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– Foreword –





So what is going on in these rich and complex stories?


Long after I’d savoured the last right and resonant word in each of them, the questions and possibilities generated by their extraordinary imaginative power still thrummed around my mind. David Pickford has the artist’s gift of knowing when to let go and leave his composition to the questions and elaborations of each reader’s response. What’s at play here is Coleridge’s ‘shaping spirit of Imagination’.


It’s imagination, then, that distinguishes this marvellous first collection of short fiction: an imaginative power in the realization of character and incident that plays across an exceptional range of subject matter; that draws you in to engage with these personalities and their predicaments; that ultimately, having given you sufficient information, sufficient life-sense of these people for critical intelligence to work around, sets you free to draw your own conclusions.


Imagination, range, intelligence – you could take these as the book’s defining qualities. There’s more. There’s a prose style and rhythm that’s lucid, pliant, natural, versatile, exact, evocative, distinguished by an understated lyricism, and matched time and again to that breathtaking breadth of material.


Astronauts heading out through Armageddon to Mars; extreme skiers riding avalanches down perilous couloirs; a child’s dreaming of mysterious gates to the river; Waziri jihadists outwitting the American war-machine in the Sahara desert; Cain and Abel re-enacting their eternal psycho-drama in a high-tech London setting; a Japanese alpinist who survives a plane crash on a Himalayan glacier only to find himself engaged in another life-and-death struggle; lost presences on high ridges who are felt more distinctly than seen: a sequence of shattered corpses down a terrifying gorge, perhaps awaiting a new addition to its fateful nightmare narrative. And always in these consummate stories – the best, I believe, that mountain literature has yet produced – there is a teasing sub-text: of resonance, poetry, historicity.


Imagine any exponent of the urban Brit-lit-industry being able to conjure up and render authentically and without the habitual appropriations of their trade this diversity of subject matter!


David Pickford does more than that. He constructs narratives that are pulsed along in urgent metre; distinguished by their grasp of situation; marked by fluency, by apt cultural signifiers subtly incorporated, by humour and the sense that the author has visceral knowledge of the experiences through which these various and breathing characters live out their fictive lives and deaths; by a refusal ever to opt for the easy view and the conventional interpretation. He knows his material and its contexts through and through, viscerally and from long personal experience; has himself played for years along the brink of the mortal danger several of these stories depict.


This is exceptional writing, wholly authentic, and like all true literature – a rare commodity in our write-lite, Brit-lit metro-culture – it subserves and underwrites a more important objective than the twenty-first-century Program Era creative-writing school graduate’s habitual coterie concerns, theoretical justifications and endless self-aggrandisements.


The sub-text to many of these tales, their default alternative discourse, is the image of a better, a more hopeful world: one that is more just, more egalitarian, less damaged and corrupt; where lives are more fully lived; where men and women hold together in enabling balance and human potential is truly achieved and expressed. A moral world, in the best sense of that abused word …


That’s an old-fashioned project – the Arnoldian quest for high seriousness, for a literature adequate to the society of its time. David Pickford renews it, gives us stories that in their diversity, insight and register are relevant and adequate to our time.


I know the author as a climber, one of the very best in the exploratory sub-cult that, in the face of vitiating commercialisation, has maintained a courageous long tradition in the sport.


I know him as a writer who stands out as the most refined and impressive modern voice in that sport’s literature. In this collection he transcends either category, breaks out of their stockades and produces a set of literary short stories predicated around action, finely written, consummately achieved.


Contemporary British metropolitan writing abounds with the phoney, the cosy and the nasty. It seldom surprises. In a thousand subtle or less subtle ways it self-promotes. It relies on socio-cultural collusion in endless hyperbolising; on supportive and implicitly fearful coterie responses which serve chiefly to underline and amplify the anxieties of a regime whose trade-bargains are surely reaching the end of their tenure.


‘Here is how you should respond’ avers the diktat of the metro literati; and the whinnying followers of literary fashion duly bow their craven heads and mark up another conversational topic as they head out to repeat their endorsed and uniform views at cocktail bar or gastro-pub gatherings.


What David Pickford achieves, by contrast with this falsity, is a literature of commitment, hope and belief. His work aligns more closely with major American writers – with Cormac McCarthy, Peter Matthiessen, Barry Lopez. He has their grasp and valour, their clarity and conviction.


He’s unafraid to exemplify value through narrative and character, and those values are challenging to a world in thrall to the universally distorting Western-capitalist news machine and its bourgeois and simpering mouthpieces throughout the media.


With luck and a few good and influential notices to generate interest, his book will slip under their radar, evade philistine internet malevolence, and educate its readers into the necessity for what used to be called the counter-culture. When a cultural hegemony has become so vitiated and corrupt as ours in the West, the need for that is ever more critical.


Meanwhile, in the free space above those deeper notes, I hope you will be entertained by these stories, which I am honoured and privileged to have been asked to introduce.





Jim Perrin


Ariege, July 2015









– The Door to the River –





In Memoriam


Willem de Kooning (1904–1997)





Why do I always think, in the evenings,


of the river, and river smells, and river words?


— George Mackay Brown


It was late one July evening, long past his bedtime, that Quin found the rusty door under the trees at the end of his garden. He crept through the scullery and walked out into the falling light. The air was warm and sticky with the soft thickness of the summer night as he crept down the overgrown path that led through the glade.


There was hardly a breath of wind in the three big oak trees that grew on the western side of the house. There were swallows catching flies in the dusk, diving and turning. There were many sounds in the garden of other birds calling, and the low hum of insects came through when the birds were quiet. Far away, very high up, or in the far distance, there was a deeper drone, like the sound of an old plane.


The evening sun was almost on the horizon, and the taller oak trees cast shadows right across the lawn, beyond the east wall, and out into the meadow on the other side of the garden. The shadows were long, and it seemed to Quin they might belong to another world entirely, to a realm of plants perhaps never seen for thousands of years. At the far corner of the lawn, where it met the copper beech trees at the edge of Briar Wood, he felt the air around him grow warmer still. The scent of the summer day that had almost past hung heavy in the opening of the glade that led into the wood.


The light was falling faster in the deeper shadows of the glade, and Quin had to look hard into the middle distance to see which way the path would lead him. He had been this way before, but never this late in the evening. Now it seemed that he was treading a quite different path to the one he knew, and the wood grew darker.


The growing gloom seemed to alter the colours and shapes of the trees. As he turned a sharp corner in the path, Quin stumbled on a fallen branch, or a root, and almost fell. He stopped to regain his balance and looked up, staring straight ahead. In the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of something between a pair of tangled laurels; an abrupt, blurred flash of colour, noticeable only because it was different to the dim green-black forms of the entwined laurels and the surrounding trees.


Quin caught his breath as he stepped forward towards it, his steps slow and careful. He could feel his heart pounding, afraid that he would disturb something.


The big waxy leaves of the laurel trees were almost black, shining at certain angles in the dusky light. Quin brushed them aside. He peered intently through the small gap he had made in the leaves, and his whole body trembled. At first, as his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he saw nothing but the darkness all around. Then, suddenly, a shape appeared from out of that darkness behind the laurels.


There was a door in the trees, in the deepest and darkest place at the very end of his garden. It was a very small door, less than a metre high, so even Quin would have to crouch down to get through it. It seemed to be made of iron and was completely covered in a thick rust. It looked very old. The rust had spread over the door in swathes of red and brown, and there were a few patches of green moss growing on it. Quin traced around the edge of the door with his fingers, hoping to find a bolt or a catch, or anything else that might give him a chance of opening it. He found nothing but a few gnarled lumps of rust that protruded from the surface of the door like the warts on his grandfather’s fingers.


Suddenly tired, he sat down, his back resting against the door. A few of last year’s leaves, tinder-dry from the summer heat, crack-led here and there as he stretched his legs. Leaning against the door, Quin felt suddenly older than his nine short years. It was as if he had lived here in the garden for an unknown time, moving quietly further into deepening shade.


He heard the faintest breath of wind touching the upper branches of the highest trees all around him, a long way above. He wondered how high the very highest trees grew, the ones he had read about in the jungles of distant lands.


The wind soon died, and the whispering of the trees soon vanished with it. The woods were silent, apart from the odd rustle and crack from some nearby thicket that Quin took to be the sounds of woodland animals. After a while, those sounds disappeared altogether and the woods were quite silent and still.


Quin thought that his own breath would disturb the silence, so he held it within him for as long as he could, like an unknowable secret. Then, in an instant, he heard a strange, slow noise, completely distinct from the other sounds of the wood. At first it was so quiet he could hardly tell what it was. It grew very slowly, becoming audible at last as a sort of creaking, like an old rusty hinge opening. Quin felt his whole back sliding suddenly, like a shoe on a wet stone.


The door began to creak open very slowly.


He didn’t want to move. He was afraid if he did, the door might slam shut again and he would never know what lay on the other side.


Quin now lay on the soft ground, flat on his back. He stared up into the trees and listened as hard as he could. He could hear a ringing sound in his ears but, when the ringing stopped, another sound came through, very softly at first, but then growing stronger. It was a rushing, gurgling, sloshing sound, like water running through a channel.


A river!


Quin could hardly believe it; a secret door to a river at the end of the garden that nobody knew about. Maybe nobody had opened it for many years. Perhaps even his grandfather had never been through it.


He felt a shiver run around his head and down his back as he thought about where he had just arrived. He was convinced that nobody except Quin, aged nine and three-quarters, had ever been here before. He felt a cool wind blow through the trees from far upriver, from another place entirely, and he shivered again.


Quin was, by now, far too curious not to look just a little bit further around the door. Brushing away the tangled briars with his hands, he crept across the threshold. He raised his head and squinted hard into the night, watching and listening for something, something or anything that might be here, in this unknown country on the other side of the door.


A gust of wind blew up and shook the trees.


As the trees fell quiet, Quin heard the sound of a great rushing of water breaking through the woods, so clear that he thought he might be standing right on the river’s edge. He crept on through the trees, heading towards that sound of water flowing through the night. Quin stumbled on a log or a branch, just catching his footing before he fell, and looked up with a start.


Stretching out before him was the river: a wide beam of water that glistened in the night, shining with an oily, blue-black light as it slopped and sloshed its way downstream. There were shapes out there, in the fast stream of water in the river’s heart. Quin could only see them because they seemed to reflect a quite different sort of light than the light that came off the water. He thought that perhaps they were rocks that had been smoothed by the flow of the water as it sluiced around them in swirls and whorls. Afterwards, the river would catch itself in an eddy before disappearing into the night.


Quin watched the eddy for a long time, thinking about his discovery. He concentrated on the movement of the water and listened to the sound of the river flowing through the world of the night, and he listened to the other sounds from the wood that drifted through the infinite mystery of the thick black air.


The hum of the insects and occasional calls of nightjars mingled with the sound of the river, and Quin soon felt those sounds begin to occupy his thoughts, and extend through his whole body.


After a while, he realised he was tired, and leant against a thick clump of tangled rushes at the river’s edge. He soon stretched out flat on the rushes, gazing up through the mist of stems into the night sky where stars began to flicker above the tops of the highest trees.


Quin stared into the darkest corners of the sky, where there were only a few stars. He watched one star falling through a very dark place in the sky for a second or two, until it suddenly vanished altogether. Quin had heard about shooting stars and wondered where they came from. This puzzled him, but he soon remembered how tired he was and slowly closed his eyes.


After a while, he drifted off into sleep. In the middle of that mid-summer night at the beginning of his life, Quin dreamt of trees moving in the night air. He dreamt of a thousand unknown creatures that lived in the trees and of a great strangeness hidden there. And he dreamt of the sound of running water that rose up before it folded back into the green darkness from which it came.


After a while, the sound of the water faded and merged into a deeper realm of space. His dream ran on with the roll and turn of the midnight water.


Dawn began to break in the air above the highest trees. A strip of light raced through the sky and the darkness retreated back. Soon, the sun rising over the river would explode into the rushing water.


Somewhere else, Quin could hear a radio playing. Where was he now? And where was that secret door hidden in the darkness of the garden?


Quin awoke to the sound of rushing water. Even before he opened his eyes, he was aware that something had happened. The sound of the water now was different to the sound he remembered as he fell asleep.


The sound was stronger, louder, faster. Lost amid that strange, quiet space between sleeping and waking, Quin opened his eyes. He was lying flat on his back and all he could see was the colour blue. It was a primary blue, the sort you only get if nothing else is mixed with it. It was morning.


Turning his head and looking up, Quin suddenly found himself in an unexpected place. So that was the reason the sound of the water was so much louder: he was floating on a great clump of briars and rushes, right out in the middle of the river.


Surely this was another river to the one he had found the previous night, through the door at the end of the garden. It was enormous. It seemed to him like a very big river, perhaps the biggest river he had ever seen. He could not tell how wide it was, as he peered out over the edge of his precarious raft of rushes, adrift on the flowing water.


It was a fine summer morning. Beyond the river’s edge, there were woods that came right down to the riverbank, and he watched as a squaw of jackdaws rose above the trees. Quin thought he could even smell a sort of woodland smell on the morning air, the smell of foliage and soil all mixed up with the reedy, earthy smell of the river itself.


The hills that lay on the far side of the riverbank, on the other hand, seemed far away. The highest ridge of the hills formed the horizon, from Quin’s perspective, at river level, and defined the limit of his vision in that direction. But they seemed so far away it was hard to work out how many miles of country lay between the river and the most distant of the hills.


Looking downriver, Quin made out what looked like a small island in midstream: a bank of stony ground with a few, hardy trees clinging to it. He seemed to be heading straight for it. Calculating the speed of the current, he reckoned his raft would strike the bank of the island in just a couple of minutes.


Swirling on the water, he watched the world beyond the river slip by, like a film played back in slow motion. The island was almost upon him now, so close he could make out the shape of the individual trees that had somehow taken root in the stony bank. In a few moments, Quin felt his raft come aground with an unmistakable slew, like a boat’s keel coming aground on a shingle beach. The momentum of the raft, driven by the river’s current, was cut short suddenly by the spit of the island.


On the near bank of the island there were three old trees, all dead, their branches white from years of sun and rain. On the far bank there lay an enormous boulder shaped like an egg that lay on its side facing the flow of the river. The sun was high.


It must be nearly noon, Quin thought.


But then something happened. Lying on his raft, moored precariously on that bank of shingle in the heart of the river, staring into the blue air and feeling the hot sun warming his body, Quin fell fast asleep. Very soon, he began to dream of a great river running through the woods and then out into open country.


Through the deep of the night and in the dream, the river swirled around a hundred islands. There were strange shadows across the water. The shadows changed the colour of the river from a dark brown to a murky, inky black. It was hard to tell the islands from the river itself when the shadows crossed. There were very few sounds other than the endless, murmuring rush of the river.


Somewhere, far in the distance, a long, still cry broke through the night air. It lasted for two or three seconds, and vanished. Afterwards, even the river was silent, as if the water’s movement were silenced by that cry. It was a sound like no other on earth. As the sound faded, a stillness descended in the cooling air.


Night thickened, twisting like a great cloak around the river and the river islands.


Among galaxies of shadow, the sound of the night wind began to rise. Charging and dancing, the wind ran through the woods and down the river and across the river’s darkness, on and on, around the blind circumference of the world.


‘Quin … Quin! Quin!’


‘Get up, you lazy little monster!’


Quin woke with a start to the sharp but soothing sound of his mother’s scolding.


‘It’s time for breakfast dear. If you’re late for breakfast, you’ll be late for school. And I’m not having you going to school without breakfast, and I’m not having you being late for school. So get up and get dressed and come downstairs right away!’


Quin stirred and rose, shaking his head. His pyjamas were damp with sweat and the sheets had a sweet and musty smell. It was, Quin thought, the smell of reeds and river water.


Quin quickly got dressed into his school uniform. He tied his tie and folded the collar of his shirt. Then he looked at his own reflection in the mirror, blinking.


Who was this here, this boy with a faraway glint in the deepest reaches of his eyes? To what country had he been? In what hemisphere did it lie? Where was he now?


As he crept downstairs, his mother’s voice echoed through the bright hallway, and he looked through the window on the landing that looked out across Briar Wood.


In the distance, somewhere on the cusp of the morning, Quin thought he saw a series of bright reflections moving beyond the trees, like strips of torn silver on a pale green surface.


Just then, through the open window, he felt the first warm wind of the summer day rise from the edge of the wood and over the garden, full of the smell of rushes and river mud and old leaves. In the distance, Quin thought he could hear the sound of water rushing somewhere beyond the wood at the end of the garden, somewhere in the night far away and long ago.









– The Map of Thunder Canyon –





A plague upon it, I have forgot the map.


— Hotspur


Zanskar, India


7 September 1999


Zarek had been walking since just before dawn. A big storm was building to the north, and long shafts of light were filtering through the rising columns of cloud, casting violet shadows across the land between the mountain’s arid upper slopes and the fertile lower pastures of barley and maize. These pastures hugged the banks of a grey river that roared from the entrance of a narrow canyon and ran down toward the confluence, the plains and the eventual ocean.


The country was new, yet he felt something familiar about it. The cold wind that blew out of the canyon’s maw from the glacier above smelled of crushed ice and cordite dust. That meant there’d been a big rockfall up there this afternoon, when the heat of the day had melted some snow, causing something to shift. The shift had probably sent a boulder the size of a shipping container on a 5,000-foot freefall down into the canyon. There, it would have exploded into a hundred million particles of dust that rose slowly and were quickly resolved into the air. As he thought of the boulder falling, Zarek sensed that he had walked this way sometime before.
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