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Preface

Our whole mindset regarding going abroad has altered beyond recognition in the last few years. I began as a journalist on the travel desk of the The Times, hoping to see the world, inspired by writers such as Paul Theroux, P J. O’Rourke, Jonathan Raban, Eric Newby, Bruce Chatwin, Jan Morris, Dervla Murphy, Norman Lewis and Bill Bryson. Heading out with a notebook to explore backwaters, meet unusual characters, experience the sights, sounds and smells of distant climes – travel journalism was a romantic notion. Apart from travel literature, guidebooks, radio broadcasts, newspapers, films and television documentaries (presented by the likes of Alan Whicker and Michael Palin), there was no other way to learn about distant shores. Travel was expensive and knowledge was unreliable; guidebooks soon became out of date.

In the years between the late 1990s, when I was starting out, and now, I continued with travel writing despite a growing feeling that the internet, as it developed and boomed, could tell you almost anything you needed to know before you took off from Heathrow or caught a train through the Channel Tunnel. Reporters were increasingly becoming tied to their desks. ‘Newshounds’ found themselves attached to screens that flashed wire stories and, more recently, tweets. But as a travel writer, by definition, you had to get out and about, see things with your own eyes.

After taking several journeys to unpronounceable places on low-cost airlines’ 1p flights, I wrote a travel book entitled To Hull and Back, describing some of the least likely places to spend time off in the UK. This was a reaction to taking so many easyJet flights; I wanted to stay on the ground. It was also in the spirit of Alain de Botton’s engaging book The Art of Travel, in which the Swiss-British philosopher ruminates on finding the extraordinary in the ordinary.

With the internet so pervasive and travel becoming almost ludicrously easy, I liked the idea of slowing down and taking a closer look at places that were less trodden. I stayed on the ground once more to see Europe by high-speed train (Tales from the Fast Trains) before visiting Tunisia, Libya and Egypt a year after the Arab Spring (A Tourist in the Arab Spring). News of the uprisings, which some were comparing to the fall of the Berlin Wall, was coming thick and fast on television and over the internet. But I wanted to see it for myself, rather than relying on information that flashes up on a screen.

Some people suggest that the (apparent) omniscience of the World Wide Web makes travel writing redundant. It is a dying genre, the doom merchants say, as everything is out there already: every corner of the earth covered and accessible at the click of a computer mouse. There can be no Wilfred Thesiger-style journeys through the Empty Quarter of Arabia, no quixotic rambles through the Hindu Kush à la Newby, no Bruce Chatwinesque immersions in African nomadic tribal life. And perhaps that’s true. The surprise element no longer exists when you can read about most places on your smartphone.

Most places, but not all. And in the Maldives, I wanted to take a different approach. Before I went, I had little idea what islands I would visit and what I would come across. I had no grand plans mapped out on the internet, no instant information to show me the way, no World Wide Web at my fingertips. Escaping a Google world by ditching my smartphone and laptop, I had little alternative to following my nose and letting instinct lead the way.

I had some rare time off work, annual leave that had somehow stacked up: a honeymoon period of sorts, an unexpected break from daily life. And there was a certain irony to this. I was heading to one of the globe’s most renowned honeymoon hotspots – the Maldives – on my own: my girlfriend and I had split in the weeks before I decided to go. We had been together a while and it felt like a turning point, a ‘spring clean’ moment of anything being possible. I was stepping off the treadmill of the ordinary. Goodbye commuting. Goodbye deadlines. Goodbye to everything connected to worries. Hello sunshine. Hello sea. Hello to discovering a distant country from the ground up, without monitors bleeping messages I really did not want to read.

That’s why I bought a ticket to the Indian Ocean.


‘We heard the boom of breakers from miles offshore as they crashed upon the reef. It was a sound new to our ears, a note of majesty once heard, forever remembered.’
Arthur Grimble, A Pattern of Islands

‘The first guests at the Brisas del Mar arrived in some style in a chauffeur-driven Isotta-Frashini at the end of May, providing instant and final confirmation of the villagers’ belief that all outsiders were basically irrational, when not actually mad.’
Norman Lewis, Voices of the Old Sea

‘Later I realized how foolish it had been to have any scruples, for big hotels are quite merciless towards their employees.’
George Orwell, Down and Out in Paris and London

‘When the rate of return on capitalism exceeds the rate of growth of output and income, as it did in the nineteenth century and seems likely to do again in the twenty-first, capitalism automatically generates arbitrary and unsustainable inequalities that radically undermine the meritocratic values on which democratic societies are based.’
Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century


PART ONE
Into the Indian Ocean

Arrival in Male, the capital – and a journey by cargo ship, sleeping next to sacks of onions on a deck floor, to the southernmost point in the country: Addu Atoll, south of the Equator, where there is a visit to the old RAF base and a night spent tuna fishing in what was once the United Suvadive Islands

‘There are a lot of mysterious things about boats, such as why anyone would get on one voluntarily.’
P. J. O’Rourke
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The Sunny Side of Life

Down below there was water – lots of water. The screen on the maroon seat on my plane from Colombo in Sri Lanka to Male, capital of the Maldives, showed that we were crossing the ‘Indischer Ozean’. Thin white streaks of waves broke on a peninsula bristling with jade-topped palm trees: our last glimpse of the mainland. Then there was blue – an enormity of blue. The Indischer stretched to the horizon, gargantuan, all-encompassing, seeming to roll onwards for ever.

It was a mesmerising sight. On the surface of the sea I could make out the faintest of movements, an almost imperceptible sway. The tiniest of undulations, the briefest stir, visible for a split second… then gone. The motion returned and went away once more. From 30,000 feet, far from the peaks and troughs of the swell, the ocean was a lumbering creature, somehow alive, quietly breathing in and out.

Rust-red cargo ships stood sentinel on the gently pulsing sea. They appeared hopelessly lost, miniscule man-made outposts in the infinite seascape. And as we rose through ribbons of cloud, the surface of the aqueous world began to alter. Glimmers of silver emerged, spreading outwards and blooming into a metallic sheen. The blue, after a tantalising spell of indigo, morphed into a mercurial swirl. As I looked through the oval window I began to readjust my place on the planet. From now on it was water, not land, that mattered.

The Indian Ocean nation of the Maldives is the flattest country on earth (the highest ‘hill’ is 7ft 10in) and stretches about 515 miles from north to south, bulging to just 80 miles at its widest point. Among the 1,192 islands, 100 are ‘resort islands’, for tourists only, while 198 are categorised as ‘inhabited’. All the islands and reefs and lagoons together amount to 35,300 square miles, about the size of North Island in New Zealand, but the territory is 99.9 per cent water, and most of the 0.1 per cent of land is about 3 feet above the sea.

There was water, water everywhere – and some beyond-luxurious hotels on perfect white-sand beaches. If you wanted to escape for a while, what better place than the ultimate vision of paradise? The honeymoon dream of holiday brochures: crisscrossing palm trees, tropical flowers, colourful coral, long sunny days crowned by blazing sunsets. Not to mention the glass-bottomed bathtubs, private terraces or 37” flatscreen televisions in palm-roofed villas perched over the Indian Ocean.

It sounds great, but I have to admit I’d always imagined the Maldives to be dull. Too boring, too obvious.

I did, however, have a plan. I had heard of a change in Maldivian law that allowed visitors to travel off the beaten track to islands that were not official tourist islands. From the 1980s until 2009, foreigners had been banned from visiting places populated by locals, other than on stopovers in the capital. Government officials had been concerned that Western influences might rub off and spoil the Islamic way of life. These were worries dating from the hippy trail, the ban on outsiders ‘going local’ designed to prevent a cavalry charge of folk with long hair smoking funny cigarettes and behaving in other odd ways.

With hippies long gone, the policy had been eased and the idea was to allow poorer parts of the archipelago the opportunity to enjoy the spoils of tourism. It was early days, with the first guesthouses opening around the time of my visit. Few people seemed to have heard about this new way of seeing the country. It was a bit like Greek island-hopping when that travel phenomenon began, except that the weather would be hotter, the scenery even more beautiful – and you could get a tuna curry just about anywhere you went.

A whole new country had effectively opened up, hundreds of islands seldom seen by outsiders. It’s not all that often something like this happens in the twenty-first century. Yes, I was looking forward to making the most of paradise, but I was intending to take a voyage around the edges of perfection, travelling on cargo ships and ferries to these newly accessible islands. By skirting this periphery I hoped to get an insight into Maldivian life away from the shiny, glitzy presentation of the tourist board and public relations officials. Journalists are only too familiar with PR gloss. I wanted to capture the bigger picture.

With these thoughts in mind, my first sight of Maldivian terra firma came in the form of a beetle-shaped island with curving leg-like jetties studded with hotel villas. Thick green palm groves at the centre of the island acted as the beetle’s back. The land was almost perfectly circular and surrounded by a flawless rim of white sand. Beyond, the ocean disappeared in a swirl of clouds in the direction of Africa.

This beetle was followed by another bug-shaped creation, and another, and then a series of islands that appeared uninhabited. These were thin and stretched out in irregular ovals. They were unlike anything I’d seen before. There was something almost Daliesque about their wobbly shapes, the way they undulated in long curves adorned by foaming waves.

Many of the circles barely rose above the ocean. I already knew that what I was seeing was the tip of coral reefs that ringed ancient underwater volcanic peaks. These now-extinct volcanoes were the result of the meeting of tectonic plates. They had once towered above the water, but over the millennia had subsided, leaving both lagoons and the higher ground on which Maldivians lived.

Charles Darwin, no less, had first recognised coral reefs – known as atolls when the reefs encircled a lagoon – and explained their formation when pottering about the world’s oceans in the 1830s on HMS Beagle. The peaks were part of an enormous ridge that ran from Madagascar to India, the submerged mountain range to which I was headed.

The plane’s wheels hit the runway on Airport Island with a screech. I followed couples down steps onto the baking concourse. We shambled bleary-eyed and blinking through fierce heat to a humid hall with a low ceiling.

So much so normal – an airport like any other. We might have been in Malaga. Then we shuffled through the exit… and things were very different.

Outside, men in crisp white uniforms held signs with the labels of luxury tour operators, including Cox & Kings, Island Voyage, Coco Collection (this was much more upmarket than the Costa del Sol). They were not there for me, though. I strolled past and a few paces further came to the sea. A sign told me I was entering ‘THE SUNNY SIDE OF LIFE’.

And so I was. I crossed a traffic-free street to a small jetty with a concrete walkway covered by an awning. In the shade at the far end of this sun cover was a rickety kiosk.

This was not upmarket at all. This, I soon gathered, was where you caught the ferry to Male. I may have only been in the country for a few moments, but already I was taking to the ocean. I waited in a queue with a Maldivian man wearing a Union Jack sleeveless top with a hood and matching shorts. He was accompanied by a woman in a burqa. They made a very odd couple. I handed over 10 rufiyaa (about 40 pence) and hauled my luggage across the bow of a short, covered wooden boat. A wiry ferryman neatly stacked my bag by a heap of cardboard boxes filled with chocolate-milk powder.

We settled in and waited for the seats to fill. The boat bobbed and gurgled at its mooring, smelling of diesel. Water trickled against the quay. I had squeezed onto a bench next to a passenger in pinstripe trousers and an untucked pink shirt. If you ignored his flip-flops, he might have been returning from a day at a city stock exchange. Others were less formally dressed; mainly airport staff, it appeared, going home after shifts. I was the sole Westerner (those on the plane had peeled away after the customs check to meet their holiday reps). Most but not all women wore headscarves, with only the single burqa.

Our ferry must have been 30 feet long. The floor consisted of old wooden boards with peeling battleship-grey paint. A faint breeze stirred through the windowless stern. When all the benches were occupied, the engine growled into life. We backed out of the mooring, swaying in the churning waves, heading into choppy sea beyond a breakwater.

Then I saw Male for the first time. The capital was an extraordinary sight, a mini-Manhattan of tower blocks painted pink and aquamarine, jammed onto a small island across half a mile of ocean. It seemed totally out of place, as though the buildings had been transferred from a city in the USA, dropped one by one by helicopters in the middle of the sea and painted pastel colours.

We rocked and rolled in the direction of this candy-coloured mirage and as we did so I was struck again by the feeling of entering some kind of water world. Little black fish darted close to the surface, looking like leaves blown in an underwater wind. Speed boats from tourist resorts raced by, causing us to bob in their wake. We chugged forwards towards a tower with HITACHI written in red on its roof. The sky was turning purple, streaks of pink feathering the surface of the surging sea.

We entered a small secondary harbour and moored, bow first, by the quayside. A man wearing a T-shirt emblazoned with the message ‘SMILE MORE: WHY NOT?’ swung my bag over the harbour wall. I grinned and stepped onto Male. I had arrived in paradise, amid skyscrapers, bustling crowds, honking mopeds, bright pink election banners announcing ‘YOUTH! ECONOMY! HOPE!’, yellow bunting tied to lampposts in honour of the Maldivian Democratic Party, and tiny warren-like alleys.

I entered one of these and was almost flattened by a moped. A stream of traffic flew past as I came to a corner with a mosque and muezzin beginning a call to prayer. I walked cautiously across another busy, narrow road lined with tall loping trees whose emerald branches formed a canopy of shade. Locals walked past, their posture erect, arms swinging casually at their sides, paying little attention to the foreigner in their midst. I passed a shop selling brightly coloured headscarves, turned left at a whitewashed Islamic college, hopped to one side to avoid a taxi, and came to the pistachio-green walls of Skai Lodge. By some stroke of luck after all the labyrinthine lanes I’d made it to my guesthouse – where ‘comfort and affordability are synonymous… the price is worth value for money’, or so said the website blurb.

The entrance was in a cramped courtyard with a high wall lined with tropical plants. I edged down a dimly lit passageway into my first abode in the Maldives. Tinny Bollywood music played on a television. A fan whirred. Pictures of beaches lined with palm trees adorned the walls. Well-thumbed magazines advertising diving breaks were stacked on a coffee table by a squashy sofa. A man in a tangerine shirt hunched on the sofa quietly tapping on a smartphone, a cigarette resting on an ashtray. A tired-eyed receptionist wearing a headscarf looked up, startled, from behind a counter.

Her expression was owlish. She was little more than 5 feet tall and seemed to have been engrossed in the Bollywood video. She raised an eyebrow and gave me a look that suggested: ‘What on earth are you doing in a suburb of Male near the ferry port?’ I was, I admit, thinking something the same myself.

I confirmed my identity. Where were the welcome drinks? The cool towels? The charming staff in crisp uniforms with Nelson Mandela collars? But I didn’t mind. The receptionist handed me a key and I heaved my bag upstairs.

I had made it to a ‘destination [that] reigns supreme over all others’, according to the tourist brochure I had read on the plane: the ‘magical Maldives’. I had ‘1,200 idyllic islands’ to investigate and I was about to take a good look at paradise – warts and all.
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