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Introduction


If anyone had suggested I would enter my fifties as a professional printmaker making a living from carving intricate trees, inking and printing them and selling the results, I would have laughed. On the surface, there didn’t seem to be anything in my life which pointed in that direction. I had no art education and no track record of drawing or painting as a hobby or otherwise. At school I gave up art in favour of history.


‘Richard,’ as my father often said, ‘is no good with his hands.’ I’m not sure what that judgement was based on. Perhaps it was my lack of interest in helping him fix things on his boat for long, cold and drizzly hours after school, when I would rather have been watching children’s television – but it was damning in a family where the ability to make and repair was highly valued, and where I was so obviously failing to become the son my father wanted. I suspect it was also one of the reasons I took to printmaking so quickly after discovering it in my forties. It fulfilled a personal need. Not only was it a way into art – which I regretted having abandoned at school – it was also a means of proving him wrong. It turned out to be the path to an entirely new career.


Making art was deeply satisfying. It brought together the things I loved most. As a child I found escape in the woods and on the hills. As a troubled twenty-something, walking in the countryside saved me during difficult times. It ended up altering the direction of my life, eventually leading me out of London. When I found printmaking, my passion for walking suddenly had another purpose. The trees and landscapes I loved became more fascinating as I examined them differently, deconstructing and simplifying them as I wondered how I could turn them into prints. My relationship with what I saw deepened. As I walked, I watched out for the moments of beauty, and I tried to hold them in my head as I worked on my prints.


As a craft, printmaking is heavy on practical skills. Just as my cabinet-maker ancestors might have carved decorative finishes on furniture, I learned how to use tools to carve around the branches of a tree I had drawn on a solid block, removing the background to leave it in relief. I pushed this method to its extremes, exploring how detailed I could get, how fine a line I could leave raised on the surface and still ink and print it successfully.


I was lucky as a novice printmaker to find a style and subject early on which engaged me and was popular enough to allow me to make my living from it. People who like my prints sometimes tell me they now see and appreciate trees silhouetted against the light more often than they used to, and think of me when they do. I think that is the highest compliment.


Before printmaking, I worked as a freelance journalist and researcher, following twelve years’ employment on local papers. I walked a lot and loved taking photos of landscapes and trees. I took hundreds, gaining an appreciation for composition, colour and a dramatic sky. I was tuned in to the drama of light, especially on those winter days when the low sun makes everything glow and the sky is dark from the passing rain or the shower to come. Every walk had its moments: the shape of a hill, the colour of the sky, the outline of a tree. I never knew what visual treasures I’d find.


I’ve always liked walking in winter, when the weather can be more dramatic, and the temperatures are lower, saving me from overheating or having to carry litres of water (which I’d need on a hot summer’s day). It is also a time when the beautiful light and shadows of the golden hours just after dawn and before sunset are more accessible. I love walking in spring, summer and autumn too, but I think many of us overlook the beauty of winter, assuming it isn’t a season in which to enjoy the outdoors. I don’t necessarily prefer winter to the other three seasons, but there is so much to like about it, not least the bare and beautiful framework of a winter tree silhouetted against a bright sky.


Summer often disappoints. It seems impossible to imagine that it won’t be warm and sunny, but so often it is not. As I started writing this book in August, it was so chilly I spent several afternoons wrapped in a blanket.


In winter our expectations are low enough to let us simply enjoy the unexpected bonus of a sunny day in December, or an unexpectedly warm one in February. Nobody remembers an averagely warm day in July, but I will never forget one February in Cornwall when it was warm enough to eat lunch in the garden, or that same month this year, when my temperature monitor registered 17°C in the shade and I sat indoors planning a walk, with the doors open and the birds singing. I will also never forget walks in the rain or in sub-zero temperatures, snug in my waterproofs, alone in the woods or on the moors, just enjoying the power of the weather or the emptiness. There isn’t anything we can do to stop winter (apart from moving somewhere warmer), so we might as well look for the positives in it.


Of course, climate change might bring the south further north, but it’s unlikely to make our winters dry and sunny. I remember attending a conference about climate change in Cornwall in the mid-1990s, where we were warned that wetter winters and warmer, drier summers would be the outcome for the county. That prediction is coming true. If only those in power had paid more attention then.


We are taught to dislike winter weather. The rain, the cold and the fog are loaded with negative associations: understandable if your job is outside, but of less importance if it is not. Many of us allow this cultural training to blind us to the beauty of a winter storm, the sight of rain blowing across a hillside or a woodland softened by mist. Children who happily play in puddles in the rain seem to turn into adults disinclined to venture out when the weather is wet. But, when you do, the rain is always less heavy, and the light is always brighter, than it looks from indoors.


I have always been fascinated by the weather and the natural world. I was lucky enough to grow up with easy access to beautiful countryside. As a child I would come home from school, collect the dog, hop over the fence and wander the fields and woods, building dams in the stream and keeping a log of the different birds I saw. I created ponds in the stream running through the garden by piling up walls of rock, then watched the rising water fill the natural hollows, changing it from one state into another. I’d let it reach the top of the dam, then push the wall over and watch the water gush out and a mini tidal wave set off downstream as I ran alongside. I loved the seasons and the way the stream filled up with plants in spring, until you could see no water, just green and later, flowers. It made me sad that my parents hacked it all down most years and mowed the small field next to it so often it became a drab lawn, when it could have been a flower-rich meadow.


In many ways I had a wonderful childhood. I didn’t lack anything material. There was good food and a comfortable house. There was a downside, however. My parents’ relationship was a difficult one and my father was an occasionally violent alcoholic. This was a subject no one was allowed to discuss unless you were looking for trouble. The silence around this problem created a strange dissonance. The family which appeared to have everything necessary for happiness was, in reality, one in which life was often difficult and awful things could happen. Love and honesty were hard to find.


Outside the home I had friends and fun, but when young I was sometimes bullied. My parents’ reaction when I told them was simply, ‘You need to stand up for yourself.’ The problem was, they didn’t explain how.


By my teens I was desperate to escape my family, but when I did, I was disappointed. I thought I would meet people like me at university, but I didn’t. I was a lost young man, coming out in the era of AIDS, scared and unsure how to be gay, painfully self-conscious and lacking the skills to make friends or relationships.


I had no idea what I wanted to do in my life. I had no plan or direction, which wasn’t helped by a feeling of antipathy towards the world of business and even the idea of having a career. I didn’t get much guidance and neither I, nor my family, had connections of the kind which might have given me a foothold in a suitable profession.


I made bad decisions. I ended up in jobs I mostly disliked and which paid poor wages. My solace was walking, reading and the natural world, but that was tinged with sadness over the degradation of the countryside through modern farming methods. I sometimes felt I was walking in a world of loss: lost hedgerows, ploughed-up meadows, native woodland replaced by conifer plantations, over-grazed moorland, silent fields where lapwings used to flock in winter, and the vanished common land, often surviving only as a name on a map. I found hope in the un-farmed, or less intensively managed, land: the surviving commons and heaths, the little strips of wildness alongside coastal paths, the flower-rich downland hills too steep to plough, the old woods, the hedgerow trees and the roadside verges.


Eventually I managed to turn my life around. I escaped the city, where I had never belonged, and found a job I enjoyed for a while. Most importantly, with the help of a loving partner, I had choices, and could start to explore the things in which I was really interested. This allowed me to develop my creative side and led me to printmaking, which has profoundly changed my life.


[image: ]









[image: ]



1  Wildness



Not long after I moved to south Devon, a spark of adventure and an urge to explore my new surroundings prompted me to put on my waterproofs and set out to trespass.


It was raining so heavily the water was pouring off the slopes and the road behind the house was running like a stream, so much so there were peaks and troughs in it, like miniature rapids. The trees at the top of the wooded hill opposite were hidden in mist.


The river, which flows through the valley below the house, rises in a marshy area of southern Dartmoor called Halshanger Common, about a mile up the hill and a 700-foot climb away. On a whim, I decided I wanted to follow the river to its source that day. The only way to do that was to walk on land where I had no right to be.


In truth, I had become addicted to walking, both to the endorphin rush from exercise and to the feeling of freedom and escape it gave me to be moving through the landscape. It had taken more than a year to sell our previous house, and free ourselves from a living situation which had become difficult. I had reached such levels of frustration and anxiety, I found it hard to concentrate at home. At that time, we lived on a hill in a village called Lapford, about 15 miles as the crow flies, or a half-hour drive, from the northern edge of Dartmoor. We had amazing views of the whole span of that part of the moor, including the highest peaks, Yes Tor and High Willhays. Whenever my work as a freelance journalist and editor allowed, I thought nothing of walking eight miles in an afternoon, then doing the same the next day. I walked so much I started losing weight and wondered if I had something wrong with me. Eventually I realised it was just the exercise.


In those days, before I moved south, the northern slopes of Dartmoor were the nearest piece of ‘wild’ landscape to me. I took myself off to the moor, anywhere from Sourton in the west to Drewsteignton in the east, but mostly to Belstone Common, Taw Marsh, Cosdon Hill or Belstone Cleave. These areas are mostly access land, so you can walk anywhere, provided you pay attention to flags signalling firing on the army training areas. It wasn’t really wild, as it was grazed so heavily by livestock that much of it resembled a lawn, but it wasn’t ploughed and mostly not fenced, and some of it was pleasingly scraggy with gorse, hawthorn and bracken. It was very different from the land which surrounded Lapford, where footpaths were routinely ploughed and planted over or obstructed by fences, including electric ones. I had tried all the footpath walks in the area, but had become tired of how complicated it was to get from one point to another – and bored of looking at farmland.


The important rivers Taw and Teign rise on the north moor, and the north-west corner is the highest part. There are fewer people out walking than on more southerly parts, which are nearer larger population centres. I went in all weathers, particularly loving it when the weather made it feel wilder: on days of wind, snow or sub-zero temperatures.


I often followed the River Taw towards its source, which involved crossing a huge marsh surrounded by higher ground and grazed by livestock and ponies. My favourite walk approached the marsh from above, from where it looked like a poor man’s version of an African plain, a huge bowl of grassy land dotted with water and animals, so far below me the sheep, cattle and ponies could be mistaken for something more exotic. A little further into this road-less expanse of moorland is the site of a modest memorial to the poet Ted Hughes, who lived in north Devon and loved the moor. A block of granite, simply inscribed with his name, sits on a low mound. It is notoriously difficult to find, barely visible until you are almost on top of it. I missed it many times before finally nearly stumbling over it. The location is so remote, they had to use a helicopter to get the stone there.


Walking this northern part of the moor also brought me close to the army training areas. These are closed to the public when used for firing at times during the week, but are usually open at weekends. The edges are marked by red-and-white poles. Red flags fly when access is not permitted, but troops also use adjacent areas of the moor for other, less lethal forms of training, and I often saw them. Some walkers resent their presence, but I found them an interesting addition to the landscape, wondering what they were up to and what being out there was like for them. Whenever I met them, they were always polite and mostly friendly. Once, out walking in the mist on the moor with my partner Andrew, we sat in a dip by a wall to get out of the wind and eat our sandwiches. As we stood up we heard voices. We climbed up on to the bank in front of it and walked along. As we turned the corner we saw a group of soldiers, also eating their sandwiches, maybe 50 feet from where we had been sitting. They had placed their guns on the top of the slope, pointing at us, while they lay on the bank just below. We had a quick chat with the officer, then nervously picked our way along the path, stepping carefully around the guns, saying hello to them all as we passed.


One time, having sat for twenty minutes on a hilltop, eating my lunch, I nearly fell off my rocky perch when I suddenly noticed an armed soldier crouched 20 feet away, with a rock behind him, his camouflage so good I only saw him when he shifted position. Looking around with new eyes, I saw three others. They didn’t acknowledge me and I didn’t acknowledge them. Walking away, I soon met more soldiers coming towards me and saw others fanned out and moving up the hill. One group clearly trying to find the other. Hide-and-seek with weapons.


I walked the slopes of northern Dartmoor in all weathers and mostly on my own. I saw it in the silent, freezing cold, when even the streams were frozen over and snow blew in my face, and on days of sudden, violent showers, when I could see the rain or snow coming towards me from miles away – dark curtains rippling wildly in the wind, as I looked around for somewhere to shelter.


Until we moved to live on the southern edge of Dartmoor, trespassing was not something I had done very often. Occasionally, I might have taken a shortcut across a patch of ground I knew I had no right to be on, or lost my way and found it preferable to climb over a gate into a field, rather than retrace my steps; but setting out with the intention of trespassing was new to me. Given the force of the rain that day, I thought it was unlikely anyone would be out, so I set off in reasonable hope of avoiding encounters with potentially unfriendly landowners. I have a low embarrassment threshold and knew I would have no justification for being where I shouldn’t; the route I followed was almost certainly once a path to the moor used by local people, but sadly was never made an official footpath.


The rain was so heavy it battered against the hood of my coat and, at times, I was almost up to my ankles in water as I paddled along the road. I stopped to clear the layer of leaves from the roadside drain openings with my foot, risking wet socks to ease the flow down the road a little.


High above the valley, the edge of the moor was softened by low cloud, the pines at the top coming in and out of view. There was no one around. There would have been silence, had it not been for the roar of the river below, the pounding of the rain and the drip and gurgle of water. Everywhere I looked there was movement: gravity on liquid, irresistibly seeking the lowest point.


I walked up the lane and branched off to a footpath, which took me back to the river further up the valley. Here it was steeper and the water was louder and fiercer as it crashed downhill, carrying whatever debris it had encountered on the way. It would hold most of it until it reached the valley floor, the water slowing enough to release its trophies, raising the river bed, sometimes enough to push the water off across our neighbour’s fields.


I hopped a fence and squelched upwards into the mist. Suddenly, I was in a beech wood so entrancing I just stopped and stood, absorbing the atmosphere. The trees were old and large. The nearest were a charcoal colour, their trunks wet and dark. Further away, they were lighter by increments, as distance and mist bleached them grey, then silver, then just a ghostly hint of form which could have been imagined. The ground was russet with their leaves, like a flash of colour in a black-and-white film.
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I heard a vehicle somewhere. Fearing it might be a landowner approaching on a quad bike, I ducked behind a tree. The sound faded. I stepped out again, walking on saturated grass as I ascended this little upland valley, until I sensed I must be close to a house I had glimpsed previously. To avoid it, I climbed a low fence and stepped on to the edge of the moor, where bramble and bracken were so dense I struggled to get through, grazing and scraping my hands a little in the process. Eventually the vegetation thinned and I climbed the slope on to the moor proper, crossed a small road and entered the marsh, where the river is born.


In retrospect it probably wasn’t a good idea to attempt to cross a marsh I didn’t know in the pouring rain and mist. There was no path, just giant tussocks of grass acting as stepping-stones above the water. I hopped from one to the other, missing my footing a few times and soaking my boots, inside and out, until I reached what seemed to be the middle – and decided that was far enough.


After growing up in the country, I went to Sussex University near Brighton, before moving to London where, following a bad choice of a master’s degree, I couldn’t get a job. I temped in a credit card company, entering numbers into a computer, which was one of the worst jobs I have ever had. It required such little concentration we were allowed to wear headphones and listen to music. Never again will I underestimate how exhausting it is to spend all day on a physically undemanding, but mind-numbing task. After a few months of that I still couldn’t find anything better, so for the sake of my sanity, found employment in a plant nursery called Rassell’s, in Kensington. It occupied what originally must have been intended as the communal garden for the surrounding square of beautiful, white-painted, multi-million-pound houses. A lovely spot, but brutally hard work. The nursery didn’t grow much on site, so almost everything had to be brought in and unloaded by hand: plants, compost and pots. I remember no trolleys or other aids, just endlessly carrying stuff. Perhaps trolleys were deemed to be unsuitable, as the paths were cobbled.


When I first experienced the arrival of the lorry loaded with bags of potting compost, I was surprised to see almost everyone else had disappeared. Most of the staff seemed to have suddenly found something essential to do elsewhere, leaving just two of us to unload. At the end of the day I also realised why they’d laughed when I’d asked about the nearest public swimming pool. I had no energy to eat a meal or speak to anyone, let alone go swimming. I got the Tube home and went straight to bed. It got easier as I became fitter, but I rarely had enough energy or time left to take advantage of the lucrative sideline of gardening for the wealthy local residents, who were happy to pay top hourly rates for people who were traceable back to the nursery.


I became obsessed with plants. I was already a frustrated gardener. When I was supposed to be writing essays and revising for my finals at university, I had been struck by an overwhelming compulsion to grow things. I bought seeds, trays and compost and set them up all over the house I shared with two very tolerant housemates. I filled the garden and numerous pots with flowers and it all looked amazing. It was an odd hobby for a twenty-one-year-old, but I was hooked.


When it was quiet at the nursery, I would read the plant books in the little hut that served as shelter and pay point. I didn’t have a garden, but desperately wanted one, so bought big pots and plants using my staff discount and somehow carried them home on the Tube from High Street Kensington to Willesden Green, to grow on a little rooftop in the maisonette I shared with my friend Trish and two others. Living below us was the writer Penelope Mortimer, who had the most beautiful garden, which we overlooked. She had previously had a large garden in the country and this one looked like a miniature version: a central statue flanked by symmetrical flower beds in the form of a half-circle. To one side was a spectacular poplar tree. I thought it was the most stunning tree I had ever seen. The leaves danced with a silver shimmer in the slightest breeze.


Once, she wanted some company on a trip to a garden somewhere off the North Circular Road. She had seen my roof garden, which had escalated from herbs in pots to small trees in large plastic bins, and kindly invited me to come along. I have never been so scared in a car. Everywhere she drove, horns blared at us and I repeatedly thought we were about to crash. On getting out of the car on our arrival back home, I learned the true meaning of the phrase ‘legs like jelly’.


Six months of lifting and carrying left me fitter and slimmer, but still broke. I loved working mostly outdoors, surrounded by trees and plants and some interesting people, but I didn’t want to be there forever.


Luckily, I found a slightly better paid job in the ‘editorial’ department of the free ads paper Loot. Not editorial in the usual sense, as the paper contained only adverts, but a team which vetted those ads to prevent anything which contravened the company’s policies, or was illegal, from being sold. The main job, however, was answering calls from the public, usually about something which had gone wrong with their advert. Despite not having to pay for this service, many callers were angry when it disappointed. Some were abusive and occasionally there were threats. We also had to deal with those who turned up in person. I once had a man try to climb over the front desk to attack me. I had a caller threaten to kill me more than once. This was obviously alarming, but the rudeness, milder aggression and verbal abuse over the phone was worse because it happened most days. It felt more like a kind of warped therapy line, a telephone punchbag, where people could take out their anger and life frustrations on me and my colleagues.


I felt increasingly anxious as I walked to work along the polluted length of Kilburn High Road, dodging dead pigeons and people gawping at the scene of regular accidents, as well as trying to avoid the mentally-ill black woman who was, I think, Mad Mary, who later featured in Zadie Smith’s novel White Teeth. She seemed to hate cyclists: shouting, screaming and spitting at them. I was on foot, so thankfully safe from that. I hated car drivers, whose vehicles pumped out fumes as they inched forward at a slower pace than mine, on foot. Sometimes they shouted at me for daring to cross a side road in front of them, an action which delayed them by seconds from joining the almost stationary queue on the main road. The best thing about Kilburn High Road was a shop I loved to lose myself in on the way home: One World Supermarket. This emporium, run by an Indian couple, was just what it said: food from around the world, from freeze-dried jellyfish to every pulse and spice you could imagine, as well as massive bunches of fresh herbs, three for £1.


Over time, the job caused my stress levels to rise and remain high. I felt as if I was becoming a different person, someone who was constantly on guard and quick to see the worst in anyone and everything. I became cynical, embittered and sad. The benefits offered by the company – primarily free fruit and a daily fifteen-minute massage – were nice, especially the amazing head, hand and shoulder massage, but not enough to overcome my stress for more than a few hours. I desperately needed to get out.


I was still applying for better jobs and was delighted to get an interview at the children’s book publisher Usborne. It paid peanuts, but sounded like heaven. The successful applicant would be assigned projects, such as a book about cooking, or growing plants for younger children. They would see it through from actually doing the cooking or growing the plants, to working with experts, to writing the book and getting their name on the cover. I wanted this more than anything in my life. The first step was to complete a task. I think it was three pages of a book on GCSE chemistry. I took two days off work and spent them, and the weekend, writing the text and drawing the illustrations. Then there was an interview, which went well, I thought, but I didn’t get the job. A week later, they were back in touch. Another job had come up and they wished to choose between the top two rejected applicants. We had to complete another project. I took another two days off work and put my heart into it. A week later I got the bad news that the other person had got the job. I was devastated. I had a soul-destroying job that barely paid me enough to live in a shared house, and no prospects. I felt constantly anxious and was becoming depressed. I was losing friends because I was hard to be around. I found it tough being around myself, so no wonder others struggled. I was starting to hate London and I felt crushed by failure. The future looked hopeless.


What kept me going through these hard times was planning walking trips away from the city, swimming and political activism. Soon after arriving in London I visited the London Lesbian and Gay Centre in Farringdon, where I saw a notice about a new direct-action group. I attended one of the first meetings of Outrage!, which was set up in response to violence against gay men and lesbians, and the entrapment and arrest of gay men by the Metropolitan Police. I took part in a few of the joyous, theatrical actions organised by the group, including a kiss-in at Piccadilly Circus, held in protest against the arrests of gay men for kissing in public. It seems hard to believe now – when Pride marches regularly feature a police contingent – but in the early 1990s police officers in London were actually arresting men for kissing each other.
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