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Introduction


 


 


 


A vast yet seemingly invisible presence hovers over the northern suburbs of London. Screened from the consciousness of the city dweller by the pressures of the day-to-day, by self-concern and an inward-looking and anthropocentric culture, the North Middlesex/South Hertfordshire escarpment – or Scarp as I prefer to call it – broods and waits.


On summer evenings – when the sun sets furthest north – Scarp casts its shadow over the car-cluttered roads and sedate closes that break against its southern rim. Winter brings the sound of water gushing below low points in the suburban streets and shopping parades as the streams that rise on Scarp swell and are channelled beneath Edgware, Pinner or Ruislip and flow towards their confluence with two broader rivers which embrace London’s northern margins, the Lea and Colne.


I, too, flow downhill through time and distance from some as yet undiscovered point of origin on Scarp, and the growing awareness of this builds in me a desire to return. As I sip my Polish-style coffee at day’s end and stare out through my high-rise kitchen window at the distant green and brown mass slumped like a somnolent reptile across the landscape, I realise yet again that my destiny is bound up with Scarp. When the caffeine hits, I leave the bills, the money pressures and the electronic chaff behind me, and burst through the window and over the cars parked far below. I surge across the rooftops of Hendon and Edgware, and leave the A roads, retail centres and white suburbs behind me as I rise above Scarp’s summit. Descending, I pass through soft rippling grass roots and sandy topsoil. I become the stratum of gravels surfacing on a hill track after heavy rain, patches of warmth sliding over stiff clay and minuscule variations in the angle of surface slope by concrete tracks I walked last week, last decade, last century, and always alone.


And it is there, on long walks over the years, that voices come to me as I traipse across fields, cut through woods between riding schools and mean farms. A sense of lives real and imagined rises from the steel streams of cars passing endlessly along motorway cuttings, and gazes from the trains that curve through Scarp’s lower levels at Edgwarebury or Carpender’s Park.


I think also of the lives of birds, mammals, and insects, those sentient beings whose undervalued and endangered domain of coppice and spinney, burnt-out car and fly-tipped mound interpenetrates the human world.


Scarp, taken from west to east, rises just south of Harefield, on the Middlesex–Hertfordshire border, crosses remote Batchworth Heath and then runs via Moor Park and Oxhey Wood to Bushey. From there it heads eastwards through to Stanmore and then – after a dip that accommodates the M1 motorway – rises again to Elstree. And further east, the ridge takes in High Barnet and Hadley, widening considerably north of the former towards Ridge and North Mimms. The eastern edge of Scarp curves north and then north-east, following the river Lea upstream into Hertfordshire, until it diminishes in height in the region of Hertford and Great Amwell. Scarp’s northern slope faces onto the Hertfordshire plain towards St Albans and Hatfield, a land broken by the river valleys of the Lea and Colne. The Chiltern range is clearly visible from many points, particularly in Scarp’s western sector. Southwards, Scarp gazes loweringly upon London and across to the North Downs and Kentish Hills on the far side of the Thames basin.


Several notable spurs protrude north and southwards from various points along the main escarpment: the long spits of high ground forming Totteridge and Mill Hill both originate in the region of Moat Mount, source of the river Brent, in the London Borough of Barnet. Over on the north side of the ridge an elongated plateau juts out from Borehamwood in the direction of Well End, Shenleybury and the lost Hertfordshire manor of Titburst. Here the sources of the Catharine Bourne and an unnamed tributary of the Tykes Water flow east and west respectively. A further northward-pointing plateau takes in South and North Mimms before receding in height towards the river Colne.


Despite being some seventeen miles from east to west and attaining in excess of 400 feet above sea level in places, Scarp is seldom commented upon by either topographers or psychogeographers, and seemingly possesses no cultural currency. Sliced by railways and motorways, topped by old roads running its length, repeatedly scarred in the name of civic utility, yet never acknowledged openly as possessing a coherent identity, Scarp nevertheless persists in the infrastructural unconscious of the northern reaches of the city.


Scarp can be seen from numerous points in the London area. A large section taking in Edgwarebury, Deacons Hill and Great Stanmore is clearly visible from the Hampstead Heath extension; the meadows on the western slope of Harrow-on-the-Hill look out towards Harrow Weald Common and Pinner Hill; elongated promontories jut out from Scarp into the northern suburbs of London, reaching as far south as Southgate and the curious tongue of high ground at Canons Park in Little Stanmore. North London’s sewage system is aligned with the rivers running off Scarp – our arterial roads follow the river valleys created by the confluence of these streams and also provide the framework for the trunk sewers serving north London and south Hertfordshire. There is an irony here, because the major roads that cut through or run alongside Scarp rose out of a need to accommodate the motor cars that replaced London’s horses, animals that were fed by fodder grown on Scarp, at one time known as ‘the Hay Country’. The utilities we most take for granted – macro-engineered indicators of our modernity and efficiency – are thus inextricably bound up with Scarp’s existence.


Scarp has been a presence in the back of my mind from my earliest days. I have a memory, dating from the age of about six, of accompanying my father to a wedding in Burnt Oak, a small suburb of London situated on the A5 Watling Street. After the vows were taken and the confetti thrown, the newlyweds departed by Routemaster while I sat on the wall outside the register office and stared northwards along the dead straight road towards the dark belt of land that rose above the roofs of Edgware a mile or so distant. A modern white multi-storey office block in Station Road and a clutch of high-rises further off were rendered insignificant against the visual backdrop of this band of high land. I remember that now, as I look out my kitchen window and reach for my old Bartholomew’s maps of Middlesex and Hertfordshire, check once again the contour lines, river routes and names of estates on Scarp, and locate myself within the larger context, the broad sweep of the land I inhabit.


Later, playing truant one day in my teens – it must have been around July 1972 – I walked, for reasons that no longer matter, from Finchley, where I lived with my dad and brother, to Mill Hill, a seeming paradise of weatherboard cottages and mock-baronial mansions perched on high ground on London’s margins. The sky unexpectedly darkened and then pelted down all that afternoon, the warm, heavy, blood-scented raindrops speckling and then blackening the pavement in seconds and forcing me to shelter in a ramshackle barn on the edge of the green belt. Curled in the hay to preserve heat, my attention was drawn towards the black hills that loomed threateningly over the bungalow belt and the orange-lit by-pass in the middle distance. The dim afternoon light foreshortened Scarp’s contours, emphasising its towering presence: something unsettling and dangerous lurked in those hills and stared down on my small life. I fell asleep, exhausted by the effort of trying to accommodate this glowering thing, waking later for the long, damp walk home.


Later still, as a young man in my twenties in the early 1980s, my internal map of London – a city of arty cafés, doomed romances and outlandish hairstyles – was ripped apart following an afternoon I spent in Great Stanmore in order to study the wild flowers in which I had begun to take an interest. A Middlesex flora that I’d recently bought listed the heath land adjacent to the mansion of Bentley Priory as a good place to find various ferns, so that day I took the Underground to the end of the new Jubilee Line, and headed off up steep streets towards the grand eighteenth-century house. Bentley Priory is Middlesex’s highest point and – though I didn’t think of it as such at the time – part of Scarp. As I worked my way along the security fences surrounding the house and onto the ridge behind, a new and destabilising view of the city I thought I knew so well opened up below me. The land dropped steeply southwards and I found myself staring across a deep void, my eyes rolling over the Thames basin towards the skyscrapers at Croydon, fifteen miles distant. The distinctively 1930s and sharp-edged St Helier’s Hospital in Carshalton was diminished by distance to a white smudge against the blue of the North Downs and further off – just visible through the Dorking Gap – were other hills, their vague grey forms distant and unsettling reminders that the life I was trying to shape for myself was rooted in a larger matrix. My immediate concerns – a romantic rejection delivered by post that morning, and my worries about an expanding bald patch – were suddenly as nothing, and were transcended as my senses were drawn beyond the distant downs into clouds, sunlight and a sense of cold grey oceans. It was my first direct encounter with Scarp as an agent of consciousness expansion, my first intimate exposure to its perception-altering power.


This experience triggered in me a desire to consciously explore my region, initially as a lifestyle choice, and eventually as the basis of an ill-defined philosophical inquiry. Over the next few years I occasionally visited Scarp, though I as yet had no sense of it as an entity. My early walks were based on London Transport walking guides and were invariably orientated towards the classic landscapes of the Chilterns, but these slowly gave way to walks closer to my home in Childs Hill, north London. Discovering Country Walks in North London, a much-overlooked book written by Merry Lundow in the mid-1970s, introduced me to the Edgwarebury uplands. Here, where old Edgwarebury Lane climbs from the Watford by-pass to a belt of countryside intersected by the M1 motorway and the railway to Northamptonshire, I was greeted with views across to Harrow-on-the Hill, Horsendon Hill, and the Hampstead petit massif.


On the valley floor below I could see the houses, roads and factories of Edgware, Colindale and West Hendon. These suburbs – rendered tiny from my newly discovered viewpoint – were the stage set for my human-scale encounters, little dramas designed to fit within the lounge, the coffee shop and the bedroom. The experience widened my consciousness; now something larger and older, less crammed with my petty concerns looked out through my eyes and wondered at the time I routinely wasted.


Walks undertaken over the next few months in the area of Potters Bar and South Mimms lifted me into new landscapes, complex reminders of how circumscribed my usual experience was. As I headed north along the Great North Road from High Barnet, I sensed I was straying further from my habitual world. To the east the view was of a deep river gully that climbed to high land on its opposite side, to what I now know as Foxhole Hill, Plumridge, and the spur that forms the basis for the Ridgeway, the road connecting Enfield to the M25. As the fields gave way to the first houses of Potters Bar I was pulled free of the gravity that had previously bound me to my everyday life. Further off still, the land rose to the Barvins, Northaw and the high ground around Newgate Street but of these, I as yet knew nothing.


As I began to learn the basic outline of these topographic details and hold them in my mind, my internal balance would oscillate between the ego’s surrender in the face of a larger entity – the land that contained me – and a desire to gain ownership and mastery of that same entity through cultural production. The idea grew that there was a new form of prose or poetry waiting to be invented, a form of writing sufficient for the purpose of capturing the essence of the broader framework to which I had surrendered, a form that would allow me to re-create the voices and experiences of those Scarp dwellers who came before me as a counterpoint to my own.


Voices other than the merely historic surfaced on my walks: the groaning of South London villains entombed in motorway bridges; women long dead glimpsed with the inner eye when I stared through windows into warm-lit rooms passed on freezing afternoons; garish tales told by beings that confounded accepted notions of time; the outrage of mossy elementals lingering in relic woodlands. Finally there was another presence that shadowed me wherever I went. This one spoke with my own voice, whispering endlessly of a journey I’d made into another unacknowledged aspect of the region several years earlier, and seeking to make sense of that voyage of the damned in the light of what I – or rather, we – now knew.


The epiphany that led to the writing of this book finally occurred in August 2009, after twenty years of walking. That Saturday I left Oakwood Underground Station and headed off through suburban streets towards the green-belt country of Enfield Chase. I wanted to experience step by step the detailed transition from the margins of north London to something approaching actual countryside. As I reached the point where houses finally ended and dropped down into the lush valley of the Salmon Brook I found myself looking over to the west in order to gain a glimpse of the stream’s source at a small triangle of emergent woodland named Spoilbank Wood. In my mind I linked the wood with points further west such as Dancer’s Hill and Welham Green, places walked through repeatedly over the past few years in wildly varying weather conditions. And reaching out from these places in turn, my thoughts extended to further cardinal points in the broader landscape until a large section of its component features was laid out in my mind like a map. I knew, for instance, that the Salmon Brook takes further water from two streams, the Leeging Beech Gutter and the Merryhills Brook, both of which surface on the eastern edge of a belt of high ground that juts out southwards from the farm country at Ferny Hill, midway between High Barnet and Enfield Town. However, the details didn’t matter so much as the overall vision, the sense of otherwise disparate elements being bound together in one larger presence.


As I approached the stream at the bottom of the valley I could feel the breadth of knowledge I’d gained over the years of walking burst through the strictures placed on me by the daily requirements of living. It was as if the landscape itself was flooding into the front of my mind. I was in a state of ecstatic union with the Middlesex–Hertfordshire borderlands.


Later, I climbed onto a bald height at Holy Hill Farm and looked eastwards to the distant blackness of Epping Forest in Essex. I crossed a footbridge over the M25 motorway and sat down on a mossy tree stump to smoke a roll-up, the sound of the traffic hissing in my ears. And it was then that I apprehended that the long ridge of land beneath my feet had never been properly written about. As I smoked, I thought about my slow exposure to Scarp and all the years it had taken me to understand that the apparently unconnected places I had walked through, like Harefield, Stanmore and Barvin Hill, in fact shared a deep connecting substratum, the underlying belt of high ground on which they were situated.


This book is neither a detailed geographical and historical survey, nor a wholesome itinerary of ‘fine’ places within easy reach of the metropolis written for the benefit of the casual walker: there are plenty of such books already in print. It is, rather, an inquiry undertaken in order to systematically ‘feel out’ the presence of my subject matter as it brushes against the consciousness. After an initial encounter at the centre of Scarp, we’ll begin in Harefield in the west, and gradually move eastwards. Throughout, I will reconstruct the ghostly voices I hear while walking on Scarp in an attempt to relate my own story to theirs, to locate my own voice and sensations in the ones that came before me – whether those of a murderer, an animal, a deceived young woman, a master botanist, or any of the other myriad layers of experience that distil over the centuries to create regional memory. The deeper implication is that the world that confronts us through our immediate surroundings is alive and intrinsically valuable in ways not amenable to instrumental reason or economic reductionism.


A note on parameters


I undertook something like thirty walks during the summer of 2011 in preparation for this book. The walks varied between three and twelve miles and served to sharpen my focus on the subject covered here. I wanted to understand the overall structure of Scarp, the transition between its component parts, where and how it begins. As I trudged across fields, through hostile-seeming suburbs and beneath A roads I came to understand that in some respects Scarp was a fiction.


In particular, I had to make some arbitrary decisions as to what aspects of the general belt of high ground to the north of London could be considered to be integral parts of Scarp. I had no fixed notions of what height above sea level would be considered sufficient to allow an area to be included in the project. This was partly because the numerous maps of the borderlands between Herts and Middlesex I have in my possession follow widely differing conventions with regard to how they colour code gradations of height. For instance, one old map, dating from the 1920s and titled Bartholomew’s North London Roads and Countryside depicted all land above 200 feet in a uniform light brown. This provided a picture of Scarp’s dramatic sweep across (what would in a few years be) the northern suburbs. However, if I were simply to take the map colouring as my guide I would be forced to stray far south from my chosen field and include not only Finchley, mounted high on its platform of boulder clays, but also the gravels and sands of the Hampstead and Harrow massifs. This I did not want to do as it drew the focus of this book away from my central argument: that a significant land feature lies unacknowledged at London’s doorstep. I decided therefore to ignore these places.


However, the relatively low land between Pinner Hill and Harrow Weald is included in this work, despite its being somewhat lower in height than either Finchley or Hampstead. To my mind, this dip in the hills taking in Hatch End and the South Oxhey colony is a component part of Scarp, whereas the wealthy and languid suburbs mentioned in the previous paragraph most definitely are not.


I will make frequent reference in this work to the County of Middlesex. This ‘Cinderella of counties’ has been badly treated by history: the Local Government Act of 1888 resulted in the transfer of fifty-one square miles of eastern Middlesex to the newly formed County of London. The following year Monken Hadley and East Barnet (formerly in the Middlesex Hundred of Edmonton) were absorbed into Hertfordshire. Finally, in April 1965 the administration of Middlesex was handed over to a group of London boroughs, the County Council was dissolved and Middlesex disappeared to all intents and purposes – today only a cricket team, a county court, a university and a few postal addresses remain to remind us of what has been.


Nevertheless, to my mind, the county’s time-honoured presence in the region, despite its eventual dissolution, carries with it a greater weight than the existence of London’s inward-looking and increasingly profit-minded northern boroughs. Perhaps also I’m seeking to foreground a sense of historic continuity, a fixity and frame of reference akin to the botanist Hewett Cottrell Watson’s notion of the biological vice-counties, a series of geographical divisions used for the purposes of biological recording and other scientific data-gathering, as outlined in his Cybele Britannica of 1852.










We lock together and become woodlands and river valleys. We flow, an iron-rusted streamlet, into broad alluvial marshlands. We are plant successions and the spoor of animals, sour green berries and clicking insects in late summer grass. Time hangs over the murmuring land as we move on to endings at oceans, at salt spray and feather-clad wildness.


And afterwards there is the greasy kitchen and the view from the window across car parks, over shopping complexes and streets packed with the minds of strangers. There is the distant high ground running across the window’s frame; a belt of land lit yellow-green or umber or dark blue: Scarp.
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Suicide Corner
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Auburn-haired and elfin-faced, Miss Borehamwood 1954 was picked up at eight o’clock at her house in Elstree by her fiancé William McGrath. After a quick spin in McGrath’s white MG Midget to St Albans where they had dinner, the couple set off south, car roof down on the hot June evening, heading for Edgware and the cinema. As they passed over Elstree Hill, Sheila Margaret Lomath and William McGrath discussed plans for their wedding day. Everything was arranged, the service at St Nicholas’s church, Elstree, to be followed by a reception at the Orchard Restaurant in Mill Hill. The honeymoon would be spent touring France, the new Mr and Mrs McGrath (plus MG Midget) taking the Silver City cross-channel air ferry from Lydd in Kent to Dunkirk. As they shouted to one another over the engine noise, the evening air hitting their faces, they crossed Brockley Hill, swung onto the sleek and modern A41 Edgware Way and plummeted down off the ridge at 70 mph. Sheila smiled as she gazed at the curve of street lamps marking the course of the arterial road up ahead; in her beautiful mind the chain of orange globes became a necklace bearing the years to come, each jewel-like soda-light a rich season, distinct yet integral to the shaping pattern of her life. William merely pondered his luck: to wed an ex-beauty queen – who’d have thought it? It was good to be alive in 1958.


Forty-five minutes later Miss Borehamwood 1954 is no more. While the firemen cut her decapitated body free from the smoking wreckage down by the roundabout at Newlands Corner, the traffic backs up on the two-lane by-pass all the way to Five Ways Corner in Hendon, all the way to The Spider’s Web Motel near Watford. Faces stare from the windows of the new tower blocks in the Spur Road estate as an ambulance speeds off, carrying a critically injured McGrath to Edgware General Hospital. A Hendon Times reporter licks his pencil before asking a copper for inside information while Public Carriage officers from Scotland Yard standing in their Macintoshes by the other vehicle involved in the crash – a six-ton British Road Services truck carrying fruit down from Leyland in Lancashire – photograph the silvery skid-marks of the MG Midget’s final moments. The reporter shakes his head woefully: this is just the latest fatality in a year that has seen Edgware’s so-called ‘mile of death’ truly earning its title.


1958 opened with a bang on 6 January when a car driven by Mr Sidney Thomas Davies, sixty-nine, collided with a bus at the junction of the A41 and Station Road, Hendon. Mr Davies was thrown through the car windscreen and suffered fatal injuries, including multiple fractures to his skull. He had been driving his family back to their home in Watford from a day out in London’s West End when the accident occurred. His son, recording engineer Peter Thomas Davies, later described the sound of the impact as ‘the loudest noise I ever heard’. A fatality left unrecorded at the subsequent coroner’s inquiry was Mrs Davies’ poodle, Bon-Bon, left to lie bleeding to death in the glass-strewn gutter outside the local branch of the National Provincial Bank.


Less than a week later, Mr Wilfred Fienburgh, thirty-seven, Labour MP for Islington North, died instantly after his car mounted the pavement and hit a concrete street lamp near Apex Corner, the junction of the Watford by-pass and Barnet Way. Mr Fienburgh was returning to his flat in Hemel Hempstead following a day spent surveying housing conditions in Bethnal Green. Friends later described how he had seemed pale and tired on the day of his death. This was due to a sleepless night brought on by the disruptive effect of a hacking cough.


In May three passengers alighting from a 113 bus – Mark Cohen, fifty-six; Mrs Dorothy Fawcett, sixty-seven; and her daughter, Yvonne Williams, forty – were killed after an estate car ploughed into them at the bus-stop by the junction of the A41 and Tithe Walk, Mill Hill. The driver – a twenty-one-year-old man from Elstree – lost control of his vehicle as the result of a sudden puncture caused by a one-and-a-half inch woodscrew later found embedded in the car’s rear off-side tyre.


As Sheila Lomath’s body is wheeled towards a waiting ambulance, a brown rat emerges from the roadside herbage and rummages in a shopping bag dumped by a chipped concrete bollard before dragging a greyed sliver of ox-tail onto the York paving. Unperturbed by the arc lamps and the purring fire engines, it hunches over its find. Overhead, on a premoulded concrete street lamp, a crow perches and mocks the event taking place beneath. After the rat has disappeared into the nettles the bird drops heavily and takes his turn. Pulling cold spaghetti from one of the bags, he grips the slimy stringy stuff with his right claw, pinning it to the paving as he leans forward and down to take his fill. Further along the pavement flaccid mauve mallows lie strewn across the hot granite of the road’s edge. Nearby, behind a mound of gravel topped by scentless mayweed and white horseradish, pretty yellow Johnny-Go-to-Bed-at-Noon stands wrapped in his green gown, well and truly asleep. As a crane flips the burnt-out MG Midget the right way up, the flowers are swayed by a stirring of cool air permeated with the scent of hay, fresh-blown over Scarp from the distant Chiltern Hills. The world has not ended with the tragedy at Newlands Corner.


Meanwhile, a mile uphill at Brockley Grange Farm, where the A41 straddles Scarp at Suicide Corner before descending into Hertfordshire, a dream of motorways takes shape in the mind of a civil engineer working for the transport ministry who, though eyeing the scraggy wood just to the north of the farmhouse, sees only camber, curve and how best to extend the planned M1 extension over this high ground from its present terminus. Momentarily distracted from his plans by the chirring of some unnameable night bird, he looks eastwards across the brightly lit Edgware Way, towards the high ground at Edgwarebury. Perhaps moved by some spontaneous memory of childhood holidays spent in the New Forest, his imagination lingers in the woods and fields like a slowly drifting plant community and then dissolves into ditches lined with black waterlogged leaves – a residue of previous summers – and the ghosts of dead insects. The same breeze from the Chilterns that shook the wild flowers further down the hill ruffles the grass at the civil engineer’s feet and, feeling suddenly cold, he decides to leave. Turning, he mounts his motor scooter and heads off home for creamed tomato soup and beans on toast. His rear light soon merges into the molten red stream marking the northbound evening traffic, now eased with Sheila Lomath’s removal.


Half a century on and the wood at Brockley Grange Farm is home to neither badger nor brook. A swirling frenzy of feed roads – drivers farting in their Range Rovers, Smart cars steered by nose-picking charity fundraisers, air fresheners swinging endlessly in windscreens – drowns out a rumour of Boudicca, Queen of the Iceni, supposedly buried on Stanmore Common just to the west, behind the Royal National Orthopaedic Hospital where Sheila Lomath’s body rested after her own last journey via Verulam.


The orthopaedic hospital is located on a broad plateau topping Brockley Hill. According to the black circular plaque mounted on the wall of the barge-boarded lodge house by its entrance, the hospital was established in 1921 to provide ‘a cure for crippled children’. Now the grounds are packed with streamlined new medical and administrative units slowly displacing the mansard-roofed brick nursing school, the wartime utility blocks. All burnished metal façade with pastel-coloured inlaid panels, these smoke-free, humming health factories are monitored closely for acceptable levels of appropriate behaviour and cross-cultural inclusiveness.


As the new arrives and is accommodated, the old is neglected, abandoned and then quietly killed off. There is a derelict 1920s fever ward standing near the western edge of the hospital grounds between the 1970s nurses’ flats and the obelisk celebrating the battle supposedly fought here between the Romans and the Catuvellauni in 54 bc. It is a long, low brick structure, with sun-bleached awnings hanging in rags from a steel frame mounted above its breeze-blocked entrance, and an off-white mock bell tower perched on its pantiled roof.


With its boarded-up windows and padlocked doors, the old fever ward seems to have given up and turned its face from the world, as if wounded by some heart-shattering betrayal. There is a way inside though, via a twisted and wrenched delivery hatch located at the building’s rear. It is a portal through to a chamber of imagined memory buried deep in the wet winter landscape. Discarded hospital trolleys, oxygen cylinders, prosthetic limbs and NHS-issue beds and mattresses lie stacked or scattered throughout the building’s dark interior. Broad corridors recede to mind-traces of a matron clutching thank-you letters 1967, to oranges and bunches of grapes in brown paper bags 1977, and to the long slow haul of faceless patients towards health or otherwise. The sense of something precious – a soft vulnerable humanity interwoven with businesslike yet compassionate expertise – hovers in the silences, sweeping across the dusty cobwebbed surfaces of the medical implements and through the dormitories with their drained radiators and scratched linoleum floors. There is a brushing of dead spikes of buddleia against steel-framed windows. Pigeons scratch and momentarily flutter as they shift on their perches in the roof. These are the whispers of deep-time.


Just to the north of the paediatrics block – down some concrete steps into a shallow valley, and past the ruins of the home-farm – a small tear-shaped pool of clear water marks the issuing of a stream from beneath the Bagshot sands capping Brockley Hill. The water fills a natural basin worn into the surface of the London clay before brimming over and trickling downhill to pass into Hertfordshire. It is one of the sources of the Tykes Water, the main feeder of the Aldenham Reservoir a mile to the north. Its current carries off the dead MP, the ex-beauty queen, the brown rat, the haggard fever patients sweating in their striped pyjamas. The black leaves flow like a plague of mice across the windy earth. The Internet will bear no trace of them. But Scarp sees it all.


 


I was born in 1958 into a world that, despite its best efforts, still had the war hanging over its shoulder. The conventional Edwardian suburb in which my family lived tried hard to forget the recent fighting, the hunger and the sacrifices made, but these lingered on in the haggard faces of my teachers and in the brick bomb shelters behind Simms’ Motor Units, where my father worked. The fear of war could still be heard in the occasional public testing of air-raid sirens, a panic-edged warbling that invoked a collective memory of Heinkels or Dorniers throbbing over the suburbs and cold needles of light piercing the night sky. The shock waves seemed to recede sometime in the mid-1960s, to be replaced by TVs, flared purple trouser suits and more and more parked cars. Now we lived – or so I was assured by my parents and Blue Peter – in an age of decency and safety. However, I never quite believed this and sensed that the dignified rows of houses in my road, with their colourful and welcoming front doors and gaily patterned window sashes, were conspiring to create an illusion of permanence. Their apparent fixity seemed to me to be a lie, the momentary dream of a nameless and ultimately vindictive earth god.


From an early age I used walking as an instrument of research, the aim being to step straight through the cracks in the apparent world, the shared beliefs of my little electrically lit Middlesex colony. My plastic Daleks and Airfix confederate infantry; my sombre parents, trying hard; the kind school with its gaily coloured wall paintings, its milk and biscuits freely given: all these I left behind when I first explored the alley two houses down. This led, via dustbins and strewn cinders, to where our happy houses mutated into unadorned cliff-faces of brown brick permanently deprived of sunlight. Set in honeycombed concrete at the alley’s lowest point there was a metal plate. When I bent down and placed my ear to it I heard indecipherable groans and shrieks rising from some sinister place located deep beneath our front gardens, our ornate wrought-iron gates and tarpaulined Morris Minors. The alley ended at a zone fenced with green railings containing a large electricity substation. Giant orange fish swirled silently in a broad cooling lagoon visible behind the blockhouses and Lombardy poplars; the substation, with its humming seriousness, its insulation porcelains and high-tension cables, seemed to be a place of unheeded urgency and danger.


The manhole covers, stern-faced backs of houses and lank weeds spoke a different language from the one used by the adults who surrounded me in my daily life: they challenged the self-assuming certainty of the events played out in the sitting room at home or on the screen of the TV set that had recently arrived. They were doorways through to something larger, older and darker that lurked behind the narratives of our home lives – something that in my imagination took the form of a gnarled and ancient man made of moss, mud and wood who visited us at night, staring fiercely through the windows as we watched Criss-Cross Quiz.


But it was an in-out on-off sort of consciousness, this passing below the everyday scheme of things. A new series of Doctor Who; the packs of American Civil War cards I bought from the local sweet shop; days out to Hampstead Heath with the family that lived opposite – these served to slot me back into my place in the shared community.


In the early 1970s I was introduced to a different sort of darkness, another unmapped region. The cataclysm of my parents’ failed marriage, which culminated in my mother’s bruised and defeated departure from home, seemed to my mind to correspond somehow with the bearded and slovenly people appearing on the TV or seen on the street. Gone was the cartoon innocence, the smooth-chinned 1960s hero – invariably an American – and the optimism manifest in jelly beans and Supercar. Now Simon Dee was losing it – all loon pants and jeering lips – and the clean-cut beat groups of yesteryear became serious bands, angrily sporting patch-jeans and lanky hair. Now the boys from Alder School rolled us in nettles; now Mrs Frobisher flashed her knickers as she bent over the school desk in front with her mini-dress riding high. There were nauseatingly long runs along the footpath by the North Circular Road courtesy of a sports teacher who terrified me with his slipper; there was a freezing-cold home and my dad spitting and pissing into a yellow plastic bucket as he died a day at a time from Guards filter tips while breathlessly intoning ‘the bitch, the bitch’. There were also the tough boys with cropped hair and tie-dyed T-shirts who hung around the chip shop on Long Lane, their boots – ox-bloodied for action – twisting out smouldering fag butts.


Later, more mobile and intent on escaping the gladiator ring of my secondary school’s fully equipped gym, I bunked off, forsaking my free school dinners for a little peace and safety. This was a perilous decision, one made in desperation. The danger came not from strange men I might meet and had been warned about but from the police or from the ‘greenies’ – the London Borough of Barnet vans that seemed to be everywhere in those days – or from running into either a teacher or, worst of all, my dad.


The winter of 1970–71 saw me hiding out during school hours in a patch of wasteland situated between the back gardens of the houses on Glebe Road and the North Circular Road. It was a low-lying acre or so full of interesting junk – rusting cogs and sprockets, scorched pages from 1950s boys’ annuals, a patched and leaking space-hopper – that rose through twisted ivy and sycamore at its border to meet the edge of the arterial road. All day the traffic droned past as I hunkered down into a little shack I’d made from planks, mildewed tarpaulin and a small septic tank. Here I would wait out the long freezing hours until fading light and schoolkids passing along the alley close by told me I could safely return home.


The wasteland was a good place to experiment with fire. I rifled the garden sheds of the houses on Glebe Road for methylated spirits and other flammables. Stacks of timber, the dried-out stems of summer’s weeds, old newspapers – homes for earwigs and harvestmen – all were utilised. The resulting blaze kept me warm during the cold days.


The best thing about this tiny province of mine was ‘the sewer’, a five-foot-high concrete-covered pipe that ran the length of the wasteland in parallel with the North Circular. The sewer spoke of hidden dimensions, of the smug suburb’s need to accommodate mysterious processes, ones that could be directed to some degree but could never be wished away. Halfway along the pipe was a brick inspection chamber topped by a manhole plate inscribed FUDC (Finchley Urban District Council). Here I would sit and survey my lands while bands of black smoke rose from burning tins of paint and wound through the dense brambles. It was my throne and watchtower combined, this squat and sinister block, a central clearing house for the processing of information – mutterings and murmurings – that seemed to be channelled through the pipe.


When the cold got to be too much I would walk. Perhaps eastwards into the Rough Lots, a swampy area frequented by odd men, that was once part of Finchley Common. It was here in 1970, during a dustmen’s strike, that I set fire to piles of household waste in the borough’s dust destructor. Alarmed by the intensity of the resulting inferno I fled through the woods, past stinking ponds and men languidly smoking by the gents’ lavatory. I was convinced that all police units would be on to me immediately and expected to hit the Great North Road only to see a blue Rover pull up and some copper scratching his arse as he climbed out to arrest me. Then it would be leather car seats and stony-faced policemen while East Finchley sped past. Then it would be sweet tea and a chain-smoking civilian typist tapping away on her typewriter as I systematically incriminated myself.
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