TRAVEL BOORS

‘At daybreak the smell of baking bread
from the ovens drifted across the snow’

Michael Kerr revels

in a powerful piece of
vintage travel writing -
Jfrom Nicolas Bouvier’s
“The Way of the World’

icolas Bouvier (1929-
1998) grew up in a
Protestant, bourgeois
household in Geneva,
and was itching to
look beyond it. “At
eight years old,” he
once recalled, “I
traced the course of the Yukon with my
thumbnail in the butter on my toast.”

In 1953, aged 24, he drove from home
to Belgrade to meet his friend Thierry
Vernet, an artist. Then off they went, in
Bouvier’s tiny Fiat Topolino - across
Turkey, Iran and Afghanistan into Pa-
kistan. It was a trip that took 18 months
on the road, and then until 1963 to
makKe it into print. The result, The Way
of the World, a dazzling celebration of
the joys of travel, was introduced to
British readers in 2007 by Eland.

In this extract, Nicolas Bouvier re-
ports from Tabriz, in Iran, where he
and Vernet - having driven 900 miles
through Anatolia in two weeks - ended
up staying for six months.

WINTER AND
WARMTH
IN TABRIZ

Nicolas Bouvier and Thierry
Vernet are in Iran, where
they learn to savour the rich
flavours of a simpler life

December

The sky was lowering. Lamps were lit
by midday. The sweet smell of oil and
the clinking of snow shovels
enveloped the days. Sometimes the
songs and flutes of an Armenian
wedding in a nearby courtyard filtered
through the snowflakes. Boiling tea
throughout the day kept us warm
inside and clear-headed. The more the
town settled into the thick of winter,
the more we liked it.

This idea seemed to worry the
widow Chuchanik, our landlady, who
often came to see us: it seemed
preposterous to her that we should
have come so far, and of our own free
will, to settle in Tabriz. At the
beginning, she thought we must have
taken to the road only because
someone had chased us from home.
She sat in a corner of my room, a
plump partridge in a black smock, and
in silent reproof observed the camp
bed, the bare floor, the window
draught-proofed with old newspapers,
the easel or the typewriter.

“But what are you doing here then?”

“I have those pupils.” [Bouvier was
teaching French to several local
people.]

“But in the morning?”

“You can see what I do - take notes
and write.”

“But I write too - Armenian,
Persian, English...” She counted them
off on her fingers. “It’s not an
occupation.”

We would soon abandon this
delicate ground for news of the
neighbourhood, about which she was
very well informed: the newspaper
vendor was dead of stomach pains...
the grocer’s son had just finished a
large portrait of the emperor, made
out of old postage stamps, which had
taken him two years and which he
wanted to present himself in Tehran...
Sat—, the tanner in Chahanas Avenue,
had gambled away 30,000 tomans the
other night without turning a hair. At
that I pricked up my ears: it was quite
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a sum, and Armenistan
rumour never lied where
figures were involved.

The town still had a few
rich people, well concealed,
but it no longer saw the
colour of their money. For
the most part they were great
landowners like old M—,
hiding the extent of their
fortune under a ragged exterior.
Fearing betrayal if they invested it
locally, they hoarded their money,
sending their excess income to foreign
banks, or playing behind closed doors
for fantastic stakes. Sat— the tanner,
who had brazened out his loss, owned
at least a hundred villages between
Khvoy and Mianeh. A medium-sized
village brought in around 20,000
tomans; thus he could count on an
annual rent of two million tomans and
his loss was insignificant.

When the bazaar got hold of the
story, what on earth did they make of
it - the destitute majority who were
the town’s real face? Not much. They
knew that Sat— had a full stomach
three times a day, that he slept as the
fancy took him with one - or two -
women under enough blankets,
and drove around in a black car.
Beyond that, their imagination
ran out; luxury belonged to a
world they had no idea of,
either from books - since
they couldn’t read - or from
the cinema, which
disseminated a foreign
mythology.

When they penetrated the
houses of the rich it was through
the servants’ quarters, which
were scarcely better equipped
than their own hovels.
They were as unable
to grasp the idea
0f 30,000
tomans as we
are to grasp
the idea of a
thousand

Last
word

“Travel is fatal to
prejudice, bigotry and
narrow-mindedness and
many of our people need it
sorely on those accounts.’

Mark Twain, ‘The
Innocents Abroad’

(1869)
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million dollars. Those who
have nothing envy nothing
beyond what touches the
skin and the stomach: to be
clothed and fed leaves
nothing to envy. But they
weren’t fed, and hurried
barefoot through the snow,
and the cold got worse and
worse.
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rise early to peel, crush, bone, stir,
chop, knead, and blow on the

coals, and the fine vapour floating
from the courtyards betrays the
presence of steamed sturgeon,
chicken in lemon juice grilled over
charcoal, or one of those large balls
+ of mince stuffed with nuts and

4 chopped herbs, bound with

egg-yolk and cooked in saffron,

| which they call keufteh.

Turkish cuisine is the heartiest in
the world; Iranian has a refined
simplicity; Armenistan is
unequalled for pickles
and sweet-and-sour;
for ourselves, we
ate a great deal of
bread - it was
marvellous
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NEWS FROM THE WORLD OF TRAVEL WRITING

@ In The Unremembered com/ydhKkb2an), a new Emily Jeffery and Cole
Places, published this edition of collected pieces | Morton explore the
month (Birlinn), Patrick by Geoff Hill, a travel coastline around Beachy
Baker explores far-flung writer who can be lyrical Head, Birling Gap and the
ruins and relics - from a but whose strongest Seven Sisters.

cemetery for dam-builders

map and compass and
many villagers had never
seen a white man; and
Where Was I Again?
(through Amazon: tinyurl.

instinct is to go for a laugh.

@ Need a breath of sea air?
Try the quirky Edge of
England (edgeofengland.
com) podcast, for which

archive: Jenny Diski
(tinyurl.com/ycymppvc),
on a cargo ship, discovers
that you can’t quite leave
everything behind.

the ovens drifted across the snow to
delight our noses; the smell of the
round, red-hot Armenian loaves with
sesame seeds; the heady smell of
sandjak bread; the smell of avash
bread in fine wafers dotted with
scorch-marks.

Only a really old country rises to
luxury in such ordinary things; you
feel 30 generations and several
dynasties lined up behind such
bread. With bread, tea, onions, ewe’s
cheese, a handful of Iranian

From The Way of the World by
Nicolas Bouvier (Eland). Eland
(travelbooks. co.uk), the largest
independent publisher of travel

classics, also
publishes
Bouvier’s The
Scorpion-Fish,
The Japanese
Chronicles and So
It Goes, a book of
shorter pieces. It
is still fulfilling

The Way of the World
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NICOLAS BOUVIER

UP, UP AND AWAY

Books that will lift you out of lockdown
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