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AACHEN to AVEIRO
AACHEN The first town in The Times Atlas. How often have I thought: I may never pass this way again. I saw the road sign – Aachen/Aix-La-Chapelle. But it was dark, it was late, and I was on my way somewhere else. I have yet to visit the city of Charlemagne, though I have hunted Nazi scientists here, the creators of thalidomide.
AFRICA In The Shadow of the Sun, Ryszard Kapuściński tells how he met a young Scottish couple intent on travelling right across the continent without speaking to a single local. Experience had taught them that this only led to trouble.
AIGUES MORTES 'Dead waters' by salt marshes. I bought a postcard of a mounted woman bullfighter on a horse, chasing her quarry through the ancient streets where crusaders gathered to sail with King Louis who, sanctified, gave his name to Missouri's second largest city – Meet me in Aigues Mortes, Louis doesn't have quite the same ring.
ALBANIA For so long it was a forbidden place, just a purple stripe on the horizon, seen on the ferry from Italy to Greece. Ismail Kadare is one of my favourite writers. In Chronicle in Stone a passage about a boy smoking with his grandfather and listening to gypsy violins is redolent with the exoticism of travel.
ALDEBOROUGH With its steep shingle coast that runs in a straight line, it is strange that it should be so popular. The name resonates beyond the visible.
ALEXANDRIA I know it only from books. I was in the front row of Tom Stoppard’s Arcadia when Emma Fielding (playing Thomasina Coverly) learned that the great ancient library in Alexandria had been burned down. Desolate, she threw herself on the floor and I found myself staring into huge, tearful eyes that stared back into mine. I know how she felt. We are all upset when we first learn that the great library in Alexandria burned down. I am glad they have built a new one now.
ALTAFULLA A dot by the sea near Tarragona. The winter was full of sunshine and colour. Dissolving lumps of lime in buckets of water (an excess would burn a hole in the bucket), we gave the houses a new lick of whitewash. Titan was the only brand of gloss paint, available in blue, red, green and yellow, and the doors and shutters on each house at the Bond Beach Villa Club were painted in one of these four colours. At the time, these were the only colours in Spain.
AMSTERDAM Here, for the first time, I learned you could put fish in a sandwich. And how you could pull children around in small carts. Dans le Port d'Amsterdam is a seminal song by Jacques Brel.
ANNECY AND THE LAKES This was one of the first discs given to me with a View-Master, a stereoscopic device for looking at colour pictures in 3D. I loved it. Introduced in 1939, View-Masters are still going strong, and have sold around 1.5 billion discs.
ANTARCTICA Mykolas was a Lithuanian meteorologist who had spent time on Soviet ships in the Antarctic. The scientific research was something of a cover, he said, for the ships were really whaling and "…the sea would be red with blood as far as you could see." Russia, Korea and China all now have bases on the subcontinent.
ANTIBES This was where Norman Douglas, aged 72, met Elizabeth David, then Elizabeth Gwenn, aged 26, and taught her about food. The encounter led to her books – and mine. See Lunch with Elizabeth David.
ANTIGUA In this noble Guatemalan city of chocolate, cakes and good breakfasts (especially at Café Colonial), a man in a three-wheel vehicle turns the corner at a slow pace, and watches, resigned, as his front wheel falls off and clatters across the cobbles.
ANTWERP Harbour tours, mussels and chips. Everybody visits Rubens' House. More remarkable is the Museum Plantin Moretus, home of the great printer Christophe Plantin, with the oldest surviving printing presses in the world and a UN World Heritage Site. The new Museum of Immigration, designed by the architects of the Ellis Island Museum of Immigration, will be worth visiting.
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