeous hotel, lay him flat on the wool 
carpet or ash floor and give him a glimpse of high thread-count 
sheets and fine French amenities laid out on an Italian marble 
bathroom counter, and his zip flies open. But drag him round the 
Australian Outback, where his seams impregnate with red bulldust 
and his fabric is pinpricked with spinifex tips, and I can almost 
sense his protests. 

In Tibet, I see poor Casey momentarily frozen against the 
achingly blue high-altitude sky as he is thrown into the back of a 
luggage truck to lodge alongside a motorcycle and countless boxes 
and goods being carted away from Lhasa.

In Myanmar (which some still think of as Burma), I catch 
glimpses of him as the boot of the old car in which we travel is 
opened and shut. He is in there day after day in the steamy heat; a 
hostage being taken goodness knows where. Any complaints are 
muffled. Maybe he tries to remember the twists and turns in the 
road in the hope that rescuers may follow.

Poor Casey. 
But then there are moments when I feel he shivers with excite-

ment, like when he first sees our splendid suite at the heritage 
bungalow-style Capella Singapore hotel, or the Ava Gardner suite 
at Raffles Hotel, in the same city at the crossroads of South-
East Asia. The ravishing Ms Gardner stayed at Raffles when she 
was in Singapore for the Asian premiere of her 1954 film The 
Barefoot Contessa, considered her signature movie and in which she 
starred with Humphrey Bogart. In her suite, Casey is positively 
enraptured, as he is when we arrive at the Relais de la Riene hotel 
on the high savannah Plateau de l’Horombe in Madagascar. I am 
rather interested in the adjacent Isalo National Park and its Bara 
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tribal burial sites, but Casey loves the swimming pool with white 
umbrellas and the double bed draped exotically with a crimson-
trimmed mosquito net. 

Casey’s love affair with fancy accommodation intensifies when 
we stay at a couple of Design Hotels in the Greek capital of Athens, 
but his arrival at the Greek island of Hydra comes as something of 
a shock. For we are met at the ferry wharf by an old couple with 
a donkey (there are no cars or motorbikes on Hydra) and Casey is 
unceremoniously hefted onto the animal’s back and secured with a 
bit of old rope. I walk behind, watching Casey sway in time with 
the donkey’s backside, feeling his ignominy. (It’s good to get Casey 
off his high horse.)

We beg to differ on some things, but Casey is always there for 
me, and he has the happy habit of reincarnation. When he finally 
dies (a zip gives up, a handle falls off, a wheel is lost), there is 
another manifestation of Casey, and the story continues. The new 
case is just Casey (same personality), and we travel on together.

�

I don’t feel like a travel writer. I just feel like a writer travelling 
(perhaps a dozen big assignments a year, and quite a number of 
small ones). The non-fiction and fiction parts of my writing life 
are balanced – in truth, it is the dream come true, particularly in 
the moment that my third book of fiction was published. One 
could be a fluke, two didn’t quite seem to seal the deal; there is 
sanctity in trinity.

When I think I don’t really fit as a novelist (not competitive 
enough, not commercial enough), I tell myself I’m really a travel 
writer. When I feel I don’t really fit as that, I can tell myself I’m 
really a novelist. 

I recently received a communication that began “we thought 
we’d invite some journalists and you…”, so at least I know what 
I’m not. 
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(I also recently received correspondence addressed to “Mr 
Soccerfield”. Throughout Asia and a number of other countries, 
I seem to be known as “Mr Stephen”.)

�

You can’t feel you’re spending your whole life running around 
in circles. You have to be still and, even when you’re moving, 
you can be still inside. Movement is measured against the fixed 
point of the home you go back to. Home is not just the place 
where I live; it is the one place that constantly lives in me. Being 
stationary puts motion into perspective. (I look up “perspective” 
in the dictionary and another definition is “View, viewpoint, 
point of view, POV”.) 

In my favourite Indian city of Kolkata (old Calcutta, where I 
have just jotted down in my notebook the words of a sign, “No 
parking of outside cars inside apartments”) I come across a book 
stall on the pavement. It is just a sheet of plywood propped on 
four bricks, with a strange mish-mash of titles, including Adolf 
Hitler’s Mein Kampfe and Dominique Lapierre’s City of Joy, set here 
in Kolkata. But my eye falls on a book about self-development 
through the study of Hindu gods. Are there indeed 330 million 
deities or is this just a number representing the infinite forms 
of God? Hinduism is complex, and I’ll forever seek a better 
understanding of it. I ask how much the book is.

“Fifty rupees,” says the stallholder. He tilts his head slightly, as if 
in apology at this enormous cost of less than a dollar. I hand him a 
100 rupee note. He wraps the book in clean brown paper, tying it 
with string and forming a loop so that I can carry it easily. When 
he hands it to me, he gives a little bird-bob, and smiles.

I bow a little too, smile back, and wait. 
He waits. 
We both smile some more. 
And I wait.



beautiful witness

8

There is clearly only one thing missing in the conclusion of 
our transaction, as he has put the 100 rupee note in his pocket in 
exchange for my 50 rupee book. I muster the courage and ask, 

“What about change?”
He smiles rather more sympathetically and raises his hands, 

fingertips touching, like a chapel. “Ah, my friend,” he explains. 
“Change comes from within.”

�

I like to arrive at a destination wide-eyed and slightly confused. I like 
to be not quite sure; to stand back and work out what’s going on, and to 
then research and fill in the gaps. That process takes me to the story.

The difference between being on holiday and travelling for 
writing is that the writer needs to come to conclusion. Not 
conclusion in the simple sense (“is it a good hotel or a bad hotel?”), 
but conclusion in the sense that I need such a big grasp on a place 
or experience that I can encapsulate it in the 1,000 words a day that 
I write on the road, and tell a million people about it.

My laptop might be full of digital maps, encyclopaedias, history 
books, anthropological, geological and astronomical studies, and 
flora and fauna guides, but they are all for “backfilling” –  for 
piecing together the leads. For first I stand and watch, looking for 
nuances and hints, and then I fill in the gaps. 

“The problem with deep research is that the more you know the 
less interested you become in your subject,” says Sir Bob Geldof in 
his Geldof in Africa documentaries. “You know too much.”

I can only remember one occasion when I did extensive research 
before an assignment. When it came to finishing the packing 
of Casey and flying there, I felt I was merely going through the 
formality of travel to justify writing what I knew. 

“Finishing the packing of Casey.” That sentence sounds slightly clumsy, 
but I have worded it with care, as Casey is always mostly packed, 
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ready to go. In the front pocket, there is a survival space blanket, 
roll-top waterproof bag, a rain suit (good for the cold, good for 
ocean activities, the pants even good for snorkelling on blisteringly 
hot days), umbrella, spare strap, handy rope and a photographic 
monopod. Inside, across the front, there is a row of smaller bags 
containing, right to left; camera chargers, cables and backup cables; 
spare spectacles, two worldwide electric power plug adaptors, extra 
A7-sized notebooks, pens, business cards, big back-up computer 
hard drives, the dual-SIM mobile phone I take overseas but use 
mainly as an alarm clock (almost invariably SIM-less); bathroom kit; 
toolkit including head torch, small LED torch, climber Swiss Army 
knife, multi-tool, fire flint, sewing kit, boot cleaner; comprehensive 
medical kit with everything from Gastro Stop to Gastrolyte, an 
elastic support to serious pain killers, pau d’arco capsules to myrrh; 
and my indulgence, a travel mug stuffed with teabags and sugar 
sachets. I dislike the little white cups and saucers in hotel rooms and 
tea is my luxury during the four or so hours every day that I need 
to keep up with writing and photography work. 

All this lives in Casey, ready to go.
Finally, as I “finish the packing of Casey”, clothes are folded on an 

ironing board, shirts and pants in three parts, and stacked carefully 
so they arrive uncrushed. Scarves are rolled, socks and small items 
balled in mesh bags and jackets folded in half on top.

It is all designed to never be unpacked. So often I am in a 
different bed each night, and in a new room only briefly. My 
nightmare is leaving a cable behind.

�

“I didn’t think I’d see you today.” I am at home, painting the front 
wall of our studio on a Saturday morning and a barrel-shaped man 
in singlet, shorts, towelling hat and double-plugger thongs pads up 
the street. He stops to speak to me, his barrel-shaped blue heeler 
dog alongside. I don’t know him, but smile and say hello.
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He adds, “How can you be in South Africa and India and 
Sydney and get back here for Saturday?”

He has clearly already seen today’s Travel supplement and thinks 
he’s caught me out. He hasn’t considered that I might write more 
than one story on any particular assignment. 

“Ah,” I say. “But I am.”
He shrugs and looks down at the dog. “Come on Harley”, and 

they pad off together. 
A few steps later, he turns and explains, “It was my fiftieth 

birthday present, and it wasn’t what I meant.”

�

Travel is about bringing back stories, and it helps to develop our 
point of view. 

“Point of View” is as much an intellectual, emotional and 
philosophical term as it is filmic and photographic.

On the physical side, it appears throughout film scripts. POV: 
I look at you. POV: You look at me. Photographically, it is the 
precise position and angle at which a camera is placed to take a 
picture. 

On the philosophical side, it is what we want to believe, state 
and defend… “well, if you want my point of view…” 

And travel can form and inform our point of view…
…I have a plan for today’s outing in Myanmar. I am going to 

buy every t-shirt that I am politely offered, which will be a lot. I 
am going to buy every postcard (in strings of 10) and every puppet. 
I am going to spread a little money around and give these young 
entrepreneurs some income as the curtain around their country 
falls and they come out into the world. And I am going to do the 
same every day that I am here. A good quality t-shirt is about $3 (if 
I don’t bargain) and a packet of postcards just a few cents. (A dollar 
is a good tip here, and I meet some ladies earning under $2 a day 
in a small workshop.)
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But I am not going to take any of this home. 
On the last day of the trip, I talk with the hotel’s room 

attendant. Does she know anyone who wants to start selling 
souvenirs? “Why, my daughter,” she says. And so I send everything 
I have bought, for her to start her business. She has a start in 
life, I don’t stuff Casey full of souvenirs that will languish in 
cupboards until they become landfill, and I don’t stimulate the 
manufacture of unnecessary goods. Many have had a little of 
my money and I haven’t had to keep saying “no, thank you” to 
people not begging, not hassling, but politely trying to make 
a living.

And I must share another entrepreneurial insight into Myanmar. 
I ask Thandar Aung, who is showing me around (local lady, two 
degrees, in economics and French), about her family. She tells me 
that her father is a banker. But in the family, she says, her mother 
is most definitely the financial manager. “And we children are 
the customers.”

�

I have been charged by a rhinoceros in Africa, I have been charged 
by an elephant in India, and I have now been charged by a 
dominant male orangutan in Borneo. 

(I have only ever been overcharged by a human which, come 
to think of it, is good preparation for the blood-sucking leeches of 
the rainforests of deepest Borneo. The giant red Kinabalu leech 
grows to 30 centimetres, or 12 inches long.)

I am in the jungle in Borneo when I am charged by the 
orangutan. When humans experience something, our instinct is 
to tell someone. Travelling alone makes for good writing, as the 
first telling of the story is to you, the reader. After the “orangutan 
incident”, I immediately go back to my room at a rainforest lodge 
in Danum Valley and write the moment, which appears in ‘The 
Natural World’ chapter in this book.
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But it can be enriching to travel with like-minded people. On 
a drive from Perth through the Great Victoria Desert to Uluru, 
the heart of Australia in more than one sense, I am with my wife 
Virginia Ward, an artist, and naturalists and botanical specialists 
Grady Brand and Lesley Hammersley, from Perth’s Kings Park 
and Botanical Gardens. Virginia is drawing and painting, Grady 
and Lesley collecting plants and interpreting the landscape, and I 
am writing and photographing. We each bring something to the 
group and the journey; we each take much away from it. And we 
have great times together, of course.

But on the way home we get rather caught out in the Goldfields 
town of Leonora. I plan to not drive in the Australian bush at 
night, because of the dangers of wildlife and livestock on the 
roads. But we spent a good deal of time this afternoon exploring 
a rocky range east of Laverton (red conglomerate encrusted with 
quartz blocks like giant sugar lumps), and by the time we get to 
Leonora, on the Goldfields Highway in the northern Goldfields, it 
is dark. I’ve seen warning signs for kangaroos, cattle, trains, even 
wedge-tailed eagles (not one for dingoes, though one has run 
alongside the vehicle, all but snapping at the tyres), but it is none of 
these that suddenly appears from the dark on the roadside, caught 
in my headlights. It is a Shetland pony, suddenly just there on the 
roadside, in Outback Australia.

At first it seems rather out of context, incongruous; but then, 
this small breed of horse was taken from the islands off Scotland 
to mainland Britain to be used underground as coal-pit ponies for 
some 200 years from the mid-eighteenth century, particularly in 
Wales. And, of course, the ghost town of Gwalia is just a stone’s 
throw to the south of me. Gwalia is an ancient Welsh name for 
‘Wales’, as anyone who has heard Welsh poet and writer Dylan 
Thomas’s radio drama Under Milk Wood will recall. In it, the 
character Reverend Eli Jenkins quotes his own poem:
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Dear Gwalia
I know there are
Towns lovelier than ours,
And fairer hills and loftier far,
And groves more full of flowers…

And, indeed, out east from here, the Great Victoria Desert is full of 
fairer hills and groves of flowers. (And, indeed, ‘Scourfield’ is an 
ancient Welsh name from the Pembrokeshire region.)

I have travelled a great deal with Glen Chidlow, an experienced 
Kimberley man after more than two decades living in Kununurra 
and Broome. One Kimberley wet season trip (500 mm of rain may 
fall in fourteen hours) is particularly hot and humid, the air full 
of insects. At the end of the red strip of dirt road up the Dampier 
Peninsula in the West Kimberley, we arrive at Cape Leveque. 
We’re each staying in a cabin with shutters raised and open to a 
dusk full of insects. Green frogs stick around the walls and hop 
around the concrete floor. Glen uses the outdoor shower first, as 
I open my laptop computer’s lid to write, its light attracting even 
more insects. I am hot, sweaty and looking forward to showering, 
too.

But when Glen comes out, he calls: “The shower’s free, but 
there’s a snake in it.”

Mmm. Disappointing.
“A python?” I ask.
“Maybe.” 
Even worse.
So, not shower and display cowardice? Shower with what turns 

out to be a 1½ metre long snake?
It was one of life’s shorter showers and it seems certain it was a 

king brown.

�
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It is a good test of ethic to write about people you will meet again. 
Revisiting is part of becoming encyclopaedic.

First I left rural England to work near and in London, then I 
was recruited to change hemispheres. On my first day working in 
Western Australia, I was writing for people born here and educated 
here. Immediately vulnerable, I set about learning the place from 
the ground up; its geography and geology, its indigenous and 
contemporary timescales and histories. I researched its fauna and 
flora, agriculture and industry, culture and humour. I see this as an 
advantage. It is one thing to absorb by osmosis the place in which 
we grow up, it is quite another to consciously and technically learn 
a place. I was fortunate to be travelling with a purpose, with each 
assignment a full immersion. Among my learnt places, Western 
Australia is the most encyclopaedic; I feel connected to its coastline, 
but more so to its arid interior.

I have been writing about people at the Mowanjum Aboriginal 
community and its Mowanjum Art and Culture Centre, near 
Derby in the west Kimberley, for many years. Three tribes – 
Worrorra, Ngarinyin, and Wunambal – were brought together 
here on a Presbyterian mission in the 1950s. There are now perhaps 
seventy children, fifty youths, twenty babies and fifty middle-aged 
people. For all, the Wandjina is the supreme spirit being.

On this day, I am sitting chatting with my friend Leah Umbagai’s 
son Folau and brother Kellum. They are still young boys, and ’Lau 
has been making Aboriginal totem weavings – yellow, white, black 
and red wool bound onto a cross he’s made by binding two sticks 
together.

“What do you boys like doing?” I ask.
“Hunting,” says Folau. “Bush turkey. Goanna.”
By way of joining in, I tell them I shot a fox recently with a .223.
“A fox?” They look aghast. Why would you want to eat a fox? 

I explain that I didn’t shoot it to eat; foxes decimate native fauna.
“So you buried it?” Their Wandjina law says you have to eat it 

or bury it.
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“You eaten barramundi?” Folau asks, moving on.
I nod. 
“Wallaby?”
I shake my head.
Kangaroo, crocodile, sugarbag honey? Turtle egg, dugong?
“No,” I say. They look a little incredulous.
Kellum asks me what vehicle I drive, and when I say I have an 

old Toyota Landcruiser, I pass the test. (“Toyota” is another word 
for “Muddacar” in remote Australia.)

He asks me what Aussie football team I barrack for and there’s 
some argy bargy over the reply. 

“What’s your totem animal?” Kellum suddenly asks.
“In my tribe, they don’t give you one,” I explain.
He widens his eyes in horror. “Then I will.” He considers it, 

looking solemnly up and down the stringy length of me. “Giraffe”. 
He explodes with laughter.

So I am now the giraffe of Mowanjum.
But it strikes me that this giraffe might have the last laugh, as 

under tribal law one must not eat one’s own totem, and Kellum’s 
is the barramundi.

�

Alongside the contrivance of return is the spontaneity of the 
unexpected moment, and the writer should miss no moment 
(should hear all notes being plucked).

I’ve been on the road for a couple of weeks, writing my 1,000 
words a day and I’m heading for Cherrapunjee, in the north-east 
Indian state of Meghalaya, which is reckoned by many to be 
the wettest place on earth and has averaged more than 12,000 
millimetres of rainfall a year – more than 470 inches. Casey is back 
in a car boot, not enjoying India’s roads, getting spiteful. Indian 
drivers are both fearsome and fearless. They are unfailingly wildly 
optimistic, believing that, even where there is no discernable 
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gap, a vehicle will still fit through if you honk the horn loudly 
enough. Honking is not only cultural but demanded, especially on 
the backs of the colourfully painted TATA public carrier trucks. 
HORNOK, say some. HORNDO, say others. Or POPOHORN, 
BLOWHORN, or a vaguely nautical version, HORNBLOW. 
The tally for this day on the road will end up being one TATA 
truck on its side, one bus half on its side in a rocky gully, one small 
car left much smaller after being front-and-rear-ended, a young 
woman hit by a scooter (she was staring at a giraffe-like, white 
stranger at the time), and a dog dead.

We drive up into the mountains, past brick factories and 
quarries where people labour by hand, and wine shops where 
a bottle of serious rum costs much less than $2, if you buy it 
on the one side of the road that has no tax. We pass goat farms 
and rice fields, and hill homes made from poles and split trunks, 
or woven timber walls. We also pass trucks laden with armed 
police and soldiers, guns sticking over tailgates, or mounted on 
the top of Mahindra four-wheel drives. This place is a political 
hotbed and there is the edginess of having borders with China, 
Bangladesh, Myanmar and Bhutan. But it proves once again 
to me that the world works in horizontals. In Australia, Perth 
fits with Sydney. Broome fits with Cairns. Kununurra fits with 
Darwin. And these villages fit with those of northern Thailand 
and Vietnam.

In the village of Mawphlang, the local clothing changes to the 
dungaree with a long check cloth either worn simply from the 
shoulders and knotted at the front or over the head, ends wrapped 
around the neck and knotted at the back. Fast food is rice served on 
a piece of newspaper, shaming Western packaging. 

Tribal groups have distinctive languages and beliefs in this hills 
region, and no more so than the Khasi in Meghalaya. Local man 
Pynbudlang Khonghat takes me to the East Khasi Hills and shows 
me standing stones, placed both as a memorial to the dead and also 
as places for people from the villages to socialise. Young men select 
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and stand one stone upright and place another flat, and these are 
judged, as a competition. 

Then, on the final section of the road to Cherrapunjee, there 
is a rhythmical sound like bell-ringers. I stop and it leads me to 
five men working in a forge – one pumping hand bellows, heating 
metal to bright red, the other four standing round the anvil, hitting 
it in turn to shape the metal into the commonly used digging tools. 
They all have bare feet.

And then Cherrapunjee itself, looking down into big, jungled 
valleys, with hilltop villages of colourful homes, Khasi hill tribes 
people, and shrouding clouds. Here at last. (A welcome respite for 
rather scuffed Casey.)

I am staying with Dennis Rayen at his mountain resort and my 
100 rupee dinner is excellent home-cooked dhal, vegetable curry, 
rice and potato nan. Then, with local tribesman John, I walk along 
the ridge through the villages. Or, to be precise, a series of villages, 
though they merge one into the other. Then the road simply stops, 
and the weather clears briefly to reveal Bangladesh far below. “The 
last village in India,” announces John, and I laugh at the joke. “And 
this” (he points to a small traditional home) “is the last house in India”.

Then the heavens open and we rush from verandah to verandah, 
“hello-ing” the people inside the houses, and me happy that 
verandah is, indeed, one of the Indian words introduced into the 
English language. It doesn’t look like easing when, apparently 
miraculously, a bus appears on the tiny road. “We take the bus,” 
says John and we bundle on, locals staring. It stops a few metres 
later to drop off, now amid much hilarity, one huge sack of rice, 
lugged on a young man’s back, and, a few metres later, another. 
And then everyone gets involved in reversing the bus on the track-
like road, in the dark and raging rainstorm.

When I arrive back at Dennis’s place, he asks me if I’d like to see 
their bridges. I can almost sense Casey shudder at the prospect of 
any delay in our departure, and I too am feeling rather exhausted, 
but the writer should miss no moment.
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“Sure,” I say. “I’d love to see your bridges.”
“You’ll have to get up early.”
I leave Casey still horizontal and set out at 6 am with John, walk-

ing through the villages of Laitkynsew, Sohsarat and  Mawluintuin, 
and then down nearly 3,000 uneven, mossy rock steps in the often 
muddy valley side, which is close to vertical. One small, wiry, 
quick, black man. One tall, camera-bag carrying, slow, white man.

Why am I doing this? Remind me. And then I am reminded, 
for near the bottom of this jungled valley I see my first living root 
bridge. The 20-metre-long bridge was made some 150 years ago by 
a senior village man, Sri Snaton Chyne Sohsarat, using a method 
many hundreds of years old. It took at least fifteen years to make, 
and will last for hundreds of years – the life of the tree.

The bridges are made where the river gorges are narrower. An 
India rubber tree, ficus elastica, is planted in a particular way, usually 
over rocks so that some of its roots grow back into the mountain, 
others dangling in the air. A tall, straight betel tree is cut, split 
lengthwise, the centre scooped out, and then those roots are placed 
in it and the top is put back on. The pole is lengthened, and the 
roots are nourished and trained across the valley. Other roots will 
be trained around this, until a bridge is formed. A bridge may 
be 35 metres long and it may be twenty years before it is strong 
enough to be used. There is one double living root bridge, grown 
as a pair, one higher than the other.

The living tree root bridges are inspiring and a reminder 
that some people are capable of doing things for the benefit of 
their children, their neighbours’ grandchildren and the great-
grandchildren of the village.

�

All of these travel moments are like notes plucked on a good guitar. 
The note sustains, lingers, and when another note is plucked (and 
another, and another) they vibrate together and eventually meld 
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into a chord. And so it is with a moment when something is 
experienced or understood, and other moments added. 

My collections of observations and enlightenments on themes 
become the equivalent of these chords, amalgamating from the 
single moments of the travel story into the more dense and viscous 
(hopefully still smooth and creamy) prose of fiction. 

I collect in what may seem an odd palette of interests – ethic, 
belief, agriculture, horses, small boats, timber watercraft, stringed 
instruments, shadows, issues surrounding suicide, issues of land-
scape, kayaks, motorcycles. And each glimpse, each thought, 
each conversation adds to a growing thesis (a melody), until it 
conglomerates into fictitious worlds like those of Unaccountable 
Hours, Other Country, As the River Runs, and other fiction that will 
follow. I need a forty-four gallon drum of fact to make a cupful 
of fiction. It is a distilled essence; the droplet that comes after 
everything has percolated through my body, this carbon filter.

To bring land and people to life in the non-fiction world of the 
literary travel essay (in this book), real characters and dialogue may 
be injected into description and statistics; the writer story-telling. 

On the opposite hand, for me it is important that novels set 
in landscape, characters and issues are plausible, possible, even 
probable. They have to be “right” and combine experience and 
observation with specific research. 

Sometimes there is a crossover – a comment so profound that 
it is included in a travel story and later comes from the mouth of a 
character in a novel.

For some years now, I have run a Young Travel Writer 
competition in Travel in The West Australian. High-school-aged 
writers enter travel stories and photographs, and I take the two 
winners away on assignment, to travel, research, write, photograph 
and shoot videos, all to be published. 

On one of these trips I take two young writers to an Aboriginal 
community in the Kimberley. One morning, one of the young 
chaps who lives there is wearing just one thong, on one foot.
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“Have you lost a thong?” I ask him.
“Nah,” he says. “I found one.”
His cup is half full, and I have used his words in both essay and 

novel.
I was a child who wanted to be a writer and, having this book 

on the shelf alongside the works of fiction, I feel like a boy who 
just found a thong. 

�



2

Crossing Borders

�

I am on the border between two countries. It is a definitive line on 
a map, but there is nothing in the dirt I’m looking down at. I take 
one stride forward, pause (half here, half there), and then simply 
step into another country. I am in remote Africa, a long way from 
official border crossings or checkpoints, but there are plenty of 
other places in the world where I could do this.

Physical borders shape our world, our politics and our prejudices. 
In our attitude towards them, we display our common sense and 
pragmatism, our fears and humanity, and so it has been for most of 
human history.

But in contemplating edges and boundaries, we stray into the 
cultural, philosophical and emotional – crossing borders in a wider 
context. Armed with an open mind, we can pass through these 
invisible but tangible barriers between societies, mores and values, 
just as we cross a no man’s land. Societies may be at odds, but 
when two people meet, they are simply two human beings. They 
recognise one another; they cross a border. 

For now, I step through the dirt, over this border, and look back 
and realise that Casey, just behind me, is still in another country.
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�

Over the Lines on a Map
Laptop on my back, camera bag slung over my shoulder, eating 
a breakfast of bread and towing Casey, I wander over the border 
from Armenia to Georgia.

I have just had my passport stamped as I left Armenia and I’m 
in no man’s land, crossing the bridge over the river Debed, vaguely 
wondering what the reception will be at the other side. I have been 
in no man’s land many times, with this feeling. 

Some border crossings are difficult. There are bundles of forms, 
language difficulties – questions you can’t understand, answers 
they can’t understand. It can take hours. 

But this time I join a short queue, the benign but unsmiling 
young lady behind the glass screen scans and stamps my passport 
and that’s it. I’m in Georgia and my journey through the Caucasus 
region continues. 

I am so often amazed by the complete difference as soon as I 
cross a border. Language, culture, clothing is understandable but 
so frequently it is an instant change not only in attitude but also in 
landscape and climate. 

Armenia and Georgia are chalk and cheese. Armenia has a 
complex past – the world’s first Christian nation, a victim of 
genocide, caught between aggressive neighbouring countries, 
much invaded – but the capital Yerevan is ordered and cultured 
and safe. It rained a bit and was cool. 

Here in Georgia, just over the river, it is hot and sunny. I am 
soon in rolling green grazing hills and the people are louder, looser, 
relaxed. Just the other side of the river. 

The same happens to me crossing the Friendship Bridge border 
over the Sun Khosi river between Tibet and Nepal. Behind Tibet 
you feel the pressure wave of China. In Nepal you feel, not far in 
the background, the complexity and craziness of India. 
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The night before crossing from Tibet to Nepal I leave my laptop 
on in the bathroom, with the screen on bright, to make sure it runs 
out of battery. I pack the charger in my suitcase, knowing it will be 
transported across the Friendship Bridge separately. 

I have historic reading on the exploration of the Himalayas, 
various recordings, a lot of photographic images and also plenty 
of research and background information on Tibetan Buddhism, 
resistance to the Chinese presence in Tibet and writings by the 
Dalai Lama. I also have electronic maps, and know that maps are 
often contentious, depending on their labelling and the borders 
they show. 

All of this is a good way to have your laptop confiscated or, at 
very least, your files deleted. 

I back up everything thoroughly on to separate drives and 
disperse them throughout my luggage, just in case. 

When the Chinese immigration official demands to see the 
contents of my laptop, I get it out, press the power button hard 
and show him that nothing’s going to happen. I shrug, offering no 
solution. 

Sometimes you just have to stand there and let things play 
out. 

Nearby there is a kerfuffle as the officers go through a man’s bag 
and find a book by George Mallory, an English member of the first 
three British expeditions to Mt Everest. Mallory went missing on 
the 1924 British Mount Everest expedition. 

The young Chinese officer spends ages going through the 
book until he finds a reference to the Dalai Lama and promptly 
confiscates it. 

Once over the bridge, it is as if someone has flicked a switch 
– on one side it says Tibet/China, on the other Nepal/India. The 
whole spirit this side of the bridge is totally different. I look behind 
me, and see the line I have just crossed. 

Crossing into the southern African kingdom of Lesotho, at 
a remote border post, I duck under the slightly raised swing-bar, 
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with no fence either side, and amble up to a wooden hut with a 
window. There are two young men inside, looking bored. 

“Botseno,” I ask, using the Sotho word for “entry” – about the 
only thing I can think of. 

The man at the main desk looks up at me with disinterest. The 
white man in me finds this puzzling, because he is an immigration 
officer and I am likely to be one of few people asking for his 
services today. 

He might at least pay me some regard. 
Then he looks up, with languid eyes and asks, “What football 

team do you support?” A low, sing-song voice and the familiar 
sub-Saharan African pronunciation of foot-u-(pause)-ball. Well, 
that one came out of the blue. 

He means soccer, of course, and the other young man in 
uniform chimes in (as if his colleague can’t hear) with, “If you say 
Manchester United, it will be quicker.” 

Being a George Best fan from childhood, this would have been 
my first option anyway. 

“Manchester United,” I say. 
“Rrreally?” he replies happily, rolling the rrrr almost the length 

of a soccer pitch. It is as if he hasn’t heard his colleague. “This is 
verrry good.” 

He’s cheered up and, without even looking at the name or 
photograph in my passport, stamps it. 

The two men are looking down again and I leave. Walking 
away, laptop on my back, camera bag slung over my shoulder, 
I look behind me but the line I have crossed is lost in the mist.

�

Crossing the Borders of Time in Lesotho
I have driven up the Sani Pass, up the Drakensberg Mountains, 
up folds like green velvet spread over a reclining body, out of 
South Africa, vertically, up towards the clouds. Up here, on the 
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plateau, completely surrounded by South Africa, is the Kingdom 
of Lesotho. The roof of Africa, shrouded in mist, etched into my 
childhood, running through my life, like an artery.

When I was nine years old, I promised myself I’d come to 
Lesotho one day, a romantic pledge by a country boy in England 
to himself. That day is today, nearly four decades later.

It’s raining. My goodness, it’s raining. Not just ‘good for the 
garden’ rain, but running down the sheer dirt track towards me, in 
a river, almost like a waterfall. I don’t think the Land Rover can 
make it.

But a promise is a promise, and when the person making that 
promise is the person receiving it, it lodges in the gut, niggling, 
unavoidable. I jam the vehicle into low-range, and drive on, up 
and up and up and up, over the rocks, up the stream, doubling 
back, don’t look over the side, (oh my goodness, don’t look over 
the side), up and up and up, into the clouds…

I grew up in a nice house on a sharp hill next door to an English 
church. Its cool mustiness, reverence and formality were comforts 
to me. Evensong hymns, coloured light sharding from low sun, a 
blackbird sings.

(“The day though gavest Lord is ended…”)
If Lesotho was somehow invisibly preparing itself to figure 

throughout my life, it was one man who completely installed 
it. Father Trevor Huddleston was the guest speaker at a church 
function. Bringing the anti-apartheid message from South Africa 
to the world, he had a particular and intense interest in Lesotho. 
I spent hard-saved pocket money on his book Naught for Your 
Comfort. I had never read anything quite like it. 

The impact of his sheer goodness was enormous. The 
empowerment of being ethical was inspirational.

Africa caught my attention; Lesotho caught my heart. I 
thought my interest in Lesotho had come to me by chance, 
but I now see it was a place selected by the person I had 
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already set out to become. We do not find ourselves – we 
make ourselves.

I managed to get a big map of Lesotho for my bedroom wall.

Nelson Mandela says no white person did more than Trevor 
Huddleston in the struggle against apartheid.

Huddleston died in 1998, after becoming Bishop and then Sir, 
and – quite by coincidence – as I write this, celebrations are being 
held to mark the centenary of his birth. Quite by coincidence they 
are centred on St Martin-in-the-Field church in Trafalgar Square, 
London, where the Swan Bells, in the Bell Tower on the Swan 
River foreshore, in the Western Australian city of Perth, where 
I now live, rang for nearly 300 years…for England’s victory over 
the Spanish Armada in 1588…for the coronation of every British 
monarch since King George II…for the homecoming of Captain 
James Cook after his voyage of discovery…ringing in every New 
Year for more than 275 years.

Connections.
Some nicknamed Father Trevor the Red Bishop, a moniker he 

didn’t like. But if he objected to the slur of communism, he might 
have taken pleasure in being likened to a visually startling and 
flighty finch. Red Bishops are native to Africa but were introduced 
to Australia more than half a century ago. I’ve seen Red Bishops 
in the Kimberley, where I have set my two novels, Other Country 
and As the River Runs. 

These brilliant red dots offer dramatic punctuation to even the 
massive Kimberley landscape. 

Connections.

From the day I met Father Trevor until somewhere in my mid-
teens, I saw a choice of only two paths ahead – in part of me, to 
do good works overseas, to enable people to grow spiritually, to 
thrive physically, to have a voice – in part of me, to be a writer. 
(And maybe, I hope now, in some small way, they have melded.)
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Honesty, integrity, belief, ethic. I often trace my life’s themes 
back to that momentary encounter with Father Trevor Huddleston. 
Such people live in my novels. Dylan Ward, Uncle Vincent Yimi, 
Airplane Cuttover, even Kate Kennedy, all in As the River Runs.

My mother and I ran stalls at fetes, made fabric covered doorstops and 
frilly coat hangers, raised money, and sent it to projects in Lesotho. 
The work in schools and St James Hospital were almost constantly 
in my thoughts. I promised myself I’d go to Lesotho one day.

There is, of course, risk attached to taking an almost-mythical 
place and making it real.

The heavens open, the temperature drops 10°C in a few 
minutes, and the stair-rod rain cuts deep channels across the dirt 
road. Ahead is 8 kilometres of switchbacks, seemingly straight up.

It seems hopeless, and then, round a bend, bizarrely, the sun is 
out and there is no more rain. Two more bends and there are sweet 
alpine meadows, the earth completely dry. Things change quickly 
in the mountains.

The place is blooming. Yellow Sutherlandia, Lesotho red-hot 
poker, Suicide Gladiolus in cliff crevices, Watsonia, endemic, 
precious to the local people.

And then I am at that border – that single horizontal pole in the 
middle of nowhere, talking soccer with the guards. The country 
then called Basutoland gained independence from Britain in 1966. 

England won the World Cup.
Lesotho is a sovereign kingdom, proud of its heritage. They 

love their ruling king Letsi III.
A single stamp in the passport. “Lesotho Immigration. Permitted 

to enter and remain.”
(Well, I promised myself I’d be here one day.)

I am blanket-wrapped in cloud. The Sani Top Chalet is “the highest 
pub in Africa”. A rack of old wooden skis, faded photographs of 
Lesotho white with snow. The old hotel has windy corridors, solid 
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walls and wooden beds. The kitchen is filled with the constant 
laughter, singing and chatter of women. And I sit now in my room, 
with Casey open and partially unpacked on the old dresser beside me, 
and wind and rain beating on metal lattice windows similar to those 
of my grandmother’s cottage in my childhood. All night long, the 
windows are lashed by rain but I am warm in the reminiscent texture 
of flannelette sheets under old-fashioned blankets. I lie awake 
through the night and savour it, and let the feelings of childhood 
back in. I am visiting Lesotho, and revisiting the boy I was. 

The morning is damp and misty. We are living in the clouds. I 
should set the scene for our journey onward by saying that Lesotho 
is rated the third poorest country in the world. It has a population 
of around two million people and between seventy and 100 die 
every day as a result of HIV/AIDS and poverty. Rampant disease, 
low life expectancy, a declining population. The numbers of street 
children and orphans is increasing. There is still a basic need for 
food, clean water, shelter and sanitation, and a decent education 
system…despite all those doorstops and frilly coat hangers…

The people here – Basotho – are known for wearing big blankets 
wrapped around themselves and for the home-woven conical hat 
that is the country’s symbol, and for their accompanying gumboots.

It has the highest lowland of any country on earth, and is the 
highest place you can drive a vehicle on the African continent. 

Dry stone walls, round, thatched huts, Angoran goats in the 
mist. Lesotho’s mountain ponies are tough and nimble, Basotho 
are excellent horsemen. People here have a talent for suddenly 
appearing in the landscape (and, equally quickly, disappearing 
again) and a horseman appears, feet sticking out, toes pointing 
down. Our eyes meet and he frowns fearsomely. I smile and he 
smiles back – a big, booming smile that shows bright teeth.

Shepherds watch for the jackal buzzards. Lesotho makes money 
from high quality mohair wool, as much as from its labour for 
the mines. 
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Near the two big government shearing sheds is a village. There 
are seventy people in the village, twenty of them children. Flags 
fly above some huts, white meaning beer has been made and is for 
sale, green for vegetables, red for meat. There is a blue flag, but 
when I ask what this is for, I get only mysterious answers.

“They come for the shearing and we make food for them,” says 
Aleni Sebilo, in her hut. She lifts the lid of the camp oven in the 
middle of the floor. There is only one triangle left of the huge 
loaf she bakes every day. Breakfast, lunch and dinner are bread 
and moroho, an endemic mountain cabbage. By the two-shelf unit 
which comprises her kitchen are a plastic barrel of wheat flour, and 
a sack of mealie (maize meal). “Sometimes meat,” she adds. If an 
animal is injured, it will be quickly and skilfully butchered, but it 
is worth more alive. Sometimes eggs, occasionally chicken. On 
very rare and special moments, a pig, but still with moroho and 
maize, She walks a kilometre to fetch water from a mountain 
stream; washing is done in the river. The prevailing wind is from 
the south and the light from the north, and the hut has a small 
door facing that direction. For the weather can be savage at this 
altitude. Winter, spring, autumn, and even summer, can see the 
land quickly covered in snow. The temperature can plunge to 
–14C, plus wind chill factor.

“How do you keep warm?” Aleni points to the fire. In the 
ground below the floor, big boulders were carefully placed, filled 
around with sand. The fire warms these rocks – “underfloor 
heating”.

Back at the border, when I eventually leave Lesotho, I hold out my 
passport and a young man takes it, barely shifting his gaze from 
the soccer on television. He stamps it. It clearly is irrelevant to him 
who I am, what I think about Lesotho, what it means to me. And 
that is probably how it should be. It is his reality, my dream. It was 
my promise and it was private.




