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            BEFORE THE BEGINNING 

         

         
            
               

	qanik 
            
                        
                        	  
            
                        
                        	falling snow



	aputi 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	snow lying as a covering on the ground



	maujaq
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	soft snow that you sink into and struggle to travel through



	masak
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	snow on the ground that has become wet



	mannguq
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	snow half thawed or mixed with water (e.g. for building up sledge runners)



	sitilluqaaq
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	the hardest, wind-driven crystalline snow



	auvik
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	a block of snow cut from a snowdrift to use for igloo building



	igluvigaksaq
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	snow that is good for making an igloo



	pukak
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	snow that is in granules, found on grassy land, underneath newer snow, especially useful for melting into water



	minguliq
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	fine, powdery snow that has made its way through cracks around doors or windows



	natiruvaq
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	snow that is blown by the wind and builds up inside a doorway



	piruriniq
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	snow that has piled up on an object



	aniuk
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	an isolated, shaded patch of snow that has stayed frozen into summer






         

         These are some of the many words for snow in Inuktitut, the language of the Inuit, the hunters and gatherers of the eastern Arctic. Try reading them out loud. No matter that you may not know how to pronounce those unfamiliar combinations of letters – though it is helpful to know that ‘q’ at the end of a word is a voiced sound just below the place at the back of the mouth where we make the letter ‘k’. To read these words, even without knowing how Inuktitut sounds, is to hear that each of them is its own specific term. No two of them seem to be related. Every bit of that world of snows is its own piece of language, a separate part of the world that Inuit encounter and know. A grid of their way of seeing the land and being in it, laid onto a territory often made up of snow.

         So how many words do the Inuit have for snow? As you can see and hear in that list of different sounds, the answer is none. There is no word for the cold white stuff we call ‘snow’; only the many words for the multitude of different forms snow can take, each one specific. For the same deep reasons, there is no word for ‘seal’, the animal; instead, everyone must say what has been seen, must use and share detailed, specific knowledge. This is a world, a mind, in which generalities and categories are avoided. In the same way, it is a language that, before the arrival of European influences, did not count beyond the number five. Later I would discover that these features of Inuktitut are to be found in hunter-gatherer languages around the world.

         I spent some ten years living and working in the Canadian north, and for the first two of those years was able to spend much of my time learning two Inuktitut dialects. I was travelling in my mind, with the sounds I began to be able to shape, into somewhere very far from anywhere I had ever been. And to the very place I most had wanted to be – though I would not have been able to say why. As I learned the words for snow, I learned also that there is a whole other way of hearing and sustaining knowledge, and, most important of all, that the wellbeing of the Inuit might be inseparable from the wellbeing of humanity.

         
            *

         

         This book is an attempt to understand how I came to make that journey into the far north. I have been wonderfully fortunate to have spent long periods deep within the lives and lands of those inspiring people. While there, and when bringing back memories of those journeys, I could to some extent ignore all the things that came from outside, and be absorbed into the aspects of mind that originated in the north: language, memories, stories.

         But in the end it was not possible to disregard the implications of the outside influences, and, the more I listened, and the more people talked with me, the more I came to understand that even here, many hundreds of miles from a road, factory or any aspect of urban development, the people were suffering from the dominant forces of outsider power, and were facing both the threat and first realities of dispossession. Yet, with a paradoxical force, the more people talked to me, sharing what they had experienced and how they felt, the more I began to realise that despite the continuity of storytelling and voices of political protest, there was a layer of silence.

         
            *

         

         Along with many hundreds of other indigenous languages, Inuktitut is at risk. Across much of the Arctic it is no longer spoken, and even where it continues to be the language of the home, English tends to be dominant. At the same time, the elders whose role has been to sustain both language and indigenous narratives are becoming fewer and less sure of their own authority. The process of imperialism, with its insistence on new forms of religious belief, schooling and economic order, creates and then comes to depend on this deep and deepening silence.

         Thus silence is allied to dispossession. Those who have lost their lands can no longer tell their stories; those whose stories have been silenced can no longer sustain the land. Those who have denied or subverted the rights of others insist that those others have nothing of any importance to say. They themselves, the conquerors and thieves, do not want history to be heard.

         Wherever I have lived and worked as an anthropologist or film-maker I have found this alliance of dispossession and silence. Again and again, from villages in the west of Ireland to communities in western India to the Kalahari desert to many regions of the Canadian north, I have been shown the double need both to listen and to support those who resist dispossession. This book has grown from a realisation that there was always a thread that connected this flow of work and my own formation. So a question came to mind: why was I, a boy from the suburbs of a city in the north of England, drawn to remote edges of the world?

         
            *

         

         Anthropologists often go to the edges of their world, expecting to find the meaning of a society and, without always acknowledging it, the meaning of their discipline and themselves. I too went to the edges, and discovered both the heart of other ways of living and, to my surprise, also learned that by going to the edge we can discover what lies at the centre. The purposes, beliefs, morality and even the character of a society reveal themselves when it claims a frontier. Indigenous and tribal peoples, for whom our frontiers are their homelands, witness and suffer the consequences. And it is possible to see, at seemingly distant frontiers, that the human condition can be rethought and transformed, away from abuse, towards respect for where we live and for one another.

         I was brought up in the aftermath of the Second World War, living a childhood in which the Nazis and mass murder were half hidden but always present, in a Jewish family that was riven by worries that it might or might not belong. I had to escape the shadows, the uncertainties. It did not, at first, have to be very far – a three-mile bike ride up the road from a suburban home to the Derbyshire moors was an early journey to another kind of place; later it was further afield – to more distant parts of the English countryside, then to Israel, Ireland and, at last, to the Canadian high Arctic. At each version of elsewhere I found both edges and, more and more to my surprise, the nature of the centres I thought I was leaving behind.

         As I wrote about this childhood and the journeys that came from escaping it, I wondered if I was also writing an anthropology of myself. This book depends on a selection of the moments, a choice of episodes and stories that seem to me to speak to ideas from my life. Here are recollections and anthropological journeys that raise questions about something of much greater interest.

         I do not want to suggest that I knew from the start, or had in mind all the way along, what this set of memories and findings would mean. In reality, as is so often the case with both writing and making films, as I travelled in the work, I navigated my way towards connections that I had not known, or did not know that I had known, when I set out.

         
            *

         

         There is a sequence of stories that I return to here. The resonances of the Holocaust in a suburban home, a passion for collecting birds’ eggs, a family that sought acceptance yet lived in relation to some other, but lost, part of European history, a journey of discovery to Palestine and Israel, and then, at last, the escape to the Arctic. This book is a collage of those journeys. Within each part I found silences. Many kinds of silence. And always the question of where it came from and what purposes it served. In each place I find an intersection, or a confluence, where dispossession and displacement join forces with reluctance or inability to speak out, to own up to what is most pressingly real. And in each place, within each layer of this book, there are narratives of abuse – of people, because of their supposed racial difference, and of the land.

         All writing is to some degree a reckoning with oneself. Writers both start and stop what they do because, from within themselves, they know they have to; it may be years, or never, before they know where the writing originated or what it was really about. So I may only be guessing, or staying too close to the surface, when I say that this book, for now, has come from troubled silences, the depths of both public and private history, and recurrent forms and consequences of dispossession, alongside a wish to tell a set of stories that are both anthropology and myself.

         I have wanted to allow the voices of those I met and learned from to guide what I say, to show what I have learned. This telling of stories, looking to memories and anecdotes, has always been at the heart of my work as an anthropologist and film-maker. The truths of anthropology, I am sure, reveal themselves in the stories of others. But here the stories are for the most part my own. Yet this is only a partial memoir. I follow episodes in my own life, but many phases of my life and work have no place in the themes here. Rather, I select the episodes, the anecdotes and memories, because they seem to me to reveal something larger and more compelling than the particular narrative of my own life. Through them I hope that I can throw some light onto places where darkness has caused, and continues to cause, immeasurable harm. In this way I hope that I can do some much needed justice to the stories that are among the heartlands of our time.

         
            *

         

         I have been writing the last pieces of this book as the Covid-19 pandemic has been raging around the world. The anguish and fear have been filling my head and heart. Loved ones at risk at home, and the terrible danger for peoples who live at the edges of the world. The virus leaps across oceans, forests and Arctic ice-fields, carried by the crews and passengers of aeroplanes that connect the most remote frontier with urban centres. The people at the edges, often provided with minimal medical facilities and living in crowded households with limited sanitation, are at maximum risk. Some of the most telling ironies of modernity are being revealed: great wealth, at the centre, controls the planes, brings ‘development’, while those who are supposed to benefit from this ‘development’, living in modern forms of poverty, are especially vulnerable to the disease. The forces that give rise to and then seek to eliminate Covid-19 are closely allied to the forces that devastate indigenous peoples. I dread the news.

         I have wondered if this lurch in the fate of the world should cause me to rethink what I have written here. But this book is built with events and memories along the way to an appreciation of what it is, or can be, to be human. Here, I hope, is a journey, or set of journeys, that can both see and move away from the shadow of death.

         The sounds of the words for snow, along with the wealth of meaning and knowledge carried in those sounds, are both poetry and wisdom for humanity. The disappearance of such knowledge and meaning, the failure to tell the stories, the loss of the land where the stories belong, is where silence and dispossession converge. Having spoken some of the Inuktitut words, I hope that you will be able to travel back to where I learned about both dispossession and silence, and along some of the routes that are surprisingly but deeply connected by those two dangerous, often deadly, realities.

      

   


   
      
         
            TO START

         

         It was late in the evening, at the end of July 2009. I was standing in a line at Heathrow Airport waiting to board a flight to Cape Town, on my way to the southern Kalahari. I was thinking about, remembering, anticipating the rolling red sand dunes and dry river beds of the Northern Cape, where the borders of South Africa, Namibia and Botswana meet. I had been many times before, working with Bushman families, the people who had been known as the ‡Khomani San. This was a return, near the end of a long series of projects aimed at discovering what could possibly compensate these survivors for the identity, dignity and resources that had been progressively undermined and taken from them by the arrival of aggressive settlers on their lands. I had been listening to oral histories, making maps, filming journeys back to places in the desert where the Bushmen had once lived. Hearing about extreme loss and dispossession, and building a recovery of heritage and home; challenging the silences. Though it is easier to secure justice than to achieve wellbeing.

         I was almost at the door to the plane. My phone rang. It was news about my mother: she had fallen, hit her head, was unconscious. I should call the hospital and my brother. I continued into the crowded plane, and sat down in a middle seat. I leant forward to be as out of sight as possible of any cabin crew, held the phone to my ear, covered it with my hand and, as we taxied down the runway then lurched up into the sky, I made call after call. I learned that my mother had crashed down beside a small table, hitting her head hard on its edge. There was a remote possibility that she could be operated on, and perhaps brought back to consciousness. But she had always opposed resuscitation, had even written a letter to her solicitor to say as much. So we decided, over the phone, in a triangle of calls between Sheffield where she was lying in a hospital bed, the Midwest of America where my brother was living, and the plane climbing above the earth en route from London to Africa, that there should be no surgery, no attempt to save her life.

         I flew back to London the following night and made my way to the hospital in Sheffield. Some of the family were already there, staying with her. I joined them. For most of the time she lay very still, eyes closed, and then sudden lurches of facial movement, her eyes fluttering open and shut, and gasping sounds coming from her throat, as if in some despairing attempt to surface, failing, and sinking back. Her lips were dry, parched and cracking. She was given no nourishment or treatment of any kind. She had been marked as ‘do not resuscitate’. Shouldn’t she be given fluids intravenously? Some pain relief – who was to know if she was suffering? No, said the nurses, there would be no pain, only deep unconsciousness, and if they were to administer fluids she could go on like this for many weeks. Each time she lurched and gasped, I wanted to protest, and kept asking that some kind of relief be administered, and was told again that this is what ‘do not resuscitate’ meant.

         She lived like this, in supposed painless agony, for a week. I sat with her through much of what turned out to be her last night, feeling grief and, to my surprise and relief, surges of uncomplicated love. She was almost ninety-one, at the end of a life that had been riven with difficulties – both from the world and within herself. Many of these had been passed on to me, and to my relationship with her. Until that last night I don’t think I ever thought I loved her, and she never had been able to speak or show her love for me. There was too much darkness, unspoken pain. I stayed sitting with her in the morning, watching her face, still impressive for its forceful beauty. At about 10 a.m. she gave a last shudder, a gasp, and died.

         After the funeral I stayed for a week in her house, and began to go through files that she had kept in a cabinet at the back of a coat and broom cupboard, and a small cache of ancient cardboard boxes hidden away behind a high shelf piled with bedding. A trail of old letters, out-of-date passports, bank statements, records of events that had been stored because they were ‘important papers’ – things that must not be thrown out. I kept thinking that my mother would not have cared if my brother and I chucked the whole lot away without bothering to look at any of it. I imagined what she would have done if it were she who had the job of going through all these old family documents: my most convincing image was of her taking a few quick looks and then, with a sigh and a muttered expletive, throwing it all into a skip. But I was curious, wanting to have moments of connection with at least some of what had been kept for so many years, for the most part far out of sight.

         I spent several days going through these papers, sometimes staring at them as if they were icons with surprising power, sometimes reading through them to find out what, after all, was reality. Often I was reminded of how little we had been told, how much was kept unspoken and unexplained. Many letters were searing reminders of how great the distance had been between me and my family. So much that had never been said – be it the warmth and care that children need from parents and, indeed, that parents delight in from their children, or the details of all that my mother had lost, and the pointers to the forces of history by which she had been displaced, dispossessed, internally devastated.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Most poignant of all were the contents of the old boxes from behind the bedding. One of them contained a tiny silk embroidered dress, made for a baby but looking as if it had never been worn. A thing of strange beauty, from some other far-off world. Was this the first dress my mother had worn in the weeks after she was born, in Vienna, ninety years before? Or the dress that she had prepared for a child, a baby girl, who had died before I was born, and about whom she had almost never spoken? I felt a double sense of loss: if only she had been able to talk about it all, her life and losses, everything, and now there was no way I could ask her what this elegant little dress might mean.

         The largest of the boxes contained a huge linen tablecloth, its edges ornamented with embroidery. It was for a table at which twenty people could have dined. This must have come from her childhood apartment, or her grandparents’ home, in Austria or Poland. I would never know which. But there were other glimpses among her papers of what that home, or those homes, might have been like – signs and residue of loss. Documents that referred to houses and land in and around Lvov; the title deeds to oil fields in Poland; markers of all that had once been theirs, but was taken, lost, left behind.

         My mother never mourned the losses. She had no apparent sense of the family’s dispossession. She liked objects, and had carried with her to England some sets of beautiful china and that elusive quality that is called good taste. But she never ever suggested that the theft of property or the disappearance of potential wealth had any great significance for her. It was the killings, the shadows of murder, that hung over her, that she wanted to bury in silence and forgetting, but could not avoid transferring, could not conceal.

         After my mother’s house had been sold, and when at last it was empty of everything that had been hers, I made a final visit, to hand over the keys, to make sure we had not left anything behind. I stood in the kitchen and looked across the row of houses on the other side of the street and out towards the Derbyshire hills. And I felt a sadness that came from so far within me that I thought I was going to collapse.

         My mother’s house, the Derbyshire hills, a cabinet full of old papers, ancient cardboard boxes – all that I crossed the world to get away from, yet still so embedded within me. The home that hunts us down. The juxtaposition of silence and dispossession; a tangle of connections between where I came from and where I went to. This was a set of stories I knew I would have to find a way of telling.

         
            *

         

         I spent two years learning Inuktitut. I often thought, as I struggled to make sense, that my teachers took time over my lessons, and showed such patience with my mistakes, because it gave them great entertainment – they would fall about laughing at the absurdities that came out of my mouth. There were many linguistic risks:

         
            
               

	uuttuq
            
                        
                        	  
            
                        
                        	a seal lying out on the ice



	uttuuk
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	a vagina



	usuk
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	a penis



	uujuq 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	boiled meat



	ugjuq
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	a bearded seal



	igjuuk
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	testicles



	iijujuq
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	the Old Testament






         

         My most important teacher, Simon Anaviapik, took obvious pride in reversing the usual colonial relationship: here was a white man from the south who was not in the north to trade, impose laws, teach or spread the word of God. I lived with an Inuit family, but I knew nothing of all that mattered most. Anaviapik took on the job of making sure I knew how to behave, what to believe and, above all, how to speak. Lessons would last through much of every night, and whenever possible, hunters took me out onto the land.

         One day, after about a year of this immersion in Inuktitut, Anaviapik asked me why I thought he and others wanted me to learn their language, their way of being in the world. I did not say that it might be because it was a source of endless fun, as I confused stew with a penis; nor did I attempt to speak about the nature of colonial relationships. But Anaviapik wanted to give me his answer to his question: they were teaching me Inuktitut, he said, because they wanted me to speak for them. If the white people who dominated the world had the facts, knew more of what Anaviapik knew, and were given the truth, then many great injustices would be impossible. For him, the cruelty in history came from ignorance, from the failure to hear and be heard. Anaviapik believed – as many indigenous peoples believe – that if only those with the power understood them, then there would be an end to injustice and to any idea that the land did not belong to those who had lived on it since time immemorial. So I must be taught enough to be able to displace ignorance, to make Inuit experience and knowledge visible, and, in effect, to help break the silences in which he and his people so often had felt trapped.

         This was forty years ago. Since then the Inuit have been well able to speak for themselves; of course they were able to speak for themselves then, too, but they were not heard.

         I accepted and took advantage of my teachers’ patience and their determination to have me learn. I was aware that no amount of thanks for all they gave me would be enough, but I could reassure myself that by learning as well as I could, and then working on land rights and cultural heritage projects on behalf of the Inuit and other peoples facing the same injustices, that I was in some way, to some extent, paying my dues. Yet there has always been another source of unease, another issue of obligation.

         Anthropologists write or make films about other peoples. Often they have done this almost as if they the observers were not there, or nothing more than just another person, watching and listening but neutral and irrelevant. This concealing of the observer was challenged in the 1960s and ’70s, leading to a more open form of anthropological writing and film-making, where the voice and presence of the observer is part of what is on record. In my own writing about other peoples I included myself in the frame to be sure that the reality of a relationship between me and those I wrote about was acknowledged. But it was without real balance: I gave snippets of my own story as part of the story that was the anthropology; meanwhile I felt free to describe the people I was working with in as much detail as possible, reaching as far back in time and deep into their lives as I thought would be interesting or helpful. Even in acknowledging that I was present, I revealed a bare minimum of myself. This seemed appropriate, a recognition that what mattered was them, not me, but it could be said to be a convenient screening of myself while I was busy exposing others.

         I have always disliked the narrator in films, the voice that takes ownership of the story, a voice that has so often been that of a white, middle-class male. The voice that knows everything, and speaks the right language, rendering the people in the film as strange and quaint and, hence, interesting, implying or even asserting that they are so very much in need of translation. A voice that itself sounds like another colonial project, the taking over of the subject of the film the way colonial powers take over the lands and lives of other people, making themselves rich and the people poor.

         Narrated documentary can thus obscure and silence its subjects. I was always determined that my work would aim to do the opposite, and give people who have tended to be obscured and silenced a place in history and a voice in the world. Not through my definition of them but, if it were possible, through their definition of themselves. In the west of Ireland, on the North Pacific Coast, in western India and southern Africa people have taken me on journeys across their land and into their lives. I have listened and then had the job of making what I have heard and seen into books and films that are both about them and for them. Many voices, many kinds of history – but always theirs, not mine.

         
            *

         

         It is over twenty years since I wrote The Other Side of Eden, which I thought would be my last attempt to put together what living with hunting peoples had taught me. In those intervening years I have spent time in western Canada and southern Africa, again hearing about the way colonial occupation and aggression have threatened whole communities with the loss of their lands, cultures and languages. And I kept thinking that if I were to write again about other people, I should begin by writing about myself. Something about the death of my mother, the papers and memorabilia she had kept hidden, the realisation that I had never understood why I fled the landscape of childhood, yet remained so deeply attached to it. Death closes history, and, at the same time, through a blend of loss and opportunity, opens it up. Or opens up the internal voices, the elusive memories.

         But when it came to something that might be mere autobiography, I recoiled. For a long time I was frozen in my tracks. At the same time, I realised that I could not write yet again about others and not disclose who I am. I began to look at my own life and history, to think about the forces that shaped me as I grew up in a particular kind of home at a particular time. I understood that I was dealing with many zones of both personal difficulty and what might be called the wounds of history. I also began to discover that geographical distances dissolved in the light of internal, perhaps inseparable connection.

         
            *

         

         I left school as soon as I possibly could, without any idea of what came next. My university applications had disappeared into nowhere – some rejections, I think, some silences. I was not waiting to hear which university I might go to, even though my brother was at Oxford. I had little expectation of going to any university – there was no academic subject I wanted to study. I had a passion for the natural world but, having taken no science at school, this seemed to lead to no kind of career. If I thought about the future at all, it was with a fear of its being blank. I had said I would like to go to an art college. There were some conversations about the future, and the ridiculous idea emerged that I should become a chartered accountant. An eighteen year old whose interests were the countryside, birds, fishing and painting was to be an accountant? The rationale, if it deserves the word, came from an influential family friend: he thought it would be good if I became an accountant and then worked in his family firm, making a useful contribution to the avoidance of taxes.

         I had nothing with which to oppose this strange idea since there was nothing I wanted to do that was deemed to have any link with earning a living. No one ever suggested that I take some time to puzzle it out. In this narrow view of life and its opportunities my parents were not much different from most of their generation: art school, birdwatching, the countryside – these may offer interesting hobbies, but nothing else. As for my inability to think beyond the narrow view of the times: well, I was part of those times too, and I suspect I was suffering from deep confusion. All I was sure about was that I had left that school: for some years after I would imagine, and even prepare, a plan for burning down the boarding house I had been in. But I also was aware that I was now back in Sheffield, at home with my parents and grandmother, returned full time to childhood territories of home. This was not a source of happiness, either to me or, in particular, my mother. She would slip back into reproachful anger towards me: I was such a disappointment to her. So I retreated to the top floor of the house, the two rooms of the attic, where I set up somewhere to paint, a record player to listen to a collection of old 78s I had discovered (with much Sibelius and Rachmaninov) and my books in the bedroom. If I was at home, I would be up in the attic.

         So at the beginning of September of the year I left school I began work as an articled clerk in a firm of Sheffield accountants. The week before I began, my father took me to a large department store to buy me two suits – one dark grey, the other pale and mottled grey. From school uniform I already had white shirts, ties and black shoes. My life as an adult was to begin.

         I found myself in an office where no one was allowed to use either a first name or a calculator. Dressed in suit and tie, aching with boredom and more and more eaten into by the acids of depression, being sure to call my fellow sufferers (I assumed they all suffered: how could they not?) Mr This and Miss That, I spent all of every day adding up columns of figures, noting the totals, then adding them again to check if it came out the same twice. Then adding them up again if they did not. Pounds, shillings and pence. Not even the simplicity of decimal currency. 240 pence to a pound; 12 pence to a shilling; three half crowns making seven and six; and the occasional guinea (because some professionals whose accounts we summed still charged fees in guineas). Lines and lines of three-columned numbers. Pages and pages of columns. Hours and hours of adding. It might have been a joy to subtract something, or have the excitement of long division. Adding and adding. Day after day. Weeks of this.

         By the end of October I was wretched beyond wretchedness. In the evenings I escaped more and more to the attic. If I had dared be myself, I might have called it a studio. I felt it to be a generous crawl-hole where I hid from them all – not knowing who they all were – and had charcoal and paints, and where at that time, in those weeks of adding numbers, I painted a mural on a stretch of wall above a long window. I created a forest of trees among which foxes appeared, all in dark inks on white plaster: trees that were impenetrable and the foxes in profile, moving and standing among them. I liked the formalised, quick-inked shapes, and yet I believed that this work had no merit, would before long be painted over. I felt I was damaging the plaster, making a mess of it. I think now it may have been quite beautiful, haunting for the story it told about a forest and the life it contained, and the sense it must have given of the sadness of the boy who made that work. It was my answer, the only answer that my internal self could make, to the columns of numbers.

         Each day, after the hours with the accounts, dressed in one of the two suits of my adult life, I walked home. The route took me across a small municipal park. It was a sad and grimy off-green place; as if all leaves were dulled by the city’s polluted air, the paths worn stone and cold. Trees that meant nothing. It was a short cut through my inner self, through the saddened entrails. Often I would sit on one of the park benches, made, I used to suppose, for the old and the defeated, and stare. And do my best not to think. But still the words used to come into my mind: this is the end of my life. None of the spirit in me, nothing of what I did best or loved, was able to grow. I painted in despair; went out some weekends to the Derbyshire countryside I knew; had some friends, a neighbour, a few people I could do things with, but there was nothing that I wanted to do that I did do. My passion for and elaborate knowledge of birds had disappeared under the inner wreckage. My love of fishing was a distant memory – can a child already have memories that feel distant? Yes. That’s how it was. I was just eighteen.

         I went to the accountants’ office Mondays to Fridays, nine to five, and on alternate Saturdays nine to one. Pay rolls and accounts, column after column of pounds, shillings and pence. So we sat and went through one page after another, all day, every day. A break in this endless task would come in the form of checking totals out loud, with all the excitement of human exchange: ‘Forty-eight pounds, thirteen shillings, nine pence.’ ‘Right.’ ‘One hundred and seventy-two pounds, eight shillings, four pence halfpenny.’ ‘Right, but drop the halfpenny.’ We wore our suits, sat in two medium-sized spaces, called each other by our surnames, and went out for lunch in separate directions. Perhaps there was more to the hours spent there, but whatever I did or thought when there in that office, other than adding up and calling out confirmation of some number at the foot of a page of numbers, sank away into quagmires of dismay. I did become very good at arithmetic – my highest achievement that autumn of 1961 was being able to add the pounds, shillings and pence as a single line.

         The long autumn turned into winter. Some evenings when I got home I was speechless with a kind of hopeless anger, or angry hopelessness. I began to feel a kind of weakness in the body, limbs that had lost their force, that could not take my weight, and my mind blacked out, not so much with grim thoughts as with the grimness of too few thoughts. Bit by bit, day by day, the meaning seeped out of life; there were palliatives, avoidance of the bleakness, but there seemed no way to find meaning, no way to find a reason for enduring much more of this. No one to talk to, nowhere to turn where I could begin to speak of my unhappiness.

         My sense of having no future was so complete that it obscured the possibility of there being a present. Without quite finding the decision – I have no memory of thoughts that took the steps of a decision – it occurred to me that I could kill myself. A year before, I had been given a shotgun. So the obvious way for me to do it was with this gun. I kept it in its leather case on the floor of my attic room.

         In my memory I am in that attic bedroom sometime after going up to bed; there is the darkness of night and the darkness of hopelessness. I sit on the bed feeling there is no way to get out of this state of mind. Not thoughts so much as a grey and empty sadness. It comes back to me now as I write this. No concern for others, no image of what it would mean to them, no idea of writing a note, of sending a message to explain or achieve understanding, no vision of the mess that would be made – be it the mess that comes from shotgun wounds or the mess of a family that would have to deal with it all. There was no one to send a note to. No interest in communicating with anyone. Nothing, that is, except this statement: the explosion of a shotgun cartridge signalling that I had reached the end of the bleak road that I was on. This, after all, is the state of mind in which death makes itself welcome, so I did not turn in any way to others. It is a disconnect that strikes me now, as the centre of the memory. Perhaps I am not able to bring to mind, sixty years later, what that mind was. Yet much of that late evening is vivid to me still – I see myself as I sat on the bed, the darkness, a bedside light, the furniture, the window out onto the roof. But there are no thoughts. Something behind or beyond thought: a wordless realisation and its simple resolution. An emptiness that was the measure of the emptiness of life. A sense that the unbearableness of it all could be dealt with – by taking the gun, loading it, and shooting myself in the head. Obliterating the mind that had so little way of helping itself. The flow from that time into this, from the state of mind then to the flow of words now, is surprising for its force and its clarity. I had grown up with so much silence, and with the shadow of death cast from within this silence.

         There is a difference, of course, between the things never spoken, the stories kept secret, and the memories that are for the first time recovered. Yet these two areas of unspoken mind are not so easy to separate. The zone where thoughts have blurred edges and uncertain detail, where words have never been used to take away the secrecy and remove some of the inner mystery, is where both recovered memory and unshared secrets lie. And so it was with the moment when I picked up the shotgun, loaded one of its chambers with a number five shot cartridge, and pointed it at my head. The boy sitting on a bed in the attic, bending forward, slumped but holding the gun around the trigger guard, leaning the barrel up towards his forehead. The length of it means he has to reach out and keep his head up for all that the shoulders are bent. I see myself there very still for a moment, a pause. The outside is firm, held as if in a photograph; the inside is dissolved, absent. I cannot remember the state of mind, a holding of its breath, a waiting for the event that is to happen. Nor do I have a memory of pulling the trigger, though I must have done, for the gun misfired.

         Emerging from the blur of feelings, I had to focus on the practical. Something was wrong with the firing mechanism. I opened the breach of the gun and saw the firing pins sticking through, as they do after they have been released by the trigger into the head of the cartridge. They must have been faulty when I put the gun together. I spent some time checking what had happened and attempting to fix it. I realised that I did not know how, and said to myself that I could go the next day to see a gamekeeper I knew and have him sort out the problem.

         And then I would be able to … to what? Sit again on the bed and shoot myself? I think that is what I thought, but I also am aware of a kind of flowing of air through my mind, a realisation, perhaps, that the crisis had passed and that there was no firm resolve to have another go. To be back in a position to have a go, maybe. I do not know if I asked myself what I intended to do once the gun was mended. But I did go the next day to visit my gamekeeper friend, driving the hour or so to his cottage, and showed him the problem with the firing pins. He fixed it without much difficulty and explained how I could sort it out the next time this happened – it was easy to get the firing pins back into the right position.

         I never again sat on the side of that or any other bed and considered shooting myself. That feeling of utter hopelessness did not return, or not in that complete and unmanageable form. The darkness within me became something more familiar, less terrifying, less a source of self-pity and more a part of being a person – with a place, in my view, of what we all have to put up with at times. Difficulties can have some other facet, some origin that lies elsewhere. So crises, or my reaction to crises, seemed to be an echo or mysterious sound wave from a part of myself to which I had very little access. The problems I found myself thinking about were taking me to obscure and complex memories, to feelings of fearful intensity that came both from nowhere and also from the very heart of me.

         A fragile shell had grown, a slight shield against the events and decisions that shaped the time leading up to my being an accountant’s clerk; some protection from the mismatch between all that this boy was supposed to be and become, expecting it even of himself, and failing. History and bewildering choices make for the fragile shell. Once this flow of circumstances, this structure of life, has taken shape, it does not take much for the shell to crack. I buried the events, the despairing night in the attic, the firing, or misfiring, of the shotgun. Somewhere between avoided and forgotten. It would be several decades, and a different encounter with suicide, before it all would come back into my thoughts.

         There came to be a surprising escape, roads that did lead to elsewhere, to another kind of living in the world, or another way of being within history. I received an offer of a place to study Philosophy, Politics and Economics at Trinity College, Oxford. Then came research scholarships, a job teaching philosophy and then the discovery of anthropology. A life of journeys in search of meaning. Going to the margins to discover what lies at the centre.
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