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Introduction by Flora Gill


As a child at school, a common question we’d ask one another was ‘What do your parents do?’ The dream answer was a job that could be found in a costume box: a doctor, a scientist, a policeman; a cool profession that appeared in Happy Families. While some parents fitted into this lucky category, the majority of my peers were left trying to explain occupations that had been simplified for children’s ears and were now exaggerated for our friends. My mother, at the time, had a job that sounded very interesting at first and then immediately after, incredibly dull. She was a headhunter. ‘Does that mean she puts animals’ heads in frames?’ a friend asked me. ‘Sort of,’ I replied. My father on the other hand had a job that sounded made up. ‘He eats food, watches telly, travels, and then tells stories,’ I bragged. ‘He’s a storyteller, but about real things.’ ‘I think I want to do that when I grow up,’ a few of my classmates agreed.


Some of my favourite moments from childhood aren’t mine at all, but the memories of memories. Stories I was told by Dad. They’re moments that were passed through his filter, until only the most enticing, illuminating details were given to me, his words like wrapping paper enfolding the selected highlights. Dad could distil an event, focus your eyes on a single detail, and somehow give you a better understanding of the bigger picture than if you’d been there yourself.


For me, the telling of these stories was part of a routine. I would be dropped off by my mother and rush through Dad’s front door to a hug that lifted me off the ground, my little legs dangling between his larger ones, kicking for the floor and not wanting to be put back down in equal measure. Then Dad would reveal the cargo I knew was hidden, and our back-and-forth dance would begin. ‘I bought you a present,’ he’d say. The item – usually the size of my forearm – would be wrapped in newspaper. I’d start the guessing. ‘Is it a computer?’ ‘Could be,’ he’d respond. ‘Feels like a bicycle.’ ‘Maybe.’ ‘It’s definitely a puppy!’ ‘How’d you guess?’ And then I’d open it up and reveal a new doll (it was always a doll) from wherever Dad had visited, while he told me the tale behind it.


I’m writing this beneath the dolls now as they look down on me, filling the shelves in messy lines, huddled together like they’re waiting patiently for a performance I’m not going to give. There are instances where your feelings towards an item change the way you view it. In another setting the dolls could make up the interior decoration of a serial killer’s home: their glass eyes following you across the room before you get hacked to death by a man dressed as a limited-edition Barbie who uses your hair to make jumpers for his collection. But for me, the dolls are beautiful and calming, their eyes watching over me protectively like votive icons. Without counting them, there must be at least 300 from around the globe, made from a sprawling range of materials. There are the beaded cone-shaped women from Ethiopia, the converted water bottles from a refugee camp in Syria, the singing china doll from St Tropez, the wooden shadow puppet from Indonesia, the voodoo doll from Haiti. Each one is a story, a memory Dad shared.


Some of them I can look at and remember the details recounted as he passed me the souvenir, but some of them I’ve lost. Dad and I always spoke about writing their homes on their bases but we never did; he too had begun to forget the origin of each one. But luckily the stories they represent aren’t lost, just separated. Instead they’re captured in his writing and the events he shared with his readers.


One of the first stories in this collection is about Hyde Park. After Dad wrote the article, he went back with his photographer to get pictures to illustrate the piece. Coincidentally I was also in the park that day with some of my teenage friends. I remember seeing Dad across a patch of green next to the Serpentine Gallery, but he was too far away for me to be certain it was him. I squinted, making out his long tweed coat and the flat cap casting a shadow on his face, but I couldn’t be sure. I wanted to check, to shout out his name, and maybe introduce him to my friends. But I decided against it, reaching the conclusion that yelling ‘Daddy’ across the park to a man that turns out to be a complete stranger would be like calling your teacher Mum, too embarrassing to risk. So I kept walking. And the moment was gone.


For some reason this image gets stuck in my head a lot these days. The picture of Dad, just too far away to see. The moment I could have called to him but chose not to. At first I thought maybe it was my brain’s metaphor for how I can still feel him, even see him in a distant way, but never talk to him or get any closer. But I think in reality I just miss him so much, my mind is scolding me for the lost opportunities, the times I ignored his call, or didn’t take up an offer for dinner, and squandered a potential new memory.


When I left junior school and grew up, I did as adults tend to do, and started using the correct terminology, referring to my father as a journalist and a critic. But now as I reflect on it, I think my initial description might suit him better.


Dad only wrote first-person journalism, so there’s always a bit of him left in everything he writes. He never pretends to be impartial or unbiased, instead it all passed through his filter and feelings; he selected the best bits for the reader in the same way he did for his daughter. And just like in the park, while you can’t talk to him or get his attention, you can see him in the distance.


So I hope you enjoy this collection and allow me to feel proud of my dad, that man with a job you can’t find in a pack of cards, but who tells stories of real life.


May 2020
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Highlands


If you want an invitation for the smartest party in Europe, then you’d better hurry. In fact, you’ll probably have to go on standby. Most of the tickets went months ago, although they were on the expensive side – £240. Dress is informal tweed for the men and loden for the women, with a discreet touch of muted McHarvey Nicks tartan. The venue is Dalcross.


It’s not a house, hotel or hall, it’s an airport. It’s Inverness’s airport. At 6.30 p.m. every Sunday from now until the beginning of October, the departures lounge is the place to have a dram, talk knowledgeably about the weather, lie about the fish and say ‘slange-var’ a lot.


Every August, for a few short weeks, Scotland becomes a foreign country. It’s now that the English start talking of ‘going north’ and ‘crossing the border’. Men in southern offices stare out at the miles of glass and concrete and see purple hills and foaming brown rivers; they dream of wet socks and oatcakes. They slip off to Hardy’s or Purdey’s in their lunch hours to get a last bit of unnecessary kit and tell the oily assistant that ‘their heart’s in the Highlands’. Their wives swing down to the Fulham Road looking for a hat with a feather, and tell the daily to clear out the freezer in readiness for the monster salmon and the plump grouse.


Scotland’s brief annual independence is not gained bloodlessly. Many, many shots will be fired. There will be carnage. Next Thursday, the grouse will be driven in a Culloden-like charge over Sassenach guns (the grouse are finding it difficult to muster a decent clan this season, but then it’s always a bad year for grouse). The stags, having shed the velvet from their antlers, will succumb to the sniper’s shot in Glen Coe. And the salmon will be hunted by the English like elusive Bonny Prince Charlie, and with about as much success. August is when Englishmen go north to be men, and women go north to watch them.


Why the English make this annual migration back to the braes and glens is as much a mystery as why the salmon do, or the grouse don’t. The obvious reason is fresh air and fun in a calendar-picture landscape. But Scotland is just as beautiful for the other eleven months, the air isn’t in short supply and there are things to do that are just as entertaining as traipsing up and down a hundred yards of river watching the dead sheep float by. A week’s fishing, for a single rod on a moderately good salmon river, costs about as much as a fortnight’s package holiday for a family of four. A couple of days at the grouse is about the same. And that’s before you take into account the rented cottage, the air fare, the kit and the tips. The truth is that most of the spawning tourists won’t catch a single fish and will miss six times as many grouse as they hit.


There is a David Attenborough-ish theory that this annual pilgrimage is in fact a complex social migration, that men who are powerful in cities long to meet working men who aren’t rude, threatening or ripping them off. The successful man, in other words, needs to be reassured that somewhere there is still a Sunday-evening-telly-Edwardian-style social order into which he comfortably fits. He has a desire, it is thought, to savour the ‘salt of the earth’. Enter the Scots ghillie, stalker and gamekeeper.


Angus Cameron is a stalker on the ravishing Strathconon estate in Ross-shire. ‘My job is as much public relations as anything else now,’ he says. ‘I’m on the hill with the bloke for perhaps twelve hours; I’ve got to keep him happy and entertained. Actually, I’m looking out for two beasts on the hill: the stag and the Englishman.’ (It should be noted that in Scotland, beast isn’t necessarily a term of abuse.)


The stalker is in an odd position in relation to his client: on the one hand, he is a servant paid to provide a service; on the other, he is like the captain of a ship. He’s the boss on the hill and his word is law: if he says crawl through sheep shit, you crawl; if he says lie in this freezing burn, you imitate a rock. He says when you fire and what you fire at. Stalkers are almost invariably good-natured and easy-going. Fishing ghillies, on the other hand, are notoriously taciturn and bad-tempered. As one ghillie explained: ‘It’s all right for the stalkers, they just have to nanny their chap and watch him miss the once. I have to stand behind a tosser and watch him make a mess of it all day.’ Both stalkers and ghillies have inexhaustible patience and a mind-numbing capacity to talk about rain.


Hamish Ferguson, a keeper on the Glen Ogle estate in Angus, and a third-generation stalker, says that the biggest problem these days is fitness. The soft English just don’t have the stamina to walk for twelve hours a day in knee-high heather and sucking peat bog, so much more of the legwork has to be done by off-track vehicles. The quality of shooting on the grouse moor has got worse, but telescopic sights have meant that stalking game is much easier, with fewer wounded beasts.


The fishing in Scotland, of course, has always been infuriatingly hit and miss. Nobody really knows what makes a salmon go for a fly or why it particularly favours a fly cast by a woman. There are a lot of unsavoury and unprintable theories voiced in baritone brogues about that in dripping fishing huts, when the flask makes its second circuit. It’s this sort of chat, the ‘crack’ as they call it, in gun rooms and fishing huts, that the English gent really comes to the glens for. They just love sitting around watching their socks steam in front of the peat fire, nursing a dram, smoothing out the discomfort of the day into anecdotes that will bore Fulham dinner parties all winter.


Scotland is essentially a private country. Its very lively social life goes on behind unlocked doors, down rhododendron-lined drives and up Third World tracks. The uninvited tourist often complains that only malnutrition would induce him to dine in the country’s few restaurants. There are hardly any cinemas, fewer shopping malls and the television reception is crap. The Scots are both historically and temperamentally clannish. This, more than anything, is what makes August in Scotland such an exclusive venue for the English. All you need to holiday in Mustique or Verbier is money, but, for Scotland, you’ve got to know someone.


For resident Scots and ‘white settlers’ with estates, the first calls trying to wangle an invitation to fish or shoot start early in the year. These springtime invite-mes aren’t Englishmen wanting free sport, they’re calling to beg that they might be allowed to pay through the nose for a damp cottage and a yard or two of uninhabited river. What’s in it for the women? Some of them fish (usually better than the men), a few stalk, but the atmosphere is so vigorously masculine that most stay indoors with the chalet girls peeling endless roots. Not much of a holiday, you’d think. But Scotland is never short of English women. For a start, there’s hunting and there’s hunting. Scotland is simply stuffed with devastatingly good-looking younger sons wasting their excess testosterone on zapping the wildlife. There may be no salmon and hardly any grouse, but there’s no shortage of McChippendales and there are plenty of hostesses giving boozy dinner parties and dances where it’s open season on men. The pheromone count in the Highlands reaches orgasmic proportions in August: it’s an unsubtle mixture of cold houses, base hunting instinct and whisky. One young wife who bagged her husband in the Highlands said: ‘I have more sex in this fortnight than in all the rest of the year. I know immediately when he’s shot a stag: I get pulled into the bath. It may not be flattering, but who’s complaining? Both our children were conceived in August. I just wish we had a moor in Parsons Green.’ Another young wife chips in shrilly: ‘I’ve lost two cooks to local lads in the past. This year we’re employing a local woman.’ The locals are amused and take full advantage of the English rutting season. Sometimes at night you don’t know if it’s the stags or the merchant bankers roaring away in the heather.


Dressing up is taken very seriously in Scotland. Men with good legs and men with appalling legs need no excuse to leap into frocks. The amount of chat about tweed and boots and hats that goes on in the hills would make a Vogue fashion stylist blush. Comely women who might feel self-conscious about strutting their stuff, or even eating breakfast, if they have to wear bikinis on holiday can look as appetising as oatcakes and honey in cashmere and sheepskin. The dressing-up gets completely out of hand at the county balls. Daggers, powder horns, eagles, feathers, knives and forks, silver buttons, furry animals, horse hair, goat skin, brooches the size of soup plates and yards and yards of tartan are worn, and that’s just by the men. The balls emphasise what a small club smart Scotland really is: you have to be a laird of the county to buy tickets and most people take parties. If you’re English, you have to know someone well. The dress code is strict: dresses that touch the floor for women. If you’re daft enough to try and get away with an inch of ankle, you’re presented with a floor-length bri-nylon shift. No high heels. Men must wear Highland dress or white tie. The behaviour code is strict as well – all violent hooliganism must be restricted to the dance floor. Reeling isn’t dancing as southerners understand it, it’s contact sport akin to musical sumo wrestling. Bones are broken, eyes are blacked, and more than one English lass has found that the chic frock she bought to show off her assets isn’t up to containing them during the ‘Duke of Perth’.


There is every chance that your fellow guests, Fulham-bound and meeting for cocktails before the return flight at Dalcross, will be exhausted, bruised, hoarse, empty-handed and probably pregnant. They will, however, have some wonderfully good gossip.


Left behind them on the estate, Hamish is about to go back out to the moor to count his grouse. His wife, Fiona, who cooks Scots clootie dumpling and cullen skink for stalking parties, is preparing a nice little Mosimann number, aubergine stuffed with polenta, for Hamish’s tea. This year, when the stags are finished, they’re going away for a rare holiday to the Bronx. ‘Well,’ says Fiona, ‘Hamish will need a break after the stalking.’


August 1993




Hyde Park


Like all great journeys, trysts, campaigns and fresh starts, Hyde Park begins at dawn. It’s the longest weekend of the year, and the grand and imperious gates are open to let in the sullen grey morning. Hyde is the most famous park in the world. Gethsemane may be older, the Bois de Boulogne bigger, but Hyde is the great green daddy; the space that fathered an international patchwork of geomorphic spaces. Wherever men design new cities for free and happy citizens with a sense of aspiration, leisure and culture, they plant the seed of Hyde Park. It is more than just an area without buildings, more than a bit of random green belt caught inside the intestines of concrete like trapped wind. Parks are a counterpoint to tarmac and brick, the obverse of the one-way, mind-your-step, roaringly angular, analytically civic. They are places that remind the city of what it really is, and what it actually isn’t, what it grew out of, and what it aspires to be.


Hyde Park has grown to look like an imaginary land from a children’s book: it has open plains and secret dells, wild places, ruins and follies, fountains and palaces. It is Britain’s biggest tourist attraction – it has 5 million visitors a year. There are 600 organised events here, from political rallies and the Proms to the Tour de France and Sunday brass bands. And there are thousands and thousands of disorganised events: games of football and rounders, office parties, lonely hearts get-togethers and keep-fit runs.


I’ve been coming to the park since I was a child. I’ve lost boats, failed to fly kites, played cricket, lain in the long grass with girlfriends, walked dogs, pushed prams, taught my children to ride bikes here. If I claim to belong to any piece of country, if I feel a bond with any place, then it’s with this park. This is its story for a day.


At 6.15 a.m. the Household Cavalry are up and at ’em, ready to take the horses for the watering parade. There used to be a Georgian barracks here; its classical pediments are still stuck like a bandage above the ceremonial goods entrance. Knightsbridge Barracks is probably the ugliest building in London, with the most beautiful view. It was designed by Sir Basil Spence, who managed to construct vertical bomb damage out of horizontal bomb damage. The barracks, with its timid brutalism, is the one building visible from everywhere in the park.


The troopers stamp around with that winningly martial mixture of arresting, boyish teasing and determined, robotic purpose. There is an end-of-term, exhausted euphoria about them: they’ve just finished their ceremonial year. The horses are being sent to Norfolk and ­Windsor for holidays; the relentless clip-clop, polishing and waddling is slowing down. Cavalry walk with extreme and hilarious difficulty in their great delta-winged boots, into which giggling foreign girls occasionally slip their phone numbers. If you’ve ever wondered what happens to the tons of horse shit produced daily by the Queen’s mounted guard, it’s shovelled into a clever dumb-waiter chute affair and taken away by lorry. Where to? I ask the captain in charge. He looks challenged. ‘Just away.’


The guard at the goods entrance steps into the carriageway, his assault rifle at the high port: it’s the best way to stop traffic. And the troop walk out, their hooves sounding brittle and beautiful in the damp early morning. We step lightly up the eastern march of the park. The great avenue of London planes flutter and syncopate, camouflaging the misty green where early-morning t’ai chi and Pilates exercises make strange hieroglyphs of bodies in the middle distance, looking like figures lost from medieval frescoes of purgatory.


If you look carefully from Park Lane, you can see the remains of the earthworks that were the Parliamentary defence of London from Royalist attack in the Civil War. This was the very edge of the city in the seventeenth century.


A hundred yards out from the barracks, the officer bellows like a man coming round from anaesthetic, and the troop smartly turn eyes left. They’re passing the small box-hedged memorial to men killed by an Irish republican car bomb. They do this every time. It seems to commemorate not just the dead, but a time of quainter, home-made terrorism. Ceremony and hindsight can make anything heritage.


West Londoners occasionally wake in the early hours imagining they can hear horses’ hooves, like an echo of Kipling in the dawn. Mostly they turn over and go back to sleep to dream of centaurs. Where the cavalry go is up to the officer in charge. Today’s it’s ­Notting Hill Gate. Through the northern boundary of the park they trot into a little side street, and there, in a cul-de-sac, the men dismount. The officer borrows a tenner from his sergeant and takes orders. Five coffees, three teas. He marches to a workmen’s café, where the Middle Eastern owners give him a discount and beam at his boots and buttons. The troop stand around holding the horses, sucking back-handed cigarettes, and get on with the unending rounds of military teasing. The officer serves them coffee. It’s just like being behind the bike sheds at school with the cool gang. Above us, a man opens his curtains and rubs his eyes and closes them again. ‘Once, we were parked up,’ the captain says, ‘Robert De Niro came past. Didn’t bat an eye. He was in London, so of course the Household Cavalry were taking tea in a mews in South Kensington at 6.30 in the morning.’


At 7.30 a.m. the Serpentine Swimming Club meets. It’s not a nice morning for a dip. Even the geese have all been blown into a dirty corner by the squally weather. The Serpentine swimmers are one of those peculiar English associations that are invariably prefaced with ‘intrepid’ and ‘eccentric’. They’ve been meeting here since 1864. They’re a good-natured bunch who tip up in clothes bought for frugality and longevity rather than style. They clutch towels that are as thin and balding as are a good many of them.


Standing on the edge of the lake in distressingly skimpy Speedos and rubber caps, they look like shelled turtles. I can’t help casting their biopic as an Ealing Comedy. They range from MPs and retired architects to hotel doormen and taxi drivers. Many of them have swum the Channel. They swim here every week, including Christmas Day. There’s no mucking about, no splashing or dive bombs or lilos: today they’re racing. A chap with a barrel chest, a clipboard and a stopwatch starts them in a relaxed, staggered handicap. ‘Dave, where are you? Dave, get in.’ They dive into the turgid, scummy water and flap their arms with a wiry purpose. After a few minutes the water looks like a war film after the torpedo. The swimming club has a small unisex changing room full of old kit and grinning photographs. It’s crowded with the raucous and morbidly pale, knobbly bodies, sawing at themselves with gritty towels.


Outside, there’s a little ceremony. The winner is a man called Squirrel. There’s a good-natured cheer; he gets a little silver cup. A lady, presumably Mrs Squirrel, mocks him fondly. ‘Happy Birthday!’ someone shouts. Squirrel is eighty-four today. Swimmers depart to breakfast radiating mad, rude immortality.


The Serpentine was made by damming the Westbourne, one of the lost rivers of London. It was built by Queen Caroline. They say that, but I doubt if she lifted a finger. It is an ornamental water feature that needed an Act of Parliament and a titanic amount of money, but it set off a trend for grand, natural-looking lakes in grand, natural-looking landscapes all over the parks of England. The other stretch of water here is the Round Pond, where model-yacht clubs sail their grounds for divorce. The geese that have always been here have recently been joined by puffy, hissy flotillas of swans. There used to be only one swan, a psychotic old male who kept the others away. Now he’s gone, all the riff-raff have moved in.


For most Londoners, Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens are synonymous. They flow one into the other, connected by the Serpentine. Kensington Gardens was the private backyard of Kensington Palace, and slowly grew into public use. George II was once mugged here. He asked the robber to let him keep the seal from his fob watch. The man agreed on the condition that the king promised not to tell anyone. He promised, and he never did. Rotten Row, the sandy bridle path along the south of the park, is a mispronunciation of Route du Roi. It was the other King’s Road from the Palace of Kensington to the Palace of Westminster. It was the first London street to get lighting, to make sure the monarch didn’t get robbed again.


Hyde Park was taken by Henry VIII from Westminster Abbey; he used it as a hunting ground. It became common ground on the edge of London, a meeting place for mobs, the illicit and the sexually commercial. The two parks have quite different atmospheres. ­Kensington Gardens is polite and parochial, a dog-walking, pram-pushing park. Hyde Park is more public and political; it hosted the great reforming marches, student rallies and save-the-world pop concerts. Here was the Reformers’ Tree, a post office for political reform, and Tyburn. The licence given to those due to be hanged to shout a final plea, prayer or curse to the public became ­Speakers’ Corner. Every Sunday, comfortingly like every other Sunday, the diktat of stern religion, extreme unelectable politics and bizarre dietary advice is shouted out in single-issue raps. The pre-Berlin Wall communists and pre-Darwin Christians offer a sort of puppet show of free speech – a mime with volume. The audience is mostly amused tourists. For all the blood and broken necks that bought it, you sense that this freedom of speech is not the cornerstone of a democracy. The foundation, the load-bearing beam of a free society, is not shouting: it’s being able to make people listen.


In the centre of the park is a police station with an old-fashioned blue light and a red pillar box. The royal parks stand apart from the boroughs and districts that they float in: they have their own laws and customs, and the man in charge of policing them is Superintendent Simon Ovens, whose office is papered with positively enforcing aphorisms. His favourite is ‘The main thing is to make the main thing the main thing.’ ‘I must say that a dozen times a day,’ he tells me. He’s very proud of the park and the policing of it. There’s always a response car circling; they can be at any point within three or four minutes. There are officers on foot, on bikes and on horses. There are, on average, two reported incidents a day; there is also an astonishing 44 per cent clear-up rate, which makes the park not just the safest area of comparable size in the city but, by miles, the most efficiently and effectively policed.


What I’m surprised by is that this isn’t done with zero-tolerance, obsessive zealotry. ‘Look,’ says the superintendent, ‘with all the bylaws, it’s probably technically illegal to do everything in the park, but our job is to see that the people who use it get to do what they want without interfering with the rights of others to do what they want. We have a lot of conflicting interests here, lots of different cultures. Middle Eastern families bring picnics; they don’t necessarily get on with the dog-walkers [there are a million visits by accompanied dogs a year], and the most complaints are about cyclists.’ Football games have to go on beside hen parties and capoeira classes; women in burkas have to put up with girls lying in their bras and pants. But there is something about the park that seems to make people decent citizens. ‘I have events with sixty thousand people here. We have to get them in and out safely with a handful of officers. If that was a football crowd, I’d need at least two thousand policemen.’


The park is innately a well-mannered, liberal, live-and-let-live place. What about sex? He leans back in his chair. ‘Well, there’s a lot of it. That’s traditionally what a lot of people come to parks for. You’ve been down to the Rose Garden? It’s a gay meeting place and has been for years, it’s near the barracks. It’s not my officers’ job to go and poke around bushes to catch people doing what they’re doing. We’ve all moved on from that. If they want to discreetly go behind an arbour, no one’s going to come looking for them. If, on the other hand, you’re going to have sex on a bench in front of passers-by, then you’ll get nicked. But gay men are a vulnerable group – robbery, homophobic violence and blackmail. A lot of them are married, so this is clandestine and they have a right to protection. So we have a presence in the garden. Officers in high-vis jackets with torches patrol the central walk. We’re there to protect gay men. They have a right to the park like everyone else.’


There is a lot of sex in the park. It is in the nature of nature to flirt and ogle and for kids to practise with their new hormones. You notice that the couples are either very young or surprisingly middle-aged. There are also a lot of mixed-race couples and a lot of discreet Asians holding hands. All the people who would get a room if they could but can’t. The park exists as a great, damp, free bedsit for those who need a place to get squirmy and intense. Couples look like mating frogs washed up on riverbanks, clothes hoicked and snagged on cruxes, fingers inching the attrition of ardour across buckles and buttons and bra clasps, suckered in interminable, thoughtless, lock-jawed snogs. And on benches, the office romances and infidelities, the coy shared sandwiches, fumbled intense kisses, the stroking and clasping and the gazing.


On any summer Friday, the park pullulates with couples dry-humping before going back on commuter trains to their rightful owners in the suburbs. The Rose Garden, which at night slips into the gay rut, is by day at its most beautiful, a frothing flower garden. Tourists sit on the benches, tramps compete with the scent; families stand in front of the perilous piles of petals and grin to have their pictures taken, to be stuck in albums around the globe.


All the formal gardening in Hyde Park is meticulous, endlessly captivating. Hidden in the middle of the park is a compost heap the size of the Dome. Along with the army of gardeners, there are arboriculturists and wildlife wardens looking after sixty-two genera of trees, 130 species and 120 subspecies. On the Hyde Park side, the prominent species is the London plane. They don’t just give off oxygen; their flaky bark absorbs pollution. Generations of children have known that their round seeds are fairy eggs. In Kensington Gardens, the dominant species are the chestnuts. There are walks of mulberries; a family of Cypriot women collect unripe almonds on Lovers’ Walk in Hyde Park. Through the high summer, there is a fugitive, sweet smell that’s like moving through the rooms of an invisible bordello – it’s the flowering limes. The park has large areas of set-aside heather, wild barley and meadow grass. One woman regularly leaves death threats for the park manager on his answering machine because the seeds get caught in her dog’s paws.


Over the years, Hyde Park has accumulated knick-knacks, memor­ials, statues, ornaments, like granny furniture. They grow to be abided and occasionally loved. There’s a Wellington memorial on the south-eastern corner made out of boiled cannon, paid for by the women of Britain. It is a colossal rendering of Achilles in his rage; he’s classically naked. He was the first naked man to stand in London. The mothers and the nannies of Kensington were outraged, so a fig leaf was slapped on him like a prurient parking ticket. They might have been more outraged if they had realised his fury was due to the death of his boyfriend. Now he glares in his leafy thong at Byron over in Park Lane.


There is a stone monolith to the Holocaust in Hyde Park, and a lump of granite given by the grateful people of Norway. There is the original statue that inspired part of the Rhodes Memorial in Cape Town, and the sad obelisk to Speke, who killed himself after discovering the source of the Nile. And there’s Albert in his derided Gothic Revival space rocket, now gleaming gold, surrounded by more pulchritudinous allegory than even a serious German could bear. The corner groups represent the four continents; the houri from Asia on the elephant has the best pair of stone tits in London. Outside Kensington Palace, there’s William of Orange – a gift from the Kaiser – and a statue of Queen Victoria, who was born and lived here in relative regal poverty. It’s sculpted by her daughter. And there’s a little terrier with his bottom in the air standing in a drinking fountain, in memory of Esmé Percy, an actor who died in 1957 and instantly became so utterly forgotten he might never have existed. As far as I can discover, he specialised in walk-on aristocrats and once played Ali, the grand eunuch, in the 1935 film Abdul the Damned.


Most magically and memorably, there is Peter Pan, the Frampton statue that is one of the most famous monuments in the world. It is certainly the most poignantly beloved and beautiful in London. It appeared overnight and was commissioned and paid for by Barrie, the author who invented him. He met the Llewelyn Davies children and their mother and their dog in the gardens and they were the inspiration for the greatest fairy story ever written. But Kensington Gardens isn’t just the place where infants lost by forgetful nannies get taken to Neverland: it is Neverland. Every scene in the book belongs here. The weeping beech that Peter sleeps in is still living in the flower walk. The statue is on the shore of the Long Water, where he lands after his voyage in the birds’ nest. Peter stands on a pixelated plinth of fairies and animals. He’s hidden in an alcove of foliage, so you come upon him all of a sudden.


I sat for an hour and watched the parents bring their children, and the odd thing is that although the kids find the little mice and the rabbits in the sculpture with delight, it is the grown-ups who really get knocked back by Peter. Some to tears. This man-child playing his pipes, blowing a tune whose pitch is too high and fragile for us to hear any more, forcefully reminds them that Barrie’s story is not about children but grown-ups. At the heart of the adventure, the romance and the swashbuckling is the saddest truth ever told, that we all grow up and that what we leave behind is more precious than what we gain.


And then there’s Princess Diana. How naturally one follows the other. The votive cult of the dead Diana has added a million visitors to Kensington Gardens. Her pilgrimage path is marked out by the ugly goitres in the road like maudlin speed bumps. I’ve wandered the park for years and I still have no idea where they lead. There is the memorial children’s playground with its pirate ship, a ghostly ironic nod to Pan, and there is the great, grudging, temper-filled fountain that was the lavatorial focus for so much regurgitated bile and sour resentment when it opened. Actually now, when nobody’s watching, it looks rather chic and elegantly pale. The water rolls and tumbles in a pleasing way and lots of people come to dabble and just stare into the distance in a bashful, shy, enigmatic way.


I stood on the bank and the chap in a bit of a uniform came up and said: ‘You can’t stand on the memorial. You can sit on it, lie on it or wade in it, but you can’t stand on it.’ How do I get to sit on it without standing on it first? ‘I don’t know,’ he said, and shook his head. This was the great central mystery of his calling which wasn’t primarily as a vestal guard but as a contract cleaner. He works for the private company that maintains the princess’s water-work. What’s it like? ‘Hard work, man. She needs scrubbing out every day. She grows mould and slippery.’ You can see her being cleaned in the early morning as the guards go for their coffee trot.


The fountain has its own deep aquifer and uses hundreds of gallons of water that are then pumped into the Serpentine. At its conception and construction, the horizontal Diana fountain seemed like a particularly vacuous committee choice. But now, ten years later, it looks slyly appropriate, elegant, shallow and exceedingly high-maintenance, with a deep colonic most mornings, but despite everything rather winning.


Hyde Park is a polyglot pan-national place. All the tongues and customs of the world come here. A park is an internationally understandable place – streets, shops and coffee bars may seem intimidating to foreigners, but everyone speaks park. In the lunch hour, men unroll their mats and make their prayers facing Whiteleys, next to couples sharing bacon sandwiches. Filipino maids lift their faces to the sun and little gangs of Polish lads go about their laddie business. A big Ghanaian skates backwards, legs crossing and uncrossing down the boulevard, arms flailing like a man falling from a high window.


There is always a sadness to the park, an elusive atmosphere of melancholy punctuated by the squeals of pre-school games lessons and toddlers in hard hats slumped on fat, slow ponies, the parties of butt-cheeky girls with bottles of Pinot Grigio. The park is where people come to bring their sadness and loneliness. For every pair of young lovers, there is a broken heart on a solitary bench; hunched men with furrowed brows take clouds of depression to walk the aimless paths as medication. The mad and maddened come to mutter and shout at the wood nymphs and zephyrs. In the wild grass in the north of the park, a lost vicar with a suitcase and a spaniel stops and asks if we can remind him of the redeeming truth of existence. He’s quietly desperate, politely overwhelmed by unhappiness.


Hyde Park, without instruction, direction, government or judiciary, has grown to be a model of a just and benign society, where people behave well not because they’re made to, but because they can. Where crowds come and depart freely and in good temper. On a summer Saturday there may be 20,000 people here who will let each other be with grace and politeness. Every race, religion, age and class can play or read or eat in an egalitarian beauty and safety. You can do things here that you would never dare do anywhere else; it relieves you of embarrassment or shame; it is a small, liberal proof that if you trust people, they behave with manners and care. The park is the vindication of a quiet, levelling English anarchy. The streams of rush-hour cyclists race each other westwards like flocks of Day-Glo geese; the park grows quiet; the sun balances on top of St Mary Abbots’s steeple on the southern carriageway; seven herons and a fox wait in a flowerbed to be fed by a deranged lady with an unspeakable sack.


Kensington Gardens closes at dusk. Hyde Park stays open till midnight. The darkness creeps through the trees, which become home to foxes, moths and pipistrelle bats and central European builders looking for a place to sleep. The park is lit by Victorian gaslights; they cast an ethereal pale glow, and through the avenues of planes the harsh neons of the red and white city streets glint and hiss, but here in the pearly-blue quietness the park grows bewitchingly enchanted, a hint of a parallel utopia, that other Eden.


August 2007




The Guinea Pig Club


‘Have you ever met a Guinea Pig before?’ asked a capable lady, as she put her hand on the door. ‘No? Well, nothing to worry about. They’re extremely nice, very friendly. I’m sure they’ll put you completely at your ease. It’s just the hands. When you shake hands … well, they haven’t got any. Haven’t got many fingers. Just be prepared. Some people find it unnerving.’


The elliptical wing of a Spitfire was unsuitable for a fuel tank, so they placed them in front of the cockpit behind the Merlin engine. The Hurricane’s wings did contain fuel tanks, and they were protected, except where the root of the wing met the fuselage, under the pilot. If the tank was hit, burning aircraft fuel would be drawn into the cockpit. Within two or three seconds the plane would be virtually unflyable, the flames so intense, blown with such Bunsen force that they were invisible. Amid the struggle for control of their mortally injured machines, with the anxiety, the adrenaline, the screaming engine and the rising fear, the first moment the pilot would realise that his cockpit had become a kiln was when the dashboard melted in front of his eyes and the skin hung from his fingers like rags. Every metal object became a searing grill; bailing out a terrifying struggle to escape a medieval witch’s hell. If the windscreen slid back, great gusts of flame would be flung into the pilot’s face.


In 1940, there were 400 burns injuries to RAF pilots; thirty of them were fighter pilots from the Battle of Britain, which, in August, was at its pivotal, precipitous moment of indecision. The loss of aircraft was critical, the loss of pilots calamitous. The gossamer-fine net of defence of the nation was rent, the heartbreakingly young and inexperienced fliers were spun ragged by the free-ranging Luftwaffe. The engineered brilliance of the Spitfire and the Hurricane went some way to mitigate their lack of training and inexperience, but the Hurricane in particular was prone to become a flaming meteorite. It took a great deal of courage simply to get into one. Even if the pilot survived being shot down, the chances of him flying again within months, even if his burns were minor, were slim.


Before the war, each of the services was given its own hospital. The RAF’s was a small suburban one, the Queen Victoria Hospital in East Grinstead. The experience of the Great War implied that there would be few flying casualties compared to the other services. In East Grinstead, the burnt fliers found a surgeon called Archibald McIndoe. Wars are, by their tumultuous nature, times when men meet their defining moments. The point when they rise to a brilliance that in other times might have passed them by in the peaceful night. Nobody met a more admirable destiny than McIndoe did at East Grinstead.


The capable lady opened the door. The room hummed with the familiar noise of dinner. Round tables full of people in black tie and women wearing occasion hairdos. It might have been the annual general meeting of a golf club or a Rotarian dinner dance. The only thing that told that this wasn’t a work do or garden society was the handful of RAF cadets, in their unimpeachably ugly uniforms and huge boots, selling raffle tickets. That and the discreet brooches bearing a small, fat, winged rodent in a flying helmet worn by many of the old men – the Guinea Pigs, as they call themselves, because they were all experiments. Nobody had ever treated burn injuries like theirs. Nobody knew where to start. There are no German Guinea Pigs because German airmen simply died of their burns. Their medicine was three decades behind ours, and they didn’t know that what initially kills is dehydration. The body sends all its liquids to the burn sites, which is why they weep. They cry, and then you die.


This will be the last time the Guinea Pigs all get together. This is their final annual dinner. It is the end of a long story. After this, they’ll wind up the club, have a service of remembrance with Prince Philip, and decide what to do with the current account. Now they are all in their eighties and nineties, and they’ll go their own quiet ways after a lifetime of mutual support and friendship. The club has been their pride and protection, linking each of them, like the traces of a parachute, back to those desperate separate moments of destiny that threw them out to be flaming torches above the South Downs, or bright pinpricks in the explosive dark over Europe.


McIndoe was a New Zealander who had a genius for surgery. As a young man he studied surgery at the Mayo Clinic in America, and was offered a full-time position there, but he had the promise of a job in London with an eminent surgeon. When he got here, it fell through. He had an uncle who treated disfigured soldiers from the Great War, and so worked with him as a stopgap, ending up a young man with untested but extraordinary talent at a little provincial hospital, waiting for something to turn up and test him. The mighty Merlin engine and the war obliged. Nobody expected burns. The injuries of the First World War had mainly been the blast; the great, thudding blows of high explosives, the ripping iron that squashed and shattered. The treatment was little more than fleshy engineering and camouflaging prosthetics.


Since the inception of military flying, burning has always been a particular private horror of the airmen. They tend to get burnt in particular places, the exposed skin of the hands, face and neck, legs above the flying boots, and groins. Eyelids seared off, lips and noses burnt like crackling, the dreadful death of being cooked as you fall thousands of feet to the welcome oblivion of earth. Pilots have been known to fling themselves from cockpits without parachutes, preferring the silence of the wind and the unfelt impact. Being burnt alive is a horror that could debilitate aircrews, particularly in bombers, where the casualties equalled those of officers in the First World War. During the height of the bombing campaign, there was about a one in four chance of finishing your thirty tours. Would you leave the house for those odds? But you have a house because young men did. The death that waited for them was rarely quick or painless. Bomber crews had medical kits that contained tubes of cream for burns and lots of morphine. Having morphine on board was as much for the morale of the rest of the crew as for the burn victim.


McIndoe invented the modern scale of plastic surgery and reconstructive facial work. He gave young men back their eyelids and their noses, carefully grafted and replaced their faces, mended their fractured jigsaw skulls, and covered the stumps of their hands over sometimes dozens of operations – all the time working from the experience of one operation to the next. He developed the extraordinary pedicle graft – a trunk of skin that was attached from an undamaged part of the body to the injured part, such as the nose, to give the graft a healthy blood supply so that new skin could grow. He performed, if not miracles, then things that had never been done before. But he also saw that surgery was only half of it. He had to pull the young men back from the depression, self-pity and despair of nihilism. Apart from the appalling and constant pain, these young men had to look at themselves in mirrors and see all their youth melted into horror-story drawings. And they were fantastically young. It’s always difficult to remember how desperately unprepared they must have been. Look at the nervous confidence, the faux-arrogant faces on University Challenge, and then imagine thousands of them, with fuzzy, soft moustaches and awkward pipes, and then think of taking a blowtorch to their faces and futures. McIndoe understood that the battle was to give them back hope and confidence, when the RAF thought the battle was to get them back into Lancasters. He was relentless in character-building, going to extraordinary lengths to build a sense of esprit de corps among the young patients, joshing and encouraging them. He employed only the best nurses, most of whom were beautiful. Sex and seduction became a large part of the recuperation at East Grinstead. Someone said, pointedly, that you could barely open a cupboard in the hospital without an airman covered in bandages and a nurse covered in very little tumbling out.


McIndoe wrote thousands of letters to fight for his patients’ right to a decent life. He fought the War Office and the RAF, and, later, employers. The whole of East Grinstead became part of their re­introduction to the world. Burnt men would be taken out to pubs and shops and for walks. Nobody stared. Nobody gasped or whispered behind their backs. Many of the Guinea Pigs made their homes here, and many married their nurses. Then, after the war, McIndoe fought to give them civilian jobs. One man went to work as an engineer. ‘I kept my hands in my pockets at the interview,’ he said. ‘I’d been there three weeks before they realised I didn’t have any fingers above my second knuckle.’ Of all the young men McIndoe treated, not one committed suicide.


In the ballroom I looked round the table, trying to pick out the Guinea Pigs. It’s difficult – old men get old faces. But here there’s a truncated ear or a taut eye. The smooth, papery skin of a burns graft looks rather becoming when it’s aged. They don’t look horrifying or bizarre. Each has a comfortable appearance, a sense of faces that have been lived in with a knowing ease. And because of their flying helmets, most of them kept their hair follicles, and have incredible amounts of thick hair. Even before you know who they are and why they’re here, there is an aura of beauty about them. That’s not wishful romance or sentimental pity, it’s the simple truth. They have a look that is winning and enviable; a singular, handsome directness. And, astonishingly, they all look decades younger than their real age, as if in their final furlong God has at last given them back that portion of their youth that was stolen from them by the flames.


After the horrible hotel catering and the prosaic announcements and thanks, they mill about with the banter of men who have known each other a long time. They talk easily about the hospital and their treatments, about McIndoe and the nurses, about the war and about flying. Their stories are polished smooth with modesty, understatement and repetition. The crooked smiles and little shrugs hide crypts of pain and valour. It is as if they have made a pact to tell their lives as unremarkably as possible: ‘I worked for the Electricity Board.’ ‘Then we moved to Bolton.’ ‘I was shot down over the Ruhr.’ ‘I watched my hand melt.’ What is ultimately most moving and most valiant about all of them is this blissful ordinariness. Having been given new faces and a new start against the odds, having looked once, briefly, into the burning light of oblivion, they have made a precious, glittering ordinariness of the gift of life. They got jobs, they got married, had families and caravans. Their daughters married, their sons were a worry, they have grandchildren, they retired to gardens and charity work. They keep in touch, they look out for each other. The great victory of these men is that, with their broken hands and fractured heads and glass eyes, they fashioned for themselves the most precious, elegant object in a free society – a quiet life of small joys.


A nice man who’d crash-landed his Spitfire and lost both his legs and his face, and was so badly burnt that the man who pulled him from the cockpit got the bravery medal, who later started a limbless servicemen’s charity and is now in his eighties but doesn’t look a year over sixty, and whose children, it turned out, were at school with me, asked if I’d write something for him. Something about the boys who are coming back wounded from Afghanistan and Iraq. ‘They have the most terrible injuries – things we would never have survived. But they don’t have what we had. They don’t have each other, and a dedicated hospital.’ Many of the Guinea Pigs said the same thing to me. They are deeply upset at how injured servicemen are treated. To them, it’s personal.


Someone began playing the piano, and they huddled round, clutching their pints, singing ‘Roll Out the Barrel’ like a scene from an old war movie. Their families stood back and watched them with that very English ‘Oh, he’s off again’ pride.


Acts of bravery are generally that – an action. A moment. But the bravery of these men has been lifelong and sustained. And their great valour has been to make it look so unexceptional. They are the best of us, but only because we make sure they got the best from us. McIndoe said in 1944: ‘We are the trustees of each other. We do well to remember that the privilege of dying for one’s country is not equal to the privilege of living for it.’


December 2007




St Paul’s Cathedral


Any city worth a flight boasts a memorable edifice: a man-made thing that is its emblem. It’s a picture they will flash up on the news so you know where they’re coming from. London has its clock tower, the Gothic rocket attached to the Palace of Westminster, Big Ben. But the home of an ornate grandfather clock is not how Londoners see their city.


The building that is our badge of belonging, the image we’d wear on our sleeve, is a couple of miles to the east. St Paul’s Cathedral is the solemn, eternal boss and hub of our city. We look up for it, mark our bearing by it, judge our distance from the lantern on top. It is the axis of a compass. The great dome is the calm centre of the spinning city. Technically, miles from London may be measured from the cross of Charing, but we know that if we were to slog with sledge and snowshoes to reach the pole of London, St Paul’s is where we’d plant our flag and grab the thumbs-up photo.


We look for St Paul’s from the high places on the edge of the metropolis, from the flat marshes down the side of the river, from the Millennium Wheel, from drunken, late-night bus stops and from windy bridges. The dome glows ethereal in the night, London’s own rising moon, the beacon of calm promise. And while London may be the country’s capital, it has also always been its own place. A place apart, a city state within the state. St Paul’s is our cathedral, London’s parish church, born from London fire, risen again like the phoenix, like the resurrection.


That famous photograph of St Paul’s standing like a precious egg against the flame and smoke of the Blitz remains an image of redoubtable fortitude, of London in the face of adversity, an image of grit and resistance. Three days after it was printed in Britain it appeared in German papers, billed as a city in flames, on its knees, London destroyed by the might of the Luftwaffe.


I have shared this city with St Paul’s for one half of one of its three centuries. But I’d never been inside it. As far as I was concerned, it could have been filled with trampolines or angora rabbits: seeing it from the outside is enough. Because here’s the thing about St Paul’s: it is the most perfectly beautiful building, the greatest piece of architecture in the capital, and that’s not a contentious, chin-out assertion. It’s plainly, blindingly, unarguably bleeding obvious. Wren is our greatest architect, Shakespeare in stone. St Paul’s is his masterpiece. It is the pre-eminent building in London – and therefore, need we add, in Britain. It is as good as we get.


You approach the west front, with its great door that is open for occasions and looks down to Trafalgar Square. You walk past a statue of a plump, crowned lady on a plinth. Most people assume it’s Victoria, because it’s pretty safe to assume plump ladies on plinths around these parts are Victoria. In fact it’s Queen Anne, the last of the Stuarts, who suffered seventeen pregnancies that produced five living babies, only one of which made it past infancy, though the little lad died before she did. Having no heirs, she ushered in the good taste of the Georgians. She was the monarch who saw St Paul’s completed.


You actually get into St Paul’s through a small side door, and are immediately confronted by the sheep-pen nylon ropes, signage and desks of public manipulation. There’s a queue to get a stamp, produce a photo ID, buy popcorn or a ticket. It’s not a great way to enter a great building dedicated to God, and it’s not cheap. I resent paying for things my ancestors have already bought for me – for more than money. But as the dean, an immensely agreeable chap, points out, you’ve always been charged to get into cathedrals. I expect that’s what they said about burning witches. Making money seems to be part of a cathedral’s point. Moneychangers and temples now happily coexist in an ecumenical, liberal understanding.


I have to shake off the irritation and the disappointment of God’s turnstiles, and take a deep breath to step into the nave of the church. And there it is. A pale, clear, rhythmic, reasoned, ethereal elegance. It is one of the mysteries of human aesthetics that enclosed spaces can elicit such different and extreme feelings in us. A cell doesn’t feel the same as a lift. A supermarket isn’t like an opera house. We can sense minute and subtle changes in the cultural ambience of rooms. Cathedrals, temples, were specifically invented to exploit the drama of enclosed space, to make themselves huge parables, echoes of the divine. And as a rule, the inside of a cathedral will be dramatically and intentionally completely different from the outside. That is part of its magic. You walk from the secular world into the spiritual. They are Tardis buildings.


But the initial surprise and the constant shock and the overwhelming joy of St Paul’s is that this inner space is the inverted image of the outer space. That sounds like a simple truism; that the inside of a box feels like the outside of a box. It’s no less a revelation. The outside of the building, based on a stretched Greek cross, looks clean and clear and white. Actually, it’s a carefully harmonious plainsong of decoration: ordered patterns, faces, angles, juxtapositions, interspaced with intense strata of elaborate carvings as beautifully deep, crisp and rhythmic as any in the world. It was Wren’s fortune to be working when stone and woodcarving reached a pitch of excellence in England that was unsurpassed and would never be achieved again, mostly owing to the astonishing genius of the divinely named Grinling Gibbons. Wren insisted that the windows be plain glass, so inside the decoration is made by the clear light. In the autumn and spring, when the sun is low, the display of chiaroscuro around the pillars and architraves, across the memorials and the black and white tiled floor is subtle and sublime. The grades and lines of light and shadow mesmerise as they melt away like cloudfall on dappled downland. St Paul’s was and is the first cathedral of English Protestantism. All the rest were reconsecrated Roman Catholic churches. But here, this room is the first attempt to build a garage, a hangar for a new religion, a new way of walking with the divine, a new spiritual dem­ocracy. Honest, egalitarian, open. Not a rich cavern of dark mysteries and unknowable miracles, but a bright, light temple to hard work, personal responsibility and the Word, bright and light enough for every man to read it.


Stand under the dome and look up. There, tastefully painted in grisaille, are the authors of the Bible. The three-second echo bounces back the word of the prophets and the apostles from heaven. The word of Wycliffe and Tyndale and Cranmer, the word of the Evangelist, of Christ, of God, of God speaking English. Wren had to encapsulate a theology, ideas and intolerances and schisms, as the country split into a desperate, piecemeal massacre of a civil war that cost a king his head and led the nation to an interregnum of grim guilt and grief. But it also left it shriven, inspired, curious, devout and energetic. And what he built to encapsulate all that was perfectly miraculous. He nailed it first time.


There is no other church in the world that so perfectly conjures the hopes, achievements and central beliefs of Episcopal Protestantism. It is named for the man who took Christianity from being a Jewish sect out to Gentiles and on to the universal. St Paul’s is the hymn of England made stone. So that’s the good bit. Inside the great west door are two easels supporting blown-up posters of Orthodox icon faces, those artistically Botoxed gods of the ossified ancient Church. In front of them are little metal barbecues of cheap candles, the sort you see in every Catholic church. They are the antithesis of everything this great cathedral was built to inspire – iconoclastic, superstitious bribes of grace. They are anathema and, worse, hideously ugly. The dean, bless him (because someone should), grins and says: ‘Oh, they’re terribly popular with the public. They really have taken to lighting candles.’ Seeing that two-thirds of the visitors are tourists and a good proportion of them will have come from Catholic Europe, this is hardly a surprise. Nor is it the point, particularly in this place.


There are other design problems. A pair of vilely ugly sci-fi paperback-cover paintings of The Agony by a Russian artist are prominently exhibited. In the clear light of Wren’s vision they jerk the head with a physical, philistine slap. Then there is the misshapen and awkward Mother and Child by Henry Moore, which looks like it was hacked out of feta. There is Holman Hunt’s nursery painting The Light of the World, saccharine and sentimental and the best advertisement for atheism I know. These are all displayed with the wall-eyed ease of the Church of England doing relevant, inclusive, contemporary ­stop-and-think. You can feel the struggle between high and low Church in the extraneous decoration – the distinction between liberal, Anglo-Catholic and Evangelical factions of the Church of England. This is where most of you, understandably, lose interest and start reading the inscriptions on the tombs.


But the biggest aesthetic problem is up the east end. Going past the dome to the choir, with its elaborate stall, misericords and baldachin, and the altar, behind which is a poignant but aesthetically parochial memorial to America’s help in the Second World War, it’s topped with a hideous stained-glass window in the apse. And then there are the mosaics. The whole eastern end of the church and the choir and north and south transepts are eczema-ed with Victorian pious pity and hyper-mannerism, turning the clear baroque vision of the cathedral into a cross between a duchess’s jewellery box and the food hall at Harrods. It was Queen Victoria who thought the church too gloomy, too plain.


Despite the ceramic Episcopal graffiti, the space still soars with bright purpose. There’s always been a rivalry between St Paul’s and Westminster Abbey – they refer to each other sniffily as ‘the other place’. The coronation, of course, happens in the minster, but the cathedral got the big fairy-tale wedding, and the churches get their precedence from the quality of their dead. The minster boasts the nation’s official repository of death, Madame Tussauds in marble: the Unknown Soldier and Poets’ Corner. But St Paul’s had a coup by snagging Nelson and then Wellington. The Iron Duke’s tomb in the crypt is surrounded by the flags of the nations that fought with him at Waterloo. There is one empty sconce – the Prussian standard was removed in 1914. Nelson is buried in the stone coffin that was carved for Cardinal Wolsey. It had been hanging around the royal family’s attic.


There are a lot of military men down here: Kitchener, who wanted you, lies in his little chapel by the front door – they sing communion just for him once a year – and the generals of the American War of Independence and the wars against the French. There are memorials to brine-buried sailors, who cluster round Nelson. There’s the great lachrymose Victorian gate, closed for ever on Melbourne, Victoria’s favourite prime minister. Here’s Howard from the Howard League for Penal Reform; here’s Reynolds and, touchingly, across the south transept, just in his eyeline, is the beautiful sculpture of Turner, the Covent Garden barber’s son with a Cockney accent and a miraculous eye. Here’s Florence Nightingale and William Howard Russell, the first war correspondent, who made her hospitals possible. Here’s Wycliffe and Philip Sidney, Alexander Fleming, T.E. Lawrence, Ivor Novello and John Donne, whose ethereal, shrouded tomb figure stands upright beside the choir. He was dean of an earlier incarnation of the cathedral and is still its presiding muse, the great poet and moral plumb line of London.


Where the abbey and the cathedral really compete is in their music. The cathedral has the better organ and usually the better organist. It also has the horrendous echo and acoustics that can kill noise before it gets to the back wall. Both churches have choir schools. I sat in as the St Paul’s boys rehearsed some of their anthems for Easter week. They shove and trip into the classroom, noisy and aimless as pinballs, and take that endless laddie time to settle in the circle of chairs round the piano where their new choirmaster patiently calls for order. They flick through their books and fidget. He says something, hits a note and, without warning, the room fills like an airbag in a crash. It’s replete with noise that seems to push everything to the wall, to fill every space, my ears and my head until the sound leaks down my nose and through the corners of my eyes, a noise that pumps my chest and runs round the pit of my stomach. This noise boys can make is, in the most literal, true, deific sense, miraculous. It’s astonishing, not least because it comes out of the spindly, slight, grubby, slouched bodies of urchins, their faces unconcerned that when they open their mouths they can produce the closest thing a mortal can have to superpowers. The choirmaster tells me that a boy’s voice becomes particularly rich and poignant the month before it breaks. There’s something too touching for words in that.


There is a story that Christopher Wren sat up on Parliament Hill to watch the removal of the scaffolding around St Paul’s dome – the second-largest in the world after St Peter’s. If it collapsed, as many said it would, he had a carriage waiting to take him to the Channel. It didn’t, but it still must have come as a surprise to the dean and chapter. They thought they were getting a spire. As he sat there and watched the egghead building emerge from the confusion of pulls and pulleys, he might have paused to think that not only was this the first Protestant cathedral of the modern age, but that he was the first architect of cathedrals in the whole history of Christianity ever to have lived to see his creation completed.


While the ashes of the Great Fire of London were still smoking, Wren, along with Evelyn and Hooke, came up with plans for the new city: rational, ordered and reasonable. It never happened because it would have taken a century to build and because Londoners wanted the footprints of their old houses back, so the medieval streets remain, but with every house rebuilt in brick and stone. The fire is the tipping point, the hinge of London’s story. It cauterised the past, the civil wars, the schisms, the religious intolerance, the filth and the romance of the medieval Roman city. With it went the great St Paul’s, a church bigger than the present cathedral, altered and added to, decrepit and dangerous. This was where Shakespeare was first published. By the seventeenth century it was a collapsing, venerable mess that had once boasted a spire taller than Salisbury’s until it was pushed over by a bolt of lightning. Cromwell used it to stable his cavalry.


Wren’s first design for the new cathedral, based on a Greek cross with a dome, was rejected by the dean and chapter – too Roman, too Catholic, too Froggy foreign. They wanted their old cathedral back, just without the brothels. So Wren, confident in Charles II’s patronage, built a model of another cathedral. The Great Model cost £600, the price of a substantial real house, and it’s still with us. Above the nave is the remarkable, huge and beautiful über-Airfix kit, the greatest matchstick model ever built, the St Paul’s that never was. Again the Church rejected it: too Catholic, too different, domes – no English church had a dome. Steeples were English: straight up, honest, jabbing fingers to God. A cathedral needed a tower. Wren was mortified and furious, and knocked off another drawing, which is also here – a third version of the church. It looks like a hideous, misshapen Cambodian stupa or Las Vegas casino. The dean and chapter, the bishops and the aldermen, the City livery companies – they all loved it, and Wren was given the go-ahead to start building.


The official guide says he made a few alterations over the next thirty-five years. That’s not quite the truth. It’s a churchy porky. It’s obvious he never intended to build the humpy thing. He knew that this project would last longer than most of the committee, so he never set the plans down on paper. The cathedral that we have, the one he finally built, he kept in his head.


Just stop and consider the magnitude of that for a moment. The only overall plans for St Paul’s Cathedral were in Wren’s head. Look at it. Imagine building it over a generation. It was an unimaginable act of bravado, genius and, some of us would say, faith. He is buried here, of course. He lived to be ninety-one, and his son, also Christopher, wrote his famous epitaph: ‘Reader, if you seek his monument, look around you.’


Climb the 530 steps to the Golden Gallery on the roof, past the Whispering Gallery. You will see the astounding brilliance of this building. The simplicity is an illusion, as simplicity almost always is. The great geometric complexity of the buttresses that support the immense pressures of the roof is not on the outside of the building, but hidden in the wall. The dome that you see from outside isn’t the one you see from inside when you look up. The one we see from the bus is a thin skin of wood and lead.


The really impossible part of it sits right at the top, the ball and lantern that is the cathedral’s defining image. How could a dome support its weight? It should plummet the 365 feet to the cathedral floor – but it doesn’t, because it’s held up by God and rests on a secret A-frame that squats on the vertical wall at the base of the dome. It’s a brilliant mathematical answer.


St Paul’s isn’t only Wren’s memorial, it is the evocation of brilliant Englishmen: Evelyn and Hooke, the town planner who studied refraction and light and microscopes and made the first drawings of a flea, and Newton, the towering sociopath who said that Wren was the best mathematician of the age.


The final secret of the genius of St Paul’s is that Wren wasn’t originally an architect at all, but an astronomer. Together these men started the Royal Society and launched an age of inquiry into the natural world, the heavens, politics and philosophy. They were all solidly religious, and St Paul’s is the perfect synthesis of the rational and the ethereal, the intuitive and the known.


A moment, a time, a dome of rounded hope and brilliance. When you reach the top of the Golden Gallery and the wind puffs your cheeks and slits your eyes, you squint out over the most spectacular view. When the first tourist stood here in 1711 he would have seen a city that had grown to be the biggest in Europe. Today you look out at what it has become, stretching away on every side, the old river curling down to the sea, and realise there’s something missing. And then you remember – you’re standing on it.


May 2008




Fishing


Water is the earth’s most skilful designer. Water and the tidal moon are our keenest architects. Nothing that comes from the sea is ugly. Everything is sculpted and smoothed into an ergonomic, rhythmically satisfying aesthetic. Every shell, fin, stone and scale, driftwood and all the flotsam of man’s manufacture are eventually whittled and worn into a pleasing aquatic beauty. And there are ships, built by men but designed by the element they live in. However meagre or humble their journeys, water makes them ultimately sublime. All of them except Emulator.


The first sighting of this ship-shaped thing, crouching in the bowl of Scarborough’s small harbour, tugs your breath. All boats, even the most mundane plastic pedalos, have an ergonomic purpose. But not this dog of a barque, this crook-backed, axe-bowed, rusting Quasimodo decorated with the cross of St George like an ocean-going scaffolders’ van. It was first light, and it hunched over the other rocking fishing boats. They were all inshore line-fishing crabbers, part-time day boats. Emulator is made for sterner stuff.


We’d walked the half-mile round Scarborough’s long bay after a night in the Clifton Hotel. I’d lain awake in the garret tower that Wilfred Owen had slept in on his final recuperation, where he wrote some of his bleakest poetry before passing over the sea to die. ­Scarborough is a fine town, neat and purposeful. The penny arcades wink fitfully on the front, the fish and chip shops congeal in the chilly dawn, the cliffs hotch with seabirds. Its Victorian stucco grandeur tells of a richer past, when there were more Yorkshire tourists come for the bracing air and the sand, a break from mill and mine, when there were more ships, more sailors and fishermen, more fish.


Fish and fishing are the front line of environmental politics – an issue that stares back at you from the plate. Fish comes from that other place, the other dimension, the two-thirds of the planet that is the alien element – where we are not welcome, we can only skim and churn the surface. When you catch a fish and stare into that round, black jelly eye there is no spark of recognition, no empathy. But at least we know what to expect. The fish had not an inkling you even existed, no notion that the world wasn’t endless wet.


The catching and consuming of fish is hooked to a lot of buzzy, feel-good, groovy goodery, labelled with ticks and green smiles, ports of origin – as if fish lived in fields – promises of sustainability, of fairness, of freshness. The marketing of conscience and guilt. It also comes with the bad temper of fishing limits and national waters, of quotas and trade agreements, of unions and civic decline, national pride and international obligation. Fish bring with them a lot more than omega-3.
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