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The Brazilian writer Paulo Coelho is a phenomenon.
Before meeting him for lunch | looked for his novels
in a bookshop. They were notshelved under fiction.
The assistant directed me to the Mind, Body, Spirit
section, looking at me as if | were a bit of an anorak
for wanting to read him.

The Alchemist (1988), Coelho’s second book, at first
sold just 900 copies but eventually gained a cult
following. To date, this tale of an Andalusian
shepherd boy who travels the world in search of
wisdom has sold more than 30m copies. The
essence of its appeal is the central idea, repeated
over and over again in Coelho’s other books, that
anyone can change their life.

This is a fundamentally false idea. Most people are
trapped by circumstance. But | was fascinated by this
writer who could persuade so many people
otherwise. Bornin 1947 into a middle-class familyin
Rio de Janeiro, Coelho rebelled against his strict
Catholic parentage. He became a hippy, enjoyed
success as a writer of pop lyrics, married (four times)
and explored the world of sex, drugs and rock’'n’ roll.
Naturally left-leaning, Coelho fell foul of the Brazlian
military dictatorship and, in 1974, was imprisoned
and tortured.

In 1986, when Coelho was 38, his fourth wife Christina Oiticica persuaded him to walk the pilgrim’s road
to Santiago de Compostela in Spain, and he reconverted to the Catholic faith of his boyhood. ltis a
small-c catholicism, which embraces the wisdom of the east, the Bhagavad Gita and so on. The journey
inspired his first book The Pilgrimage, published in 1987.

Now the star author has compiled extracts from his favourite “classics” for a book called /nspirations. The
resultis a typical Coelho blend of sex and piety — explicitly sexual passages from Lady Chatterley’s Lover
or Gabriel Garcia Marquez rub shoulders with the Desert Fathers and the Bhagavad Gita. Itis a snapshot
of Coelho’s mind.

The 62-year-old spends half the year in Rio de Janeiro and halfin Geneva, and itis to the Swiss lakeside
that| flyto meet him. We arrange to eatin the restaurant at the Hétel du Parc des Eaux-Vives, an
appropriately spiritual name. | look forward to drinking the fountains of living water from his conversation,
but also to a five-star lunch.

As you approach, you see a delightful 18th-century chateau. But the building and park are owned by the
city of Geneva, and the gardens have that deadly municipal feeling. | arrive early for our one o’clock
appointment, greedily anticipating the delicious-looking menu — maybe homard de Maine en médaillons
et taboulé de chou-fleur au citron confit, oeuf Avruga (medallions of Maine lobster with cauliflower
tabbouleh with lemon confit and caviar), followed by joues de cochons cuites b asse tem pérature aux
senteurs de sauge (pigs’ cheeks slowly cooked with sage).

The restaurantis filling up. An ageing blonde and her paramour occupy one corner. Two men tuck into
scallops and a bottle of white burgundy in another. Suddenly, Coelho is by the French window, waving.
He is shortish, with a grey beard and a long wisp of white hair at the back. He wears a black suit, black
shirt, black trousers and trainers. Once inside, he gives me a bone-crunching handshake. “When | lived
in London the Financial Times was very important for me. My country had a military dictators hip. This
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