“Olfactory Blues”  By Mark Smith


Just inside Jaffa Gate, on the western side of Jerusalem’s Old City, sits the Jaffa Gate Youth Hostel, famed for—well—famed for its proximity to Jaffa Gate, I suppose.  But I could put up with a few discomforts.  After all, this was God’s Holy city.  This was spiritual.


“Here.”  The middle-aged Arab handed me two small sheets of coarse paper towel and looked back to his interrupted cigarette.


“That’s it?  You’re not going to do anything about this?  You let some stray cat prance in here and puke on my bag, and you’re not even going to clean it?  What am I even paying you for?!”  Well, I should be honest.  I wasn’t paying all that much, and after all it was Christmas time.  Where did I think I was going to get a room now?  And did I think he needed my money, as though there weren’t scores of backpackers—ill kempt and ill planned—who would gladly hop into a vomitty bunk for the night?  Besides, I’d gotten a deal by paying up front for five nights.  I’d used one.


I managed to get him to mumble something like “Sorry” while he rolled his eyes and took a long puff of his cigarette, creating a smoky shield between us through which I dared not pass.  Those cigarettes there don’t have filters.  They smell like diesel exhaust.  I didn’t feel like pressing the point.  I think he got the message.  But if I needed more paper towels, well boy! he’d better be ready ‘cause I wasn’t afraid to ask for more!


They weren’t the most absorbent paper towels, and they tended to smear, rather than soak up.  This just exposed more vomit to the air, intensifying its acrid, pungent smell, like battery acid and compost, mixed in the Devil’s blender.  

The clean-up over, I left my sleeping bag to dry and headed out into the warm mid-morning sun for a rooftop tour of the four quarters of the Old City.  Most of the tour wasn’t really on rooftops, but on the city wall.  You can well imagine that in the Muslim quarter, a Jewish tour guide on one’s roof wouldn’t exactly be seen as neighbourly.  But in the Jewish quarter we left the wall and did get on top of the roofs, a beehive of plastered cubes separated only in places by alleys.  

We came upon the Western Wall, where Orthodox Jewish men were bobbing like metronomes while a bar mitzvah procession passed through the square.  Above this stood the Dome of the Rock, golden in the sunlight, in which Muslim worshippers were heeding the call to prayer.  And beyond this rose the Mount of Olives, where Jesus spent his last night of freedom.  I might have felt stirred, at this confluence of religions, to feelings of spiritual elation, if the smells of incense and falafel hadn’t wafted up into my face from the street below.  They were spicy, and sour, and reminded me of people trying to make a living.  Where was the grandeur in that?   I’d been told Jesus wept when he approached Jerusalem.  I wondered if it was from disappointment.

My bag was dry, it appeared, when I returned to Jaffa Gate late in the evening.  But then, it was late and the lights were out.  I climbed in.  Four days to go.

Someone else came into the dorm then.  He sat on his bed, which creaked under his bulk, and began to take his shoes off with a groan.  In the dim light from the hall I could make out that he had quite a dishevelled tangle of curly hair, and was wearing a thick mackinaw shirt, jeans, and thick wool socks.  Must be Canadian, I thought.  He lay down, fully dressed apart from his shoes, and slept without a sleeping bag on the unwashed sheets of the hostel.  Soon, he was snoring violently.

I considered what to do about this snorer: call out to him, roll him over, bash him with something hard until he stopped—I considered all of these.  I decided, however, that I would pay a visit to the manager; he probably wouldn’t be anxious to upset me again.  As I walked past the rumbling snorer, I became aware of a terrible stink. I thought that perhaps not all the noises I was hearing were his snores…

There was no manager.  Apparently, the hostel was our responsibility at night.

I walked back into the dorm, thinking about what I should do to get some sleep, when that same terrible stink hit me like a blast.  It had now filled the room, and it was unmistakable: the smell of feet.  My dad had feet that smelled like that, but this was exceedingly more intense, like feet extract.  Try to imagine that he’d been wearing these socks for weeks, maybe months, festering inside unventilated leather boots, his feet gushing their odorous protest as he tramped around the Mediterranean. I could almost feel little oily droplets of stench moistening the air and clinging to my clothes, my face, my hair.  There was even a muggy heat emanating from his thick socks.  I started to convulse, and had to hold my breath.

“Excuse me,”  I said.  “Excuse me,” I repeated with a shove.  “Wake up and put your shoes on!”  Now I was really shoving.  He just rolled back and forth, still snoring and stinking.  

Well, I wasn’t going to pick a fight with him; anybody that stinks that badly is likely to be dangerous.  Or talkative.  Needless, I thought of plan B.  I went into my toiletries bag and got out my cologne—you never know who you’ll meet travelling—and began to douse the area of my bed: my sleeping bag, my pillow, the floor, then rubbed it under my nose.  This, I thought, would keep his stink out.

It did, pretty well, though when the air shifted I was reminded of the beast across from me.  As for the snoring, well, I just covered my head with my Drakar Noir soaked pillow.

Three-thirty a.m., I woke with terrible nausea.  The smell of cologne was everywhere.  I ran to the bathroom and threw up into the urinal—not my first choice, but the single stall was occupied.  Then I remembered the cat, and suddenly felt sympathy for it.

By six I was packed.  I would forgo my next three nights—heck, I’d sleep on the city wall if it meant a fume-free rest.  I spent the better part of that morning trying to find a Laundromat for my sleeping bag, and then returned to the old city.  Through the narrow passages came the smells of incense, brass, and leather goods, the smoke of water pipes smoked by backgammon-playing Arabs, sweets shops with their honey-soaked pastries, and the exhaust fumes of scooters manoeuvring through the pedestrians.  Most of the smells weren’t so bad of themselves, it’s just together that were so awful.  I began to rush through, trying to avoid every odour, trying not to breathe, trying to get out.

Standing before the Western Wall once again, I inhaled again, but it didn’t have the refreshing sweetness I’d hoped for from that holy place.  I’d come to meet God in his holy city, but he wasn’t there.  I imagine He couldn’t stand the smell.

