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      Foreword

      A weather-beaten man with a pale eye, a halting hip and the bony grip of a chap who has been holding on to the frayed tether
         end of dear life in boys’ own circumstances, shook my soft hand at the Royal Geographical Society in Kensington Gore, and
         said, ‘It’s the young ones I feel sorry for, the ones just setting off. It’s all over. There’s nowhere left to discover. Nothing
         worth exploring. The globe has been wrested from the hands of adventurers and explorers and passed to geographers and stocktakers.
         It’s all computer models and statistics, squalor and rainfall, plastic bags and refugees. The world has passed its found-by
         date.’ I smiled enigmatically, sphinx-like I hoped. I couldn’t have disagreed more. But this has become an arguable truism,
         the most profoundly depressing orthodoxy of our age: our world is only fit for salvage, and travelling in it is a selfish
         indulgence. And the only stories worth telling, or that should be told, are those that conform to the essential grim truth:
         that we are curators of a midden.
      

      Like so much familiar wisdom, so many pikestaff-plain plausible certainties, it’s not just untrue, it’s the about-face opposite
         of the confronted truth. The moment I step out of the familiar and the unconsidered, I’m overwhelmed by excitement, beauty
         and the astonishing variety of it all, and the near-universal bright optimism of the world. It is a more wonderful and gratifying
         place than it has ever been. Not least because for the first time we can get to all of it. I’ve just turned down a trip to
         the Antarctic. In my grandfather’s day only a handful of people had ever set foot in the Antarctic. In his father’s day, no
         one ever had. Now, you can book passage on a cruise ship for a tour. And that’s supposed to be a disastrous thing? As are
         journeys to the Kalahari, up the Orinoco, weekend breaks to Florence and Reykjavik, even walking on the downs. This practised pessimism, this green, whole-earth snobbery that arrives as ‘I am a traveller, you are a tourist, they
         are trippers’, implies that the world is traversed by the wrong sort of people having the wrong sort of good time. But my
         experience, everything I’ve learnt being a journalistic tripper tells me that travel is a good thing. A brilliant, inspiring,
         heart-filling, head-expanding, great thing. That almost everyone is better off for it, both the visitor and the visited. More
         of the fear and unhappiness in the world is caused by insularity and closed doors than by openness and crowds. The greatest
         inventions of the age are the jet engine and the airport, those magical portals of escape and romance. Tourism is a greater
         force for peace, harmony, economies, education and stability than the United Nations, all its agencies and every NGO bundled
         together in Bermuda shorts. As for the age of discovery and exploration being over, doesn’t that really depend on where you
         start and who’s being discovered?
      

      There is a perverse snobbery about first-person travel writing: ‘I’m here, and you, well, you’re not here.’ The implication
         is that here is particularly marvellous because you’re there, and we’d be awfully pleased if the rest of you would keep it that way. That sort of journalism excludes, leaves you feeling
         mildly envious and annoyed, and aware that in reading it you’re paying for someone else to trip barefoot along the shore at
         sunset. I’m always conscious that the first thing I have to do is to bring whoever picks up this page with me.
      

      This collection is not all far and wide. Half of it is prosaically close, and bits of it, like Old Age and The Guinea Pig
         Club, are journeys and destinations of a more profound and metaphorical kind. No two people’s worlds look the same. Many hate
         travelling, dread ‘abroad’, only want a hotel and a pool or some snow and a mountain, the smell of lavender, a hammock, cheap
         wine and hot nipples. But ever since I started peripatetic writing two decades ago, I’ve had this insatiable craving, this
         ravenous curiosity for ‘out there’, for it all. Hot, cold, sodden, arid, luxurious or stony, I’m constantly aware that the
         sand is running through the glass and the road still stretches ahead. So many places, so many people, the pages are falling off the calendar like late autumn leaves. And somewhere, just over the horizon, my days will stop and
         my final regret, with shrunken shank, sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything, won’t be not enough sex or caviar,
         it won’t be not enough cashmere or laughter – it will be that I didn’t get to see the Northern Lights or Timbuktu, that I
         haven’t been to the Atacama Desert or met the Nagas of Nagaland, I never saw the monkey puzzle forests of Chile. It will be
         places that I regret, and it will be places that I remember. We pass this way but once. As I get older and the horizon draws
         in, the list of what is possible or likely grows shorter and closer. Realistically, I’m not going to climb the Matterhorn
         or run a desert marathon. The vastness of the deep will be forever second-hand. But I’m growing more inquisitive about things
         closer to home. Travel is never about distance. Over the road from the Royal Geographic Society is Hyde Park and Kensington
         Gardens, the destination for one of my favourite stories from this collection.
      

      On most of my trips, I work with a photographer. The photographer I work with most is Tom Craig. I don’t know how many stories
         we’ve done together, but they stretch from Spitsbergen to Tasmania, from Chad to Haiti. These days it’s rare for a journalist
         and a photographer to have such a close and continuous jobbing relationship, but to find that words and pictures are working
         to complement each other, not as illustrations or captions, but in tandem, synchronised but separate, is the abiding, quiet
         joy and pride of my job. I call it hacking; he calls it painting with light. But working with Tom is, and I hope continues
         to be, a particularly satisfying dovetailing of crafts.
      

      As I write this, the journey that has moved and preoccupied me most over the last year is one I didn’t take. I wasn’t there.
         I was the passive reader. My daughter Flora was on her gap year. She asked my advice about where she should go with her three
         friends. I told her about the monkey puzzle forests and the Northern Lights, I suggested the footsteps of Herodotus and Stanley.
         I produced books and maps. She ignored it all, and like every other released-into-the-public public school child, took a trip
         to Thailand and Laos and Cambodia, Vietnam, Malaysia and Singapore, to get drunk on a thousand steamy beaches, float in sullen
         seas, eat burgers in palm-roofed bars. I sighed and gave her the benefit of my disappointed, selective travel snobbery. And
         five months later she returned. I met a child who had been indelibly changed by a new-minted globe; by a journey that for
         her was all bright discovery, all exploration. She had swum in incandescent seas under tropical moons, seen temples and ruins,
         trekked through rough jungles, slept with bedbugs and cockroaches, and in bus stations, travelled in tuk-tuks and flip-flops.
         She was filled with it. Travel may broaden your mind, but you really want it to widen your soul and infect you with the longing.
         Sometimes, she says, she lies awake and knows that it’s all still out there, all the places she went to, and beyond them,
         all the other places she has yet to see, that they’re all going on just over the horizon, a few hours away. And she said:
         ‘I want to go back, I really want to go back, and then go on and on and on.’
      

   
      
      
NEAR


   
      
      Morris Dancing

      
      You think you know all about Essex: pram-gobby, ponytail face-lifts, Juicy Couture buttcrack, Friday night alco-doner vomit,
         wheelie-bin doggy shags, Burberry and Chardonnay, effing and bling. We all know about Essex, but that’s only the half of it.
         There’s the fat-thighed slags’ bottom halves, the metro overspill, the East End outreach. And then, in the north, just past
         Stansted, yards from the slip roads and interlocking roundabouts, there is another country.
      

      
      The transformation is as sudden as it is beautiful. The utilitarian Esperanto landscape becomes the soft lilt of ancient fields,
         thickly edged with poppies and elderflower. The roads bend and drop, following an older topography, the memory of more circuitous
         journeys.
      

      
      Twenty minutes from the airport is Thaxted. It crawls up a hill. Georgian and Victorian rural cottages and shops lean on each
         other for support. The streets are free of the cloned monopolies of building societies and mini-supermarkets. There is an
         overindulgence of pubs, and a church that is too grand for this market town, and beside it a windmill. It was paid for by
         the great post-feudal wool boom.
      

      
      This neat and congenial town, with its greens, a clock mender and merchants’ houses, is surrounded by a vale of gently decrepit
         farmland. It is everything the vile Cotswolds aspire to plagiarise. But it’s a little more than it seems. This big church
         is a cradle of unconventional radicalism. It had a famous vicar, Conrad Noel, who preached Christian socialism, and another,
         Peter Elers, one of the first openly gay vicars in the Church of England, who blessed a lesbian ‘marriage’ in 1976 on the
         understanding that, if the Church blessed battleships and budgerigars, it ought to find it in its heart to bless men and women in love. Gustav Holst lived here, and, a couple of doors away, so did Dick Turpin.
      

      
      Early on a blissful blue and bright morning, Thaxted is quiet and elegantly somnambulant. Stepping out of the long shadows,
         I catch sight of two men in white – unusually early cricketers perhaps – and then another man, in a coat of rags, talking
         to a pantomime dragon. In the distance I can hear the rhythmic timpani of sleigh bells. There are more men lifting their beer-blown
         faces to the sun. Men in straw hats with ribbons, men with bright waistcoats.
      

      
      Thaxted’s insurgent heretical secret isn’t canonical bolshevism or buggery, it’s folklore. The glorious weekend is the annual
         coming together of Britain’s morris men. Not just a run-of-the-mill summer ritual line-up of hanky wavers and broomstick bashers,
         but the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Thaxted Morris Ring – the quango of morris dancing and mumming. This little market
         town is the heart of the mysterious cult of the morris. This will be the largest get-together of morris men in living memory.
      

      
      The day starts with various teams going out to Essex villages and doing their jiggy business as a pub crawl before converging
         on Thaxted high street. We start off in Finchingfield, a village of idiotic prettiness. There’s a green, a pond with ducks,
         a church, cottages, burgeoning flowers, simple yokels leaning on sticks, tow-haired children in smocks delivering wholemeal
         bread, and an antiques shop with a prominent welcoming message pointing out that this isn’t a museum, everything is for sale
         and if you don’t want to buy stuff then sod off. And there’s a pub, a real pub-on-the-green called the Fox.
      

      
      Inside, the moment it opens, there is a gimpy collection of morris men in stripy waistcoats and straw hats with plastic flowers,
         sinking the first pint like fire engines taking on supplies. They tip out on to the lawn and, after a lot of toing and froing
         and bad-breath backchat, a team of blokes arrange themselves in a ragged line with a fiddle, an accordion and a penny whistle,
         and strike up the familiar sound of summer weekends in rural Middle England. Their bright and gaudy costumes make the picture
         complete as they go after each other like fat, rheumatic game hens, chaffing and puffing and heavily skipping through routines that would
         bore an infant school. Morris dancers are one of the most riotously risible and despised groups in Britain. Yet they caper
         on regardless. To be a morris man is to live a regardless life. These are men apart, oblivious of or immune to the mockery
         and the curled lips. They keep alive an uncared for and unwanted tradition – simply for the pleasure of a thing itself, and
         their own company, and bladder-deforming quantities of beer. Sir Thomas Beecham’s advice to try anything once except incest
         and folk dancing has wrapped the morris in a received wisdom of disdain. For most people it is bizarre and tasteless Terpsichorean
         graffiti, like animated garden gnomes.
      

      
      A pair get up and do a jig with each other. Nobody watches. I notice that one of them is wearing Velcro comfy-fit shoes of
         the sort advertised in the back of the Sunday Telegraph. Behind the dancers there is that eternal punctuation mark of English villages, the comforting war memorial that chimes the
         knell of passing days, the names resonant of another England; Ernest and Tom Purkiss, Portor Choat, Tom Juniper, Percy Wiffen,
         T. O. Ruggles-Brice. They seem to belong to the accordion and the tinny roundelay, the clack of wands and the beery ‘ya’ of
         bucolic voices. The pub is advertising a Neil Diamond tribute evening.
      

      
      In the nearby village of Cornish Hall End, the morris men mill about, unclipping their personal tankards from their elasticated
         belts to sink pints through Lovelace-gaping gullets before forming up in a ragged square and skipping their simple circular
         pattern. In the beer garden, families lounge, children run in mobs, nobody takes much notice. The Horse and Groom is having
         a Blues Brothers tribute evening.
      

      
      The Morris Ring rules the dance. It has been based in Thaxted for all its seventy-five years. This year is its three-quarter
         century, and promises particularly splendid meetings of the nation’s dance troupes. They are all based in villages, and vary
         in their particulars, but, like football teams, they obey the niceties. Each has a leader, a treasurer and a coach. They dance
         traditional dances identified by their places of origin. They also have fools who caper with bladders – theirs and pigs’. There are men on hobbyhorses,
         men who dress up as women, often representing Maid Marian or Queen Victoria, and sometimes they ‘go molly’ – that is, in blackface.
      

      
      There are also men who are animals – deer, dragons and horses – and it’s always men. There are no women in the Ring. Nobody
         knows the origins of morris dancing – the name probably comes from ‘Moorish’. It may have been born in North Africa or Spain;
         it may have come back with the crusades. There was certainly Elizabethan morris dancing. Shakespeare’s comic actor Will Kempe
         famously took nine days to dance from London to Norwich.
      

      
      Seventy-five years is really not that old for a governing association for an ancient rural folk art. Ping-pong is half a century
         older, and the rugby football association is nearly twice as old as the Morris Ring. What we see is a recreation – or, perhaps
         better, a resurrection. The great fire and brimstone, steam and grind of the industrial upheaval of the nineteenth century
         dislocated, and in many places extinguished, a whole canon of frail, delicate, English rural culture.
      

      
      Factories and mines broke the legs of the Celtic and Saxon patchwork of time and magic. The mass march of the working classes
         from hoes to picks, moved from village greens to the satanic mills and smog of back-to-backs. But just as the morris faded
         to white, so a few urban middle-class musicologists and folklorists stepped out back down the rutted lanes to the extremities
         of green England and began to piece together the vanished life. Cecil Sharp collected thousands and thousands of folk tunes.
         They were used by composers such as Elgar, Vaughan Williams, Holst and Britten. The Arts and Crafts movement enthused hundreds
         of Hampstead socialists to get in touch with their pointy toed roots and to look to a new medievalism of weaving and pottery,
         husbandry, cottage gardens and vegetarianism. They grew unironic beards and dressed their children in homespun smocks, and
         occasionally, like Eric Gill (no relation), they lived entirely recreated medieval lives and slept with their children. The folklore of the morris got a worthy and self-conscious kiss of life. It
         got polite, and a hierarchy, and snobbery, and rules. Like the druid and bardic movements in Wales, a few proselytising enthusiasts
         became the bottomless butt of jokes for the metropolitan masses.
      

      
      Writers such as Orwell, Waugh and Betjeman mocked the beer and beards, the lentils and earnestness of the morris. The dance
         became emblematic of a certain sort of Fabian – humourless and sexless, worthy socialism. But nobody really knew what the
         original meanings or intentions of the dance had been, and they didn’t seem to care much. It was enough that they could make
         it fit this Hardyesque and patronising vision of a peasant, elfin England.
      

      
      Anthropologists tend to explain all rural ritual, craft and culture as ‘fertility’, or harvest thanksgiving. They’re the catch-all
         explanations for rude behaviour that doesn’t come with a manual. It seems that there may well be connections with ancient
         mystical characters and pre-Christian beliefs – the Green Man appears and Herne the Hunter, lord of the forest. There are
         animistic spirits of flowers and green things, but it never really gets let out from under the tasteful and picturesque hey
         nonny nonny of pub bores and country tourist posters.
      

      
      At the next village pub, something quite different happens. They release the beast. In the car park by the wheelie bin, the
         Saddleworth Morris Men from Yorkshire arrive, trotting like pit ponies, bells on their black clogs, wearing hanging baskets
         of flowers and feathers on their heads, led by a meaty man with a whip. There is none of the hop, skip and whack about this
         troupe. They have a muscular, purposeful swagger. Their dance is physical and masculine, and beautifully aggressive under
         their great flowered hats. They have the gimlet-eyed, tuber-featured faces of the north, and suddenly the morris is captivating.
         The rhythm stamps out darker motifs and bellicose camaraderie. The patterns they make stay in the mind’s eye. You can see
         them weave spells.
      

      
      My small boy offers a swan’s feather he found to one of the dancers, who takes off his hat to put it in. The boy’s mother
         asks if she can see the hat. ‘You mustn’t put it on,’ the dancer warns like a woodland troll in a fairy story. ‘I don’t like to
         say in front of your man, but if a lass wears the hat she has to have … you know … go to bed with the morris man. That’s the
         rule.’ Nicola thinks about it for a moment, and hands back the hat with an apologetic, maybe-next-time smile.
      

      
      For all its fecund heritage and its promise of seed time and harvest, morris dancing is incontrovertibly the least sexy jigging
         in the world. Unlike the folk dances of the rest of Europe, with their silly dressing up and geometric patterns, or the leaping
         reelers of the Celtic edges of the British Isles, the morris is perversely and defiantly not the vertical expression of a
         horizontal desire. They not only do not dance with women, but they don’t dance for or at women. Indeed, you get the feeling
         they don’t really dance for anyone but themselves.
      

      
      There is something admirable about this – the absence of showmanship. Nobody could accuse these men of overt displays of vanity.
         Their vast stomachs held in by sweaty nylon shirts like warm mozzarellas, their blotched faces, the pallor of lives lived
         on a slow bar stool. They exhibit the stamina and grace of shopping trolleys, with beards that loom like badly eaten Weetabix
         and hair that has given up under the torture of middle-aged ponytails. Morris dancing never had a golden age. It never grasped
         the zeitgeist. There was no morris Woodstock or summer of love. It was reborn beyond the aesthetic pale and, contrarily, there
         is something wonderful about that, something brave and properly, collectively eccentric.
      

      
      While the bien pensants snigger and change their beliefs and preferences with the season, the morris dancers skip on, knowing
         that every year will be like the year before, knowing they will always be the back marker of the least ‘now’ occupations on
         earth, just ahead of incest, yet continuing, convinced of their own inverted rightness, free of whim or caprice, excused riches,
         vanity, ambition, celebrity or cachet. And then, as if to prove the utter imperviousness to aesthetics, along come the Britannia
         Coco-nut Dancers of Bacup.
      

      
      You’ve never heard of them, or seen them, unless you’re from north Lancashire, and even then you might have given them a wide
         berth. They rarely travel from their home village – this is the first time they’ve been to Thaxted, and they only came because
         the Saddleworth team was here to look after them. They are small, nervous men. And so they might be, for they are wearing
         white cotton night bonnets of the sort sported by Victorian maids, decorated with sparse ribbons. Then black polo-neck sweaters,
         like the Milk Tray man, with a white sash, black knee breeches, white stockings and black clogs. As if this weren’t enough,
         someone at some point has said: ‘What this outfit really needs is a red and white hooped miniskirt.’ ‘Are you sure?’ the dancers
         must have replied. And he was. But it doesn’t finish there. They have black faces, out of which their little bright eyes shine
         anxiously. On their hands are strapped single castanets. A single castanet is the definition of uselessness. The corresponding
         castanet is worn on the knee. To say you couldn’t make up the Coco-nutters would be to deny the evidence of your astonished
         eyes.
      

      
      The dance begins with each Nutter cocking a hand to his ear to listen to something we human folk can’t catch. They then wag
         a finger at each other, and they’re off, stamping and circling, occasionally holding bent wands covered with red, white and
         blue rosettes that they weave into simple patterns. It’s not pretty and it’s not clever. It is simply, awe-inspiringly, astonishingly
         other. Morris men from southern troupes come and watch in slack-jawed silence. Nothing in the civilised world is quite as
         elementally bizarre and awkwardly compelling as the Coco-nutters of Bacup. What are they for? What were they thinking of?
         Why do they do these strange, misbegotten, dark little incantations? It’s said that they might have originally been Barbary
         corsairs who worked in Cornish tin mines and travelled to Lancashire, and that the dance is about listening underground, a
         sign language of miners. And then there’s all the usual guff about harvest and spring and fecundity, but that doesn’t begin
         to describe the strangeness of this troupe from the nether folk world.
      

      
      At teatime in Thaxted, the crowds stumble out of the pubs and line the main street that dips down the steep hill and escapes out into the countryside, which glints with the shimmering
         gilt of nostalgia, waiting for the return of haystacks and corn dollies and scarecrows. This is distant Albion in the afternoon.
         From the top of the hill, the morris men parade en masse with their attendant fiddlers and accordionists, drummers and whistlers,
         hobbyhorses, mystical animals, female impersonators and capering fools. From the bottom of the hill a corresponding group
         starts up. It’s like the final illustration from a compendium of nursery rhymes and cautionary tales. A scene of the Day of
         Judgement from a half-forgotten, half-recreated lexicon of English folklore and fairy stories. The vivid swag of all the bright
         pomp and rhythm drags you along, exorcises the ridicule and the patronage, the lifelong received metropolitan wisdom of disdain.
         This is a lost part of what we once were, and who we still are. The two groups meet and dance their dances, turn swords into
         pentangles, sticks into eaves and hankies into hankies. They prance and skip and jig, the bells jingle, they shout and clack
         and cheer and canter, calling up the great lost way of being. The morris twitches like an amputated limb from a body that
         has been long since buried. It is the last rite of a belief that nobody can recall. The movements and the tune and nonsense,
         an ancient language that’s bereft of the life that formed it.
      

      
      But as you watch, there is a tingle, a spasm of recognition, a lightness in the stomach, a tightness in the throat, and the
         faint spark of connection. A distant echo, a folk memory, of what all this once was, what we once were. In the great, Gadarene
         dash for progress and industry, for the brick and stone and concrete, for the iron and smoke, we broke something vital, severed
         a link in the chain of ourselves, and there was no going back. There is a realisation that the dislike and the mockery of
         the morris is not wholly rational or deserved – that if this was some other nation’s rural culture we’d watch with polite
         interest and inquisitive enjoyment. But because it’s so close, it comes with the buttock clench of embarrassment, the guilt
         and the squirm. Like seeing photographs of ourselves in foolish fancy dress at drunken student parties, this is not who we grew up to be.
      

      
      But the morris men dance on anyway, propitiating they know not what, an awkward family heirloom that doesn’t go with anything
         else and is all we have left of our pre-industrial heritage. The dance is a kiss on the forehead of a skull that has sunk
         back into the earth and the dappled fields that in turn have become the ring roads, roundabouts, runways, shopping centres
         and starter-home cul-de-sacs of the postmodern age. They dance anyway. No longer for us, but despite us.
      

      
      The sun goes down, the accordions play on, the pewter tankards slop, and, at eleven, the clamour and the shouting and the
         clapping and singing fade away, as if someone has pulled a plug, letting out all the noise. The lights of the town go out,
         and under the heavy, early summer moon there is a faint sound of a distant violin.
      

      
      Down a winding cobbled street from the church trips the Abbots Bromley Horn Dance, the most evocative and strangely dramatic
         of all morris dances, performed for perhaps hundreds of years, conceivably for thousands. They are led by a single fiddler,
         dressed in a rag coat, playing a tune that is childlike and simple, but also full of sadness and an ethereal, mordant power,
         like the soundtrack of a dream. Behind him come men carrying antlered fallow deer heads in front of their faces. Behind them,
         a man-woman, a hunter and a hobbyhorse. They dance in silence, slowly. The hunt turns and turns, casting patterns in the moonlight.
         You feel its mossy, shadowed meaning beyond understanding. A ghost dance, a silently keening sadness. The things we misplace
         always bear a heavier loss than the things we choose to grasp with white knuckles. And in the darkness, quite unexpectedly,
         I feel tears of mourning on my cheek.
      

   
      
      Hyde Park

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

   
      
      Fatherhood

      
      I

      
      There are any number of design glitches in the human frame: the precipitous decision to stand upright instead of trundling
         on all fours, which embarrassingly rearranged the visibility of our gonads thereby demanding the manufacture of the Y-front;
         a columnar spine instantly invented the chiropractor. But as consolation we got oversized female breasts as a secondary compensation
         for having made their lady bits downward facing instead of backward facing at nose level.
      

      
      But perhaps the worst of all ergonomic glitches was that we were born not knowing how to blow our noses. I don’t expect this
         worries you much because you’ve probably got nose-blowing covered and most of the people you want to kiss are pretty tidy
         in the nose department. But you weren’t born like that. There was a time in your life when the contents of your nose ran free.
      

      
      I’d forgotten about the magic of nasal flubber until my new two both got colds on Christmas Day and one grew a geological
         outcrop that resembled an inverted Old Man of Hoy and the other had two spigots of effluvia that trickled on to her extended
         tongue. Neither had any idea of the concept of blowing but they did instantly glean that bogies were edible, which is an interesting
         Darwinian footnote. We are obviously born with the pick and chew gene.
      

      
      The sight of them, blocked and soggy, reminded me of something I saw in Africa. I was covering the war in Darfur from a refugee
         camp on the border with Chad in an old tent that passed a Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) waiting room packed with women and
         their desperately dying children. There was one mother who stood out as strikingly beautiful. I mean, really memorable looking.
         A face that was strong and implacable – huge eyes and cheekbones cast in toffee-coloured bronze, framed in a single bright shawl. I signalled to Tom the photographer to take
         her picture. It was an easy opening spread. She regarded him and his camera with her obsidian eyes devoid of emotion; she
         was as beautifully inscrutable as a sphinx.
      

      
      As he kept snapping, the child was wrapped in the folds of her shawl, making that soft mewing that is the exhausted way of
         children who are losing the light. Shrivelled with dehydration and malnutrition, her nose was clotted with a huge soggy goitre
         of snot. The mother never took her eyes from Tom’s lens, and slowly and deliberately lent down and gently put her mouth over
         her child’s little nose and sucked, then swallowed. It was properly shocking on so many levels.
      

      
      First, of course, it was disgusting, an act passively aimed at the gaze of strange men from a woman who had probably lost
         her husband, her family, who had nothing but this little scrap of life in a shawl. Many of the women in this room had been
         raped. Her face was a terrible liability. The act was overtly sexual but repellent, but that’s not the overriding image or
         the memory that I carry. It was a profound act of love.
      

      
      At the edge of coping, there was very little this woman could do for her child; she had nothing left to give. No more milk,
         no more protection, no more security or hope. But she could clean it. And at the margin of life, when all the options are
         spent, what’s important is the simple and practical. And love is like that. Messy and basic and animal. It isn’t romantic
         or subtle when it’s all we have left.
      

      
      The first lesson of being a parent, of being a man, is that you have no idea of what love is, or like, or for. That urgent,
         delicious groin-magnet feeling that you understand as being love is the tease, the taster, the glimpse – it is a warm bath
         compared to the riptide of the real thing. And that arrives with fatherhood. Up until then you’ve just been paddling in love.
         Nobody ever tells you this, nobody ever explains that you can’t feel the bottom, that you drown in the stuff. Other men never
         mention that love, which is remiss of us, and our dads never tell us, never really tell us. You can write ‘love you’ on a birthday card, whisper love to a sleeping tousled head, but to explain to an adolescent, a teenager,
         that terrifyingly transcendent fundamental act of nature that is loving your children, is too difficult and choking. But you
         should know, you should be aware, that you can’t be prepared for it, nothing prepares you. But you shouldn’t be surprised.
         The funny and sad thing is, that the time when it’s easiest to say it, when there is the greatest paternal emotion, when it’s
         most obvious and strong, you never remember. Those first years when you can’t blow your own nose, when your father picked
         you up and rocked you and watched you speechlessly as you slept, are blank. Later, as you grow up, the relationship is muddled
         with practicality, with the resentment and the accidents, with the dull rigmarole of discipline and bedtimes and homework,
         inappropriate behaviour, tantrums and tiredness. And that’s what you know of your childhood. You remember dodging through
         it. But there were four scant years when you slept in an ocean of love and your father never forgets and it never goes away
         and it will come to you.
      

      
      And you realise the greatest design fault of human beings is that they don’t remember their childhood and you can’t recall
         their first words or first steps – the first time they tasted chocolate or falling asleep on their father’s shoulders in dark
         kitchens. You need to know it’s coming and you need to know it’s already there.
      

      
      II

      
      A wise man once said – actually, it was Billy Crystal, in When Harry Met Barry – ‘All the philosophy a man needs for a full life is contained in The Godfather’. It has a parable for all occasions.
      

      
      I’m writing this in the very early morning in New York. It’s so early the night doesn’t even know it’s died yet. I can’t sleep.
         You fly across the Atlantic and think, ‘At least I won’t be woken up by teething wet babies at an ungodly hour’, and then
         you lie awake because your body thinks you’re still at home waiting for a baby to cry.
      

      
      The Godfather: I watched Part III on the plane. That’s how bad the movies were.
      

      
      It starts with a monologue. Old Michael says, ‘The only wealth in this world is children.’ Not family, but children. Every
         other possession is dust and ashes. No amount of cousins, nieces and nephews or godchildren or dachshunds compare. And The Godfather is the story of how not to have kids. But every father has a Corleone inside him. Until you do it, you’ve no idea how much
         of parenting is based on fear and vengeance. All the pastel PR, the cards and the wrapping paper say it’s ducklings and bunnies.
         It’s not: it’s fear and fury.
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