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Between words is silence, around ink whiteness, behind every map’s information is what’s left out, the unmapped and unmappable.






– Rebecca Solnit, A Field Guide to Getting Lost










I see, so your statistics are facts, and my facts are merely statistics?










– Paul Eddington as Prime Minister Jim Hacker in Yes, Prime Minister










At our backs, surrounding the picture, Is the whole world.






– Ronald Johnson, The Book of the Green Man




The world goes by at several speeds. Events move loud and fast, as the trackside trees rush by the window in an autumnal blur. But distance can transcribe noise, make it legible. Dark against the horizon, a black scribble of a tree line arcs to the gusting rhythms of a different wind.


Times have changed since I set out to walk from London to Birmingham along the proposed route of HS2. Britain voted to leave the European Union. America elected Donald Trump. 'The far right rises,' I wrote with a certain self-conscious portentousness in the final chapter of Signal Failure. Since then, it has already risen, and in so doing shown how wrong I was. For the far-right is not an 'it', not a thing that could 'rise' like a golden tower or a monstrous kraken from the deep. It cannot be identified, located, or addressed like a person or an object. Maybe instead we should be thinking of tides or viruses, spectres or electromagnetic fields or sudden tempests. Maybe we should be thinking of ‘does’ instead of ‘is’. How important now are definitions?


Times have changed too between the walk and the writing, between the writing and the publishing. In the time between the first drafts and the final manuscript, Osborne and Cameron have both left the cabinet. Philip Hammond – whose 2011 appearance before the parliamentary transport committee forms a focal point for the final chapter – went from Transport Secretary to Defence Secretary to Chancellor of the Exchequer. Now what? Jeremy Corbyn, the entire Labour cabinet, Nigel Farage, Boris Johnson, Zac Goldsmith: all took a turn on the political merry-go-round. One inexplicable constant: Jeremy Hunt. One more: HS2.


By the time you read this, more politicians will have come and gone. There will be more news, another crisis. Politics has adapted to fit the medium of the day – Twitter, Facebook, the live blog, rolling 24-hour news coverage – and always there is somebody talking.


Amid this atmosphere of apparently constant upheaval, infrastructure projects like Hinkley Point, Heathrow’s third runway and HS2 have been subject to much speculation. Philip Hammond championed HS2 as Transport Secretary, but might he change course as Chancellor? Might Theresa May abandon the project in order to draw a line between her and her predecessors? In September 2016, chief executive Simon Kirby announced that he was leaving HS2 to join Rolls Royce. Two months later, the Yorkshire Post quoted a local businessman declaring that HS2 would be obsolete by the time it was built. Could the same be said for this book?


Some of the observations, analysis, and ideas contained in these pages are probably already redundant. Others may now be seen in a different light. Many I met between London and Birmingham warned me about the rise of UKIP in the 2015 General Election. Once the UK’s first-past-the-post system failed to translate their irritation into parliamentary seats it was hardly surprising that many subsequently chose Brexit as the means to express their ire. I have little doubt that most of those I met along the route voted to leave the EU.






*






In July 2016, I paid a visit to Arup, one of the engineering companies closely involved with HS2. In the basement of the firm’s Fitzrovia headquarters, I sat on a stool before SoundLab, an audiovisual simulation of the entire route of HS2. The camera flies over the land, surveying it from above. The resulting image combines helicopter footage with Google maps, 3D animations and digital renderings. I am surrounded by the team of people who worked together to produce this view of the route – this smooth, magical glide above the complex tangle of people and places that lie below. There are no people present in the SoundLab simulation.


In a larger room next door, I sit between Colin Stewart, (Arup’s head of global rail) and a press officer, the three of us together at one end of a long, wooden meeting table. Its surface is glossy and blond – the kind you could slide a drink down, if you were so inclined. Nobody is. Stewart is dressed in a dark pin-striped suit and practical, round-toed, rubber-soled shoes. The engineer is now the executive. He talks fast, looks frequently at his watch. I get the impression he doesn’t really want to be here. But it’s you who wanted to meet with me, I think to myself.


Like Hammond before the select committee, Stewart’s language is that of carefully considered neutrality. He speaks eloquently of 'efficiency', of 'solutions'. Many an answer is a non-answer:


'At the end of the day, any project you do will affect people – some negatively, some positively.'


'People don’t like change very often.'


'It’s important to look at the whole lifespan of the project.'


One of Stewart’s most intriguing arguments – to me at least – concerns the lessons learnt from HS1 – the £6 billion rail connection between London and the Channel Tunnel, of which Stewart, incidentally, was technical director. 'There are benefits that are not quantifiable,' he tells me, citing regeneration projects at King’s Cross, Ashford and Ebbsfleet that have come in the wake of HS1’s opening in 2007. 'You don’t know what would happen if you hadn’t built it.'


This is undoubtedly true. But this is also coming from the mouth of a man who, lest we forget, works for a company paid huge sums of public money to produce feasibility studies, detailed statistical predictions, environmental impact assessments, cost-benefit analyses… Arup’s global rail business has a turnover of approximately £180 million. Its job, in short, is to quantify. And yet here is Stewart resorting to the counter-factual, arguing that it is the unquantifiable which really ought to persuade us of the benefits of HS2.


What niggles is the strange similarity between Stewart’s argument and that which underpinned my own walk from London to Birmingham. The walk, and this book, constitutes an attempt to acknowledge, to take account of, to render visible the people, places, histories, animals and ecosystems that not only evade the drone’s eye view from the London boardroom but also the entire logic upon which such projects are conceived, assessed and implemented; the logic of taking account, of quantifiability, of cost-benefit analysis. What Green Party politician Natalie Bennett, quoted in chapter III, described as value beyond valuation. Somebody once wrote that as the mayor he would like to see his local country lanes neat and tidy and easily passable. But as a poet he would prefer them artfully overgrown. The values of the walker are not those of the engineer or the politician, the bureaucrat or the economist. Nor should they be.


Doubtless, Stewart is speaking in good faith. He means what he says, I’m sure. Nonetheless, it feels to me like a sleight of hand: the co-option of an argument conceived to resist power, suddenly re-appropriated in the service of that power.


This kind of strange inversion has been happening in politics too. I can’t help but think of Michael Gove’s famous outburst: 'people in this country have had enough of experts'. As with Stewart, it is not only the truth of the statement that matters, but the ends to which the truth is put. After all, in many ways Gove was right: a poll in December 2016 showed that fewer people trust politicians, bankers, lawyers and economists than they trust their hairdressers. Then again, 51% don’t trust the pollsters who tell them they don’t trust pollsters. How quickly contemporary politics ends up in a hall of mirrors.






*






In February 2016, James Meek wrote an article for the London Review of Books about the myth of Robin Hood. Robin Hood, as we all know, lives in the woods with his merry men. Together they steal from the rich to give to the poor. In the old version of the story, Robin Hood is the champion of 'a great mass of heavily taxed poor people who work terribly hard for little reward'. His enemy is, of course, the sheriff of Nottingham, who in this version of the myth represents, for Meek, 'the ruthless figure of a bureaucrat-aristocrat, personification of the careerist-capitalist elite'. Robin Hood is redistributionist. 'Robin Hood is Jeremy Corbyn.'


But gradually in recent years the myth has been flipped. In this new version, the sheriff of Nottingham is part of the liberal elite, taking from honest, hard-working, tax-paying families to finance what Meek terms 'the conceptual rich' – the unemployed, disabled, refugees, working-class single mothers:






In this version of the myth, Robin Hood is a tax-cutter and a handout-denouncer. He’s Jeremy Clarkson. He’s Nigel Farage. He’s Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan. He’s by your elbow in the pub, telling you he knows an immigrant who just waltzed into the social security office and walked out with a cheque for £1000. He’s in the pages of the Daily Mail, fingering a workshy good-for-nothing with 11 children, living in a luxury house on the public purse. He’s sabotaging the sheriff of Nottingham’s wicked tax-gathering devices – speed cameras and parking meters. He’s on talk radio, denouncing inheritance tax. He’s winning elections.






What strikes me as especially strange is that in both versions of the myth, a vast, difficult-to-justify infrastructure project like HS2 is held up as the epitome of everything that is wrong with the world. And yet somehow, despite opposition from both sides, it rushed on regardless. Why? This is the question I attempt to address in this book’s final chapter.


To return to the Robin Hood myth, it is worth pointing out the absurdity of thinking that the big beasts of the right can somehow liberate us from the strictures of state bureaucracy. Free trade does not equal free people. Besides, state bureaucracy and big businesses are not in opposition; they are mutually conditioning, mutually reinforcing. The revolving door between high-ranking civil servants and the private sector is only the most recent manifestation. As David Graeber points out in Utopia of Rules, it is the state that functions as the guarantor of the free market, through its bureaucratic structures and, where necessary, through the police and the military. It is in the era of neoliberalism that the state has swelled larger than ever. That is the absurdity of Brexit: the belief that bureaucrats – accountants, politicians, lawyers, civil servants – could somehow be set to work to liberate us from bureaucracy. Management can only breed management. Graeber again, this time following German philosopher Max Weber: 'The only real way to rid oneself of an established bureaucracy… is to simply kill them all.' (Please note, alt-right types: he is not espousing that we do this.)


An inversion has taken place. Today the son of a billionaire businessman positions himself as a radical alternative to the political mainstream. An ex-banker funded by off-shore fortunes claims to represent the voice of the disenfranchised. In the early ballads, Robin Hood was a yeoman; it was not until the sixteenth century onwards that he came to be depicted as a noble aristocrat dispossessed of his family lands. Today, a Conservative Prime Minister addresses poor people, black people, the working class, those with mental health problems, as Theresa May did upon taking office, as follows: 'When we take the big calls, we’ll think not of the powerful, but you. When we pass new laws, we’ll listen not to the mighty, but to you.' That May can acknowledge the hardships facing society’s least privileged without recognising the role that her party has played during two terms in power, and as far back as Thatcher, and indeed long before, is the conjuring trick of the contemporary politician. So many sentences that sound like sense. So many arguments that sound almost plausible until you re-focus on who is making them, and why.


'We will make Britain a country that works not for a privileged few,' says May, 'but for every one of us.' Note the slippage here: from 'we' the Conservative party to 'us', the audience, the tax-payer, the hard-working British people (whoever they are; we are; you are). 'We; 'you'; 'we'; 'us': the sleight of hand is complete. In a memorable scene in that great film, Gladiator, Derek Jacobi, in the role of Senator Gracchus, responds with the poise of the orator to criticism of his cultured tastes: 'I don’t pretend to be a man of the people, senator. But I do try to be a man for the people.' Corbyn tries to be a man for the people. Farage poses as a man of the people. May, however, is staking her claim to be both.


We’ve heard this before of course. 'We’re all in this together,' chortled David Cameron, once upon a time. If Cameron and Osborne represented a certain conception of the establishment, then May is one of us. But what she might seek to represent is nothing compared to what she will do.


What has dawned on me since writing this book is that an argument is not just about its premises and its internal logic. Who is making the argument? And to what end? When Natalie Bennet underscores the importance of the unquantifiable it is not the same as when Colin Stewart does it. Bennet does so in order to oppose a project like HS2; Stewart in order to endorse it. When controversial biologist Rupert Sheldrake criticises scientific dogmatism (in order to improve the way science can understand the world) it is very different from when oil lobbyists do it, or Jeremy Clarkson. And when Michael Gove says that 'people in this country have had enough of experts' what matters is not only the truth (or otherwise) of the statement but what he is seeking to do by proclaiming it; namely to discredit those who oppose his position. He is not encouraging a healthy scepticism but championing the pick-and-choose approach of the politician towards expert research: cite for ever if it fits the argument; ignore or suppress if it does not. That is 'post-truth' politics: not the dissemination of lies per se, but the realisation that facts no longer matter once the truth is merely a tool.


During the Brexit debate, there was a meme doing the rounds online. It was an image of an advertising hoarding by artist Robert Montgomery. On it the following words:






England is the first lie. England is a lie invading kings told you to take your actual land from you. This land is your land, from the flat Norfolk night to the blue Cornish morning. Just a wild pagan land with no name and no flag. Just this cold beach that nourishes you. Just the wind on this grassland that nourishes you. Just the rain on your face in the morning in this blank springtime that nourishes you






What it meant to show, in part at least, is that the world is a wild place and our structures of meaning and knowledge lie uneasily upon it. 'The map is not the territory,' as Alfred Korzybski famously proclaimed – especially when you’re as bad at map-reading as I am.


More specifically, Montgomery is trying to show that nation states are not a natural reality. They are real now and have real power but they are also products of history. They have a beginning and therefore, one day, an end. Nationalism’s lie is its tie to nature – blood to soil. But perhaps Montgomery’s text here could be expanded upon. Perhaps there was a more fundamental lie. Perhaps the first lie was not 'England' but a pronoun: 'we'. Underpinning this little word is the idea of a coherent community based on similarity that could be opposed, along clearly definable lines, to a near or distant but always different 'they'. Nothing would change – once all the maps were in place, no border could be breached nor lines crossed.


But a lie can have a life. A lie can found a truth. As May’s speech shows, 'we' is always open to slippage, however much we reinforce the borders and purge the enemies within. Montgomery’s text knows this too. Look how ‘you’ gets used, in English the exact same word in the singular and the plural. No wonder advertisers love it so. No wonder May addresses us (you, me, them) as 'you' directly. Here Montgomery adopts the same language: but who does he mean? May pits 'you' against 'the mighty'; Montgomery against 'invading kings'. But where are they invading from? Across what border? How can the land be my land (our land) if it has no name and no flag? Ownership has its limits. Property requires borders. Borders can always – at least in principle – be crossed, for example by a train line. 'Thinking takes place in the relationship of territory and the earth,' wrote Deleuze and Guattari. The very place I hope this walk traverses too.


Montgomery’s text decries a lie but it contains within it the seeds of another. Or maybe it’s the same lie growing again – each time a little different. It is not just nation states or political parties or pronouns. Everywhere there is the urge to simplify: two-party politics, yes/no referenda, males and females, right and wrong. Everywhere the logic of the yes or no, the either/or. Every act, every word is a simplification. But nothing is simple now. It never was. Every word trembles at its own complexity.


Difficulty is hard, by definition, and thought can be exhausting.


When reason retreats it is time for action.


Today there are repeated calls to make a stand, to pick a side, to do something. But maybe we also need to cling to complexity, to embrace difficulty and diversity, to resist the appeal of simplicity in the name of right or wrong, them or us.


Then again … There are times when words are actions in themselves. But there are times too that call for actions more than words. Maybe that’s what this walk was about after all, even without knowing it at the time – a desire to do something when, honestly, I don’t know what to do.






– Tom Jeffreys, December 2016
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In November 2014 I set out to walk the route of HS2: 119 miles from London Euston to Birmingham Curzon Street. I marked it out in orange highlighter across a succession of nine Ordnance Survey maps. My intention was never to follow it absolutely – through hedges and streams, across gardens or under lakes. I’m not a performance artist, or a ghost. Instead I planned to stick mostly to footpaths and minor roads, staying as close to the route as possible, while meandering off from time to time to meet local residents or investigate sites of potential interest, or find a pub. I was careful to allow as much room as possible for stopping, thinking, taking detours and having conversations. I wanted the journey to lead itself. I thought it would take ten days.


Along the way, I wanted to find out as much as I could about attitudes towards HS2. HS2 affects every single person in the UK; those closest to the route most of all. If it goes ahead, this will be the country’s largest infrastructure project since the building of the motorways. The official estimates say it will cost some £50 billion; the unofficial estimates are closer to £200 billion. It will take between six and eight years to build. That is only after Parliament’s HS2 select committee has heard the 1,925 petitions against the hybrid bill, which could take several years to process. For some, the proposed high-speed rail network will cause untold disruption; for others, it offers the solution to this country’s transport problems, and may even solve the economic divisions between north and south, between London and everywhere else. For everybody, it is a powerful symbol of what a possible future might bring. Whether it is a future to be feared or heralded remains to be seen.


But the aim of this walk was not so much to compile arguments for and against the project itself – that has been done thoroughly enough already – but to think about what these attitudes might say about the state of the country today. I started the walk five months before the 2015 general election and the subject of politics was never far away. The route takes me from London’s bustling commuter centre, through interminable suburbs and out into the Chiltern Hills. Along the way are housing estates, battlefields, motorways and farms. The country is littered with what once was: disused railways, closed-down pubs and boarded-up hospitals. It is also full of life: foxes and foxgloves, dogs, sparrowhawks, old oak trees and red kites.





*






Monday morning in November. Euston. 8 a.m. I’m standing outside the station, feeling distinctly peculiar. In my hand my gnarled old walking stick, on my back an enormous rucksack. I can barely carry it. Commuters squint at me as they hustle by in the November glare. I must look odd. Too strangely dressed to be a fellow commuter; too clean to be a tramp. In a city I’ve lived in and called home for the past eight years, suddenly I stick out like a stranger, or worse, a tourist. It’s exciting.


I walk perhaps a hundred yards, and stop – almost before I’ve begun. On the corner of Melton Street and Drummond Street is a disused station, a past version of Euston, its tiles glowing a rich maroon. I hear the growling hum of a leaf-blower. A man in a yellow high-vis jacket is blowing into piles the brown leaves that have fallen disobediently on to the bright green lawn. St James’ Gardens was originally a burial ground when it first opened in 1788. Today it is kept neat and tidy by Camden Council, and only a few headstones remain. What does it say about our society that men are employed by the local council to move leaves from one place to another? I stop to make a note and take a photo. As I do so, the man turns and catches sight of me. He looks confused. What does it say about our society, I imagine him thinking, that men get dressed up for a walk in the country in order to take some photos next to Euston station? His question might be more perceptive than mine. I should try and answer it.


The seeds for this walk were sown back in 2008. It was then that I attended a drift around east London organised by artist Laura Oldfield Ford. This was my first experience of the approach to walking known as psychogeography and, in retrospect, I think, it turned out to be formative. It sparked an interest in the currents that whirl and eddy under the mainstream urban narratives of consumerism, progress and cleanliness.


The purpose of that particular walk was to explore and analyse the area from Bethnal Green to Stratford that was in the process of being transformed ahead of the 2012 Olympics. It was memorable chiefly for a performance by artist Robin Bale. We all stood in a loose circle on a bridge over the busy A12 in east London. With beard and fraying overcoat, Bale walked to the centre, anger or mischief in his narrowed eyes. ‘They never had us in mind,’ he growled. ‘They never had us in mind.’ As the cars rushed by beneath us, we had to strain to hear what he was saying. The circle began to tighten. Three times he poured Special Brew on to the ground, in an invocation, he told us, to Papa Legba, the Voodoo intermediary between the mortal and immortal worlds. There was something solemn and intimidating about Bale’s performance, and also faintly ridiculous. Everyone was captivated.


It was not until more recently, however, that I felt the need to undertake this kind of thing myself. On Christmas Eve 2013, I set off for an afternoon walk with my wife. The apparently straightforward aim was to walk from my parents’ house in Chesham Bois, Buckinghamshire, in which they have lived since before I was born, to the nearby village of Great Missenden and back. It’s a walk my father has done every Saturday for as long as I can remember, and one I must have done a hundred times. And yet, within minutes of leaving the house I’d missed the turning for the right footpath. We got very lost and ended up, hours later, walking back along a narrow road in the pitch black, cars glaring by only inches away from us.


Until moving to London, I’d lived in Buckinghamshire my entire life. I called it home, yet I hardly knew it at all. I began to realise that I could say the same about London, and the UK more generally: places I felt I knew, but was increasingly aware that I did not.


A long section of this country is set to be altered irrevocably by HS2. This walk and this book are my attempts to get to know it while I still can. Here in London, I specifically wanted to think about how a large-scale infrastructure project like HS2 – and the opposition to it – might shine a light on the larger story of the capital: specifically, the rapid developments that are changing parts of this city beyond recognition. So much is being swept away that we’re at risk from a form of cultural amnesia. Some of this walk will be about clinging on to the past; some about navigating the future.


Why walking? Plenty of other writers have sought to engage with place or landscape through different modes of movement. Philosopher Mark Rowlands has written a book about running. ‘Running,’ he wrote, ‘is a place where I remember.’ Poet Helen Mort has written extensively about climbing. Elizabeth-Jane Burnett has produced poetry from swimming. Then there are the great travel writers: Paul Theroux on trains from Massachusetts to Patagonia; Jack Kerouac in cars and buses across America. But there is something, I think, unique about walking. Firstly, it’s the pace – or lack of it – which gives you the chance to take detours and observe details. To walk is to be in a place, to experience it, not merely to pass through it – although I will be doing that too. I also simply like walking.


Walking as a form of thinking has a long and rich tradition, one which is currently at risk of drifting towards cliché. Philosophers such as Kierkegaard and Thoreau were champions of walking. Kant took his afternoon walks as a matter of monotonous routine. Nietzsche climbed mountains obsessively. Wordsworth and Coleridge popularised the Lake District. Richard Long trod lines in the landscape outside Bristol. More recently, walking-related literature has proliferated – more or less self-consciously – in the wake of W. G. Sebald and Iain Sinclair. In 2012 alone we saw the publication of Robert Macfarlane’s The Old Ways, Merlin Coverley’s The Art of Wandering and Simon Armitage’s Walking Home.


Ten years earlier saw the publication of Sinclair’s London Orbital, which documented various walks that the author undertook around the M25. It is a well-known recent example of psychogeography, a tool that, for some, is of increasing relevance again. It was Oldfield Ford’s walk that led me to find out more about the history of this approach to walking, which was originally developed in the 1950s by artist group the Letterist International. In the words of co-founder Guy Debord, psychogeography is ‘the study of the precise laws and specific effects of the geographical environment, consciously organised or not, on the emotions and behaviour of individuals’. Those same relationships – between individuals and the environment, between law and behaviour, geography and emotion – are at the heart of my walk too. In London, psychogeography is undergoing a renaissance.


Our pre-Olympics walk was part of what is called a ‘dérive’ in Situationist parlance. In an email exchange, Oldfield Ford described the process like this: ‘Sometimes I go out on walks with people using obsolete maps to show how much public space has been enclosed, eroded or gated off. I think it is important to coax out the hidden histories in an area, to allow the repressed voices of the city to reverberate and to say that this is not the only way.’


I too am looking to explore the diverse layers of narrative that underpin our cities, to question them, and see how they overlap or contradict each other. I too will encounter a rich cast of characters between Euston and Birmingham and will experience a disconnect between map and place. I also think there may be an element of performance about the walk I’m doing – a self-conscious act geared towards a subsequent creation (writing, in this instance, rather than art). I may not be pouring beer on the ground and invoking ancient deities, but a sense of my own ridiculousness is never far away.


But if there is one thing psychogeographers and their ilk like to critique more than the city, it is each other. Stewart Home – one of the UK’s earliest exponents of the approach – has expressed concern that it is simply ‘a term taken on by columnists at The Independent, and has become rather meaningless now’.


‘There’s a fine line between psychogeography and tourism,’ he told me. Arguably there is something akin to the guided tour about our 2008 ‘dérive’, and there is certainly something of the tourist about my own HS2 route walk. I even wrote an article about it for The Independent. But Oldfield Ford argues that, ‘for me, the term can’t be used unless there is an inherent critique of urban planning and architecture’. Bale’s bile-ridden bridge performance – he describes the 2012 site as ‘a bloated desolation’ – is just such a critique.


In a 2009 article entitled ‘The Contemporary Dérive’, Phil Smith – known on Facebook under the name Mythogeography – charts a history of exactly the kind of walk that I was attempting:






The straight line has long been deployed by aesthetic walkers. Rather than following contours or increasingly institutionalised pathways like the official Coastal Paths in the UK or the ersatz, scallop-marked ‘pilgrims’ ways’ in Europe (their symbols more likely to lead ‘pilgrims’ to local hotels than sacred places), the disruptively-applied straight line interrupts passivity and crosses boundaries, beating back at the beaten track.






Smith cites early twentieth-century ‘trampers’ like Stephen Graham, Geoffrey Murray and Charles Hurst, as well as the early work of artist Richard Long. More recently, we could mention Mark Mason’s 2011 book Walk the Lines, in which the author travels the entire London Underground network on foot, overground. There are many others. Despite – or because of – their history and popularity, Smith seems not overly enthusiastic about these kinds of approaches. Partly, he believes psychogeography to have become divorced from its original focus on situation and spectacle. Partly, he denounces the ‘tendency to solo walking’, which, he points out, is mostly carried out by men. Instead, Smith espouses a collective, often undocumented, approach to psychogeography, which is much more likely to be gender-balanced, participatory and genuinely radical. Similar concerns have been expressed in the world of nature writing, or ‘new nature writing’. In the London Review of Books, Kathleen Jamie famously summarised the figure of Robert Macfarlane as ‘A Lone Enraptured Male’. It’s worth noting here that Frederic Gros’s A Philosophy of Walking features not a single woman.


I read Smith’s article the week before I set off to walk the route of HS2. By then it was too late to change my approach – and I’m not sure I wanted to. Despite its political limitations, there is a reason why so many of these walks are carried out alone. Ever since I can remember, my father and I have gone on walks together: from strolls to the pub in Buckinghamshire to weekends in Oxfordshire or scaling mountains in Scotland. For this walk, I was keen to retain that sense of adventure, of an openness to the unknown which is basically indistinguishable from poor map reading. What I wanted to do differently was to really think about the places I was in and engage with those who lived or worked in them. Walking with my father is an act of companionship and conversation, also mild competition – neither of us quite willing to reveal if we’re exhausted. It’s silly, really, but fun. The side effect, however, is that we don’t really notice where we are. For this walk, I needed to be much more alive to places and to people. Otherwise I’d be missing the details, and, after all, isn’t it the details of a place which matter most? I felt – rightly or wrongly – that I needed to be alone.


In his fascinating book, The New English Landscape, Ken Worpole discusses the writings of Sebald and Sinclair, among many others. Their work, argues Worpole, relies on ‘the principle of immersion’, namely the idea that by immersing themselves deeply within a place, such writers are able to uncover what might otherwise remain hidden to the person simply passing through. That is what distinguishes such work from travel writing. My walk is based upon a similar principle, but this book is also an attempt to navigate a way between those two competing experiences of place – as somewhere to live in, or somewhere to pass through. To stay still or to keep moving?


In the meantime, it’s worth noting how much contemporary nature writing focuses on what has been lost from our environment: once-common species of plant or bird, old buildings, paths or ways of living. There is arguably something intrinsically conservative or nostalgic about this kind of writing. Perhaps that’s why I’m drawn to it and perhaps that’s why I find it so limited. What such writing sometimes overlooks, to its detriment, is the people who are alive today. My walk is a journey of discovery not only of England’s landscapes, but also of its diverse inhabitants: lost security guards and angry villagers, train enthusiasts and suicidal retirees, politicians, publicans, artists and farmers.


And it all starts here, in London. Whatever theory you have, whatever story you want to tell yourself – or others – in a place like London, the opposite is also almost always true. As historian Henry D. Smith II wrote in an article comparing Tokyo to London: ‘The city is never what we think it is: it is always far more complex and changeable than our ideas about it.’


That is what Craig Taylor’s 2011 book, Londoners, does so well: to convey the multiplicity of overlapping individual stories which may contradict each other but do not cancel each other out. Eighty individuals tell their tales of the city: from developers to sex workers, millionaires to market traders. Taylor’s decision to privilege the oral – the voices of those whom he has interviewed – allows his book to avoid the imposition of a singular narrative which is so characteristic of certain kinds of writing: from the omniscient narrator of Victorian realism to the sensitive and literate ‘I’ of new nature writing.


In Ross Sutherland’s ‘Poem looked up on Google Streetview’, from 2010, the poet broaches the fracturing of narrative that takes place when viewing London through the lens of Google Streetview. We are presented with an apparently simple scene (although perhaps Sutherland’s introductory zeugma should alert us to the rhetorical and conceptual complexities to come):






Two girls in sympathetic postures and winter coats


are swapping stories about Northern cities …






Or are they? The narrator is unsure of his own characters. Perhaps they are actually






… discussing granddads,


or impractical music stands, or psychoholography






Which of these alternatives the two girls are actually engaged in – if indeed any – remains untold. And what of psychoholography? If psychogeography is a way of mapping the spirit of a place, then is psychoholography the same process transferred to the virtual world? An endless series of online wanderings running counter to the fabric of the Internet? This too remains unclear.


Sutherland goes on to describe the jarring nature of attempting to follow a linear path on Google Streetview. Every so often there is a sudden shift in time or date and the flow of meaning is ruptured. ‘The city resets at the crossroads, jumps back to 6am.’ But what does it mean? The poet struggles to explain:






These empty moments


Are often the most complicated,


Where the thousandth analogy for London breaks down.


London is not a broken river, nor a waterlogged mirror,


Nor an ageing, racist, colour-blind boxer.


If we assigned a metaphor to it, we’d just end up


Talking about something else






To me, this is perhaps the perfect expression of the difficulty of saying anything about London. I love Sutherland’s use of hypallage to convey the limits of metaphor: the transferral of expected epithets so that the mirror becomes waterlogged, and the river broken – not the other way around, as you might expect. The collapse of rhetoric expressed through rhetoric. And now I really am talking about something else … perhaps to talk about London is always to talk about something else. Perhaps that is why I’m walking away from London with an old walking stick in my hand.


Let’s start again.


I first moved to London in 2006, as soon as I had graduated from university. Having grown up in semi-suburban, semi-rural Buckinghamshire, gone to secondary school in a village in Northamptonshire, and then on to university in Oxford, I had always lived within London’s gravitational pull. Arguably all of England exists within it – economically, politically, maybe even culturally. That is what regional devolution has been conceived to address. George Osborne has argued that HS2 is part of the solution. Once I moved to London, I never intended to leave. All that has changed.


The area around King’s Cross, near where this walk begins, has undergone significant redevelopment in the short time I’ve lived in London. If anything, it’s a surprise that Euston, just a few steps west, has remained so long unaltered. This, despite the nearby presence of University College London and the Wellcome Trust, the offices of HMRC and Facebook’s London HQ. Perhaps the vast red brick bulk of Colin St John Wilson’s British Library put off developers. Now such functionalism is back in fashion and the area around King’s Cross and Euston is changing fast.


In some ways, the work done here is undoubtedly an improvement. The 2014 restoration of King’s Cross station removed the unsightly green-roofed shed and other clutter from the front. Now, Lewis Cubitt’s nineteenth-century arches are displayed in their full magnificence, a striking counterpoint to the gloriously overblown Victorian Gothic of George Gilbert Scott’s St Pancras Hotel. The area is beginning to look beautiful.


But it is to the north of the Euston Road that the real change is underway. Here is Granary Square – ‘the canalside heart of King’s Cross’. A nineteenth-century Grade II listed granary building and transit sheds have been converted into use as an art college by architects Stanton Williams and developers Argent. They are the new home of Central Saint Martins. On Google Streetview you can get right inside the main building’s central atrium, but you cannot leave. Outside are fountains and cafes and restaurants. In the summer the steps down to the canal are coated in fake grass. What is gained is a kind of tranquillity (so long, of course, as you are paying for food or education). What is lost is any sense of adventure. The only thing to discover here now is a new brand of organic wine.


What is also being lost is the diversity of the area’s existing communities. Back in 2006, developers Argent agreed to provide 40% affordable housing in this new King’s Cross development. As reported in The Guardian, they are now trying to renege on this commitment. Green councillor Sian Berry has launched a legal challenge. Architecture critic Olly Wainwright has been particularly scathing of the concept of ‘viability’ – which frequently allows developers to backtrack on social housing commitments if their profits are under threat. Argent, he wrote:






blames ‘the economy, political changes [and] reductions in subsidy’, which have all made the scheme ‘unviable’ – while conveniently ignoring the stratospheric rise in house prices over the last eight years. Flats recently advertised in the Kings Cross scheme include a one-bed for £985,000 and two-bed for £1.7m.






Such stories seem typical of London today. Established development narratives involve depicting an area as an empty wasteland waiting to be saved by development and made good and useful. King’s Cross: nothing but a den of iniquity. This tactic is nothing new. The same line was employed in the nineteenth century when St Pancras was built. A population of labourers lived in the areas of Agar Town and Somers Town before they were sold to the Midland Railway, designated as slums, and cleared to make way for warehouses. Victorian writers described the area as the foulest slum in London. But historian Steven P. Swensen has contested this view, describing the area as ‘a vibrant neighbourhood teeming with life and activity’. Whatever the truth of Agar Town, John Betjeman tells us that once the area was cleared, ‘the inhabitants were not properly rehoused’.


King’s Cross was not a wasteland this time around either. Or rather, where some see wasteland, others see wildness. Amid all the new developments, squeezed tightly between the Grand Union Canal to the east (which, like HS2 and me, goes all the way to Birmingham) and a bundle of train lines heading north, is Camley Street nature reserve. The site was once woodland; then used to store coal in the nineteenth century. By the 1970s it was a municipal dump. Then, slowly, nature began to return. ‘In the mid-1980s,’ writes Ben Campkin in Remaking London, ‘as more and more plants, animals and insects appeared, local residents noticed the formation of a spontaneous urban park, and nurtured it into a thriving nature reserve.’


In 1981, local campaigners successfully opposed an attempt to turn the site into a lorry park. Subsequently, the Greater London Council acquired the land and paid for the creation of the nature reserve. Then, in 1984, management of the site changed hands again – this time to the newly formed London Wildlife Trust. Today it is one of 1,280 designated ‘local nature reserves’ across the UK, home to over 300 species of plants including the common spotted orchid.


It may be going too far to describe Camley Street as ‘wild’, as some have attempted to do, but Campkin notes how such places – born out of community collaboration and protected by community struggle – run counter to dominant narratives of top-down control. ‘Interestingly,’ he notes with well-weighted irony, ‘the main developers in the ongoing regeneration, Argent, now promote it as an attraction.’


I first visited Camley Street nature reserve in 2013, when building work was in full swing: I recall the sound of drilling clattering through the air, even as a moorhen peered into algae-coated water, and an ungainly fat young blackbird disappeared into the bushes. I was there for the opening of a new art exhibition – Wild New Territories – and this disconnect between sight and sound was neatly exploited by Jamie Griffiths, Diego Samper and Rob Scharein, whose collaboratively-produced installation introduced the sounds of the Amazon rainforest into this little patch of north London greenery. At the same time, similar ideas of nature boxed up, packaged and commoditised were explored through Foreign Investment’s satirical intervention, which offered visitors the chance to buy sections of the sky above King’s Cross at £215.75 per square foot. That would probably be a bargain today.


I may have called London home for years now, but King’s Cross has never meant much to me. I remember arguing about Gilbert Scott’s neo-Gothic edifice with a friend visiting from Paris. I love it; she hated it. I remember going to a dubious party in a strange building masquerading as a hotel. Nobody ever slept in there. Now such places have been swept away, and those in search of illicit thrills must look elsewhere. More recently, I’ve reviewed exhibitions at the Wellcome, the Foundling Museum and the British Library. I saw a friend’s band in a pub on Gray’s Inn Road. In 2004, Larry Gagosian opened a massive gallery on Britannia Street. I’ve still never visited. King’s Cross is a place I come to only in order to leave. This walk is a case in point.


King’s Cross is unique; it is also utterly typical. As the glass and steel of government-endorsed, corporate modernity rises into the skies to be bought by overseas investors, soon London, so they say, will just be another Dubai. Government exists to oil the wheels of private enterprise, and to shoulder the risk. HS2 is merely part of the process. There have been fears that part of the project includes a large-scale land-grab around its end points in London and Birmingham. Not only do campaigners argue that Camden faces a ‘decade of destruction’ should the project go ahead, but even after building work has finished, the borough may continue to suffer. The Regent’s Park housing estate next to Euston station is one of the last sites in the capital yet to be converted into investment apartments or ‘mixed-use’ commercial developments. The fears, it seems, are well-founded.


According to a 2014 article in the Camden New Journal, during an HS2 working group, Camden councillor Heather Johnson, chair of the local planning committee:






made it abundantly clear her ‘regeneration’ aspirations, as feared, extend far wider than development of the Euston station site. Regent’s Park estate, she argued, itself needed and wanted regeneration.






The estate lies pent between Regent’s Park and Euston station, between the train lines and the offices of Facebook. The majority was built during the 1950s on land sold in 1951 by the Crown Estate to the Metropolitan Borough of St Pancras, following the destruction of most of the buildings during the London Blitz. The Luftwaffe had not done all the work, however: speculative middle-class housing designed by celebrated Regency architect John Nash was demolished to make way for the new estate. There were plans to bring down Nash’s work at Cambridge Gate and Cambridge Terrace too, in order to ‘remove a feeling of isolation’, but somehow these two survived. As a result, the Regent’s Park Estate is cut off from the park – whether pleasantly secluded or unnecessarily isolated is a matter for individual opinion.


Today, the area is a mix of low, medium, and high-rise blocks. In a characteristic piece of oddball place-making, many of the estate names come from the Lake District. There’s Conniston, Cartmel, Ainsdale, Eskdale, Langdale and Silverdale. One hundred and sixty-eight of these homes now face demolition.


The area’s population density is low for central London, but overcrowding in individual properties is comparatively high. Around a quarter of the homes are privately owned. According to local council statistics, 20% of tenanted households are over sixty-five years old; 16% are Bangladeshi. The percentage of those on Jobseeker’s Allowance or incapacity benefits is higher than the national average. Housing and environmental conditions have been described as poor. But to its residents, this is home. The website Inside Housing tells of local resident Stan Passmore, 87, who lives in Eskdale, one of the blocks scheduled for demolition. ‘I’ve been here fifty years. Everybody knows one another,’ he is quoted as saying. Those shunted aside by HS2 would have to be rehoused. But where?


Councillor Johnson’s statement suggests that an area can have desires independent of its population. This is a central tenet of the regeneration credo. But even if regeneration is an effective solution to the problems of an area, such solutions do not solve the problems of its people; as we will see along the route, they simply push such problems elsewhere. Unfortunately, local councils are parochial by definition. Their concern is not the people in their parish, but the parish itself – or, more accurately, their concern is only the people of the parish so long as they remain of the parish. Why should they care what takes place beyond their administrative borders?


It therefore comes as no surprise that the desire for ‘regeneration’ is not confined to the officials at HS2 Ltd. Camden Council, the Greater London Authority (GLA) and Transport for London (TfL) are jointly preparing a Euston Area Plan. Their 2031 vision is characteristically thick with development-speak buzzwords:






The Euston area will be rejuvenated as both a local hub of activity and a gateway to London through new high quality comprehensive and transformational development above and around a world class transport interchange at Euston Station.






All this activity and rejuvenation, transformation and development: there is reference here to a geographical location, but not to its people. Those people are not impressed. A document posted to the St Pancras Church website describes the proposed redevelopment of Euston as ‘a multi-billion pound profit opportunity for developers under the guise of 'regeneration”’. It continues:






We have seen what regeneration looks like these last 30 years in Regent Square, and it is sterile and unfriendly, the only evening life is young professionals’ bars, with new luxury residents in gated enclaves. High Speed 2 is not about speed, nor even about capacity, it is about profits for developers.






Their position could hardly be any clearer. Such regeneration is for a certain type of person; those who do not fit the demographic are not only ignored but actively shunted aside. A few short steps from Euston ‘world class transport interchange’ (i.e. station) I find myself facing the Regent’s Park Estate for the first time. It’s calm away from the commuter-hour rush and the buildings glow mauve in the soft morning sun. Children have been dropped off at the local school and pairs of women in brightly coloured silks stand and talk on street corners. They exchange friendly greetings and news. Their fuchsia hijabs are vivid against the lilac bricks of Woodhall. The statistics tell me it’s an area with problems, but this morning it feels idyllic.


I feel a great warmth inside me – in part it’s the excitement of the journey, but also the weather, and that semi-elation of being somehow cut off from all those around you. Maybe this is how spies feel? I ought to stop and ask somebody about their views on HS2, find out how they are being affected, be a journalist. But I’m not a natural conversation-starter and everyone seems involved in their own conversations. Besides, I’m enjoying this glow of self-containment. I fear it might burst if I start speaking. Predictably, it doesn’t last.
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