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Trek star John Simpson Weatherman What I pack...

Random phenomena  
our well-travelled writers  
have noticed this month

We’ll never meet the Minoans who paved 
the ancient road from the palace of Knossos 
to the port of Lebena, or the Romans who 
constructed the vast Via Egnatia linking 
Dyrrachium to Byzantium in the 2nd century 
BC. But if you’re ever enjoying a beer at the 
taverna at Kechria Beach, on the northwest 
coast of Skiathos, keep your eyes peeled for 
a mustachioed gentleman in a checked shirt 
and beige shorts, leaning on a gnarled walking 
staff. Ortwin Widmann is a 70-year-old German 
ex-businessman who almost singlehandedly 
transformed the 125 miles of ancient island 
roads and goat paths on this Greek island 
into a walkers’ paradise. 

“I’m a dropout,” explains Widmann. “I had 
my own company selling water-filter systems. 

ROUTE MASTER 
THE TINY ISLAND OF SKIATHOS, GREECE, IS 
CONNECTED BY 125 MILES OF PATHS: THE VISION 
OF ONE HOLISTIC HIPPIE, ORTWIN WIDMANN

ANDREW  
MALE
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NOISES OFF
Mysterious, unexplained booms are 
reported all the time, writes Paul Simons

THE WEATHERMAN

On a clear night in 1871, a ship near 
the port of Barisal, in what is now 

Bangladesh, reported booming sounds 
far out to sea. “A dull, muffled boom 

as if of distant cannon… single 
detonations, and then two or three in 
quicker succession,” wrote a witness. 
They came from two directions, like 
opposing fleets firing on each other, 
but there were no warships nearby. 
The booms were reported for years 
after and were named the Barisal 

guns, but they remained unexplained.
Since then strange booming sounds 
have been reported elsewhere in the 

world – the Netherlands, Belgium, Italy, 
the Philippines, Scotland, Western 

Australia and many other places. They 
were often near coasts and lakes, far 
from water, and were described as 

booms, thunder or cannon fire.
This year, repeated booms over 

several weeks plagued parts of New 
Orleans at night or early in the 

morning. Some people said it was 
loud enough to rattle houses and 
reported a flash of pinkish light.

There are lots of explanations for all 
the booms – distant thunderstorms, 
earthquakes, pockets of escaping 
natural gas, exploding meteors, 

aircraft, warships, explosives used  
in gun target practice, and much  

else. But no theory fits all the 
reported incidents, and so the  

booms remain a mystery.

Paul Simons writes the Weather Eye  

column for The Times

 JOHN 
SIMPSON’S 
LETTER FROM MOROCCO
WHAT THE WORLD’S MOST FAMOUS 
CORRESPONDENT GETS UP TO OFF DUTY

Then in 1997, at the age of 50, I said 
to my wife, ‘We have enough money 
to last another 50 years, let’s move to 
Skiathos.’” Widmann, who’d grown 
up in Heilbronn, southwest Germany, 
first fell in love with the island in 1994, 
beguiled by the sandy secluded beaches 
and shaded heartland of lush green 
vegetation. “I said to my wife, ‘Let’s 
make paradise our homeland.’” 

He didn’t stop there. He started to 
explore the island, scythe and shears 
in hand, hacking at the overgrown 
vegetation to reveal a network of 
ancient trading paths and donkey 
trails, leading to a hidden world of 
unblemished beaches, ruined flour 
mills, ancient churches, abandoned 
iron mines and, at the island’s green 
interior, a sensory wonderland of 
flowers, herbs and trees, all irrigated 
by a mineral-rich underground river.

“I decided I must show everybody 
this wonderland,” says Widmann. 
Assisted by a small team of paid 
workers, but with no government aid, 
Widmann opened up the old arteries 
of the seven-mile-long island, mapping 
24 routes that took in waterfalls, watch-
towers, monasteries and tavernas, as 
well as a rich natural pharmacy of 
healing roots and herbs. “Medicinal 
herbs are my hobby,” he explains. 
“And here was more than I’d seen. 
Thyme, camomile, samphire, oregano, 
rockrose, sage, fennel, comfrey…” 

A walk with Widmann means you’ll 
return to your hotel with a selection 
of curative herbs in your knapsack, 
particularly nettle and dandelion, 
which Widmann swears by for their 
cleansing powers, and St John’s wort 
for its euphoric properties. 

Euphoria isn’t in short supply on 
Skiathos, however, especially if you 
embark on Widmann’s favourite walk, 
to the tiny 17th-century Panagia Kechria 
Monastery that borders a Tolkienesque 
woodland of yard-tall ferns, giant 
plane trees, babbling brooks, butterflies 
and birdsong. Widmann has christened 
it ‘The Magic Forest’.  

Maintaining this island paradise 
requires constant work. Widmann 
now has government assistance and 
his friends in Skiathos hiking club 
help keep the paths clean and open, 
but he is hoping to help island tourism 
by creating a new ERA-certified 
(environmental risk assessment) near- 
30-mile hiking route across the island. 
“I will build it this year,” he insists. “I 
just hope I’ll be fit and healthy.” Time 
for another nettle and dandelion tea. 

@Andr6wMale 

hikingskiathos.com

It was the worst winter for two centuries, so cold that I had to wear my old 
duffel coat indoors, day and night. The temperature in our vast, gaunt 
Victorian house on the Suffolk coast seemed lower than it was outside. Since 
the pipes were all deep-frozen, my father and I had to do everything from 
washing to – well, everything else – in the Swan Hotel at nearby Southwold. 

“Let’s go somewhere,” he said one morning, rustling The East Anglian 
Daily Times. He was wearing the floppy yellow gloves he used for driving. 
“How about Casablanca?” 

“Great,” I said brightly. “Where’s it showing?” He gave me a look that 
suggested he was considering whether I really could be his son. 

“The place,” he said patiently. “Morocco. North Africa?”
The year was 1962. At the age of 18, I’d never once been abroad. He, by 

contrast, had been to just about everywhere with a big seaport, since he’d 
run away to sea at 15 and joined P&O as a junior steward. Casablanca was 
an odd place for me to start a lifetime of travel, but it sounded glamorous 
and hot. And when you’re indoors and dressed like a bulky scarecrow, 
glamour and heat are precisely what you crave. 

Like so many expeditions with my father, it was distinctly weird. We were 
still there on New Year’s Eve, and went to a Norwegian restaurant in the 
old city. Over the snow goose and belly dancing my father started making 

eye contact with a woman at a table nearby. “Good God,” he said. “That’s 
Zsa Zsa Gabor.” It was the first time I realised that someone in their mid-
40s could actually be attractive. 

She was sitting beside a dark young chap in evening dress, who didn’t 
seem to take to my father. She, on the other hand, clearly did. “You stay 
here for a bit,” said my father. “And if I’m gone for a while, just head back 
to the hotel. I’ll see you later.” He saw me two days later, with a black eye 
that was only just starting to fade. He didn’t explain. I left Casablanca for 
home the next day because I had an exam; he met a racing-driver and 
bashed around Morocco with him for another week. By the time he got 
home to Suffolk his eye had gone yellow and green. 

“Did Zsa Zsa…?” I began. 
“Don’t,” he said.
For 50 years, as a result of all this, Morocco has been a place of glamour 

and warmth and escape for me. Not so much Casablanca nowadays, 
perhaps, because it’s become so industrialised, but certainly Marrakech, 
Tangier and Fez. 

In another particularly cold spell in 2007, when our son Rafe was a 
year old, my wife and I took him to Morocco to get a little warmth into 
his podgy body. Traditional life there seemed as strong as ever, even in 
Marrakech, where we decided to spend most of our time. Hundreds of 
thousands of foreign tourists arrive every week, dutifully shuffling through 
the vast central square, Jemaa el-Fnaa, and heading into the cavernous 
alleyways of the Souk Semmarine to buy things they don’t need. 

It sounds like hell, doesn’t it? In fact it’s quite the reverse. You are mostly 
just aware of the Moroccans themselves, who gather in big crowds around 
the magicians and hucksters and story-tellers, listening to their patter, in 
a language that doesn’t sound like any Arabic I’ve ever heard.  

Men wearing red fezzes and long striped kaftans planted scorpions on 
their faces and arms, or held out snakes to us. Rafe loved the whole show, 
and when I sat down obediently and let the showman drape snakes around 
my arms and neck he reached out his chubby hands for a cobra of his own.

In those days he was fat and blond and extremely jolly. As the evening 
drew on, the magicians and snake-charmers drifted away, and Dee and I 
became more and more attracted by 
the pungent smell from the lamb and 
chicken being cooked over charcoal 
everywhere around us. Canopied rows 
of food-stalls with flaring lights make 
Jemma al-Fnaa the largest open-air 
restaurant in the world. “Come and 
sit down here for the finest kebabs in 
all Morocco!” “Fish, good fish, very 
good fish!” “You want sheep’s head, 
sir? Excellent sheep’s head?” 

I didn’t. A few weeks earlier I’d been invited to Christmas dinner with 
some Christians in Baghdad. The hospitality was wonderful, but the 
dominant experience was having to prong a sheep’s eye with my fork while 
the whole family watched me encouragingly.  

We sat down at a place that served lamb kebabs. The waiter immediately 
glommed on to us, fascinated by Rafe’s blond hair and grin. He did  
little tricks with his hands for him and stroked his head, and Rafe 
responded enthusiastically. And then, just as a second kebab was taking 
my attention, the waiter grabbed Rafe under the arms and ran off with 
him into the darkness. 

I was paralysed, and was only just opening my mouth to shout something 
when Dee, much calmer and more sensible, said, “Don’t worry – he’s only 
going to show him off to one of his friends.” My mouth still hadn’t quite closed 
when the waiter came running back and put Rafe in his seat once more. 

“Thank you,” I said, and I don’t think I’ve ever meant anything so much.
For me, Morocco is still the country of wonder it always has been.

John Simpson is the BBC’s world affairs editor. His book about the world of the  

foreign correspondent, We Chose to Speak of War and Strife, is out now in paperback  

(£8.99, Bloomsbury).

By the time my 
father got home  
his eye had gone 
yellow and green. 
“Did Zsa Zsa Gabor 
do that?” I began. 
“Don’t,” he said
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