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1

Donaueschingen: the Danube Begins

I was deposited in Donaueschingen by a dibbly-dobbly railway which had trundled over the Black Forest from Freiburg, stopping at every cow-pat. The last of the winter snows had only been a month gone, but already the rolling hills of the Baar looked bleatingly fresh and glossy in the spring.

‘Snow!’ exclaimed a child a couple of seats behind me in the train, but it was only an echo of a season, a cloud of featherlike seeds slaloming through the trees, searching for new life, riding the breeze and catching the sun like soft, airborne skiers looking to go off-piste.

Donaueschingen itself turned out to be a pleasant, if unexceptional, pint-sized place with a Fürstenberg Prince’s Palace in the style of a French chateau, an onion-domed church and an imposing selection of houses, some frescoed, some half-timbered, and many in pastel pinks and blues, like crayons in a tin or ballerinas waiting for the ball. Any pop-up book would have been pleased to have had it.

At the town’s core was not the palace of the Fürstenbergs, but the home of something far closer to the hearts of modern Germans than the aristocracy: the giant Fürstenberg brewery, a rambling beer palace on a traffic island that puffed steam and smothered surrounding houses with its wet-wool smell. Unlike tobacco, bread or coffee, where the aroma is better than the product, beer is one of those commodities that delivers better than it promises. But the claggy smell didn’t inhibit a selection of vigorous-looking pensioners, either with knapsacks or on bicycles or both, who circled the town’s streets and greeted each other with the fellowship of the like-minded. They had the air of people who knew exactly what they were about to do, how they were going to do it, and the number of vitamin pills that would be required. Despite the earliness of the year they were already improbably tanned.

I had a plan, too. I was in town for two extremely important reasons: first to pay homage to the official source of the Danube, which rises in Donaueschingen; and second to buy a bicycle that would be capable of taking me all the way down the riverbank to Budapest.

As plans go, it was a fairly simple one, and one where you’d think that little could go wrong. Unfortunately, however, I’d arrived at lunchtime and all the shops were shut, so the pensioners and I were all revved up with nowhere to go, circling the beer palace of a traffic island.

It happened to be market day in Donaueschingen, and stalls in a narrow clutch of streets had a selection of those gadgets used for cutting vegetables that somehow never ever make it into mainstream retailing, gadgets that are always demonstrated by men with toupees who once had careers as DJs until hair loss kicked in. Them aside, the remaining stallholders were Turks with worry beads and Sikhs in shades, and they were all talking amongst themselves in the lunchtime lull, knowing full well that pensioners fuelled by multivitamins were not going to be interested in denim fashion accessories fresh out of a crate from China. For this new arrival from London, that clutch of streets felt comfortably multicultural, and not claustrophobically small-town Baden-Württemberg at all.

It was on the other side of the market that I first came across the river, a slender and handsome chalk stream, beribboned with Ophelia tresses of weed which sheltered tail-flickering trout. But it wasn’t the river I’d come for. A sign on the bridge indicated this was the Brigach, and I had known it and its colleague the Breg existed. Officially, these two ‘send the Danube on its way’, which makes them sound like a pair of proud parents waving from the bridge. Unofficially, the two B rivers merge, and are then joined by the baby Danube, which completely usurps their riverbed, chucking them out of the pram. A European cuckoo.

In the back of my mind I’d envisioned the Breg and Brigach as being tucked away out of sight and somehow sadly lacking in the river department, which would explain why no one mourned their passing. I hadn’t expected either of them to be so handsome or so central to the town. Poor innocent Brigach, it didn’t deserve to be treated with such contempt. And if the Brigach didn’t deserve it, then probably neither did the Breg.

However, any concern over B-river discrimination was soon overtaken by a more pressing and selfish consideration, because Donaueschingen’s bicycle shop had remained firmly closed well after the designated lunch break, despite the opening hours posted on the door. Departing from the norm is a rare state of events in Germany, and I was worried. I knew the shop had a range of second-hand machines – I’d telephoned beforehand and I could see them through the window – so its continued closure was a setback, to say the least. Without a bicycle, the struggle for supremacy between B and D rivers didn’t matter a bean; my journey was dead in the water before it had even begun.

At this point I had one of those strange moments of good fortune that have occasionally illuminated my life, for which I should be more than truly grateful, and for which I promise to be when I am old. The most recent was on the Spanish island of Fuerteventura, where I’d had my briefcase containing flight tickets and passport stolen from a hire car. I’d disconsolately set out to drive the 3 miles to report the loss at the nearest police station, met the eye of a smiley old man by the roadside, and just beyond him spotted the briefcase, inexplicably completely intact, sitting beside a bush by the road. As the tears of relief rolled down my cheeks, I felt as if I’d just taken part in some parable which I didn’t have the wisdom, or the faith, to comprehend fully.

This time it was a bicycle journey, not a flight, that was at issue. So I wandered up the hill through the centre of Donaueschingen in the vain hope of giving the bike shop’s long-lunchers more time to return to their posts. I didn’t have a plan B.

Fortunately I didn’t need one. Towards the top of the hill I passed a cluster of some twenty-five people gathered on the steps of the Rathaus, and twenty-five people, in a clump, in early spring, constitutes quite a crowd in Donaueschingen. My first thought was that it was a fire drill, but these were individuals, quietly waiting, not groups of work colleagues murmuring and giggling. My second thought was that it must be some sort of political demonstration, but there were no posters, nor any strutting rabble-rousers preparing to make their views heard. Apart from the two clerks sitting behind a desk, the only people who evidently knew each other were three council workers in bright orange dungarees who looked distinctly amused at the whole operation. They were smirking in particular at the behaviour of a small man who was doing his best to look important in the no-man’s-land in front of the desk, but with no natural charisma, no podium, no microphone or other badge of authority, he didn’t quite know how to start, where to stand or in which direction to face. This was their boss, the man who ruled their lives, and in the unforgiving light of the public gaze he was floundering. The council workers were plainly enjoying his discomfort.

As I came abreast of the crowd, this man just about managed to assemble everyone’s attention by raising his voice until it squeaked, like a musical instrument which was being abused in the hands of a beginner. He nodded to one of the men in dungarees, who reached for a bicycle from the bicycle rank. But instead of swinging his leg across the saddle and heading off on some prearranged errand, he wheeled the bicycle forward and the burgermeister, or whoever he was, announced:

‘So this one – how about ten?’

The crowd shuffled. No one volunteered.

‘Five?’

‘OK, I’ll take it for five,’ piped up a voice from behind the burgermeister’s right shoulder, in a tone that suggested he was only doing it out of compassion for the homeless. A man who’d been lounging against the Rathaus wall produced a banknote, handed it to the girl behind the desk, and the bicycle was his.

Suddenly I was hyper-alert. Clearly I was witnessing some kind of auction, of direct relevance to my immediate future: the bicycles drawn up outside the Rathaus didn’t belong to council workers or shoppers at all, as I’d previously assumed. Plainly, fate intended me to take part.

‘Can anyone … ?’ I asked the man next to me.

‘Sure, but you need to be quick.’

A couple of other bikes had already gone, both of them for laughably small sums, and judging by the way he was distributing them at the earliest possible bid, the burgermeister was clearly keen to get it all over and done with as quickly as he could, hankering for the security of his scrupulously tidy desk, his protective ring of staff and the reassuring familiarity of the daily routine.

The bike that had caught my eye was a Kettler, a well-known German make and practically new, so when its turn came to be wheeled forward I waved in the burger-meister’s direction.

‘Ten.’

It was a ridiculously small amount for a bike that probably cost 500 euros, but I wasn’t the only one interested: a smart-looking mother had been waiting for this moment with her teenage son at the edge of the group, and she immediately jumped in.

‘Twenty.’

This was a whole new dynamic on the steps of the Rathaus. The mother and I exchanged steely glares and traded bids steadily, while the burgermeister looked more and more embarrassed, as if he’d stepped inadvertently into the middle of a family dispute. The two of us became the focus of all attention: the yummy mummy versus the un-yummy bummy with the rucksack. This was real-life drama in Donaueschingen. We were clearly not stooges planted in the crowd by the Rathaus to drive the prices up. So who had the deeper pockets, the greater desire? As the temperature rose I could sense we were heading for the front page of the Donaueschingen Gazette.

Eventually the bidding neared 100 euros and I began to falter; and at this stage I made the fatal error of upping my offer in a two rather than a five. Sensing my weakness, the mother closed in for the kill.

‘One hundred and five!’ she said with great finality, trumping my puny two-step by a whole 8 euros.

I shook my head. She didn’t look as if she was going to give up, and besides, I was saying to myself, I’d only be tempting fate with a bike so new and so appealing; it was such an evident thief magnet that I’d be constantly worrying about the responsibility of looking after it. So I let it slide, defeated, and my well-dressed enemy wheeled away her new acquisition, hostilities over, without favouring me with another look.

The only other bike I was interested in was a brown thing that looked OK, model unknown, relatively new. I got it for 20 euros, emphatically and viciously outbidding an elderly gentleman who quite thought he’d got it for half that price and was taken aback at being so savagely gazumped. I handed over the cash, signed a chit to prove that I hadn’t stolen it, and wheeled it away down the hill. And although it was momentarily unridable because of flat tyres, I could tell that this brown thing was one of the best investments I’d ever made. It would only let me down once in the next 1,400 kilometres, and even that was to be my own stupid fault.

With the first reason for coming to Donaueschingen resolved, it was time to get on with the second: the Danube spring.

It would be disingenuous of me to pretend that I’d arrived in the town completely ignorant of the source of the Danube debate. The official line is that the Danube starts at a spring in the town because the Romans said so, but Italian scholar Claudio Magris, in his book on the river, turns the whole issue into a preamble of Tristram Shandy-like proportions on the exact definition of source, possible whereabouts of said source, or even the need to find a source, which takes him forty-odd pages. I’d had Magris’ book recommended to me again and again before I set out on this journey – it is the only relatively contemporary socio-historical account of the Danube – but found it almost impenetrably scholarly. The great man exercised his synapses through four hundred pages, displaying immense erudition, leaping between intellectual rooftops and poking his nose down the chimney stacks of downriver nations like a PhD chimney sweep from Mary Poppins. For my part, my synapses jumped through a few hoops and did a couple of short sprints to try to keep up, but after a while they were all tuckered out so they lay down and looked at the sky, and short of poking them with a sharp stick there was nothing much I could do about it.

Magris spends his first chapter striding (mainly metaphorically, I assume, because he didn’t strike me as a strider) around the Black Forest hills from possible source to possible source, and I can imagine him with some of Donaueschingen’s vitamin-filled pensioners in tow, seemingly attentive and impressed by the great man’s digressions, but with their synapses even more tuckered out than mine.

He was by no means the first to have furrowed his brow over the Danube’s origins. The German poet Heinrich Heine wandered over the source territory in the 1880s, and although he came to no definitive conclusion he clearly felt sympathy for the victimized B rivers. As he wrote in a letter to Karl Marx, ‘clearly it would be easy to adhere to the thesis that there is no Danube at all, only Breg and Brigach. Thus the Danube becomes a fiction.’ A fiction? It’d be a bugger for me and my book if it did.

Fortunately, local lore has a glib solution for us non-scholars: to find the source of the Danube, so they say, all you have to do is to find a river that could reasonably be the Danube and stroll up and down its banks mumbling continually, ‘This is the Danube, this is the Danube,’ and hey presto, the river exists.

In Donaueschingen itself, whose very name depends on the Danube, there was no room for debate. ‘Hier entspringt die Donau’ (literally, ‘Here springs the Danube’) declared a categorical noticeboard between the Fürstenberg Palace and the Bohemian baroque St John’s Church. ‘And the Romans counted it a very important site.’ I detected the hand of the burgermeister at work in invoking the Romans, because, being the architects of modern civilization, they would have known what they were talking about. So there.

Alongside the sign, a circle of balustrades opened to permit the visitor down to a wrought-iron fence. The fence surrounded a basin of clear water disturbed only by jelly-jewel bubbles of air rising to the surface, and the occasional plop of a coin going in the other direction as another visitor’s wish sank into the depths. This was the Donauquelle, or the Danube Spring, and looming over it was the allegorical figure of Mother Baar pointing towards the Black Sea, telling the infant river where to go. From the air, what with the iron fence and the encircling stone balustrade, the translucence of the water and the glimmering of coins on the spring bed, it must have looked like an ornamental brooch pinned to the side of the palace’s park. Or a turquoise rivet, if you were up at 35,000 feet.

On an adjacent wall, Donaueschingen’s ‘Hier entspringt die Donau’ proclamation was corroborated by a show of solidarity from all the countries that lie along the river’s length. They demonstrated that solidarity through plaques which acted as multi-governmental witness statements to banish all doubts from the spectator’s mind, because the Danube must start here if both the Romans and all these governments say so. Forget the Breg and Brigach, was the subtext to all these messages: they’re history. In the making of a great river, somebody had to get hurt.

As for the wording on the plaques, it was pompous, sententious and bland. The Danube ‘connects us with the great family of European nations’ declared the Croats. Bulgaria soliloquized about being linked to the heart of Europe (i.e. please let us be one of the gang). Hungary quoted its suicidal tragi-poet József Attila about the Danube being a wonder of nature (so let’s all jump in and drown), the Romanians declared that they were watching over the Delta on behalf of everyone (it’s ours, don’t even think about interfering), while the Ukrainians burbled on about how the Danube’s water carries the hopes and prayers of millions of Europeans (the Russians told us to write that) and the Serbs declared that the great river brought ‘something that man is lacking’ (has anyone got a packet of fags?).

For a while I sat by the source in the sun, waiting to see if any Magris-like profundity would descend on my shoulders, too, but all I could think of was the fate of the poor B rivers. Then I began to be concerned about the possible impact of the slow rain of wish-impregnated coins down into the bed of the Donauquelle, blocking the flow. Presumably those same dungaree-clad council workers had the honour of stepping over the ironwork at regular intervals, to plunge into the hallowed water to remove the silver, or else the Danube would be in danger of becoming gummed up with loose change before it even started. That in itself was a novel idea. Could the B rivers suddenly be gifted a second chance? And what then if the council workers were summoned, with their plungers? Would the unblocking, the sudden shifting of silverware, have any consequences downriver? Surely if the butterfly-flapping-its-wings theory of climate was correct, then the removal of a single one-euro coin in Donaueschingen had the potential to produce a tidal wave in Novi Sad?

Anyway, as this was the official starting point of my journey, I felt the need to mark my departure with some kind of ceremony, and just flipping another coin into the water wasn’t going to be enough. So when a desultory pair of tourists had drifted away, leaving me there on my own, I circled the spring, pumping my new bicycle pump, and muttering ‘Drum bun, drum bun, drum bun,’ which is actually Romanian for ‘good journey’. Warming to my task, I improvised a halting dance, like a Red Indian preparing for war. ‘Drum bun, drum bun, Ma Baar.’ And then, with a last look at the plaque indicating that there were 2,840 kilometres to go, and at the allegorical figure of Mother Baar pointing me on my way, I mounted my 20-euro set of wheels and headed for Budapest.

The idea of a journey down the Danube was more of an accumulation than an inspiration. It all started a long, long time ago when, as a recent graduate, flying out to Asia, I remember looking down out of the aircraft window at a land that was russet-brown, wrinkled, veined and as bristly as the hide of a camel – Romania, according to the flight plan – and wondering what on earth it could be like down there, behind the Iron Curtain. It might have been a different planet. Then I promptly forgot all about it, because south-east Asia became all the rage. For many years Thailand was far more interesting than Transylvania, and destinations right under our noses, part of our own continent, remained far more foreign to us than many places halfway round the globe.

Then the Wall came down, and the West started to wrap its warm hands around the chilly East, and new airline routes started to stir the pot. Over succeeding years I dipped my toe into this new territory with journeys to Poland, to Bulgaria, to Romania, to Czechoslovakia and to the former Yugoslavia. But a lot of it made little lasting impression; the landscape was often neglected, the cities devastated by war and then badly mauled by peace. The architecture was unrewarding, the food forgettable, the history unknown and the languages unrelated to anything I had learned at school. The British press had lost interest in the region once the communist-overthrow stories were done, apart from a flurry of excitement over Romanian orphanages. It was hard to get a handle on the place.

But then it started to force itself on our attention. Eastern Europeans started arriving in the West, particularly once their home countries joined the EU, to do our plumbing and our loft conversions. Early in the new millennium I recall having a conversation with a typical British builder who complained that he didn’t have any problem with the blacks and the Asians; he knew a bit about the British Empire and slavery, and he could see where these different ethnicities had come from and why they were in Britain. They were easy to pick out in a crowd and he knew what they were like and how to handle them.

Eastern Europeans, however, were a different matter, he said. Confusingly, they looked just like us, but he had no idea who they were or where they had come from. Nobody had taught him anything about them at school, there was never anything about their countries in the newspapers, there had never been anything about them on the TV, and now here they were, blending in and walking around as if they belonged. Some of them were even Muslim, whilst looking just like West Ham supporters. It was as if they were impostors who’d slipped in from Europe’s backyard. ‘Like having someone turn up on your doorstep claiming to be a brother, when you never knew you even had one,’ the builder said. He was quite incensed.

The final catalyst for the book was a trip I made to Transylvania, where I stumbled into an almost medieval landscape that I never dreamed still existed in Europe, of scything farmers and their fruit-collecting children, of horses and carts, of wells in the villages, wolves in the woods and bears in the hills. The storybook detail was captivating. The storks on chimney stacks, clapping their beaks when their youngsters stood up. The chicks in home-made chicken runs on the roadside verges. The little smoking huts in every yard, breadmaking ovens for summer use. And the daily cow parade, when all the villagers’ cattle brought themselves back from the fields punctually at milking time and wandered down the main street until they reached their owners’ houses, where the gates would be standing open to welcome them home. Transylvania seemed a mythical place, one where you literally didn’t count your chickens until they hatched, and one where you made sure you made hay while the sun shone.

The resident humanity was no less captivating. My host in this fairytale land turned out to be a Transylvanian count whose great-uncle had been the foreign minister of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, who had Habsburg cousins, who knew the Prince of Wales, who was a Knight of Malta, who spoke many languages fluently, and who told me that most aristocrats of the region had once sent their children to British public schools. I thought such people only existed in stories.

On that Transylvanian trip, standing in a clocktower looking down over an ornate, belfried hilltop town that confusingly had three names – Sighi[image: image]oara to the Romanians, Schässburg to the Germans and Segesvár to the Hungarians – I fell into conversation with a German tourist.

‘Look at it,’ he said, with a sweep of his hands over the red-tiled rooftops. ‘Don’t you recognize it?’

I shrugged. ‘I’ve never been here before.’

‘It’s Germany, don’t you see? It was built by Germans, lived in by Germans for hundreds of years, until they were all forced to leave. This should all be Germany. And Budapest – did you know about Budapest?’ I shrugged again. A jingoistic, imperialistic German is not a common experience in the modern world, and it wasn’t one I was enjoying.

‘It was all German-speaking, Budapest. In the 1820s there were two daily newspapers in German, none at all in Hungarian, and Hungarians were only a third of the population. Same in Prague, it was all Germans, hardly any Czechs there at all. You never heard of the Banat? The Danube Swabians? Empress Maria Theresa?’

I had to shake my head again and again, and eventually the German despaired of teaching me any more.

‘Then you don’t know anything about European history,’ he said, with great finality.

He was right, I didn’t. Despite an expensive education my knowledge of the geo-politically enlarging and reuniting European continent in which I lived was sketchy at best, and it barely lapped up against the former Iron Curtain, let alone spilled over to the other side. I was one of those who knew far more about Thailand than I did about Transylvania.

The extent of that ignorance was driven home to me on the flight home, while running my eye over the map of Europe in the back of the inflight magazine. I found my eye following the route of the Danube. I knew approximately where it started, in southern Germany, and that it flowed through Austria and then through Hungary to Budapest, just like in the Strauss waltz:

Danube so blue
You flow straight through
 The meadows and dales …

but after that it simply vanished off the edge of my mental map. So to see it running onwards, through Slovakia, Serbia, Croatia, Bulgaria, Romania, and with sideways nods to Moldova and the Ukraine before making its exit into the Black Sea, came as a surprise. This was a European equator I hadn’t realized existed, a European Amazon, far larger and longer than any other river in the region. It was a mighty liquid belt that held Europe’s trousers up, and yet all I knew about it was that it was supposed to be blue, which turned out to be complete tosh. How come we didn’t pay more attention to it at school?

So when I got back I looked it up. It was the European Union’s longest river, said my encyclopaedia, at 2,840 kilometres, and the ten Danube countries it ran through had a combined population of a hundred million, about whom we knew practically nothing. As well as being the longest river in continental Europe, it was the only one that flowed west to east, a crucial fact that had saved Europe’s bacon over the centuries. Had it flowed the other way, then the likes of Genghis Khan, the Almoravids and the Ottomans could have taken a watery conveyor belt right into the heart of the West, and the Western world would have ended up a very different place.

But the Danube was more than that. Rivers have their own narratives, with a beginning, middle and end; they are not just water that moves. They rise and fall, tumble and stall, breed life and generate their own personality, accelerating and slowing, chattering and slumbering at will. They are more than just a physical presence, more than just wet stuff in queues. Animal life, and human life, gather around them, and always have done. In his unusually titled book, The Glance of Countess Hahn-Hahn (down the Danube), Hungarian author Peter Esterhazy writes that ‘The difference between water and a river is that the latter has a memory, a past, a history.’ And a river like the Danube has a lot more memory, past and history than most.

Its potential as a storyteller intrigued me greatly. I found myself believing that a river that had its head in old Europe and its tail in new would inevitably share some of its experiences with me. It had flowed, mutely and immutably, through centuries of tremendous change, carrying messengers, fugitives, emigrants and evacuees as well as tourists. It had soaked away any blood that had been shed, helped in the building of nations on its shores, and absorbed all the effluent of supposed progress, without passing judgement. Now, surely, it could be coaxed to reveal all to someone journeying along its length. I could just see the headlines in Hello! magazine: ‘At home with the Danube; 50 years of war and peace and still smiling on.’

More than that, I envisaged the river as a reassuring presence that could accompany me through the ups and downs of a long, ambitious journey along Europe’s watermark, the mark that authenticated Europe as truly European. It would always be there, an uncomplaining travel companion carrying me along in its slipstream right down to Europe’s back door. A companion, a mentor, a guide, an interpreter, ever reliable and ever present. A touch inscrutable, maybe, but incapable of guile.

Logistically, too, it could help greatly with the process of the journey. The very concept of travelling along a river’s route had a pleasing inevitability to it, making the journey instantly and easily defined. By plonking myself down in Donaueschingen I was connecting myself in one metaphorical stroke both with the guts of my journey and with my final destination, and although it wasn’t quite like peering down a rifle barrel at the Black Sea, it did help remove the vagaries of a traveller’s itinerary. I was plopping myself into Europe’s open mouth, submitting myself to the whims of its interior plumbing, and hoping to emerge unscathed from its rear end. I was at the start of a 2,840-kilometre voyage, and the countdown started right here. I would know exactly when I was halfway, and equally exactly when I had just 20 kilometres to go. If ever I left the river for a detour, then the Danube would always be there waiting on my return to tell me in which direction I should turn and to tell me a few stories on the way. If ever I ran out of inspiration or energy, then I could always just throw myself in and float. And, of course, if the journey turned out to be dull, I’d always have something to blame.

Not that there’d be much danger of that, I hoped. The further it progressed in an easterly direction, the more there’d be to learn, because the more unknown, and undeveloped, would be the lands it passed through. The Donau became the Dunaj, the Duna, the Dunav, the Dunarea, and the Dunay, until finally it arrived at the Danube Delta, a wetland wilderness the size of Dorset, where Russian-speaking tribal fishermen lived in houses thatched with reeds and where colonies of Dalmatian pelicans gorged themselves on a hundred different species of fish. What could be better?

It all sounded incredibly exotic for somewhere just a low-cost flight away. The more I learned, the more I became convinced that the river, like Theseus’s piece of string in his fight against the Minotaur, was a perfect vehicle for a journey into the labyrinth of the new Europe. An excuse for taking a literary swab of a newly united continent and colliding with the debris of the last seventy-five years of European history en route. A way of stumbling on broken dynasties and on people and places with gripping recent narratives of how their lives, and homelands, had changed.

I could see it becoming a metaphor in itself, in true Conradian tradition, having its starting point in Western civilization, in the world of broadband and plasma screens, and its destination in a social and political semi-wilderness where wolves still roam. As in Conrad’s African or South American rivers, a journey along its length would be a journey back to the basics of existence, a journey back in time.

With all this in mind, I was contemplating a matey conversation when the Danube and I first met in Donaueschingen. I saw myself drawing up a chair to the river’s edge and throwing a friendly arm around its shoulders, like two cowboys getting together in the saloon before their adventure begins. ‘I hear you’re heading for the Delta? Yup. Well, as it happens, me too.’

And off we’d go, sunset or no.

But you can’t have a matey conversation with a misbehaving toddler, especially if you suspect it of having just nicked someone else’s pram. After my pre-lunch encounter with the poor innocent Brigach, I was beginning to have my doubts whether the Danube should have been allowed to exist at all.

However, the Danube is not blue, and the Black Sea is not black, and nothing en route is quite what it says on the tin. So I shouldn’t have been surprised when, 22 kilometres after my optimistic departure from Donaueschingen on my 20-euro set of wheels, the river, on whose very existence my journey depended, suddenly disappeared.


2

Immendingen: the Danube Disappears

Logically, a journey down a river should be done by boat. Given that I would be travelling with the Danube’s very considerable current in my favour, my first thought was of a rowing boat, and calling the resulting book ‘Backwards to the Black Sea’. But on probing a little deeper the boat plan didn’t seem such a good idea. For while the Upper Danube was widely celebrated in books and brochures, the Lower Danube was rarely mentioned in any traveller’s accounts, and my 1994 edition of Exploring Europe by Boat went only as far as Budapest; beyond that, the river went off the edge of the boatie world.

I found a couple of diaries on the Internet about travelling beyond Budapest on a cruise boat, which weren’t very encouraging: evidently the passengers had whiled away the time with napkin-folding demonstrations, strudel-making competitions and taking photographs of lock installations. Reading between the lines, I gathered that beyond Budapest the river became scenically dull, traversing great plains and incarcerated between high embankments to restrain it from invading people’s homes. Huge stretches of riverbank had no real cultural or scenic interest at all, and humanity kept well away unless there was high ground to hand.

The alternatives to cruise boats didn’t sound much better. Those books I did find that narrated small-boat journeys suggested that their authors were forever in awe of the river’s power. They were so anxious about finding moorings and about their own security that they barely left the water or their precious craft, and consequently saw very little of anything on dry land, which wasn’t what I wanted at all. An Italian yacht skipper who posted his log on the Internet went into detail about excessive mooring charges, difficult customs officers, industrial landscapes and debris in the water. It sounded as if he’d had a thoroughly bad time.

So then I did the journey digitally, with the help of Google Earth. Without budging from my front room I swooped down on Donaueschingen, where the palace and its parkland had obviously been captured in the early morning, even before the vitamin-powered pensioners were up, when the railed-in button of the Donauquelle was all but invisible and the embryonic river was still hidden by a curtain of heavy shadow created by the trees. When it finally emerged, the Danube was a thin, weedy thread snared in a bushy beard and where it became more substantial it was regularly blocked by barriers which I later discovered were hydroelectric dams. Plainly they wouldn’t have been circumventable in anything bigger than a canoe.

The first rivercraft I spotted were two speedboats looking like a pair of feather-tailed swifts below Kelheim, where the Main-Donau Canal joined from the north. And here was my very first barge, followed by several more down below Regensburg, where there was big drama on the river. A barge had got stuck, and there were others skewed around it like woodlice chewing on bark, surrounded by a giant stain of mud as their propellers churned at the riverbed. Several skippers were evidently working their engines hard, unaware that their efforts were being captured by a passing satellite.

Then came Passau, whose most noticeable feature was a big railway yard and the luminous green river Inn, filled with meltwater from the Alps, which joined the jade-green Danube. And despite the Inn being the dominant partner and completely recolouring the combined waterway, it suffered from the same unwise marriage as the Breg and Brigach had done, because it too was forced to surrender its name and its bed.

Google Earth’s detail continued as far as Vienna and then, where the river changed from Upper Danube to Lower, it went impressionistic, turning to Van Goghian swirls and Klee-like spangles of colour. Instead of mucky green it became a deep, idealized blue, as if someone in Google’s Politburo had given the command that, in the absence of other info, it should be coloured to match the waltz. Occasionally details would resolve themselves out of the mist, such as the barge clusters below Belgrade, and it looked as if only one of Novi Sad’s three bridges – all destroyed by NATO warplanes in the strikes against Serbia – was functioning normally when the Google camera had been overhead. Below Moldova Veche the banks were plainly steep and inaccessible, and then it all flattened out again and the Romanian side was covered in tiny strips, a carpet of rectangles in leftover colours of heather, russet and rust, offcuts from a lino factory. For hundreds of kilometres there was very little sign of substantial settlement anywhere near the river.

Eventually my mouse passed the point where the Black Sea Canal struck off out to Constanta, on the sea coast, but the river itself turned north, started to lose its composure and to fray distractedly into subsidiary channels. Finally it sprawled, exhausted and disintegrating, into the Delta, which looked like one of those school science projects where you take an unknown liquid and drop it on to blotting paper to see it separate into bands of constituent colours. My mouse could go no further.

So what sort of boat could cope with all these differing river states? A boat that was portable enough to get round the dams of the upper reaches; a boat that was powerful enough to cope with what was sometimes a 10 m.p.h. stream and which was fast enough to speed me through the sluggish, boring bits. It would have to be a boat big enough to sleep in, substantial enough to be spotted on a barge’s radar after dark and secure enough for me to feel comfortable about locking it up and leaving it occasionally. This wonder-boat would be waiting for me at the top of the river, primed and ready to go; it wouldn’t cost me much money, and it would be something I could easily sell to the fishermen of the Delta when my journey was done, despite the fact that they lived in what was essentially a barter economy and had no money. In short, it was a boat that didn’t exist.

It was pretty much at this point that I started to re-read Patrick Leigh Fermor, the British travel writer who’d set out in 1933, aged eighteen, to walk from the Hook of Holland to Istanbul. The resulting books – A Time of Gifts and Between the Woods and the Water – are travel classics, and much of the route they describe lies along the Danube. A third volume (to describe the cross-country journey through Bulgaria and into Turkey) has not yet appeared, and Leigh Fermor, in his nineties at the time of writing, is cagey about whether it ever will.

The author was someone I had admired from afar, but until that point I wouldn’t have called myself a fan. For him, the world is a great university, full of arts, literature, languages, history, biology, zoology, all of which enrich his work. Returning to his books with almost forensic interest, my admiration of his writing intensified and my resolution to do this journey weakened. How could his account ever be bettered, or even matched? Not by me, for sure, and I wasn’t keen to invite the comparison.

But there was something else in Leigh Fermor’s books, something which spurred me on. The author picks his way across the cultural tapestry of Europe, teasing away at selected threads until they unravel in his hands, revealing how they work and what binds them together. His account is very much a portrait of an era, of a Europe between the wars, a bucolic place whose old institutions and families were hanging on by their fingernails, about to be hit by a tidal wave of change. A handful of years after his passsing, half of the landscapes he described were smashed under the heel of fascism and vanished behind the expressionless mask of communism.

Today, seventy-five years on, the mask has slipped, the tidal wave has receded, the last lingering puddles have all but evaporated and much of the superficial damage has been repaired, so surely there was a value in retracing his steps, to see whether any of his old, romantic Europe had survived the three-quarter century of brutalization?

Crucially, as far as my logistics were concerned, Patrick Leigh Fermor hadn’t stuck slavishly to the river, and that gave me a wonderful excuse not to do so either. Although his broad intention had been to walk, he’d also travelled by horse, boat and even car, wherever his story led him. I decided to do the same, to use whatever form of transport seemed most appropriate at the time. As it turned out, that would mean bicycle, boat, train, horse, barge, foot and rowing boat. And each stage would become a bigger adventure than the last.

Setting out from Donaueschingen that afternoon via the Fürstenberg Palace park, pursued by the sound of peacocks, it was impossible not to be optimistic. From beneath me came the reassuring susurration of bicycle tyres eating up a dedicated cycle track, and around me stretched carpets of dandelions in excelsis. Nature was in full riot mode, the bushes sizzling with birds and the ground creaking as it was forced asunder by spring’s green shoots hungry for sun. Germany was looking good in a way I’d never really appreciated it could, with embankments of wild flowers, fields of rape, hedgerows of butterflies and distant church spires, shimmering like something new-baked. I had bread, cheese and a bottle of wine in my saddlebag, wind in my hair and a smear of suncream on my nose. The trees genuflected gently at my passing, congratulating me on my freedom and my weeks and months of unadulterated and unpredictable travel that lay ahead.

The Danube, however, was in playful mood, and showed little inclination to get on with the task we were both engaged on. Once it pulled clear of the park’s regimental straitjacket of symmetrical tree lines, it started to roll around the flat valley like a ball-bearing on a plate. Still a toddler in riverine terms, it had already bullied the Breg and Brigach into submission, and now it was plainly enjoying the first chance to stretch its legs, get fat, knock into things and disobey Mother Baar’s ‘Get Thee to the Black Sea’ instruction, as toddlers are wont to do.

That prim, railed-in button of water by the schloss, with its jelly-bubbles and pompous plaques, was already a distant memory, and the burgeoning river had already become a far less predictable thing. Given the right set of circumstances it could transform itself, rise up out of its bed and drown people, no matter how well prepared they thought they were for its bad behaviour. But right now it was unthreatening, unaware of its power, gathering strength by hungrily swallowing tributaries as it moved through an essentially flat land. There was no clear indication why or in which direction it should flow, but move it did, tickled onwards by an average drop of 0.00047 per cent over its 2,840 kilometres – barely worth leaving its bed for – and the rumour that somewhere to the east there was a whole sea waiting for its grand entrance. There was no suggestion that it was about to disappear.

After about a dozen kilometres the land rose up discreetly, disguised in woodland, as instructed by Mother Baar, to prevent the headstrong river making a run for the North Sea or the Mediterranean as all its fellow waterways did. The river, the cycle way, a road and a railway were all funnelled together into a tree-lined throat, four confederates each of whom had a different agenda: the railway was too lazy for corners, the road preferred to avoid trees, the river liked volleying off the valley walls and the cycle way didn’t want any hills, so all four crossed and criss-crossed each other, as if knitting a giant patchwork pullover – a pullover that would eventually turn a lovely mellow red and yellow in autumn, but at this stage of the year was almost fluorescent with new spring.

In the midst of all this were farmers with tankers of diluted winter slurry, spraying it over their fields and thickening the air with the smell of rancid cheese. Cows, recently evicted from winter barns, were browsing bet ween the river’s bends and bellowing happily – or perhaps unhappily, I don’t know, I don’t speak cow. The riverside Hintertupfingens1 were quiet, staked out with a crucifix at either end, with a Rathaus in the middle and a couple of men in boilersuits fixing things in front yards, as men in boilersuits tend to do. I noticed that a couple of farms had proper little baroque-style multifloored schlosses for pigeons and doves mounted on staves in their courtyards, for even pigeons live in castles on the Danube. Most also had stacks of firewood piled up against the walls, a sign of good housekeeping. It reminded me of that much-loved German euphemism, ‘Viel Holz vor der Hütte’ (‘Lots of wood in front of the hut’), aka a well-stacked figure of a woman. Hintertupfingens are full of them.

Approaching Immendingen I crossed the river courtesy of what looked like an old disused barn, which had been knocked out at both ends and swung across the river so cattle could amble through. Just beyond it I was brought up short by a signboard which made a neat pair with Donaueschingen’s ‘Hier entspringt die Donau’.

‘Hier versinkt die Donau’ it declared, with no attempt at an apology. One moment the Danube entspringt, and the next it versinkt again, as if it was a perfectly natural thing to do. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, springt to sinkt. Now you see it, now you don’t. Tempting though it could have been to interpret this as an act of God, demonstrating the transience of earthly matters and thereby the supremacy of the life eternal, there was a perfectly logical explanation. It was all to do with the geology of the Swabian Alps, an area of limestone hills particularly rich in cave systems, as limestone does tend to be, and it was into one of these that the river had disappeared.

I read on, anxiously, because my journey needed – nay, required – a river, this river particularly. The notice said that the Danube vanished completely for 155 days in the year, but the rest of the time there was sufficient water to maintain a surface presence, and as far as I could see this was one of those rest-of-the-year moments. There was still plenty of water. I left the bicycle and walked along the bank to make sure it was going to stick with me through thick and thin, and although I could detect a certain thinning out, it continued merrily enough, at a good healthy size. Certainly the ducks and herons appeared completely unconcerned.

So I returned to my bicycle full of hope, but the next time the path and the river coincided, a couple of miles further on, the Danube had gone. Dematerialized while I wasn’t looking, with no trap-doors left ajar. All that remained were a couple of putrid puddles in the riverbed, which was otherwise largely occupied by smug bushes, rushes and reeds, luxuriating in the unaccustomed space, pretending they belonged. It didn’t look as if a serious amount of water had travelled this way for years.

Barely believing my eyes, I bumped my bicycle across the empty riverbed and deposited it under a bush, treading carefully lest I stood on one of the cracks and ended up being dematerialized too. All that water, gone. Fish and all.

My first thought was that the Breg and the Brigach had finally worked out a way to exact their revenge, and had somehow pulled the plug. In fact, the underground geology of the area is so arranged that most of the water masquerading as the Danube over that first 22 kilometres (which is heavily Breg- and Brigach-impregnated anyway) disappears underground and never reappears in the Danube riverbed at all, which makes the whole source-of-the-Danube debate pretty pointless. Seditious underground river-courses subvert it southwards to release it into Lake Constance, which forms the headwaters of the Rhine. So only when it rains hard does the source of the Danube actually keep its head above ground sufficiently to feed the Danube proper and end up heading east to the Black Sea; the rest of the time it evades Mother Baar’s carefully arranged attempts to direct it, ducks out of sight sans ducks, and ultimately ends up going due north instead. How badly behaved is that!

An empty riverbed is a depressing sight, whichever way it is headed, and wherever it is in the world. It carries a more disturbing absence than a disused railway line or even a row of empty houses, because rivers represent the essence of life. For many kilometres after Immendingen I pedalled alongside a pathetic string of puddles, barely daring to look at them, lest they too shrank away into the earth with shame under my stare. The bed refilled only gradually, a poor sickly dribble contributed by tributaries, and it wasn’t until the town of Tuttlingen that it could really be counted as a proper river again with anything approaching a decent cleavage. Even then it was shored up by a weir at the end of town, working like a padded bra to produce a fuller cup for the benefit of Tuttlingen’s strollers. The Danube was back, but it was no longer the vigorous, impetuous toddler that had departed Donaueschingen, full of spirit. This was its anorexic, indecisive distant relative, and henceforth it would be regularly bullied to keep it on track on its route to the east.

* * *

On the outskirts of Tuttlingen the cyclepath ran alongside a small industrial estate. This was my first real taste of manufacturing along the river, with a collection of small companies producing the likes of dental instruments, computer accessories and egg noodles. Germany is full of small-scale manufacturing units like these, enterprises that had their origin in the economic miracle, the Wirtschaftswunder, of the post-war years. These enterprises have chosen to remain family-owned and specialist for the last five decades, only changing what they do to make the business better, not necessarily bigger.

On the whole, Germans have an inclination towards, and a propensity for, this sort of small-to-medium specialist enterprise. They have an ability to plough the same furrow, again and again, until they can do it to perfection – or ad nauseam, as the rest of Europe might say. They know what they can do, they do it well, and they go on doing it, on and on, comfortable within their own realm, largely without feeling a pressing need to get richer, or to swallow up other companies. The rest of us benefit from their mental rigour, because no one can match them when it comes to perfecting dental instruments and egg noodles, and ultimately their factory owners become wealthy because we appreciate the quality of what they’ve made.

This mentality has its beginning in an educational system that is more focused than ours, and is followed by apprenticeships, vocational qualifications and probationary periods. Combine this with a national characteristic of treating the wish of higher authority as law, and you have a formidable workforce, both obedient and productive. Thus the person behind the ticket window in the railway station will have spent a probationary period in all aspects of ticketing, including postings to other ticket windows in the region. He’s done the training, so now he does the time, waiting for more senior management to retire or die before moving up the ticketing tree. By early middle age he knows absolutely everything there is to know about his station, the people in it, and the wider railway industry. In return, he has a job for life.

The downside of this predilection to be organized is that there’s a good chance that the thoroughly informed ticket clerk is also thoroughly bored. There’s nothing he hasn’t seen, heard or said before, so he’s not interested in his work any more. He has no inclination to do anything above and beyond what the job description requires of him, and must always go home at 5 p.m. (half day on Fridays). So while you’ll certainly get the information and the ticket you want from him, a smile is not in the contract.

Such creeping dissatisfaction is made bearable by holidays, leisure activities, cable television and beer, plus the sense that everyone else is in pretty much the same boat. The harder task is for those unfortunates who suddenly realize they’re in completely the wrong job, and who’d actually far prefer to be doing something else. In other cultures such career volte-faces are relatively easy: you can buy an answering machine, print yourself a business card and call yourself a plumber or a translator, and if someone actually pays you good money to do what you say you can do, then you can truly claim to be whatever it says on the card. But not in Germany; if you want to strike out as an individual, away from your chosen path, you must go back to the beginning to collect all the right certifications and apprenticeships again, and you don’t pass Go or collect £200 until you’ve done so. Consequently not many people do.

This structured channelling of society produces people in boxes, and social stereotypes which we all recognize. These include the inflexible German who finds it hard to adapt when something in his or her environment doesn’t turn out as it says in the brochure; the forward-planning German who gets up early to put his towel on the sun-lounger and can’t understand why others don’t do the same; the thorough German who is so emphatically confident about his area of knowledge that he is quite prepared to tell others when they’ve got something wrong.

In Germany these stereotypes operate within their own comfort zones, where the unexpected rarely happens and where their views and their expertise are repeatedly endorsed. The disinclination to disturb the status quo is a legacy of the post-war years, when everyone had something they’d rather not talk about, so they closed ranks and stuck to their own environment. It wasn’t until the last decade or so, for example, that schoolteachers actually started to dwell at any length on the Nazi years. Before then, nobody dared mention the war at home or in the media, and it was not something that children studied, even though it was the invisible hand on everyone’s shoulder.

For the older generations, those comfort zones helped to exclude all the awfulness of the twentieth century; they kept their heads down, worked hard and for God’s sake didn’t complain, because they’d lost the right to do that when they lost the war. All was fine as long as they remained behind their ticketing windows; stepping outside their comfort zones could be a real shock to the system, so on the whole they preferred not to.

Just occasionally you can come across a German in this advanced insular state, at large in the wider world. Some years ago I bumped into one in a hotel kiosk in Tunisia, where he was in a state of outrage at being asked to pay three times the normal cover price for a copy of Bild, the most popular German newspaper. He simply couldn’t understand the take-it-or-leave-it attitude of the shop’s proprietor, who was charging on the basis of what holidaymakers were prepared to pay. As far as the tourist was concerned this was blatant profiteering at the expense of the unwary, and furthermore when he realized, having bought it, that it wasn’t even that day’s edition, he condemned Tunisia and all who lived in it with some fairly choice language. Plainly he hadn’t left his home town for a while.

Back in Germany there are many major advantages to such an organized, channelled society, and the best amongst them is quality and reliability in workmanship, which are both still highly prized. When you call out a plumber or visit an optician you know your job will be done properly, within the time stipulated and for a justifiable price. The plumber or optician has a tradition and a reputation to maintain if he wants to stay in business, so he takes care. Even retailers take pride, refusing to obsess over increasing this month’s turnover compared to last month’s, because they’re in business for the long term in high streets whose shops don’t change from one year to the next.

Go to a German optician, for example, for an eye test and new glasses, and the latter will be produced as prescribed for a price that amounts to only a third of what you’d have been quoted in the UK. Tell the German sales assistant what you would have paid at home, and he’ll be horrified. He’ll sit down and work out the approximate cost of materials, the cost of labour and the rental cost of the shop, add his profit on top and demonstrate how the final price is a combination of all those elements.

‘That may be how your retailing works,’ you’ll be forced to admit. ‘But it is not ours.’ Ours is increasingly based not on what things cost, but on what people are prepared to pay. Just as the right price for a house is not based on the number of bricks in its walls, but on perceived demand. Just as the right price for a German newspaper in Tunisia is not based on its cover price plus freight cost, but on how badly a holidaymaker wants to read it. It’s a market-based approach that many Germans have yet to accept.

But that’s where, sadly, German industry is beginning to go. Hundreds of small family-owned manufacturing operations like the dental equipment and egg noodle factories on the outskirts of Tuttlingen haven’t been able to persuade the next generation to take over when dad, or grandad, retires. With nowhere to go, the latter are being hoovered up by American-style mergers and acquisitions specialists who are dressing them up and selling them on, pushing them into much larger conglomerations and corporations where the concern is shareholder value first, quality of product second, needs of workforce third. The emphasis of this new-look manufacturing is on increasing revenue, reducing costs and making more money. And the message to the ageing benevolent owners is that they’d better look lively or else they’ll simply get edged out of their market by these hungrier, acquisitive animals who are crowding their space.

Meanwhile, aware that there are other, possibly easier and certainly more glamorous ways of making money, the younger generation, no longer restrained by the heavy hand of history, are reluctant to follow their parents into the family firms. These young Germans are emerging from the post-war tunnel, beginning to adjust to a bigger marketplace and a life of more change. They don’t see the need to hide any more, because it wasn’t their generation that caused the problem. They’ve travelled widely and they can see that there is a bigger stage waiting for them than their uncle’s small manufacturing company in the neighbouring valley. They don’t want to be tied to a niche enterprise that does its job well but isn’t going anywhere in particular. They’re resisting the rigour and insularity of their parents, and many will describe themselves as Europeans first, Germans second. In this, European marriage statistics bear them out, because in terms of mixed-nation relationships Germany tops the league: a German is more likely than any other European to marry someone from another country.

I have direct experience of this phenomenon, having married one myself, and I have to say it doesn’t feel like a cross-cultural relationship at all. Like it or not, out of the whole range of Europeans we are closest in character to the Germans, and they closest to us. We are, after all, fundamentally Saxons at heart. And our Queen is a German too.

1Hintertupfingen is a German byword for rural backwater. It refers to any mythical rural village ‘behind Tupfingen’, which itself is already the back end of beyond.
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