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For Mum




Look at that eccentric wheel in that steam engine, what motion would you get out of it without that wheel’s eccentricity – only rest. So in society you would get precious little driving force out of it, but for eccentrics having free and active motion. Let us encourage them, let us utilise them! – (Applause)


Extract from the opening speech by the first president of the Eccentric Club, 1781


I’m tired of eccentrics. There is something so smugly self-congratulatory about English eccentrics: quite possibly the fact they know they’re trying to be eccentric. It’s like those people from Liverpool who insist on telling you all the time how friendly and funny they are, rather than for instance just being friendly or funny: the I’m-mad-me English eccentric, with his loopy clubs and odd obsessions, is always, in fact, quite startlingly dull.


Euan Ferguson in the Observer, 9 May 2004
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THE WHALE-SHAPED HEDGE


Though I had no idea at the time, it began with Krentoma. Usually the other tribesmen would talk about him with a grin. Or was it a smirk? Certainly whenever Krentoma’s name came up a smile would form somewhere in the group and slowly spread, until I was surrounded by men smiling to themselves or at each other. Some would shake their heads. The leader of the tribe, Teseya, a stout man with a stomach that was solid and round like a basketball, had touched his head, rolled his eyes and chuckled silently, as if gagging. I was about to jump up and give him a motherly thump on the back when he stopped, turned to me and repeated the name as if it was a secret, or a curse of some sort.


‘Kren-tom-ah,’ I said to myself, trying to put the stress on ‘tom’ the way Teseya did, but not quite managing.


The next day I met him. To look at, he was unremarkable. His complexion was hale and worn, there was a tang of stale fruit on his breath and his eyes were small and dark. Nevertheless he was the spark. This was the man who, without meaning to, inspired my journey deep into the irreverent and inventive fringes of English society: a quest that would end a year after it began on a street in south London as I tried to find the remains of a whale-shaped hedge, yet by then I had already found the person I was looking for. The leader of the tribe. I won’t say who it was as that might ruin it; and if you’re one of those people that turns to the back of books to see how they end, don’t. Please. It’s not right at the back anyway. I’ve tried to hide it.


In the year leading up to that day in Brixton I would meet a cast of characters more outlandish, yet more gripping, than any I could invent: from reincarnated English monarch to gnome-collector and leopard-man via Ikea-loving dominatrix, dissident, crop-circler, hermit, sado-masochistic artist, celebrity aristocrat, Serpentine swimmer and superhero dressed as a baked bean, all the way through to the doyenne of English fashion, Dame Vivienne Westwood, and the jaded rock star known to the English tabloids as ‘Potty Pete’: Pete Doherty.


That was all ahead of me. For now it’ll have to wait.


Once I had sat down, Krentoma asked if I’d like to see his house. Hadn’t I seen it already, on the far side of the village? No, said Krentoma, turning to me. His gaze had the suffocating force of a limpet. That was not his house, that was merely where he slept. The house of Krentoma was different. He would not say why and instead looked away, his face full with the satisfaction of a man withholding an answer, heaved himself up and beckoned me to follow with a lazy swoop of his hand. He began to walk towards a wall of Amazonian rainforest. I started after him. The air was thick with an equatorial midday fug as we padded past the remainder of the village, no more than a handful of huts made from wood and straw arranged in a circle. Their doorways, uniform in design, faced away from the forest towards a communal centre, like wagons in the American Midwest parked for the night. I remembered being told the previous day that the exact position of each hut within the circle revealed the clan or social status of its occupants, that even the location or protean shape of the doorway was significant.


Krentoma remained two paces ahead of me. I began to wonder where we were going. The rainforest was unusually quiet for that time of day. Visually, though, it was as noisy as ever: a tapestry of green, vermilion, turquoise, cadmium yellow of different intensities, lime, jade, all dotted with peepholes that allowed glimpses of the scaffolding of trunks and branches that groaned with the weight of the canopy above.


Only a few yards into the rainforest we arrived at a clearing. Krentoma stopped. Before us lay two rectangular sections of concrete that looked like foundations for a house. Strewn about next to them, as if it was wreckage from a hurricane, I could make out a muddle of corrugated iron strips that had browned like rotting fruit in the warmth and damp. Krentoma stood with his hands on his hips and surveyed the scene, his eyes darting back and forth anxiously.


‘My house,’ he explained, in Portuguese.


I looked at him blankly.


‘The beginning,’ he said, correcting himself. His gaze returned to the discarded crusts of iron and concrete. ‘I don’t like these huts of wood and straw.’ He waved over his shoulder at the village, screwing up his face. ‘Too old, too old. This is the new house where I will live.’ He beamed. ‘Made from iron. In the forest. The house of Krentoma!’


He picked up a sheet of corrugated iron and waved it around. It rumbled like thunder in a school play. I nodded enthusiastically. He stared back at me and without breaking eye contact lifted the iron above his head and began to drum his fingers on the atrophied metal, making a sound just like rain. His hut would be waterproof, I decided, as I continued to stand with my hands behind my back, not knowing what to do, waiting for him to make the next move.


‘It is good, yes?’ Krentoma asked, smiling.


At this point I recognised him. Not in the sense of having met Krentoma in a former life, or remembering a friend who looked just like him – he was familiar simply as a type. An eccentric. He was the resident eccentric here in Nansepotiti, a village hidden in the heart of the Amazon rainforest. That was where I’d seen him before. Even the etymology of the word seemed to agree. Originally eccentric was written as ‘excentric’, meaning ‘out of the centre’ or ‘away from the centre’, which made Krentoma’s decision to build his house so far apart from the rest of the village uncannily apt.


Krentoma was the villager who chose not to conform to all of the social mores, taboos and accepted truths that he had grown up around. Infuriating one moment, hilarious the next, he was both inventive and stubborn, a loner, a maverick, larger than life and at times Promethean, or at others childlike: an eccentric in every sense of the word.


Fine. He was an eccentric. But – in the words of the druid chieftain I would meet eight years later – so what?


Let me explain. What made him, or at least my understanding of him, different was that over the next two weeks in the village I got the impression that this particular eccentric had a function in the group he was a part of; it was as if his tribe, the Panará, actually needed someone like Krentoma in their midst.


Up until then I had thought of eccentrics as curiosities. Follies. Doilies rather than armchairs. Each one an oddity that their neighbours tolerate rather than champion. Yet just as every football team has its oddball goalie, and every court its jester, I began to sense that the Panará would be incomplete without Krentoma or someone like him. If he didn’t exist, you’d have to make him up. The problem was, I had no idea why they needed him, nor did I know what it was that actually made someone eccentric. I certainly – perhaps fortunately – had no idea that Krentoma’s role as resident eccentric had allowed him, and in some ways required him, to murder a fellow tribesman five years earlier. He had slit the man’s throat in the middle of the night.


Instead I left the village and flew back to England toying with the idea that every group of human beings, from the heart of the Amazon to the outskirts of Aylesbury, had a deep-rooted need for a non-conformist, creative character in their midst: someone who teeters on the edge of social exclusion yet manages to remain on this side of the law, just, a figure who makes primordial connections that others in the group don’t. A man or woman who does not care what other people think, and who symbolises the less inhibited and more instinctive and childlike approach to life that deep down most of us aspire to.


Just as it was fun to mull this over, I knew that this was exactly the kind of plane-philosophising I’m prone to when drifting in and out of sleep in a pressurised cabin after looking out of the window for too long. There was still very little I knew about eccentrics or eccentricity. I had met Krentoma, that was a start, but it wasn’t enough. It seemed best to limit my theories on eccentrics to things I was sure of.


One of the only things I knew about eccentrics with absolute certainty was that England – home – was famous for them.


Eight years passed.


Tuesday 15 August 2006: it was about eight-thirty in the morning and I was slumped in front of a television, eating cereal, dribbling milk into my beard and watching BBC London News. One of the first items to appear was a report from Lambeth. Something to do with a hedge.


I focused on the screen and there, framed by the grubby white plastic of my antiquated Philips television, was Zac Monro, a friendly-looking architect in his mid-thirties. The voice-over announced that Mr Monro had once won the World Air Guitar Championships. He was now standing in front of a hedge wearing a ribbed black polo-neck with leather padded elbows that made him look like Captain Birdseye’s First Mate.


Zac explained in an agitated, middle-class register that he had recently received a letter from the council complaining about the hedge in front of his terraced house. It wasn’t that he had let the hedge run wild. No, the council had written to him because over the last few years he had carefully trimmed his hedge into the shape of a whale. It even had a blowhole with a blast of water shooting skywards that had been rendered with a white-flowering shrub that fanned out at its peak. In their letter the council claimed that Zac’s topiary was obstructing the pavement and posed a threat to passing pedestrians. Blind people were being forced into the road, they argued.


Already I could feel some of Zac Monro’s anger bubbling up inside me. You could see that this hedge was not forcing people out into the quiet, residential street. Yes, it bulged a little over the pavement, but you would have to be at least a yard wide to collide with it.


‘None of the local residents mind the hedge,’ Zac insisted, confidently. ‘In fact they love it.’ He was gathering momentum. ‘The hedge gets compliments from passers-by the whole time. I mean some of them think it’s a peacock but I’ve got used to that.’ He paused. ‘What I still don’t understand is why the council even bothered to write to me in the first place. I was utterly astounded when I received the letter.’His eyebrows were knotted together now, begging the viewer to be astounded too. ‘I mean have they really got nothing better to do?’


‘Exactly!’ I wanted to shout, though with no one else in the room there didn’t seem much point.


The voice-over kicked in and a woman with a honeyed smoker’s growl announced that Mr Monro would have to wait to find out what would become of his hedge. The next item on the news began but I couldn’t concentrate. I was burning with a rare sense of indignation about Zac Monro and his whale-shaped hedge.


This man was an English eccentric. I was sure of it. A walking, talking, protesting, air-guitaring, hedge-trimming English eccentric, which, now that I thought about it, was one of the few facets of Englishness I imagined most English people could agree on. Some might even cherish it. The English eccentric was part of the ‘England’ global brand and deserved to be talked about in the same rarefied terms as cups of tea, bad teeth and the Sex Pistols. Although Zac Monro did not entirely look the part – he dressed conservatively and was perhaps too young to be a cardboard cut-out English eccentric – I was certain, in an instinctive way, that he was a modern-day incarnation of the English eccentric and he was being denied his eccentricity by Lambeth council.


His story seemed to confirm an otherwise vague hunch:the country I lived in was being wiped clean of its anomalies. It was being sanitised, its rough corners and illogical edges filed down, quietly, when nobody was looking, and it was only now, having witnessed via a television screen the plight of Zac Monro, that I realised what this meant: the English eccentric was about to become an endangered species.


Everywhere I looked this hunch appeared to be confirmed. On the radio, on television, in newspapers and magazines, thudding about like spent cannonballs, were expressions like ‘the nanny state’, ‘clone towns’, ‘cultural globalisation’, ‘European standardisation’, ‘risk-averse parenting’, ‘risk-resistant planning’, ‘health-and-safetyocracy’, ‘it’s political correctness (gone mad)’, all of which seemed to point to the same conclusion: English society’s irregularities were being ironed out, one by one, and with this the eccentric was being fined, imprisoned or assimilated into the muddling median of everything I understood by the word ‘normal’.


And yet, throughout the aleatory sprawl of English history there is a pantheon of men and women labelled outspoken, non-conformist or eccentric during their lifetime who have gone on to be seen by later generations as historically monumental pioneers endowed with originality and vision. From a distance, these opinionated misfits represented the crank-handle of English artistic and scientific advance.


The BBC’s ‘100 Greatest Britons’, compiled in 2002, is a cornucopia of individuals who have, at some point in their lives, been labelled eccentric or strange on account of their ideas before history devised a more magnanimous epitaph. As well as Sir Isaac Newton, you could say this of Isambard Kingdom Brunel, William Blake, Charles Darwin, Winston Churchill, Barnes Wallis, Alan Turing, Charles Babbage, David Bowie, John Peel, Queen Victoria, Lewis Carroll. And that’s just from the top fifty.


There are also those like Henry Cavendish who have not become household names but whose reputations have undergone a similar eccentric-to-pioneer metamorphosis following their death. Cavendish loathed conversation and all forms of human company, spending the last thirty years of his life in isolation. He spoke only when strictly necessary, and was known as an eccentric recluse. He was also the first person to identify the elemental make-up of water and discover two key principles of electricity – Coulomb’s Law and Ohm’s Law – long before Charles Coulomb and Georg Ohm hit on them; he is now considered a brilliant scientist.


It was at this point that Krentoma crept back into my life, uninvited, as it turned out. Since leaving Krentoma’s village deep in the Amazon, I had clung on to the idea that every tribe or group of human beings in some way needs a resident eccentric both to ground its other members and to inspire them. It seemed that human societies functioned better with an eccentric in their midst, just as the Panará appeared to operate more smoothly with Krentoma muddling about among them. But I had no way of proving this, so the idea had spent most of the previous eight years hidden away as a pet theory, one that was allowed out only on special occasions.


Having seen what was happening to Zac Monro with his hedge, this idea morphed into something more precise. England was being shorn of its eccentrics, yet the English needed their eccentrics and functioned much better as a group with them.


Just after eleven o’clock that morning the idea had turned into a plan. I was so excited that I had to go for a walk to calm down before putting it on paper to see if it made any sense. The plan was simple: I would go on a journey to track down England’s last remaining eccentrics before they disappeared. I imagined them as a reclusive tribe facing extinction with me as the amateur anthropologist hoping to find them, catalogue them, document them, tag them if necessary, and then share their plight with the rest of the world. Before it was too late.


I felt a burning sense of purpose, as well as the thumping anticipation of a journey into the unknown.


The final part of the plan was that I would try and find the leader of this tribe, England’s most eccentric man or woman. If no one else did, surely they would know how to save the tribe from extinction.


In 1859 John Stuart Mill wrote his defence of every human being’s right to individual liberty, complete freedom of speech and, with a handful of exceptions, freedom of conduct. He called it On Liberty, and it became the founding text of twentieth-century Liberalism, with Mill installed as apostle saint. It also provided one of the earliest and most passionate defences of English eccentricity.


I studied it at school, though instead of reading On Liberty from start to finish, I picked at it reluctantly. For five weeks the print-out of this essay sat on my desk making me feel guilty every time I looked at it, like a thickset fruitcake given to me by an elderly relative. I had neither the heart to throw it away, nor the drive to finish it off.


Reading On Liberty in full I was struck by Mill’s nervousness about the English character and what direction it might take over the coming years. Throughout, there is an undercurrent of looming, self-imposed catastrophe. Mill, the most influential English political writer of the nineteenth century, feared that English society was beginning to worship custom over innovation, and compared Victorian England to ancient China, whose culture stagnated when it became obsessed with custom and appeared to shun eccentricity.


It’s easy to forget when reading On Liberty quite how much English society and ‘Englishness’ itself – still a fairly new concept – had changed during the century leading up to its publication. England in 1859 had come a long way from the licentiousness and relative debauchery of the late eighteenth century. That was a time before widespread industrialisation, a more bawdy and carnal era when neither men nor women took regular baths, there were no sewers, and in any major metropolis you could see bulls being baited, cocks being thrown, criminals being executed, or you could slip with unembarrassed ease into a demi-monde of courtesans and harlots more brazen than anything imaginable in the mid-Victorian period.


By 1859 English society had extricated itself from this. Prudish civility appeared to rank above instinct. That is the context of John Stuart Mill writing, as if on a sandwich board suspended from his shoulders:‘In this age, the mere example of nonconformity, the mere refusal to bend the knee to custom, is itself a service. Precisely because the tyranny of opinion is such as to make eccentricity a reproach, it is desirable, in order to break through that tyranny, that people should be eccentric.’ Mill went on: ‘That so few now dare to be eccentric marks the chief danger of our time.’


Our time. Though written 150 years ago that sentence felt timeless – it could have been written at the beginning of the twenty-first century, perhaps as part of a newspaper editorial or the concluding line to a television documentary. Perhaps the English permanently imagine their eccentrics to be endangered? I needed to find out.


Mill also prized original thought. ‘It will not be denied by anybody,’ he wrote, ‘that originality is a valuable element in human affairs. There is always need of persons not only to discover new truths, and point out when what were once truths are true no longer, but also to commence new practices.’


He went on to admit that there aren’t that many people capable of the kind of truly original thinking that changes the way we see the world, and described the few that can as ‘the salt of the earth; without them, human life would become a stagnant pool’.


The idea of a ‘stagnant pool’ was interesting. It also gave me an idea for where to start my journey.
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THE BOY WHO NEVER
GREW UP


‘He dared you to do it?’


‘Yep. My mate. Little fuck.’


‘Wow. You’d do this for a dare?’


‘Mmm-hmm.’ He glanced over my shoulder at a line of buoys that marked the edge of the course. Nestled comfortably on each was a seagull that stared back at him.


‘Well, good luck with it,’ I said.


‘What? Oh yeah. Cheers.’


‘Not long to go.’


‘Too right.’


‘And do you think you’ll win?’


‘Never know. If everyone else has a seizure on hitting the water I might be in with a chance. Otherwise no, I don’t think so.’


He tugged down on his shorts to reveal a pair of dark-green Speedos. His legs were iPod white, the flesh pimpled by the cold. As he struggled to pull on his fluorescent condom-like swimming hat I wished him luck once more and stepped away.


Elsewhere in London people were mostly warm and in bed. Some had woken at dawn, the unusual weight at the end of their beds demanding attention and precluding a lie-in; others would probably come to in the next half-hour, bleary-eyed after a night drifting into and out of dreams about bread sauce, mothers-in-law, giant birds and slightly smaller ovens.


I, on the other hand, was just cold.


It was 7.30 a.m. on Christmas Day and I was standing on the banks of the Serpentine in Hyde Park. On the lake in front of me lay an armada of swans, geese and ducks. The sky was leaden. Beyond the water a line of orange streetlights running the length of Park Lane pricked the gloom.


At first I had been pissed off about getting up so early on Christmas Day. It was a sacred day, I had told myself, not so much in the religious sense, but in my cultural understanding of the occasion: getting up in the dark first thing in the morning to stand in the cold seemed both gruelling and unfair, and from the moment I had stepped outside the only thing I could think about was the cold. It had got worse down at the lake, with the crisp morning air accented by a light wind. After ten minutes of writing notes in longhand my fingers lost all feeling in their tips and I began to mumble surreptitiously into a Dictaphone instead, looking and feeling like an amateur sleuth. Not long after, my nose gave up all attempts to stem the flow of snot streaming from it. Nevertheless, after an hour or so, I was starting to enjoy myself.


I was there to witness the annual race for the Peter Pan Cup, bequeathed to the Serpentine Swimming Club in 1904 by J. M. Barrie, the creator of Peter Pan, and himself a renowned eccentric. Each year this cup is awarded to the winner of a hundred-yard thrash through the Serpentine first thing on Christmas Day. From the moment I heard about the race, I knew it was the place to start my search. From what I understood the word to mean, this event reeked of eccentricity.


‘And you know we swim every Christmas, no matter what the weather’s doing,’ boasted Jeff, a former traffic warden.


‘So have you ever won the race?’


‘Oh yeah,’ he said, his face registering both modesty and wounded pride. ‘Few years back.’


‘And today, the temperature, is this normal? I mean how cold is the water?’


‘Four degrees, I think.’


He was used to this kind of question and relished it, in a well-mannered way. I think he liked watching the effect of his answer. The problem was, the words ‘four degrees’ when put together like that don’t mean much to me. I often have no idea whether I’m being told an exceptionally cold, exceptionally hot or merely lukewarm temperature. A few minutes earlier I had overheard a similar conversation about the temperature of the water and the answer had been ‘forty’. The person asking had looked horrified. Encouraged, the person answering had added that it had been thirty-four several years before. The questioner had looked even more worried. From the way Jeff had said ‘four degrees’ I guessed this was impressively cold, so I looked aghast.


‘No matter how cold it is, we always swim,’ he went on, enjoying himself. ‘Some years we have to break the ice before we get in.’


We were down at the water’s edge so I knelt down and put my hand in the lake. At first I couldn’t feel a thing. Then, suddenly, a coruscating chill shot through my body: a steely, teeth-clenching sensation that screamed like a sergeant-major at my hand to get itself out of whatever it was. Now! I jumped back. Jeff chuckled. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other.


‘Not warm, is it?’ he said.


‘No,’ I said, nursing my hand. ‘Not at all. And tell me, because I’m sure you’re asked this a lot, but why? Why do you do this? Why would anyone do this?’


Jeff repositioned himself.


‘Well, for me, it’s the nature. I’ve always swum outside. I didn’t go to one of them schools with indoor pools or anything. I was at a school where we swam outside, you know, natural, and I think I just got used to that. You can’t beat swimming outside, especially with all them fish and birds alongside you.’


‘Don’t you ever get attacked by the swans?’


‘Oh no.’He liked this question. ‘The only problem with the swans here,’ he came close, his voice grim with conspiracy, ‘is that some of them, they like to take part in the race. And they cheat. They’ll see us swimming, and they’ll start swimming alongside us to the finish line. Only they’ll fly the last few yards so they cross the line first.’


At this point we were joined by Alan, who ran the Serpentine Swimming Club. He was tall and in his sixties with features that over the years had been knotted into a giant question mark. Two days earlier I’d emailed him about the possibility of meeting members of his club. I had told him I was planning to write an article about the Peter Pan Cup, which was true – sort of. I hadn’t mentioned anything about trying to hunt down England’s last remaining eccentrics because I was worried that might put him off. The semantics of my quest were still in flux.


‘Journalist he is,’Alan told Jeff, dropping his shoulder in my direction. Jeff smiled.


‘So,’ I said, pointing my Dictaphone at Alan, ‘tell me what kind of people join the club.’


‘Oh you get all sorts,’ Alan replied. ‘We got sirs, lords, doctors, musicians. Got a famous cellist. Er. Conservative MPs. Look there’s one over there, I saw him on the television once. Sir Anthony Cleaver he is. On a select committee. Surgeons, bankers. Who else? Jeff. We’ve got Jeff. That’s variety for you.’ Jeff spluttered. ‘Ex-parking-meter attendant he is,’ Alan continued. ‘Got a Roller now, haven’t you?’ Alan grinned at Jeff. ‘Yep, a real mixture here.’


What he didn’t mention, for me the most interesting thing about the Serpentine Swimming Club, was that most of the swimmers were over fifty. You’d think swimming in icy water first thing in the morning would lend itself to younger, more punishable bodies.


‘But the thing about this race,’Alan continued, ‘what people really like about it, is it’s a leveller. No matter who you are, once you’re all in the water, everyone’s in trouble. And because of the handicap system—’


‘What’s that?’


‘Means we start the swimmers at different times. The weakest swimmers go first. Best go last. The youngest swimmer here is a thirteen-year-old girl, the oldest is, let me see, eighty-four. But the handicap system means they’ve both got a chance of winning.’


‘More and more women here,’ said Jeff, dubiously.


‘Right,’said Alan, deadpan. ‘Because of the net.’A vision appeared in my mind of an enormous woman-catching net that Jeff and Alan had set up somewhere in Hyde Park. ‘Yes,’ Alan continued. ‘People look us up on the net. So more and more women join, and more people come to the Christmas race. We’re a bit like pantomime now, I suppose.’


‘Though no woman has ever won the Christmas Day race,’ said Jeff, glancing over his shoulder at the crowd, who at that moment looked particularly cheery, in a wholesome Christmassy way.


‘I’ll see you chaps in a moment,’ said Alan, remembering something. A man in a trilby and canary-yellow Hawaiian shorts ambled towards us.


‘I forgot to tell you, Henry,’ Alan shouted, nodding at the man in the trilby, ‘we get some real eccentrics here!’


These were the words I’d been longing for. They sounded even better than I had imagined. Inside I was whooping and cheering and setting off fireworks because I hadn’t mentioned to Alan my eccentric-seeking agenda.


The man in the trilby was called Duff. He was, at a guess, two or three years this side of forty and, less of a guess, spent a lot of time in the gym. Duff had a bionically powerful upper body that gave off a diluted hum of aftershave. His greying fair hair had been trimmed into a crewcut.


‘So why do you do it?’ I asked. Duff’s face opened into a well-managed smile.


‘The history,’ he said in an anglicised American accent. ‘I grew up with Peter Pan being read to me. You know, the original, Kensington Gardens J. M. Barrie book. It’s all set round here. Peter Pan sailed on the thrushes over here, to that island and so on.’ He pointed towards the bridge bisecting the lake. ‘That and the fact that as a child I wasn’t allowed to open my presents on Christmas morning until we’d all watched my dad swim in the race. And you know, you always want to do what your dad does.’ His mind zoomed out. ‘I mean, there are people who see us doing this each year, who think to themselves, “Oh look, it’s the nutters who go swimming at Christmas.” But really, I wouldn’t swap this for anything in the world. There’s no more beautiful place to be. There’s also the therapeutic element. As my dad used to say, no matter what problems you have in life, if you come down to the Serpentine at six o’clock on a winter’s morning, and there’s ice out on the concrete, and you walk out on that board with no one else around and you dive in, those problems will disappear.’


Probably because you’d have more pressing things to worry about, I wanted to say, like when to get out, and how. Instead we gazed out in silence at the miniature archipelago that had inspired Peter Pan.


J. M. Barrie often referred to Jack, George, Peter, Michael and Nico Llewellyn-Davies as the other inspiration behind Peter Pan, writing:‘I always knew that I made Peter by rubbing the five of you violently together, as savages with two sticks produce a flame . . .’


This archetypal boy-who-never-grows-up has since worked his way into the collective Western imagination; there’s even a psychological syndrome named after him. Yet there is something about the relationship between Barrie and the five boys who inspired his most famous creation that, at times, and to a certain sensibility, is unsettling. More so now than it might have been at the beginning of the twentieth century when Peter and Wendy was first published. Some of the passages in Barrie’s diary when read out of context might suggest he harboured sexual feelings towards these boys, although there is no hint that any of this was consummated. His fascination with the Llewellyn-Davies brothers appears to be borne of something else, something entirely unsexual. As Andrew Birkin, an authority on all things Barrie, wrote, he was ‘a lover of childhood, but was not in any sexual sense the paedophile that some claim him to have been’. Instead of hoping for sexual gratification, Barrie had a pathological craving for what he imagined to be the weightlessness of childhood. He longed to be Jimmy Barrie, prepubescent boy, adored by his mother and father – something he was not – and free from the pressures and tiptoed intricacies of adult life. He wanted to return to the ranks of, as he called them, the unadulterated, and to exist in a place where he did not have to worry about how other people might judge him.


As well as being dubbed a closet paedophile from time to time, J. M. Barrie was frequently referred to as an eccentric; and in many ways this race in his name was a paean to the perceived weightlessness of childhood in the eyes of an adult, and to the importance of remembering the sense of what it is to be childlike – something that would become a leitmotif of the journey that had just begun.


A crowd had gathered near the board from which the swimmers would dive in. On the railing were two signs saying, ‘NO DIVING’, ambassadors of an England bent on removing the possibility of eccentricity. I pointed them out to Jeff. He shrugged.


‘Park authority, isn’t it? Hasn’t ever stopped us.’


Beyond the board was a grubby changing room that smelt of sweat, mud and instant coffee. A huddle of swimmers emerged wrapped in towels, chatting hurriedly to each other, eager and ready. Between their legs several dogs scampered back and forth, barking or sniffing at the hairy goalposts surrounding them. The aural backdrop to this, faint like distant fireworks, was a light-hearted kind of banter. It had no rugby-club smugness nor football-terrace barb, but was good-natured and friendly.


A little before nine-thirty everyone stood to attention as a great shriek erupted from the changing room. An Irishman in full piping regalia processed through the nearly naked swimmers with a bagpipe hooked beneath his arm. The drone of his pipes shattered the morning. A Jack Russell yapped at his feet. The man advanced towards the jetty followed by a cavalcade of swimmers. Press photographers took pictures, each one grinning to himself in the knowledge that today, the slowest of slow news-days, they could take a picture of a man picking his nose and it would be published as news.


Jeff filed past in Speedos and condom hat.


‘Who do you think’s going to win, Jeff?’


He shook his head. ‘Tricky one. Quite a few favourites. Alan Nash? Er. Anthony Cleaver. Sir Anthony Cleaver, sorry. Kevin Murphy. No, he won last year. Don’t know. Difficult on Christmas Day. Too many people . . .’


With that, Jeff was forced along the gangplank by the crowd of swimmers behind.


Because of the handicap system the Peter Pan Cup did not start with one almighty splosh, as I had hoped. Instead Alan called out different numbers from the sidelines and, in orderly twos and threes, the swimmers shot powerfully into the lake. One girl panicked and jumped rather than dived. Someone behind me made a limp joke about trying to walk on water. Spectators shouted encouragement. The one cry I could hear more than any other was ‘Come on, Grandad!’


Once everyone was in the water I began to see how difficult this race was. There was such a log-jam of bodies pounding about in such a tiny area that it was hard for even the stronger swimmers to force their way through. Jeff had told me before about ‘dreaming’, when a swimmer puts his or her head down and thrashes away but because they’re cold and flustered they go diagonally, or sideways. Sometimes backwards. This usually results in a crash.


As much as they were competing with each other, the swimmers were also competing with themselves. Our bodies are not designed to swim at speed through water this cold. Jeff’s teenage son – hoodiewearing, quiet, watchful – had talked about how sometimes, towards the end of a race, he would feel his fingers clench involuntarily into a fist as he struggled towards the finish line.


As Duff had put it: ‘It’s not natural what we’re doing. So when you’re out on that board, you have to say to yourself, let’s get into this water, it’s not going to kill me. It’s going to be very cold and my body’s going to react to it, it’s going to seize up, it’s going to be hard to do everything, but I just have to make sure I remain conscious, get some air in, do a good stroke, and I’ll get through it all right.’


The swimmers were now halfway through the race. None of them had dropped out – yet – and a field of about fifteen or twenty had broken clear. The shouting became louder and more feverish.


Rather than accelerating to the finish, the race slowed as the cold took its toll. I could feel the tension and tried to imagine the pain, but couldn’t.


Finally, there was a winner. A woman. In the club’s 141-year history only men had won the Peter Pan Cup. She bobbed up and down in the water and punched the air repeatedly, the way athletes do when they win a race. The rest of the swimmers finished and climbed out of the water and before long I was surrounded by a herd of plump, reddened bodies. I could smell exertion and lake-water. Each face grinned as hard as its mouth would allow. Again I was reminded of how old most of the competitors were. The average age in a race dedicated to the boy who never grew up must have been at least fifty. It was an extraordinary sight, like something out of the film Cocoon, where three old men find a swimming pool full of rejuvenating water (and several alien-inhabited pods), and swim about until they become as fit and spry as teenagers.


No one in the history of the Peter Pan Cup has had a heart attack or seizure on jumping into the water. In fact, very few of the elderly members of the Serpentine Swimming Club get ill or catch colds, according to Jeff and Duff. Something about these people kept them healthier than others their age. Freakishly so.


As the swimmers hobbled past, wincing, their feet sensitive to the pinprick pebbles set within the concrete, I wondered whether this was a part of what it was to be eccentric: the desire and ability to suspend your adult self to reclaim momentarily something of your youth.


I decided not to wait for the cup to be presented as I wanted to be at home and near a Christmas tree. I had made a start, I told myself as I picked my way through the crowd. My hunt for England’s last-remaining eccentrics was under way. But, annoyingly, the Peter Pan Cup had not given me many clues to where to go next. I had hoped it would. Nor did it provide a contender for England’s leading eccentric. Instead it had forced me to adjust my focus: rather than trying to find a spot where eccentrics were likely to gather, as I had done that day, I needed to start tracking them down one by one and get beyond part-time eccentrics, that is people who might occasionally be involved in an unusual event like the Peter Pan Cup but otherwise lead lives that were well-lit displays of normality. That way I’d find full-time eccentrics.


Shortly before the race I had read about a woman who ran a gnome reserve in Devon, and as I continued along the banks of the Serpentine towards the carpark I realised that this was exactly the kind of person I should be meeting.


‘Well done, Grandad,’ I could hear behind me.


‘Time to get the bird in.’


‘Can we go now?’


‘Well done, Dad.’


‘Was it cold?’


‘How do you feel?’


‘Think you can do it faster next year?’


James Burnett, also known as Lord Monboddo, was at different times during his life dismissed as a crank, heretic and eccentric. His dates span the eighteenth century. Monboddo was one of the first people to suggest that man was descended from primates, and is now acknowledged as having anticipated the evolutionary principle of natural selection long before Darwin hit on it.


In his book The Origin and Progress of Language Monboddo explained this idea, as well as various others relating to his study of primitive languages. He once said, jokingly – or at least half-jokingly, it’s hard to tell – in response to a jibe about the idea of man’s descent from primates for which he’d become notorious, that some men were born with tails, and that these were chopped off at birth by discreet midwives. Cartoonists of the time subsequently drew him with a tail peeking out of his tailcoat. Dr Johnson concluded: ‘It is a pity to see Lord Monboddo publish such notions as he has done: a man of sense, and of so much elegant learning. There would be little in a fool doing it; we should only laugh; but when a wise man does it we are sorry. Other people have strange notions, but they conceal them.’ Monboddo was not deterred. He did not mind what men like Dr Johnson thought and trusted his view of the world over and above the orthodoxy of the age he lived in.


In a similar sense, John Stuart Mill was depicted wearing a dress by cartoonists after he wrote The Subjection of Women, and was made out to be a similarly eccentric figure on account of his novel belief in racial equality.


It reminded me of a story Jeff the ex-parking-meter attendant had told me before the race. ‘And the sun was just coming up over there,’ he had begun, away from the others. His diction had slowed to the more measured pace of a man telling a favourite story. ‘Everything was white frost, there was a mist on the water, and the sun come up, and it lit the bridge up pink over there. And I was the only one out swimming. No one else there. And the old red helicopter took off from Kensington Gardens, and it came across the other side of the park. And they obviously spotted me, so they came across and they were hovering over me, you know, so I don’t know who was in it, but, like, I was just swimming along—’


‘When was that?’


‘Probably about ten or so years ago. Something like that. Don’t know whether it was Princess Di, or Charles, or one of those. They obviously spotted me as they were going somewhere. And they were probably saying to themselves, “Look at that idiot over there, all by himself.”’ He chuckled. ‘But, you know what, I didn’t mind. Didn’t bother me one bit what they thought.’


I liked the way he had said this. Rather than sounding stubborn or bloody-minded it suggested a learned indifference to embarrassment: an enviable kind of social toughness that seemed to be at the very core of the archetypal eccentric I was trying to find. Even if I hadn’t found him or her, I was beginning to get an idea of what the English eccentric would sound like.
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POSSESSION OBSESSION


Ann Atkin had an unusual walk. Everywhere she went she seemed to float, her feathery frame only just heavy enough to be troubled by gravity. Round her withered neck was a paper-thin turquoise scarf tied in a knot. Her face was lined and her nose arched, like a latterday Virginia Woolf. Her hair had been dyed chestnut brown several months before and now looked solid and purposeful, like clay tamped down on her scalp; at the roots you could see grey coming through in unruly bursts.


‘I’m not sure if you should see them like this,’ she said, gliding towards an oak copse. ‘The gnomes don’t like to have visitors when they’re hibernating.’


‘But I’ve come all this way,’ I pleaded lightly.


‘Well,’ she said, uncertain. ‘A quick look, no more. Then we can go inside.’


She turned back to the path.


It was a bright, wintry day in Devon and I was about to enter England’s only gnome reserve. There are others in Denmark and Italy, but Ann’s was the first and remains the world’s largest. ‘TELEVISION HAVE VISITED 60+ TIMES!’read a sign near the entrance.


The idea came to her about thirty years ago. Her husband, Ron, is a self-taught cognitive therapist who takes people on journeys into their subconscious. They met as students at the Royal Academy; he paints oil portraits in brooding, earthen browns, she makes cosmic watercolours dotted with fairies and vegetal shapes. One day in 1978, Ron took Ann on a journey into her subconscious where she saw nothing but gnomes. They were everywhere, up to their tricks, mischievous, shy, each one wearing a fire-engine-red cap, playing, sneaking about or, as she put it, gnoming, and from that moment she knew she wanted to collect them. Slowly this collection grew. Some she bought, others she made, and from time to time gnomes came to her – visitors to the reserve regularly leave them anonymously as they know they’ll be looked after properly by Ann – so now she has several thousand in her collection.


‘Forgive me,’I began, ‘because I should know, but what is a gnome?’


‘Oh!’ she cried. ‘Do you really not know?’


I made a hopeless face. ‘I mean, I know what they look like.’


‘Each one is as old as the hills, and as young as a baby.’


‘Like a grey-haired baby.’


‘Exactly.’


‘And how about pixies?’


‘Dear oh dear.’


‘I know . . .’


‘Pixies are just playful. They’re not as old as gnomes. Fairies are like pixies only they have wings. And all the gnomes have names.’


At this point the path entered the reserve. To the left was a gnome-sized road-sign marked ‘3 MPH’, and beyond it several acres of woodland crisscrossed with paths and jammed full of gnomes. It was all I had hoped for (and perhaps a little more). Everywhere I looked there were clusters of the little creatures, their scarlet caps and blue or green coats lit occasionally by the dappled sunlight flitting in through leafless foliage. Some were massed together awaiting a winter clean, looking like Roman soldiers in formation, others were frozen in a series of dioramas: there was a gnome abseiling down a rock next to a miniature beach signposted as Putford-on-Sea; nearby, gnomes watched a Punch and Judy stall; others sunbathed or played in the water. There were gnomes fishing, playing chess, making music, smoking pipes, riding motorbikes, flying planes, fooling about – in fact just about everything you could imagine a gnome getting up to that could be shown before the 9 p.m. watershed.


‘I would give you a gnome cap and a fishing rod to take round with you,’ she said, her hands on her hips. ‘Only it’s winter and they’re all locked up. In the first year we didn’t hand out caps to visitors, and it didn’t seem right.’ Ann puffed out her cheeks. ‘The gnomes didn’t like it. Now we offer everyone red caps, and a fishing rod if they like. Ninety-nine per cent of them take the caps. It’s lovely! The gnomes certainly prefer it that way.’


She stopped at a large gnome chiselled out of stone with lichen spreading like a disease over its base.


‘Now this is the first gnome we had here. Siegfried. He’s very ugly, I know, but he’s the first. We’ve even made a monument to him. You see he got cross because he wasn’t being acknowledged as the founder of the reserve.’


Ten yards away was a bust of Siegfried on a pedestal, his name inscribed in the stone below.


‘He’s still my favourite though,’ she sighed, gazing at him lovingly. ‘I think most collectors are like that. We always treasure our first.’


In most of my initial trawls through the internet looking for eccentrics I had found people described as ‘eccentric collectors’. The words ‘eccentric’ and ‘collector’ seemed to be happy bedfellows, the latter rarely going anywhere without the former.


There were collectors of post boxes, or traffic cones, some who collected nothing but milk-bottles, or sickbags, lawnmowers, prams, mail carts, bassinets, discarded packaging, newspapers, as well as the more obvious collectors who hoarded stamps, dolls or works of art. I made a list of the different things English people collected obsessively, but gave up by the time it was several pages long, concluding that there were few, if any, non-perishable mass-produced objects that were not collected by someone somewhere in England.


As well as collectors who sought out physical objects, there were collectors of numbers. Plane-spotters, for example, were the Brahmins of the spotting caste-system. Beneath them in this curiously regimented and elitist hierarchy of spotting came train-spotters, and below them the spotter untouchables: bus-spotters. One of the best things that can happen to you as a bus-spotter is for your train to be cancelled – though why would you be on a train in the first place? – and for a replacement bus service to take you to your destination. The buses used on these occasions are relatively vintage, meaning you get to note down a number few other spotters will have. There is also a man from Bristol who spots pylons.


Still, I did not understand the link between eccentricity and collecting. Why were so many collectors thought of as eccentric?


The various dictionary definitions of the word ‘eccentric’ were of little help. ‘Eccentric’ signifies ‘being odd or capricious in behaviour or appearance’, or any one of ‘whimsical’, ‘peculiar’, ‘erratic’, ‘unusual’, all of which seemed imprecise or a little vague. Already there was something I could add to this definition. Eccentricity was fundamentally benign. This was at the root of the link between collecting and eccentricity. Collecting inanimate objects is not harmful. It can come across as peculiar, at which point it enters the realm of eccentric, but it does not harm. The moment a collector begins to collect something more sinister, like the eponymous protagonist in John Fowles’ The Collector who moves on from butterflies to nineteen-year-old girls, he is no longer eccentric; he becomes ‘sick’, ‘twisted’, ‘mad’. Society cannot express meaningful disapproval using the word ‘eccentric’.


I was getting somewhere now. In its most generalised sense, describing an individual as eccentric suggested they existed at the periphery of what is acceptable, but have not yet broken a major taboo and incurred the opprobrium of society.


And what of the urge to collect itself, described in 1897 by William Hazlitt, bibliomaniac, in Confessions of a Collector, as ‘an inborn and indestructible human trait’? This was interesting too, mainly because there is no clear-cut psychological definition of why people become obsessed with their collections. Freud, not surprisingly, links the urge to collect with traumatic experiences from childhood. He felt there was a causal link between the need to collect and the experience of potty-training and the shock of watching your creations being flushed away by your parents. Still bitter about this thirty years later, Freud argued that collectors hoard in order to salve the pain of having their turds taken away from them at such an early age. Although I wasn’t sure about the potty-training part of the theory, the link to childhood was significant. The way most of us are fanatical collectors at some stage during our childhood strengthened the link forming in my mind between eccentricity and the child that each of us used to be.


‘So do you get a lot of children here?’


‘Yes,’Ann replied, sounding and looking puzzled by the question. ‘Yes, children love it here. But we’re all children really.’ Strangely, the way she said this made me feel like a child – one who had just got something wrong. ‘The gnomes bring out the child in us,’ she went on. ‘Especially the grown-ups who’ve forgotten how to see like a child. That’s very important, you know.’


We finished the tour of Ann’s gnome-infested woods and went into her house. She made tea while her dog, Daisy, barked at me. Then we moved through to the room where Ann sculpted gnomes from clay.


At this point I should mention the third person there: Helena, my girlfriend, who works in radio. In fact one of the first times we met was when she interviewed me on a small London radio station. So it’s Helena who’s the professional interviewer in our relationship. She’s the one with the BBC-issue microphone and mini-disc recorder. I’m not. All I had was a Dictaphone (which she had given me), and that meant I was on edge as I took my seat in the ‘Pixie Kiln’ and thought about what to ask Ann. Rows of unpainted gnomes glowered at me from around the room. Not only was I conducting an interview with an experienced interviewer in the background, but I was also trying hard to avoid the e-word.


As before, I was unsure about the effect of the word ‘eccentric’. On the phone I had explained to Ann that I was trying to track down England’s most extraordinary people. She had seemed to like that.


‘The most important thing here’, she began, unprompted, ‘is to be a hundred per cent serious, and at the same time a hundred per cent fun.’ She said the last bit again and did a little jig, with her hands up in the air and both palms facing me, as if to say don’t shoot. I had never met a woman this old yet this lithe. There was something miraculous about her energy.


She told me more about her life, the reserve, the history of gnomes in England and Sir Charles Isham, who got it all going when he returned from a trip to Germany in 1847 with a collection of terracotta gnomes.


I asked the right questions. I think. Helena asked the ones that I didn’t, and after half an hour came the moment that changed the conversation, and with it my entire journey.


Apropos of very little, Ann produced from the top drawer of the worn, paint-covered desk next to the window where she decorated her gnomes a hand-made A4-sized folder, bound along the spine with black plastic. On the cover, printed in what looked like size 24 Times New Roman font, bold, were the words ‘Britain’s No. 1 Female Eccentric’. Beneath it was a picture of her standing next to a familiar looking man in his eighties.


‘Who’s that?’ I asked.


‘Ah, that’s, um . . . that’s with Norman Wisdom.’She held the book nervously, half wanting to thrust it in my hands, half wanting me to take it from her. ‘It’s from a competition, a prize thing they did a while ago. An eccentrics competition.’


I tried to remain still. ‘Register nothing!’ I told the muscles in my face, especially the ones on either side of my mouth which I seem to have least control over.


‘Tell me about the competition,’ I said quietly, biting my cheeks and looking away.


‘Well,’ she began. ‘I was invited up to London. They had a dinner for all of us. Ten of us.’


‘And who were—’


‘We were all eccentrics apparently, but I don’t like that word much.’


‘Ah. Why not?’


‘Well, some people when they use it, you know, it’s a bit . . .’ She grimaced. ‘Oooh, that person’s eccentric.’ She frowned, and looked thoughtful again. ‘But I suppose it’s about how you define eccentric. They say an eccentric is someone who does what they want, don’t they? Someone who isn’t worried about what other people think. So in that sense, yes,’ she fixed her gaze on me, her pitch climbing in to a crescendo, ‘I’m an eccentric. Britain’s number-one female eccentric!’


Her arms went up in the air and she did a seated version of her exclamation-mark jig.


Brilliant, I thought to myself, feeling as though I had just won something. But there was more.


‘Tell me about this prize, the best British eccentric prize.’


‘Ah. It all took place in that building in, where was it, in London, somewhere like Hyde Park . . . The Orangery!’ she cried as if we were in an Agatha Christie novel and she’d just worked out whodunit. ‘It was a lot of fun. There was this man Weeks, and he’s very important, you know, because he wrote a book about eccentrics, and the competition was because of this book. He’s a, what’s it called, a neuro— A neuroscientist. Or neuropsychologist. I’m not sure. But all I know is that it’s the only book in the world just about eccentrics and what makes people eccentric. Can you imagine! No other scientist has written a book about it. What else . . . It was sponsored by Corn Flakes, of all things. Then there was a man from the Daily Mail, Ben Le Roy I think he’s called. So they got together the ten most eccentric people in the country and I came seventh. I was the only woman there. Such a lovely day,’ she sighed.
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THE SCIENTIFIC STUDY


Ann was mostly right. About a month after two passenger planes crashed into what was the Twin Towers in NewYork the Best British Eccentric 2001 awards ceremony took place in London. The event was staged in the summery splendour of the Orangery in Holland Park; once a conservatory, now a restaurant. It had been dreamed up by a PR firm hired by Kellogg’s Fruit ’n’ Fibre who hoped the free press generated by an event like this would amount to more than a series of paid-for ads. It did not, and although there were photos of the event in several London papers and it featured in a smattering of ‘and-finallys’ in the local news, this was the first and last Best British Eccentric awards ceremony.


On the day, of course, no one knew, and the mood at the ceremony was bright. After a night at the Dorchester Hotel the nominees were driven to Holland Park where a meal was served, a glass clinked and the results of the competition announced.


The winner was an inventor from Marlow called Lyndon Yorke. In photos from the event he wears a grin so large he seems to hide behind it. His cheeks are flushed the colour of glacé cherries. As well as building a car entirely from wicker, Yorke created the world’s first river-going Edwardian-style tricycle–catamaran. He wore a safari suit and pith helmet to receive his prize – a holiday abroad – and in his speech thanked his neighbours who had, he said, ‘Put up with all the cacophony coming from my garden shed over the past years. None of them knew what I was doing . . . But now they will.’


It felt like the finale to a rom-com. I could imagine him punching the air as he delivered that last line. But now they will! He had shown them. He had triumphed against adversity, won the day, got the girl – well, the award. He had also manoeuvred himself into pole position as possible leader of my eccentric tribe.


As well as Ann Atkin and Lyndon Yorke, the eccentrics that day included a champion toe-wrestler called Alan ‘Nasty’ Nash; Captain Beany from the Planet Beanus (a Welshman who liked to dress up as a baked bean); the world’s black-pudding-throwing champion; an obsessive French knitter; and a man dressed as a pirate claiming to be the world’s champion plank-walker. Each nominee was awarded a ‘Dafta’ statuette by Sir Norman Wisdom, their eighty-six-year old host.


It looked like a fantastic day. The smiles don’t feel staged and you can imagine each of the contestants feeling proud or in some way vindicated by this celebration of them, their character and outlook. Some had never been to London before. Each felt like a celebrity. They also got on extremely well with each other, finding they had much in common.
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