
HURDLES AND HARDSHIPS OF A YOUNG 

WANDERING MAN 

O.V.Herlia Bells 

II MA English, Karunya Institute of Technology and Sciences 

Email: herliabells@gmail.com 

Dr.D.David Wilson 

Associate Professor, Karunya Institute of Technology and Sciences 

Email: davidwilson@karunya.edu 

Abstract: 

Damon Galgut is a playwright and novelist. He has staked a unique place for himself in contemporary 

south African literature. He is a keen traveller and he himself describes as obsessed with yoga. Damon 

has not been shy of addressing the state of his country and the shadow left by apartheid, but his focus 

remains on the power play between individual people, and the forces which bind or sever them. This 

article aims at analyzing the desire of a young man Damon to travel the world. The article tackles the 

concept of individuality, independence and wanderlust in the novel. A constant search for identity 

which is widespread throughout the novel, is reflected at different angles in the article. In a Strange 

Room, a lone traveller encounters another traveller throughout the journey. He explain the events that 

took place in his journey and the places he visit and the people with whom he accompanied through 

various places. He also found a compelling way of dealing with complex situations and the weight of 

politics and history in a subtle, engaging way. Even though he faces certain hurdles and hardships 

throughout the journey he continues to move on. 
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In a Strange Room records the wanderlust of the young man, Damon. The strong desire to 

travel leads him to take three journeys through Greece, India and Africa. Financial Times 

comments on this novel as “A powerful three-part meditation on the relationship between 
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travel, love and an off-kilter self” (n page). He gives to our sight the events that took place in 

his journey, and the places he visit and the people with whom he accompanied through 

various places. Damon sets out on the track to leave the little town behind. He met Reiner a 

Scandinavian or German about his own age dressed entirely in black.  Reiner says, “he is 

taking the train tonight. To Athens” (5). Then they left in different directions. Later when he 

returns to the hostel in Mycenae, he found Reiner inside his room. He missed the train and 

tomorrow he is travelling to Sparta. 

The next day they go to the ruins in ten kilometres, which he had already seen. They 

climb the mountains. The higher they go the more jumbled and dangerous the rocks become. 

Damon says, “I started in England. France, Italy, Greece Turkey, now I’m back in Greece, I 

don’t know where I’m going from here” (11).  

Damon left Mycenae, he remembers his grandfather who travelled all around the 

world, to distant and unlikely places. Only much later, when he was very old and exhausted 

returns home. Damon leaves Greece and moves around place to place for a year and half and 

then he goes back to South Africa. Damon and Reiner started writing each other. At some 

point by the desire to travel, he writes to take him on a long walk somewhere. So Reiner 

comes and they look at the atlas for a country full of open space, with few cities. They 

decided to go to Lesotho, a tiny, in hospitable country situated within the interior of South 

Africa. As a training for this trip Reiner makes them go on a long hike.  

The South African loves to walk but not constantly, and is incapable of examining his 

pain and finding it interesting. Damon borrows a tent from a friend. Everything is ready to 

head towards Lesotho. They take a room in the city. To pass time they go walking around 

Maseru. Mountains go on and on. It is almost dark so they spent the night in a cave. They 

leave again before its light, the road still blue and indistinct. They walk in a big circle which 
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will take them into the highest mountains of the Drakensberg, far off in the east. A new set of 

habits sprung up. Every morning they get up very early before its light. Then they set out, 

trying to cover a certain distance. Around sunset they find a place to sleep. 

After about a week they complete the first loop of their journey. In the little town of 

Roma they camp in the grounds of a deserted seminary, the long sandstone building with its 

pillars and arches. The next day they walk out of Roma and follow the roads that take them 

into high mountains. At night Reiner crouched over the map with a torch checking the 

distance against the time. He said they want to cover about sixty kilometres in one day. 

They get up long before sunrise. They have to climb out of the valley, over the 

mountain; the route goes up and up. Then they are on the high deserted heath with distances 

devoid of people. They feel tried by now. The sun slides down behind the peak. They walk 

without stopping because if they rested they would not get up.  

They rest in the bungalow for a couple of days. Both of them have been hit hard by 

the long hike, their feet are blistered, their muscles ache, there are raw patches that the 

rucksacks have worn down their skin. But their responses to this experience are very 

different. 

Damon agrees with Reiner’s decision. The owner of the campsite, John tells them 

about a spectacular view an hour and a half’s walk away. The view is truly astonishing and 

this is the way they want to walk tomorrow. The next afternoon they set off. They left the 

road and head roughly west. Then everything seems to happen very quickly, converging 

towards a point. The dark comes down and the wind is rising, the sound of thunder comes 

again and again. They get the tent up and the rucksacks inside and then they spent the whole 

night inside it. 
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Damon finds the way to Semonkong by evening with the help of a serene young man 

in blue. This is an achievement, he has covered two days’ journey in one. The fat man John 

allows him to camp for the night. The next day he accompanied a woman of twenty four or 

five driving to Maseru with her co-workers and a pile of boxes she has to unload. She drops 

him in the outer edge of Maseru. He decided to go back north, up to Pretoria, where his 

mother lives. But when he hears the driver of the minibus taxi shouting Johannesburg, it is 

closer to Pretoria; there he has friends, he get into the bus. He stayed in Pretoria for a few 

weeks. Only sometimes does he think of Reiner. 

After about a month he goes back to Cape Town. He has no place of his own down 

there and must begin looking all over again. One day Reiner appears suddenly, without 

warning. He is in very bad state, he has lost a lot of weight, he has spent the time walking and 

he is afflicted by various illnesses. This all information he gets from his friend over the 

telephone and or in person. “In the whole time that Reiner’s there he never once goes over to 

the flat, he doesn’t want to see Reiner, he doesn’t want to speak to him” (62). But he saw him 

once in the bank and the other time in the street. They did not speak a word. After three 

months his friend calls to say, Reiner has left last night, the whole story is over.  

A few years later he is wandering in Zimbabwe. He has it in mind to travel around for 

two weeks and then go back. He moves around from one place to another. He doesn’t want 

the sun to rise or this particular journey to end. On the third or fourth day he meets the group 

of young people of strange mixture. A plump Englishman with his girlfriend, a blond Danish 

man, and two younger dark girls. A burly Irish woman said they are going through Zambia. 

So Damon joined in their group. 

They get third-class seats in the train. The next morning they arrived Lusaka and walk 

to the bus station. It takes eight hours to get to the border. In the Malawian border he found a 
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uniformed official shouts at three travellers. The older man is French and the other two from 

Switzerland. They are not having visa which they want to organize. Damon moves ahead to 

islands. The people in that village are from different place. This is the real Africa to them. In 

this place each of them is at the centre of the universe. 

By the wonderful idea of someone in their party they hired a boat and go out of that 

island for the day. When the boat moves he sees the islands of Cape Maclear floating by. It 

feels good to be alone in the cool early morning on the lake. There in the boat he saw the 

three travellers. Now they get their visas and they are trying to get up to Tanzania and find a 

boat or a cheap flight back to Europe. Two men are travelling in Africa for a long time, nine 

months or more, and they are eager to get home. The Swiss travellers Alice and Jerome are 

twins. The Frenchman, Christian is fluent in English. They dock at Nkhata Bay. He says 

goodbye and shoulders his pack heading to a guest-house ten kilometres out of town. But 

they also changed their minds and get off the boat at Monkey Bay to rest here for a day or 

two. 

Christian suggests going along with them to Tanzania. For Damon, “he meant only to 

visit Zimbabwe, now he’s in Malawi, does he want to go on to Tanzania. While he tries to 

make up his mind, he continues to pass the days with the three of them at the lake edge” (83). 

On the third day Christian mention they are taking bus up to Karongo in the north, and going 

to Tanzania the next day. Damon said that he come with them. In the crowd waiting for the 

bus he meets another white traveller. Damon said he is going to Tanzania.  

In the morning they hitch a lift to the border and go through the Malawian formalities 

together. “Then they walk across a long bridge over a choked green river bed to the 

immigration post on the other side” (86). Damon has no visa. So all of them wrote each 

other’s address and say good bye. Jerome said to come in Switzerland and then they climb 
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onto the bikes of the flocks of young boys waiting to ferry passengers the six kilometres to 

the nearest town, where other transport begins. Then he shoulders is bag and turns. He walks 

in the long bridge lonely in the midday heat.  

He gets back to the Malawian side. There by the words of the white-uniformed 

official who stamped him through, he run back over the bridge to the borders. For forty 

dollars worth he get the stamp. The official says, “The stamp you’re getting isn’t a visa, it’s 

an entry stamp, so you’re not legal, if you get caught it’s your own problem” (92). He 

chooses one of the sturdy and strong boys from the flocks of bicycle, to catch the three 

travellers. He asks him to move fast.  

At dawn he saw the three travellers getting into a taxi to the station. The reunion is 

delighted all around. The train has been delayed, so he goes with Roderigo for a long walk to 

find something to drink. They finish their drink in silence and go back to the station.  

The next day they are driven by a psychopathic Indian into Kenya. It is dark already 

so they approach a hotel and get two rooms. Damon when goes for a walk through the old 

city he met a man in his fifties, who pleased him to be his guest. He said that he is going to 

Malawi in few days. Damon likes to join him. So he returned to the hotel and said to the three 

travellers, “I must go back” (103). They say goodbye in the bus station. Jerome offers him to 

come to Switzerland one day.  

He calls Jerome a few days before from Germany. He has to change trains and take a 

smaller local line along the lake. The path narrows, after half an hour he found the house. 

They welcome him with smile. He then goes with Jerome for a walk through a narrow alley 

to the edge of lake. He spent some days in their company and says goodbye. He goes to 

London and stay in the house of his friends. After which he fly to Amsterdam and in five 

days later to South Africa. 
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Damon decided to go for another journey to India. Even before the departure from 

Cape Town he met his old friend Anna. She has come with a small pharmacy in her bag. 

Alcohol or recreational drugs will undo the medication, and she swore to him she would not 

touch them. They arrive in Bombay and settled at the hotel. Years ago she was landed in 

Cape Town clinic for treatment. She culminated in several bouts of electro-shock therapy as a 

substitute for killing herself.  

He is a middle-aged man now and his travelling habits have changed. “With passage 

of time, the concept of travel has transformed from a luxury to something of a much needed 

reprieve” (The Hindu). He stays in one place for longer periods of time, with less of that 

youthful rushing around. When they reach Margao the sun is already setting. From Margao 

their destination is a twenty minute ride by auto rickshaw through the tracks of greenery with 

the last golden light cooling overhead. They arrive at the little family-run hotel and familiar 

faces welcome them. 

They manage to have a good time together. They walk and swim and Anna take 

hundreds of photographs. In just a day or two she meets Jean, a fifty year old French 

Traveller, and a builder by profession in Paris. The few days in Jean’s company have sealed 

him in Anna’s mind as her future and her fate. In this dangerous state they left Jean and Goa 

behind. “There are a few days in Cochin, a cruise on the Kerala backwaters. But by the time 

they arrive in Varkala, a Clifftop town far to the South” (136).  

They go on to Madurai to a spectacular temple. Then they visit a flower market and 

move on to a museum. They booked on an overnight train to Bangalore. Anna missed her 

luggage at the station cloakroom. With the help of Mr. Hariramamurthy they speak to the 

railway police, Bangalore and get the luggage. Anna is manic and she is not ready to go back 
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to South Africa. Then they travel on to Hampi. But meanwhile they plan for a short sojourn 

in the ruins of an ancient Hindu empire.  

They arrive at a hotel and then Damon goes out to Margao for shopping. When he 

returns Anna said she got a letter. She said they will put her again in the clinic. Later Damon 

goes to the balcony, at the time Anna has taken tranquillizers and sleeping pills, and lying in 

her bed. With the help of Caroline, an older woman from England living in a private house, 

he takes Anna to the government hospital. After the stomach wash for Anna the doctor asked 

them to move to the big hospital in Panjim. He knows that he will have to supply everything 

at Panjim. So he collects a bag of clothes and some money from the hotel room and rush back 

to the hospital. He informed the matter to Anna’s lover in Cape Town. 

Anna was shifted to a room where two people sharing each bed. Attempted suicide is 

crime in India so he gave all the details of the drugs she took to the South African embassy in 

Bombay in advance. By the words of the doctor, Damon gets DAMA and takes her to a 

private hospital in Panjim run by the doctor’s friend Dr. Ajoy. Rex drives them to the 

hospital. Damon made all arrangements for Anna’s return. In consultation with her partner 

and family Dr. Ajoy and the other friendly doctor from the hospital who helped orchestrate 

her escape accompanied her. 

 After Anna’s departure Damon spent his time mostly sitting, talking to Caroline or 

goes for stumbling walks on the beach. Caroline said what happened to her thirty years ago in 

Morocco. Her husband died in an accident. In just a month or two it will be unpleasantly hot 

and already the local businesses are shutting down. “He is leaving soon, meeting another 

friend in Bombay and travelling north, to the mountains” (174). His onward journey is like an 

endless running away. Sarah Hall says, “Beautiful, unsettling. I have rarely felt so moved 

while reading” (The Times). He moved to Bombay and with his friend travel northward to 
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Orchha, Khajraho. It is full summer so they go to Dharamsala and languish for few weeks. 

After some days he received the message that Anna is dead. She took a massive overdose of 

pain killers while she was alone in her apartment. The news is irrevocable and it cannot be 

undone for him.  

The journey is not over but in another sense it ended long ago for him. He thought of 

returning to South Africa, but in truth he does not want to. “So he continues travelling, or 

running away, up into the high mountains, to Ladakh. He only return home, in fact a month 

or two later” (178). A couple of years later when he is travelling in Morocco, he spent a night 

in Agadir. The next morning he takes a taxi to a dusty hillside outside the town. He finds the 

European cemetery, and saw the grave of Caroline’s husband and the grave of a woman who 

lost their life in the accident. He feels unbearably sad and sobbing. Then he picks up a tiny 

stone from the ground one like the millions of others and goes to catch a bus to complete his 

journey. 

Damon travels to various places. The lust for travel pushed him to wander around in 

different countries. Even though he faces certain hurdles and hardships throughout the 

journey he continues to move on.             
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