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PRAISE FOR PETER MILLAR
         
Slow Train to Guantanamo

‘The book gives an insight into Cuban daily life, Caribbean communism, the food, the beer, the colours, the smells (good and bad) and the realities of an artificial economy that the package deal tourists will never even glimpse. If you have ever been to Varadero and Havana (the standard package), read this book, then go back and see the real Cuba whilst you still can. If you have never been to Cuba, read this book, and if you then don’t want to go to Cuba, you have no soul, and they wouldn’t want you there anyway. Go to Cuba, but take your own toilet seat, and paper, the locals will understand’ – J. P. Hayward
            
 

1989 The Berlin Wall

‘The best read is the irreverent and engaging account by Peter Millar, who writes for the Sunday Times among other papers. Fastidious readers who expect reporters to be a mere lens on events will be shocked at the amount of personal detail, including the sexual antics and drinking habits of his colleagues in what now seems a Juvenalian age of dissolute British journalism. He mentions his long-suffering wife and children rather too often, but the result is full of insights and on occasion delightfully funny. The author has a knack for befriending interesting people and tracking down important ones. He weaves their words with his clear-eyed reporting of events into a compelling narrative about the end of the cruel but bungling East German regime’ – The Economist
            
‘The most entertaining read is Peter Millar’s 1989 The Berlin Wall: My Part in its Downfall, a witty, wry, elegiac account of his time as a Reuters and Sunday Times correspondent in Berlin throughout most of the 1980s’ – Spectator
            
‘1989 The Berlin Wall is part autobiography, part history primer and part Fleet Street gossip column … Millar cast aside the old chestnuts and set about reporting on the reality of life under communism. In bare Stalinist apartments, at hollow party events … Volker the gravedigger-cum-hippie, the Stasi seductress “Helga the Honeypot”, Kurtl the accordion player whose father had been killed at Stalingrad, and the petty smuggler Manne who has been separated from his parents by the Wall … Energetic and passionate …’ – Sunday Times
            
 

All Gone to Look for America

‘Succeeds in capturing the wonder of America that the iron horse made accessible to the world’ – The Times
            
‘Witty yet observant … this book smells of train travel and will appeal to wanderlusts as well as armchair train buffs’ – Time Out
            
‘Fills a hole for those who love trains, microbrewery beer and the promise of big skies and wide-open spaces’ – Daily Telegraph
            
 

The Black Madonna

‘With a journalist’s keen eye and ear, and a born storyteller’s soul, author Millar has written a truly compelling, globe-trotting thriller. Rich in history and cultural detail, The Black Madonna is a page-turner of a novel that flings us into the heart of the essential conflicts of our times. Look out, Dan Brown, make way for Millar’ – Jeffery Deaver
            
 

Stealing Thunder

‘An intelligent thriller … fast-paced and convincing’ – Robert Harris
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Prologue
            

IT WAS ONE OF THOSE MOMENTS when you think the TV remote might have gone into interstellar overdrive, switching randomly at high speed between news, soap opera and light entertainment. Only in real time. In real life.
         
A few minutes ago my friend Abdel had poured a liberal measure of vodka and Coke into a red-and-white spotted mug and handed it to me, with the whispered afterthought, ‘We can nip round the corner for a toke of kif in a minute.’
         
But right now I am standing on a street corner, wreathed in acrid smoke, a youth in a sweaty singlet next to me holding an axe and machete above my head while a 12-year-old boy on my right brandishes his fists aggressively, and in my hands is a bloodied skull, recently stripped of its flesh.
From a nearby rooftop Abdel’s pretty young nieces are looking down on us, tossing their luxuriant dark hair and waving happily as they prepare to post on Facebook their photos of the ritual slaughter of the lambs.
It could only be Morocco.
I am in Larache, a beautiful, if somewhat neglected, Atlantic coast town in the former Spanish occupation zone – subtly but distinctly different from those that were occupied by the French – as an honoured guest of a local greengrocer’s family at the holiest festival of the Muslim year. Toe-deep in freshly spilled goat’s blood.
Once upon a time I thought the cover of the Rolling Stones’ album Goats Head Soup freaky, but it was as nothing compared to the real thing I am now holding in my hands. Yet my reaction is not horror. Maybe just mild shock. But then the vodka helps. As does the kif inhaled, deeply, from a long wooden pipe with a little clay bowl, a few minutes later.
         
The occasion is Eid el-Adha, ‘The Feast of the Sacrifice’, commonly referred to – for the benefit of non-Islamic foreigners – as the ‘Muslim Christmas’: the big religious holiday 40 days after the end of Ramadan when families come together, go to prayers in the morning, eat well, then dress up in their finest clothes and parade around town greeting one another in a great celebration of family life. Oh, and slaughter a sheep or two. Each. The slaughtering is left to the men, of course. Specifically to the fathers. Those who do not do their grisly duty are considered in orthodox Islam to be insouciant towards the fate of their children.
Eid el-Adha commemorates one of the most important stories shared by the Jewish, Christian and Muslim religions: the moment when Abraham, ordered by God or Allah aka Yaweh (none of which is actually a name, just a statement of deity) to sacrifice his son, is released from his dreadful promise by an angel who shows him a ram caught in a thorn bush which he may sacrifice instead. The story is essentially identical in all three traditions except for a few details, such as that the Arabic name for Abraham is Ibrahim, and whereas Jews – and therefore Christians – believe that the child to be slaughtered was Isaac, the (more treasured) younger son who would survive to be patriarch of the Jews, Muslims prefer to believe that it was his (more important) first-born, Ismail (Ishmael), who would survive to become patriarch of the Arabs. But then in any story it is only natural that everybody wants their own ancestor to have had the starring role
Such religio-historical hair-splitting, literal or otherwise, is hardly much on my mind. I am in Morocco on a pilgrimage of an altogether different kind: the long-overdue fulfilment of an early-teen aspiration that would eventually lead me on a voyage of exploration through one of the most fascinating, quixotic and exotic countries in the world.
         
My fascination with Morocco had begun 45 years ago when a magical pop song exploded over the airwaves, which to a generation that for the first time in history could travel widely, other than as soldiers with guns in their hands, summed up a brave new world of excitement and adventure.
It was, oddly enough, written by an Englishman though, given the spirit of the age, it had to be sung by an American band. Not just American, but Californian. It was a song that conjured up an accessible vision of escapism and free love, fuelled by cannabis, a drug dreaded by a hidebound establishment built on class and capital.
Nash’s catchy little ditty was a wake-up call for a new generation in a new world, a generation whose fathers had known North Africa, if at all, as drudge foot soldiers, cannon fodder in the wars of outdated empires. Now here was an Englishman, living in California, urging us to take a train from Casablanca going south, blowing smoke rings from the corner of our mouths. It was an irresistible invitation. And we knew only too well that it wasn’t tobacco Mr Nash and his friends were smoking.
The magical idea of riding the Marrakech Express extolled the appeal of a city on the edge of a desert, beyond Europe, on the cusp of Africa, a city with a name that exuded exotica, escaped from the world of One Thousand and One Nights, a place more unimaginable than the kingdom of the Wizard of Oz, home to mystics, fortune tellers, acrobats and snake charmers. Marrakech was then, as now, the magic talisman that stood for the whole country, credited with giving it its name. For centuries it had been known to foreigners as Morocco city.
         
Nash said it all with his evocation of brightly coloured cotton, Berber tribesmen charming cobras in the square and buying striped jellabas to wear at home. He had written the anthem of the ‘cool in a kaftan, love and peace, man’ generation. He conjured up the confusion of adolescence, the optimistic rejection of the previous generation’s dour views of reality, and the drug-inspired escapism of the ’60s. We too wanted to sweep the cobwebs from our minds, to go out there and see the world as it was, ignoring everything that had been said to us by our elders, who were not necessarily our betters. It was a call to challenge the conventional, to see the world for ourselves.
         
Okay, so Graham Nash, born in Blackpool, England, in the direst depths of the Second World War, didn’t get it quite right. The Moroccan livestock markets, filled with sheep, goats and poultry, might well have seemed like ‘animal carpet’ but if they did include ducks and chickens, Muslim Marrakech certainly didn’t have any pigs. I suspect young Graham’s kif-clouded mind was recalling some nursery carpet in his Lancashire bedroom.
         
But the romanticism and escapism expressed through a vision of clear Moroccan skies reflected in someone else’s eyes made up for it. To those of us, a half a generation younger, only just waking up to the fact that we were not trapped by history, heredity and a bankrupt social order, it proclaimed one message, loud and clear: ‘All aboard the train!’
I am embarrassed to say it took me nearly 40 years to visit Nash’s illusory oasis, during which time the shrinking world made it seem suddenly no longer such a distant destination, indeed a standard resort for European tour groups. The first time I visited was with my wife, very much as a tourist, in search of exoticism and sun, and found both in good measure; we had taken in the quixotic delights of Marrakech, seen the sun set over the Atlas and made a trip to the blue-and-white ‘windy city’ of Essaouira on the Atlantic coast. But had we really even scratched the skin of the real Morocco? In the meantime I had made friends with Moroccans living in London who enthused about their homeland, though not without reservations. You should go elsewhere, they said, get to know the place, travel the way the ordinary people do.
         
What made me decide that it was time to pack my bags for Marrakech and beyond once again, with a much greater aim in mind than a few days in the sun, was an invitation from Abdel to join his family for one of the greatest festivals of the Islamic year, and the sudden realisation that if I did not go now, it might all, literally, go up in a puff of smoke. And not the sort that Graham Nash could blow smoke rings with.
In 2011 we saw what was almost universally described as the ‘Arab Spring’, an absurd example of journalists applying a catchphrase from another time and place to a modern event as a form of shorthand to avoid actually having to think about, let alone describe, what is actually going down. The term ‘Spring’ in this sense goes back to the 1968 ‘Prague Spring’ when Soviet tanks brought a brutal end to the liberalising of communist rule under Alexander Dubcek in what was the capital of the now long-dissolved state of Czechoslovakia. Partly because of the time of year – it actually lasted from January until the end of August – some journo had, in an excess of enthusiasm over Realpolitik, labelled this abortive, would-be 1989, the ‘Prague Spring’.
Ever since, any overnight shift in the set social order in a country presumed repressive has been labelled a ‘Spring’, even if it occurs midsummer or in the depths of winter, and even if, as sadly happened in the original case and in most since, it ends bloodily with little or no improvement. That ended up being what happened in nearly all the Arab countries where the ‘Spring’ contagion spread, from Tunisia where it began, and has remained the most successful, to Libya where following less than measured Western intervention, dictatorship was replaced with bloody anarchy, to Egypt where the revolution swallowed itself, brutally; twice. From Bahrain where repression was swift and brutal to the Gulf States and Saudi Arabia where little was reported or whatever did happen was suddenly and ruthlessly suppressed to little or no complaint from the rest of the Western world, and eventually to Syria, where ‘Spring’ became the prelude to a bloody fratricidal civil war.
         
In Morocco, almost alone, spring never sprung.
As a journalist who has lived under repressive communism in the Soviet Union, Poland and East Germany through the pivotal years leading up to the end of the Cold War, and since travelled extensively in the Cuba of the Castros, I have always wondered what makes a society tip over the edge, or more precisely, what stops it doing so: what makes someone balanced on a clothesline over a chasm become a tightrope-walker rather than an accident waiting to happen?
Amidst the chaos and repression that have been the hallmark of the Arab world over recent years, Morocco appeared to offer a ‘third way’. Amidst the so-called ‘clash of cultures’, which has appeared as if from nowhere to replace the Cold War, to take us back to the Middle Ages when Muslims and Christians were at each other’s throats, Morocco, superficially at least, seemed to have kept at least one foot in Graham Nash’s idyllic late 1960s. I had to find out if it was true, and if it could last.
My visit to Larache for the festival of Eid introduced me to Morocco up close, at a personal level, and made me hungry to see and hear more of the country that has played a pivotal role in the history of Islam and its cross-cultural influences on Europe from the days when what we now call Spain was a province of the Islamic caliphate, run by Moroccan sultans, up to and beyond the days when Morocco was a colonial possession divided between France and Spain.
All aboard the train!
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