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            Unreal City


         


         Michael Smith is a writer, film-maker and broadcaster. He is the author of two works of fiction, The Giro Playboy and Shorty Loves Wing Wong, and has written features for the Guardian, the Observer, the Idler and Dazed and Confused, among others. He has made a number of short films for BBC2’s The Culture Show. His short film Lost in London was premiered at the Barbican Centre, London, in June 2012.
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            The Deep Hum (at the Heart of It All)


         


         Michael Smith was not an attendee of R. D. Laing’s ‘Anti-University of London’, situated in Hoxton’s Rivington Street in 1968. He did not buy Post-New Romantic kecks from Willie Brown’s Post-New Romantic kecks shop situated in Hoxton’s Charlotte Road in 1982. As far as Soho’s concerned, he was never called ‘Cunty’ by Muriel Belcher* on entering the Colony Rooms and never settled Julian MacLaren-Ross’s bar tab at the Highlander. He never shared a snifter at the Gargoyle with Nina Hamnett. He is, however, part of a recent history of the demi-monde that frequented (and in some cases still frequents) Hoxton and Soho. He has witnessed the gentrification and franchise sanitation of two personal bohemias.
         


         There are two ways to deal with the loss of a personal bohemia. The first, easiest and most soporific is nostalgia: a vision of a probably non-existent Arcadia with all hardship and regret expunged. In some this is fuelled by an envy of the young. Nostalgia is one of humanity’s default settings, and has been for countless generations. I would imagine the original denizens of sixteenth-century Soho (though it was admittedly not known by that name until some years later) complained that the sport (in their case hunting) was not what it had been, just as the denizens of sixties Soho bemoaned the fact that the sport (in their case characters and carousing) was not what it had been. And so on, and so forth. Paradoxically, although nostalgia can be mentally debilitating for its practitioners, it is also part of what attracts the next generation of demi-monde to a particular locale. A demi-monde that brings an area to life and, more often than not, eventually brings property developers to the area.


         The second way is the path of wistful resignation with a homeopathic droplet of cynicism. This is Michael’s Smith’s way. This is the way of Unreal City. Metaphorical battlefields are revisited and old skirmishes are put into context when Michael is drawn back to London after a seaside sabbatical; drawn back by the irresistible hypnotic hum of the metropolis. All great cities resonate, and it is to this exquisitely dangerous frequency that the true flâneur will always be tuned. Michael Smith’s London is still rich in fable, cloaked not in a hankering for an unattainable past, but rather wrapped in self-awareness. An awareness that he is a small part of the perceived problem, and that nostalgia is not only an attempt to drown out inner guilty voices – it can also drown out the sound of the hum: what Michael describes as ‘the deep hum at the heart of it all’. An awareness that, as Joe Kerr puts it in the Introduction to London: From Punk to Blair, ‘The London of today is the authentic city of other people’s perceptions and ambitions.’ An awareness that leaves Michael Smith proud to have served, but anxious to embrace new sensations, to be part of as yet unwritten histories. A realisation that fuels the truly exciting musician, artist, writer in his or her search for new pastures to churn into battlefields. A realisation that drives Michael Smith.
         


         


             


         


         Andrew Weatherall
         


         


            * On reflection, I think Mr Smith has been on the receiving end of this colourful sobriquet.
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            Estuary Embers


         


         When the sun gets low above the estuary, glowing against the fishermen’s huts and the flat walls of the winding alleys, and the same hazy glow lingers round the Isle of Sheppey in the distance, I’m caught with a strange and familiar sensation of wishing that I could be in all of these places at once, that I could know them all, like this late syrupy sun knows them all, that I could dissolve into its sweet golden gaze . . .


         I think about this, wending down those alleys to the chippy, then gazing out across the water eating my fish supper in its paper. I digest the thought slowly, while the sun burns itself out across a lovely red western horizon, lingering in pools that glow like embers across the dark silty spread of the mudflats . . .


         Walking along the shoreline, the room above the tennis courts full of stoner kids rehearsing their Floydy tunes, wah wah guitars and jazzy drums floating out of the window, which is open to the sea and the balmy evening breeze, the best rehearsal room in the world . . . past the weatherboarded white pub stuck out on its own on the beach, with old white-haired ponytailed geezers and Floyd proper on the jukebox . . . there’s just something about seaside towns and stoners, I guess . . . all the workaday problems you circle round and round, that blinker you and bind you to your worries and routines are slowly shed, out here before the wide open sky, the magnificent distance of the far horizon . . .


         Beyond the ramshackle fishermen’s cottages, half a million quid in their battered, black-tarred weatherboard, every Londoner’s wank fantasy of a seaside escape, is the real working harbour, where I always end up having a sit and a stare: an ugly corrugated iron silo, sheds, bright yellow diggers piling into huge mounds of grit and gravel waiting to be shipped off somewhere else. . . it is here, sitting in my own secret quiet spot on the dock, staring at these piles of aggregates, that my soul finally finds its rest, poised between a man’s need for bloke stuff and the memories of the child and the moody adolescent who is father to the man; this industrial dock is the essence of my early memories, growing up as I did in a dirty northern port, round the corner from corrugated sheds and piles of aggregates just like these, which I would wander round as a teenager, spending long, lonely walks searching for myself, whoever that is . . .


         The seagulls sitting on the mounds of gravel have given me back the place I grew up in; though where I grew up is four hundred miles away, whipped by the cold winds of the North Sea, it is the same place: the sun sets behind the same bend in the bay, above the same mysterious twinkling pinprick lights . . . you still yearn to know what life is producing those pinpricks; the atmosphere of seascape and shoreline haunts you, just the same.


         The navy blue sea tractor with the wheels bigger and wider than me reverses, with its bright orange lifeboat on the trailer, the whole ensemble the basic block colours of a lifesize Playmobil toy; its amber light flashes round and round, illuminating specks of spitting rain, and I wander on into the violet hour, alone with my thoughts and the vast sky, the lights of unknown Essex towns twinkling along the far horizon, my thoughts turning to hot chocolate and the candlelit cosiness of the hut. 


      

  
  
    
    

  
    
      


         


            The Hut


         


         You are always woken up by the early morning light and the ping of golf balls from the course behind the hut, the retirees rising early and filling up their days with the calmer pleasures . . . the first half-hour after waking up follows a familiar ritual: set a coffee pot up on the stove, hook the doors open, fold out a beach chair and survey the sea and sky. The strange thing about this seascape is it looks equally fascinating in good or bad weather, and all the weather in between. It’s often in between, never quite making its mind up, and I can lose whole days watching the changes of the sky and sea, the many moodswings of this temperamental estuary god . . .


         I say good morning to my lesbian neighbours. Half of them are lesbians on my stretch: the seaside is a site of sexual liberty, just as it always has been. It was also the site of the first flush of romance between me and my ex – this little bit of coast is part of us and our story, it played the role of midwife in our early romance. She brought me to another hut a few doors down on date number three; there were storms all weekend, and you couldn’t go outside without getting drenched; we didn’t, all weekend, and it was heaven . . . when I told this story to my granny she chuckled with a cheeky glint in her eye and said, ‘Aah, memories! Eh, son?’


         When we went halves on our own hut two months later, it was the grand romantic gesture: a second home before we’d even lived together in a first. I’d bought my half when I was flush, overreaching myself as you always do when the flush of love and the flush of cash coincide, swept up in the heady mix of the two . . .


         And now that the girl is gone, the cash is spent, I’m homeless and can’t even afford to rent a new flat, I still cling on stubbornly to this beach hut, a grand romantic gesture of another kind: I dream of eking out the end of this long, lean summer here, living on Weetabix and digestives, with five quid fish’n’chips as my treat; dangling a line off the dock wall at high tide and waiting for a crab, taking him home in my bucket, cooking him on the Campingaz stove, cracking him open and eating him – one of the sea’s great bounteous luxuries for nowt; in this way, beach hut life transforms poverty into something glorious: the hut was the glory of my flush, flashy times, and now it’s the glory of my poverty.


         I have no electricity: the emails remain unread, the mobile phone stays off. Candlelight is fine. The sea’s as good a bath as any. I like to imagine I’m thick in the heart of this solitude, like Thoreau thick in the heart of his forest, far from the entrapments of modern society, but this of course isn’t true – I’m a ten-minute walk from the Co-op, which I can stroll up to for fresh supplies of millionaire shortbread or raspberry pop. I’m five minutes from the Old Neptune pub, where I can sup a Guinness watching some gnarly old Kentish blues band. But still, amongst these modest comforts, the effect is the same: I’m alone, with the space to find a kind of peace for myself, which is also where the words come.


         I lived a solitary seaside existence marked by poverty once before, when I was young, and lost, and didn’t know what to do . . . this time round is markedly different in one important respect: the wind howls, the walls creak like they might cave in, the candlelight flickers, I write all this down, and I am happy. I thank my lucky stars for this seaside escape – the lucky stars that line up in the vast, sprawling estuarine sky and stand guard above my tiny weather-beaten hut.


      

  
  
    
    

  
    
      


         


            Big Belly


         


         I made my way down to the beach in my shorts, ready for my morning swim; I didn’t have a shirt on, and a line of special-needs people were walking by on an outing; a short, dumpy black girl with jam-jar glasses on walked by me, looked up and smiled; I smiled back; then she patted my big, fat, hairy belly, laughed and walked off; I chuckled in surprise, and a minute later I patted it myself, with a mixture of disdain and odd satisfaction: I must’ve spent twenty grand getting it that plumped up over the last few years, and it showed . . .


         Going through money as if it were a consensual hallucination, a giddy whirl of lobsters and espresso Martinis, living on a promise that no one ever made me, and consequently no one ever kept . . . the late nights, the taxis back from dirty Dean Street in Soho, passing out at half four in the morning, then waking up hungover at midday – out here, all that seems like a different lifetime ago . . .


         I go to sleep when it gets dark, and I’m woken when it gets light again; the toilet is yesterday’s milk carton, which gradually fills up with deep dirty yellow behind the frosted plastic, and twice a day I empty it over the fence of the golf course out the back; I wash the dishes in a Tupperware bucket before the open blue sky, and it takes on the air of a sacred cleansing ritual; for bathing, there’s the sea; the theme here is a cosmic one – man and universe – and there’s very little scope for anything in between.


         When I was young and on the dole we used to get our fortnight’s cheque and joke we were giro playboys for the day, buying a bag of skunk and turning on the extra bar on the fire, and then being stony broke the rest of the fortnight . . . and now I’m still living like a giro playboy, only older, and the extremes are more so, one minute splashing out on a beach hut and the next minute having to move into it; I’d been living in my own speculative bubble and now I was living through my own credit crunch. Don’t ask me what I do. I’m not even sure I know. I’m one of those arty London types, locked in the heroic struggle with lack of work and lack of talent, trying to eke out the lean stretch between now and what’s telescoping out beyond the horizon . . .
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