The wanderer returns

Fresh from his latest foray into Europe, author comes home to his roots

Explorer: Duncan J D Smith -
signs his new book

SOMEONE once described
travel writer Duncan J D
Smith’s European city
guidebooks as a good toilet
read because each chapter is
short enough to devour in a
visit to the smallest room in
the hotel. i

You certainly won’t get
cultural constipation with any
of the five books now under
his belt. Dates and dynasties
play second fiddle to oddities
and anecdotes as this lanky
self-styled urban explorer
leads you around cemeteries
and cellars.

You might also lose your
way. “I keep the directions
deliberately brief so that
people might get lost and have
their own adventures,” he

says.

Sheffield-born Duncan is
back in the city on a brief visit
to publicise his latest book,
Only in Munich (Vienna,
Budapest, Berlin and Prague
have gone before) and to see
his folks.

He researches each city for a
year before visiting for a
month, checking into
somewhere cheap and
cheerful. For Munich it was
the Hotel Max. Chatting to the
owner he was told the rumour
that Jimi Hendrix had stayed
there, “I checked it out and
found a registration document
which said he had stayed in
room 43 for one night in 1967,
copied it and brought it back
to the owner,” he says.

“He was delighted and the
next day it had been framed in
the foyer.”

Hopefully he also got a
discount on his hotel bill.

It was a different story in
Hamburg, which he is
currently researching. “I had
this awful hotel near the
station which seemed to be a
brothel and a drug den. I
couldn’t sleep. I'm upgrading
to a Catholic seminary when I
go back,” he grins.

His books are published
abroad in English and German

so they’re worth picking up as
an alternative to Lonely Planet
or Rough Guide while you're
there.

He tramps the streets on
foot, having still not shaken off
his childhood conviction that
around every corner he would
find an adventure.

In Munich he found the
world’s only potato museum
and proof the Germans have a
sense of humour with a
museum to Karl Valentin,
their answer to Charlie
Chaplin. It is free entry if you
are aged 99 and accompanied
by your parents.

He also found Hitler; for
Munich is Germany’s ‘secret
capital’ where Adolf started
his inglorious career. “Oh no,
you're not going to mention
too much about the war, are
you?” groaned his publishers.

But you can’t avoid him. “I
loitered in the town square
and there were a handful of
people on the Barogue
architecture tours and about

50 on the Third Reich tour, all
absolutely fascinated by the
stories,” he says.

Naturally, Duncan does his
own Hitler tour, finding a site
not on the official circuit and a
cafe where Adolf got the bum’s
rush from the left wing owners
for being, well, a Nazi.

When the book appeared he
got an e-mail from Munich.
“You have revealed far more of
the city’s National Socialist
past than the tourist office.”

For most of the year he is
based in Vienna and the Diary
suspects he cultivates his
image of An Englishman
Abroad - both with his
continental readers who like
the angle of an outsider
looking in and with the people
he meets. “Most people are
only too happy to talk when
they realise you are English,”
he says.

M Only in Munich costs ©19.90,
and is expected to be available
on Amazon and from
www.onlyinguides.com



