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Weltschmerz

nm, world-weariness

(Welt (nf) world; Schmerz (nm) pain)

‘What about you, Ben? Been anywhere cool lately? Where did you get that tan?’

Imagine the scene. A dinner party. The Sancerre’s been flowing. We’ve had the Parma ham and balsamic vinegar salad with focaccia on the side, followed by the Atkins-friendly grilled tuna steak. Then, over tiramisu and coffee, the conversation turns to travel. The atmosphere becomes politely competitive as everyone secretly compares the kudos of their respective destinations. It’s like a game of Condé Nast travel poker. The stakes are fairly tame as the host opens with a classic, like Paris – we’ll always have Paris; or the villa in Tuscany or Provence. Not exactly new or original, but even after all these years probably enough to command a place at the table. Then, having waxed lavender and distilled their experience into a few extra-virgin platitudes, up pops a long weekend in Prague. Ah, the anointed Paris of Middle Europe, once hidden from tourism and all-importantly ‘undiscovered’. But, now so ‘last season’, it might as well be Prada, its social currency diluted by the beer of so many stag weekends. Try Riga or Montenegro, darling! At this point, depending on the company you keep, someone might throw in their recent trip to China. Respect, awe and a few ruffled feathers all round. A Ming royal flush. But for how long? Will the world and his wife soon be Shanghai-ed?

How are you feeling now? Confident that where you’ve been is cool and hip enough to keep you in the Condé Nast club? Or slightly defensive that you thought you had a good time in some less fashionable clime? Are you looking at a pair of twos?…

I am at one such dinner party. I’ve sat through one person’s trek across Patagonia and another’s encounters with gorillas and obscure tribesmen somewhere in Africa. Then, over coffee, the spotlight falls on me.

‘Germany,’ I say perkily.

My fellow guests look repelled by the idea and exchange curled lips and raised eyebrows of amazement.

‘Oh, of course, the World Cup. What games did you see?’

‘No. Not for the football,’ I shake my head. ‘I just went to Germany.’

‘On holiday? To Germany? Are you mad?’

‘Actually I’ve been there quite a few times recently.’

Then, one by one, it starts:

‘What, to a holiday camp?’

‘… lots of leather and thigh-slapping, I bet.’

‘Fighting them on the beaches, over a few sun-loungers?’

‘… or going native and marching around in the buff saying “Ich habe einen grossen Pimmel”!’

‘… hence the attempt at growing a moustache, eh?’

Then a pause. Am I bluffing? Perhaps they think I should fold. But I have an ace up my sleeve.

‘Well, that’s what I thought,’ I interrupt, ‘until I met Manny, my travel therapist.’

I had met Manny – where else? – at the airport. The lounge teemed like a busy high street. Brands shouted out from brightly lit duty-free stores while lists of destinations all over the globe glowed blandly on monochrome departure monitors. Advertising hoardings touted the local credentials of multinational corporations. While, slightly muffled by the low ceiling and synthetic carpet, a constant babel of badly pronounced translations of flight announcements was whispered through loudspeakers.

I used to enjoy travel so much, but where was the magic in this? And what were all these other people doing here? With their guidebooks and annoying, clicking rucksacks. Tourists! Chavellers! They could keep Thailand and Australia. For I was a trailblazer, a true traveller! But if that was so, why wasn’t I happy to speak to any stranger? Why had I shut myself off and sat as far away from everyone as possible. Did I have some kind of traveller’s block? Never mind. Surely once I arrived at my destination I would talk to locals and strangers, and seek new experiences. But not here among these lemmings …

Then, all of sudden, this American came and invaded my space.

‘Mind if I sit here?’

He already was.

‘Manny,’ he beamed, thrusting his hand forward. He was gangly, late-forty-something, with salt-and-pepper beard, chiselled features and short, spiky, silver hair. He was dressed blandly in Business Class Casual but had the mysterious Ivy League air of one of those quiet Americans who pop up in odd places.

‘So, where are you off to?’ he said in a warm, ‘howdy’ way, after I had coldly ignored his outstretched hand but conceded to mumble my name at him.

I told him.

‘First time?’

It wasn’t. I don’t remember where, but it was somewhere suitably unique and competitive; a place I felt I owned. I had, after all, had the wit to visit it before the distasteful hordes ‘discovered’ it.

‘Nice. Never been myself,’ he exclaimed. And I felt duly flattered.

It was clear I wasn’t going to be able to escape conversation.

‘I hope you won’t mind me saying this, but for a traveller about to embark on a journey you don’t exactly look happy.’

‘I’m sorry …?’ I tried to sound offended. Just because I didn’t have a permanent Burger King smile, that didn’t make me unhappy. But Manny was strangely disarming and I didn’t quite manage to pull if off. Besides, he was right.

‘And for a traveller you’re not exactly sociable …’

‘Whereas you clearly like accosting strangers,’ I ventured with a smile.

‘You could say that,’ he grinned. ‘As a matter of fact I’m doing some research. I’ve been watching you and your whole attitude. You are disappointed with this whole experience,’ he said, wafting his hand at the crowds, the shops, the advertising hoardings, ‘but you don’t want to be. And this is depressing you all the more.’

He was reading my mind. Well, at least my face.

‘Maybe I can help you. I am a travel therapist.’

A what? I’d heard of life coaches and reading tea leaves. Did we now need some Trinny and Susannah to tell us how and where to go on holiday? ‘Where you go can change your life?’

‘You may laugh. But you have all the classic symptoms.’

‘Symptoms?’

‘Of Heimway Syndrome.’

‘Never heard of it.’

‘You won’t have done. Even though it’s an increasingly prevalent malaise that’s affecting all of Western society and causing widespread depression and cultural disconnection.’

A Californian, Manny had the laid-back drawl and slightly baffling turn of phrase to match.

‘I identified it and named it a number of years ago, after myself, Manny Heimway.’

Ah, a new berth on the American psychobabble bandwagon! Shrinks were like naturalists constantly naming new species after themselves. I was leaving.

Mercifully I was saved by the tannoy and got up to leave Manny to his private syndrome.

‘Take this just in case.’ With a priestly smile he gave me his card. ‘I’ll be happy to cure you. Meanwhile, you know what they say?’

I didn’t. But ‘Have a nice day?’ was as good a guess as any.

‘The journey is the destination.’

And with those words in my ear I walked to my gate, a combination of dazed, rumbled and affronted.

Home and garden makeovers, fair enough. But travel makeovers! Come off it, one half of me said. What on earth could this Manny know about travel? Most Americans don’t even have a passport. But another voice told me to take note. Why be so negative? If I really considered myself a traveller I should have an open mind, be curious. After all Manny had seen through my gloomy demeanour. It troubled me that I hadn’t been able to resolve or articulate why I felt this way. I looked around at the teeming lounge and was paralysed by more misanthropic inertia. I felt quite ill. Was this Heimway Syndrome? No matter how much I disliked the notion, maybe I did need help. Manny seemed harmless enough, and seemed to have my best interests at heart.

The offices of Infinity were in a Harley Street basement: a soothing synaesthesia of low-lit, yellow-tinted glass, trickling fountains and, unusually, the musky smell of cinnamon. The descending piano scale of Beethoven’s ‘Emperor’ Concerto rose above the water feature as I sank into a plush red and black chair with the pretzel and coffee that Renate, the receptionist, had given me, served in finest, contemporary Villeroy & Boch porcelain. If I hadn’t known otherwise I would have asked for a massage. But no. Leaflets on the table told me this was the jumping-off point for ‘Insperience – the temporary abandonment of “experience” and the need of the outside world’. ‘Leave your troubles outside!’ exhorted a huge sign on the wall behind reception.

And more travel aphorisms in various languages, together with various oil paintings, greeted me on the walls of Manny’s inner sanctum.

‘Ben! Hi! Come on in. I had a feeling we’d meet again.’

There was Manny, seemingly unchanged in billowing slacks, black polo neck and sneakers.

‘Now sit yourself down and tell me what’s on your mind.’

I pinched myself and sank back into the patient’s sofa. On the ceiling the words ‘Travel Makes you Free’, credited to ‘Anon’, greeted me.

‘The thing is, I regard myself as pretty well travelled,’ I embarked. ‘I’m by no means an adventurer or an explorer. But I’ve been lucky enough to see quite a bit of the world. And “travel”, the thought of seeing far-off places, especially those not undiscovered but little visited, and of meeting new people, has always been one of my driving passions. There are still plenty of places I have not been, and even more people I have not met …’

‘You’re a lucky man,’ said Manny. ‘But let me guess: all this cannot take away from the growing sense of pointlessness you are having of it all, driven by an increasing elitist distaste for the whole mass-tourism circus of which you are not wanting to admit you are part?’

I thought I was supposed to be doing the talking! But Manny was spot on, if still a little wayward with his present participles. I nodded uncomfortably.

‘Ever more often it is seeming to you that the world’s cultural sites have become mere Little Chefs on the global motorway, their essence distilled into ersatz craftware and overrun by kitsch.’ I had visions of those faux-Peruvian bands who are playing ‘Hey Jude’ on panpipes at the restaurant beneath Machu Picchu! He was spot on. ‘You are despairing at not being able to look on mighty works like the Pyramids without the intrusion of thousands of multicoloured be-backpacked tourists, before whom you selfishly presume these wonders are but pearls before tourist swine! And sometimes you are becoming jealous that people can now go in their masses to places you always regarded as your own, the key to your very soul and which you alone thought you had some special bond with!’

Manny was in full swing now, like a breathless Kelsey Grammer complete with enraged sense of injustice but strangely perturbed grammar.

‘I expect you have wished you were Hiram Bingham or Giovanni Belzoni discovering Machu Picchu or Abu Simbel for the first time? I bet you have even pined for the return of Communism so that places you regard as private conquests might still lie beyond the reach of all but the most dedicated adventurer, and certainly beyond the reach of stag weekends and the orange-bespattered cheer of no-frills, no-class airlines.’

It was a soliloquy. Manny had clearly rehearsed the diagnosis of ‘his’ syndrome.

‘In this age of mass displacement and shopping lists of citybreaks you have sometimes asked yourself “What is the word ‘travel’ meaning any more?” You cannot bear to pick up the weekend travel supplements, with their weekly superimposition of the latest “Unforgettable Places to See Before You Die” for fear of what dreams of yours might be in them, written by selfappointed “travel experts”, that will now be invaded by hordes of the unwashed people. Now you couldn’t possibly go there. It would be like two women at a wedding in the same outfit!’

Had Manny been to too many dinner parties, too? Now he paused to catch his breath.

‘Do you rage at the rape of a world you think was only made for you to bestride?’

I felt exposed, humbled, if not a little dirty.

‘I wouldn’t go that far. But sometimes I feel so … disenchanted I’d almost rather stay at home. It’s like I’m sated and jaded, or something.’

‘Ah, enchantment! We’ll come on to that. But what about everyone else?’ prodded Manny. ‘Are they not entitled to think like you about the world, and places dear to them? To dismiss you in the same way you dismiss them? What makes you so unique?’

‘That’s the worst thing,’ I replied. ‘There are probably thousands out there who think the same as me … But I just can’t stand the crowds, and all this, this … globalisation!’

‘Ah yes,’ said Manny, ‘this is the “not so lonely planet” we are living on. “Travel”. The holy grail, the opium of urbanites, the first word under “Interests” on every young man’s CV, dream of gap year students and cure for the midlife crisis. All this rubbish about “finding yourself” through travel. You’ve got to find yourself before you leave. Or preferably leave yourself behind!’

‘So what can you do about it, Manny? Cure me. Help me regain my love of the exotic.’

‘As I suspected when we first met, you have a totally normal case of Heimway Syndrome, or what the Germans would call Weltschmerz – world-weariness … pain of and for the world.’

Now not only a self-named malaise, but the Freudian lingo to go with it.

‘You need an idea, a place that is reawakening your sense of wonder and exciting those travel antennae you once held proud and symbolic of your very interested being; of a person open-minded to all things, people and places and able to embrace the world as new every day.’

‘Sure. But where can I go?’

‘You mean, now that every corner of the earth has been explored?

Manny composed himself for the big reveal.

‘Well, contrary to what you and your like believe, there is a new frontier; a lost, or rather overlooked horizon; a place that is remaining undiscovered, cloaked in poisonous myth and all but unvisited, as we speak, for over sixty years, since it became obscured from the minds of most of the world. It is a place people find so hard to visit, so little known and so inaccessible is it to their minds. Where is this far-off place, you ask? Well, in fact it is not far off. It is a European Shangri-La: a romantic, wooded place, a country of rivers, vineyards, forests, castles, poetry and music …’

Manny now seemed transported as, quivering, he continued, ‘… of fast cars, schöne Ladies – “ver ze girls are bioodiful”. A country preserved by neglect; ripe and waiting to be revealed again.’

Dramatic pause.

‘I am talking about Germany!’ said Manny, a triumphant, almost post-coital relief in his voice.

Even more silence as I tried not to splutter into my coffee.

Germany, a Shangri-La? Germany, a panacea for the world and cure for depression? It hardly had a good track record.

Manny stood up and wandered around the edifice of the preposterous idea he had just cast into the room. He was smiling now and began humming a faintly recognisable ditty to himself, as if I wasn’t there.


‘I know what you’re thinking!

You wonder why I chose her.

Out of all the countries in the world.’



What was that tune?

‘As with all kinds of mental illness, self-awareness is the first step to recovery. The Germans call it Selbstwahrnehmung,’ Manny continued, clearly finding my incredulity distastefully predictable. ‘What do you know of Germany?’

Well, the tabloids, ’Allo ’Allo and Basil Fawlty had taught me everything I’d ever wanted to know. But Noël Coward had once implored ‘Don’t Let’s Be Beastly to the Germans’. Was it time to cut them a bit of slack?

My only contact with Germany had been on short business trips in a parallel universe of hotels, offices and Mercedes taxis. I’d been to places like Frankfurt and Munich for meetings that could easily be conducted in English because almost all Germans seemed to be Überlinguists. Germany was important, but only as a market; a victim of its own economic success. Otherwise my only experience of Germans was limited to racing them for Spanish sun-loungers at dawn, wrestling for Lebensraum on the beach in Italy or clashing elbows in the queue for the ski lift. I’d certainly never had any desire to go to Germany on holiday. And the sheer number of them on the beaches of the Med was a clear indication that not even the Germans were to be found in their own country!

Manny now changed to business consultant mode.

‘You see, in this day and age nations are brands.’

Oh no! I thought, Please, not one of those management-training-course-style theories! Why hadn’t I simply self-diagnosed with a two-week meditation course in Kerala?

‘Travel is the new high street and, just as some brands are in and some are out, so every country, region, city or island has a stock that is rising and falling according to fashion.’

I thought about the dinner parties that had propelled me towards Manny where guests dealt in destinations like stocks and shares. He was right.

‘And just as people are refusing to wear certain brands, like C&A, which incidentally is also German’ – and by the looks of it Manny’s tailor of choice! – ‘so there are some places people are refusing to go on holiday.’

Yes, and Germany was right up there with Taiwan and North Korea.

‘But a brand is like a stereotype – you might say it is all some people get to know about a country’s culture. As such it is a prejudice and has to be exploded.’

Fine. But surely it was precisely too much past branding, of the wrong sort, that was Germany’s problem now!

‘Did you know, an average of just 1.6 million Britons visited Germany each year recently, compared to the eleven or so million that went to France and fourteen million that descended on Spain?’

Manny was strangely well informed on the statistics.

‘What’s wrong with Germany?’ he ventured.

Immediately I could hear a chorus around a dinner table giving me lists of German failings.

But Manny was clearly serious.

‘Why not try it for your summer holiday?’

I baulked.

‘Sun – banal as it may seem, isn’t that the first commandment of travel, even for real travellers like you say you are? Well, you can relax and get a tan in Germany too, you know.’

I thought of Keats’s desire for ‘a beaker of the warm South … tasting of Flora and the country green/Dance, and Provencal song and sunburnt mirth’. That didn’t sound much like Germany to me.

‘If you agree to follow my cure I can send you to a beautiful, sunny side of Germany you scarcely thought existed.’

‘But even if it is sunny,’ I countered, ‘how is Germany going to cure my … my, whatever you called it?’

‘Your Weltschmerz? Never mind. That will come. This is an easy first step. And if you stick with my course of treatments you will see. For you are about to embark on a series of extraordinary, entertaining and unexpected journeys into a country and people you maybe thought you knew. Together we will revive and enrich your soul and release the German inside you. You will discover the art of being German!’
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