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For Amanda


And in memory of Kevin ‘Moose’ Jackson











As I walked, I listened for what the territory in Bowieland had to give back. Echoes, whispers and reverberations but, above all, song. I scribbled notes and, over the years, put together a Spotify playlist. It can’t possibly do justice to what’s out there, but it might give you a feel for the terrain. Please join me. Walk, listen.


[image: ]












I searched for form and land


For years and years I roamed


— David Bowie


I roamed in the confusion of my heart


— William Wordsworth









FOREWORD


Like its subject, this book is made up of layers. It charts a fan’s journey in the footsteps of Bowie, taking the reader to the places that shaped Bowie’s life and musical career. What I found out there surprised even me, the book’s author, as I began to appreciate some of the contexts that informed Bowie’s progress.


I came to see Bowie’s life and achievements as part of a tradition, the narrative not necessarily of an outlier, but of an exceptional artist who used everything out there to get himself noticed and on the map. Influences on Bowie, both conscious and subconscious, from the land that produced him, led me further and further into uncharted territory.


That’s another layer – while journeying in the footsteps of Bowie, along the way, every bit as extraordinary, has been the discovery of other footsteps, those assimilated by Bowie. They emerged in echoes and affinities to writers, artists and musicians from T.S. Eliot and Vincent van Gogh to Little Richard. Bowie was an influencer before the term existed, and his astonishing transformation of influences made this possible.


You don’t have to be a Bowie expert to keep up with me. Far from it. The book is an invitation to join me, at your own pace, and to experience Bowie’s world for yourself. Along the way, there’s a consideration of the creative and healing powers of walking itself – another layer. In 2013, following life-saving surgery, I was given deadly serious medical advice: if I wanted to remain on this planet, I had to get out there and walk. I heeded it and, following Bowie’s death in 2016, used it to kickstart years of exploration.


I don’t think I will ever stop this walking. What started as self-preservation became an obsessive quest to fathom Bowie’s enduring impact – not just on my world, but on millions of others. It was in every way a journey into the unknown, not a pre-packaged tour with a discernible ‘outcome’, but a process which would be life-transforming.


From the very beginning, when I was fifteen, puzzling over the lyric sheet to the album Hunky Dory (an experience that was in its own way a minor miracle), I looked at Bowie’s songs as the work of a great wordsmith, a storyteller and a poet. Novelist Deborah Levy confirmed I might be on to something when I read years later that Bowie meant more to her than Tolstoy.


That spirit, of seeing Bowie as part of an artistic canon, certainly informs this book. Because I came to understand that Bowie’s haunts were not just fixed points or sealed units. Every walk revealed something new. The first-hand nature of the experience was essential, as were the underlying links between creativity and the act of walking itself. Very often I didn’t know, to echo Bowie’s words, where I was going. But I can promise, it was never boring.


There were chance meetings, hidden treasures uncovered (from the silver boots Bowie wore for the first ‘Space Oddity’ video, to the telephone you hear at the end of ‘Life on Mars?’) and time trails captured in buildings already demolished or awaiting ‘regeneration’. All these made me realise that places haunt people, just as much as people haunt places.


It started with hundreds of questions prompted by Bowie’s death and my own reaction to it. I was no Bowie scholar, had no insider contacts and was, at best, an average fan, but I soon came to realise the power of exploration in all its senses. What seemed to be dead ends in Bowie’s progress frequently turned out to be living documents, full of lost connections or long-forgotten stories.


Bowie’s mind-boggling capacity for re-invention added to the mythical nature of the domain explored and encounters along the way. I was trying to keep tabs on someone who lived his life in perpetual motion. In Bowieland, I discovered, you just couldn’t make it up.


The walks helped me to understand Bowie for myself. I needed to get out there and experience his environment in person. It was, in every sense, active learning. Routes are sketched out, but this is not an official guided tour. It’s also not an over-arching study of Bowie’s achievements; there are plenty of those out there already.


This cannot help but be a personal story. Another layer is that the book is in some way a subjective and fallible account of a road to ‘recovery’. In a small way, I hope you might explore what is here and perhaps use it to find your own story too.


If you want to sit on a bench in the recreation ground where Bowie composed ‘Life on Mars?’ or explore the shoreline where the ‘Ashes to Ashes’ video was filmed, then this could well be the book for you. There is plenty of detail, and a Notes section at the back of the book where you can delve deeper into sources, uncover more references, and seek inspiration from further reading.


But if you want to understand the man himself a little more, see how he fits as part of a tradition, and see how the land he walked shaped him as much as he shaped it, then I’ve realised that Bowieland is an excellent place to start.


Bowie is still out there; we just have to find him.


And to find him, we need to walk.
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INTRODUCTION


27 May 1972


It was on a Saturday night in late May that David Bowie had shown up at the end of my road. Somehow I’d managed to miss him.


To be precise, he’d played Ebbisham Hall in Epsom. It was 50p on the door to get in. From my family home in Worple Road I could have been there in under five minutes, door to door. The walk down The Parade, past the Town Hall, crossing at the lights on the corner of Ashley Road, flashed into my mind.


Ebbisham Hall? What on earth was Bowie thinking?


It was nothing special, in truth a bit of a dump. I’d recently started to attend weekly discos there, joined the knots of local youth hugging the walls, nodding along to ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’. Two hours later, as if following some unwritten code, ‘Nights in White Satin’ by The Moody Blues would start up. Everyone knew it was the last number. The house lights came up to reveal a few brave couples in a clinch, urged on by their whooping mates. As crowds dispersed along the pavements outside The Spread Eagle, rival groups sometimes faced off, with innocent long-hairs in great coats risking a good kicking.


That was Ebbisham Hall.


And who was David Bowie anyway? I had to confess this behind closed doors to Helen, my big sister, already in the Lower Sixth. She would put me right. She was hip, sophisticated, a woman of the world. One of her friends, Caroline, wore a kaftan, drove her Mini barefoot and smoked Sobranie. Helen had seen Black Sabbath at Ewell Tech, owned albums by the Strawbs and Al Stewart. Helen knew roadies for Camel, who hung out, cradling dreams and pint mugs of warm Courage bitter, in the beer garden of the Marquis of Granby. Helen knew the Epsom ‘scene’. It was as simple as that.


‘David Bowie?’ she responded to her clueless brother. ‘He’s the next big thing.’


Reports of the gig appeared in the Epsom and Ewell Herald. Word spread. It became legendary in status. I caught snippets from Helen’s cooler friends who had been there.


‘There was a light show.’


‘He wore these amazing red boots.’


‘Far out, man, weird … But he was dead sexy.’


And then tantalising details.


‘Bob Harris … he introduced him. Yes, Whispering Bob, the one who does Whistle Test.’


This was serious. I really had missed out. Eve Warren, who went to Helen’s school (Rosebury), had been in the balcony seats. I asked her how it went. What did she feel about it? She had just one word.


‘Awe.’


That June was my fifteenth birthday. I had been brought up in Epsom, following a short move from the high street in Ewell village, where my father’s family – who’d moved down from Firhill in Glasgow – had run the bakery. I went to my dad’s school, Glyn. His name was Peter and so was mine. He made the daily commute by car to Croydon, and his job as a sales manager had enabled us to move to a detached new-build in Worple Road.


Epsom was classic suburbia: commuter trains up to London, and ribbon developments down from Sutton, Morden and Worcester Park. To the south, a mile or so up Ashley Road, you had Epsom Downs, home to The Derby, then the most famous horse race in the world. On the surface it seemed a place of humdrum routine, but it had plenty to offer. It was on the fringes, the edge of things. I liked it.


Tales of Bowie’s appearance on my doorstep were almost eclipsed by the mass exodus from London and beyond to Epsom in the first week of June – Derby Week. Epsom was rammed. A walk up Ashley Road to the funfair was compulsory. Dodgems, a toffee apple and a view out over London from the Big Wheel.


What about me? Hormones had transformed me from a big-eared, freckled bundle of accidents, who loved nothing more than a game of three-and-in before school, into something else. Exactly what, no one quite knew, including me. A long-haired creature lumping round an Adidas bag full of sports kit, wanting, desperately, to be cool, but never quite managing it.


It was decidedly uncool to win prizes at school. In fact, potentially dangerous. Yet I knew how to win The Elizabeth Blanchett Prize for Literature year in, year out. I wanted to be a writer – even worse, to be precise, a poet. That required a few deflector shields. The focus therefore was to act hard, act indifferent. In fact, just to act.


I also loved art; I painted and sketched, but that was no issue. In fact it was going to prove quite handy. I had what every aspiring David Hockney needed: the inspirational art teacher, Mr Whiteley, or Alf as he was known. He was always painting in his lessons: giant canvasses. He’d invite us up to have a look; ‘Pettigrew, what do you make of Prussian Blue next to the Burnt Umber?’


Sport and music were the key calling cards for social acceptance. What you listened to, who you supported, which team you played in. Everyone supported Chelsea; they had just won the FA Cup and their iconic hardman, Ron ‘Chopper’ Harris, lived on West Gardens, the street at the back of our school. I begged to differ, though – it was my local team, Crystal Palace FC, for me.


My musical taste was eclectic. Anything from Neil Young to The Doors, Motown to Barclay James Harvest. Music was a way to escape, to explore the world, tap into dreams, tales of love. Freda Payne’s ‘Band of Gold’ and Glen Campbell’s ‘Wichita Lineman’. Singles like this became earworms and touchstones. Penny Lane, Tulsa, San Francisco – I really got around. They took me somewhere else and came back home with me. I had the words and tunes by heart.


But at this point in my life I hadn’t really settled on a cause, found a hero to follow. That was still up for grabs.


It was the last week in June, the last lesson of the day. I was in a room in C Block, one of those forever-temporary huts that every seventies school had. Unvarnished wooden flooring, white asbestos ceiling tiles, unoiled swing doors. Motes of dust visible in shafts of afternoon sunlight.


We were all waiting for the bell at five to four. Waiting for the scramble to void the building, hare to the bus-stop at Hessle Grove. I was looking out through a slide-open metal-framed window onto the school fields, past an ancient heavy roller towards a row of horse chestnuts.


Mr Curry – wiry, black specs – was enthusing about terminal moraines. Chalk and talk. I was doing my best to connect with what is at the end of a glacier, copying out a diagram, taking notes, trying not to lose the plot. But I’d just discovered something else.


A way out.


Bowie.


It was my sister Helen, again, to the rescue. For my birthday, the week before, she’d given me a present, an album. The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars by David Bowie. I couldn’t stop playing it. The stylus on the trusty Pye Black Box kept finding its way to the crackle before Side One, Track One. I was hooked, from the anchoring drumbeat of ‘Five Years’ to the final chords of ‘Rock ‘n’ Roll Suicide’, with a voice screaming at me, ‘You’re not alone’. It was true. I had a new companion.


My Bowie journey had begun. On the back sleeve there was an instruction: TO BE PLAYED AT MAXIMUM VOLUME. I happily followed orders. My parents in the adjoining bedroom were not, as yet, Bowie converts. But I felt sure they would come round. I studied the front cover. An alien stared back at me under a mysterious sign: K. WEST. Something had just landed in my life.


By August there was Bowie mania. I saved up the requisite two pounds and eight new pence. A copy of the album Hunky Dory, spotted in the record store along King’s Shade Walk, was mine.


In many ways this was even better. Who or what was that creature on the cover? And the hand-written, off-the-cuff notes on the back: ‘V.U.’, ‘Frankie’, ‘Ken Scott’ and ‘small Z.’? It was going to be my task in life to decipher them. And ‘The Actor’? That must be Bowie. Now, that really chimed. I knew how important it was to act.


That was before I had even got to the words.


‘Still don’t know what I was waiting for’ – tick. ‘Sinking in the quicksand of my life’ – yup. ‘A million dead-end streets’ – I geddit. Bowie understood. But hold up: John Procter, class-mate and trend-setter, told me there was an insert, a separate lyric sheet. Where was mine? I wrote to RCA with a polite request, limited expectations. Their address was on the back cover, bottom right: RCA House, Curzon Street, London W1.


Three weeks later it arrived. In a protective cardboard cylinder. The Bowie baton had been handed on. I unfurled a scroll, along with a curled note of apology to a ‘valued customer’. That was me. The scroll became a sacred text. Over fifty years on and I’m still studying it. ‘Eight Line Poem’? The sun that ‘pins the branches to the sky’. That’s been pinned in my head ever since.


The signal had come. There was a runway. We were clear to take off. It was okay to be a writer, even a poet, yourself, anything you wanted.


We wish all of you a safe journey.


Our destination is Bowieland.


How did walking come to matter so much?


It was galvanised in 2013 and coincided with Bowie’s return to my life. After Bowie’s death I discovered, for all my professed adulation, that I knew relatively little about him. I was a bang average fan, and hardly a devout one at that. For a glorious decade, from 1970 to 1980, he hadn’t put a foot wrong. Bowie the shape-changer, the trail-blazer, the side-stepper: moving from glam to white soul to synth and beyond. Ahead of the curve; others followed, including me, in a state of ‘awe’, as Eve Warren had put it. Bowie didn’t have to make political statements: he was one.


Then came the mid-eighties, his wilderness years despite his fame, and in some ways, my own. From here until the release of the album Heathen in June 2002, Bowie and I pretty much drifted apart. I’d listened, liked some singles, but hadn’t rushed out to buy the albums, bar The Buddha of Suburbia. Tonight? The Tin Machine stuff? Not really my bag at all.


I loved his turn for Live Aid, but that transformation into stadium rocker hadn’t appealed.


And what about some of those films? I’d adored The Man Who Fell to Earth, felt my lip quiver when he introduced the animated version of Raymond Briggs’ The Snowman, but there was a line to be drawn. Controversial, I know, but that bewigged figure in Labyrinth had crossed it. This was Bowie. What had happened? He seemed to be all over the place. I pressed ‘pause’ and then there was this.


8 January 2013


Bowie came back into my life.


There he was: the final item on BBC News at Six. It was his sixty-sixth birthday, something I already knew, but there were glad tidings. A new album was due later that year: The Next Day, his first in a decade. A film clip for the song ‘Where Are We Now?’ followed. The visual showed Bowie’s face held in a bizarre super-imposed glove puppet frame. The words spoke of managed pain. I was hooked.


Berlin was the setting. A multi-layered version of it, one that tracked the traces of Bowie’s time there. So Bowie was back, and he was confronting his own past. The most powerful thing for me, beyond the death-mask elements of Bowie’s facial expressions, was that voice. Tremulous, stoic, impassioned – this was for real. Bowie’s voice was, as he put it, ‘walking the dead’. I realised even then, before the next traumatic episode in my life, that I had to make it to Berlin.


It connected, because at this point in my life, that’s how I felt. A dead man walking.


I was ill, and just on the point of finding out exactly how ill. I’d been struggling for months. Medical pronouncements had been pleasingly alliterative, but they were all downhill. In turn I was told that I had pleurisy, no, worse, pneumonia, ah, hang on, worse still, pulmonary failure.


I’d spent a large part of my adult life playing and coaching sport, but here I was spluttering, breathless, overcome. Even tackling the shallow gradient up from the local sports centre became a mighty challenge. I carried on working, teaching, then going out and taking training sessions, blowing a whistle, issuing instructions to my football team from the touchline.


‘It’s okay, I’ll be fine,’ I tried to assure my wonderful wife, Amanda.


But I wasn’t. Further tests revealed the underlying problem. It was my heart.


I went to see Dr Derek Harrington over in Tunbridge Wells. He’d put me straight. Derek did all the tests and then told me to sit down.


He paused.


‘Peter, we’ve got a problem. It’s a valve. It’s not working properly. Severe mitral regurgitation.’


‘Gosh. Should I be concerned?’


Pause again.


‘Well, yes. We’ll book you in to Pembury Hospital.’


Pembury, where Amanda had delivered both our daughters into this world; Pembury where I was going to see an ultrasound image of my heart in action. A heart map, in full colour.


‘It looks like it’s pretty active,’ I ventured, with what I thought might be a cheery grin.


Pause.


‘Well, no. I’m afraid it shouldn’t look like this at all. You see that area?’


I nodded.


‘That’s blood. It should be out here.’ More pointing. ‘Pumping around your body.’


‘Oh, I see.’


And I really did see now. I had classic symptoms, I was told. Closer to the operation, one Saturday I agreed to be used for some ‘professional development’ for local GPs. Twenty or so listened in, took my pulse, did their bit. They were all pretty much spot on in their verdicts. Most avoided eye contact, but a couple of them smiled and gave me a pitying look as they muttered their goodbyes.


‘What does all this mean?’


‘You need surgery.’


‘Urgent?’ (In a voice that begged for a ‘no’.)


‘Well, Mr Carpenter, let’s put it this way. Leave it for another three months, and you’ll be dead.’



13 May 2013


London Bridge Hospital.


I have no idea where I am. I try to shift my shoulders back and yelp. The lighting’s intense. I am tied to a chair being interrogated by Michael Gambon. His lined brow and lugubrious expression keep coming into close focus. He repeats the same thing, very slowly, very calmly.


‘Now, just tell us where you left it. You know what I’m talking about. The money. You know it will be better for you in the long run.’


I try to speak. Gambon’s gravelly voice starts up again …


It was then I came to. I was chewing over words, munching vowels. I gave up.


Instead I uttered an internal prayer of thanks to my surgeon, Jatin Desai. I opened my eyes again. Ah, I really was here. Alive. The prayer was extended to everyone here on Level Three at London Bridge Hospital. All those wonderful people, all those carers. Euphoria.


‘I love you all,’ I tried, before wincing at the pain.


My chest had been stitched back together. Beautifully, it has to be said. A pace-maker dangled from it. Cannulas … Monitoring devices … Blood pressure – beware the flat red line, I’d been told, but I figured that would anyway be a little late in the day. Even though I looked and felt like Boris Karloff’s Frankenstein, I was alive – lucky, blessed.


I’d come through open-heart surgery.


Later I became aware again of my Portuguese nurse, who’d been at my side overnight. I started burbling thanks. We’d bonded on football. She supported Porto, not Benfica. Her family lived in Bow, East London. She had something to tell me: as I’d been coming round from the anaesthetic, I’d been gurgling words. The same ones over and over. Oh god, it couldn’t be Michael Gambon, could it? How embarrassing.


‘Made of iron …’


‘Feito de ferro,’ she translated it back to herself. Then slowed it right down.


‘Made … Of … Iron.’


What was she talking about? But before I’d even processed my own question, I had floated away, returning to my morphine-induced stupor.


A few hours later she came back and tried again.


‘Peter, you were saying “made of iron” to yourself, over and over again. It was very strange!’


This time I got it. These were lyrics. Bowie – specifically from ‘Joe the Lion’ on Heroes. I tried to sing it to her. This was not a success.


‘Wow,’ came my profound analysis. ‘Wow.’


And Nurse Silva nodded back, suppressing laughter, as I edged into another profound sleep.


I’ve often looked back at this moment. A debt waiting to be acknowledged. Despite my occasional unfaithfulness, Bowie really had got in deep, and like the best of friends, had been there when I needed him the most.


The next day, my physio at London Bridge looked me in the eyes (straight-talking, no bullshit, she’d seen it all) and gave me a simple instruction.


‘Walk.’


‘Is that all?’


‘Adjust the diet, cut down on saturated fats, three days a week off alcohol – remember it goes straight to your heart … Good, you don’t smoke … But, yes, for now, that’s pretty much it. Walk.


‘Every day, if you want to stay on this planet,’ she added. ‘And make it brisk.’


I nodded.


‘Now, let’s walk.’


Ignoring my protests, she helped me down from the bed and I began a tentative clank along the corridor, swaying and teetering towards the walls, reaching ahead for something, anything, to hang on to.


‘There. Up those stairs.’


She was rewarded with a dumbfounded expression from the patient.


‘You heard me. There’s a handrail. Off we go.’


So I walked. For dear life. From feeble, lung-challenging shuffles up and down a single flight of stairs, around the back garden or local park, to ‘brisk’ (a key word) long-range expeditions following my release, I did as I was told. I walked.


Through local estates, round the perimeters of playing fields. Ever-more convoluted circuits around the nearby Trench Estate in Tonbridge followed. Even today I have the routes and landmarks by heart. I can close my eyes and find myself straining up that steep hill by Tonbridge Cemetery, or crossing the road just past the Shell garage into – where else? – Dernier Road.


Day after day I learned the course of new alleys and lanes around the Trench, along the way taking on board traces of other lives, those overheard scraps of chat at bus-stops, overtaking joggers in conversation, the sun by clouds covered.


Every breathless return to the front porch became a victory. I charted cardiovascular peaks, and minutes of ‘fat burn’ on my newly acquired Fitbit felt a childish pleasure as I roared past the requisite 10,000 steps per day, signalled by a tremor at the wrist from a cascading Bowie-esque rocket.


So, there and then in 2013, walking became vital, a matter of life and death. In truth I was well suited to this, because I had always loved a perambulation. By the time I reached the Lower Sixth in 1973, my literary heroes consisted of a stellar line up of Romantic poets – John Keats and William Blake, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, but especially William Wordsworth. His poems were full of hikes, incidental meetings and subsequent hauntings; he believed that places speak to us, can teach us. Along the way came the possibility of heightened moments of perception, ‘spots of time’, which delivered flashes of insight and joy. Epiphanies, as I learned to call them.


J.C. Maxwell’s edition of Wordsworth’s epic poem The Prelude came out in paperback in 1971. I still have it. On the cover there’s an image by the German Romantic painter Caspar David Friedrich called Mountain Landscape with Rainbow, with a wanderer pausing on his journey to ponder what message a giant rainbow is sending out. There was a whole new world out there that ticked all the boxes for me. Wordsworth’s epic poem, billed as the ‘growth of a poet’s mind’, is full of walks, records of seemingly trivial everyday events, reflections, transformed into the story of a life. It processes Wordsworth’s conversations with himself, or more precisely with his previous selves, and the mind’s ‘internal echo’ of his own voice. From a little boy out there exploring local terrain in the Lake District to the adult in France who realised that, somehow, miraculously, he had ‘crossed the Alps’.


Wordsworth’s example would inform what I would set out to do in homage to Bowie, just as it did back in the seventies on brooding tramps up over Epsom Downs, looping around Walton Heath before heading home. ‘I homeward went / In solitude’, as he had it. Invariably I would come back brimming with ideas. And happier too. There was little out there then about the science of walking – like the ensuing endorphin rush – but the evidence came in problems unravelled, words scribbled down. For a while at least, I was better able to cope with life.


Other writers came to the party. In the early seventies, around the same time as my Bowie awakening, I began to read novels for myself. Colour television and BBC2 brought places into our living room. A BBC outing for John Schlesinger’s version of Thomas Hardy’s Far From the Madding Crowd chimed with Wordsworth, and my own walking forays. I remember being transfixed. Again, treks across a landscape were central from the establishing shots onwards. I read more novels by Hardy, all of them set in Wessex, a semi-mythical place, where fictional names were assigned to rivers, towns and natural features, all meticulously mapped out yet allowing Hardy freedom to take liberties with time and setting. Hardy was another writer who showed how the qualities of a place affected human behaviour. His ‘Egdon Heath’ is almost another character, certainly a living entity, set to endure beyond and pass judgement on the lives and loves of the characters who trek across it. Hardy’s frameworks gave me more belief in the value of my own walking and its internal mapping, as well as my first forays into writing. They also seeded ideas that I would come to use myself in my own poetry. Hardy’s semi-mythical, yet carefully mapped, Wessex was there as a model for mapping out my own life. And, from 2016, Bowie’s.


Back in the early seventies I had felt a sense of kinship and release when Bowie, Hardy and others came along. Wordsworth composed poetry on the move. The same thing happened to me. During a walk, words and ideas would appear and I’d scrawl them down following the flow of associations. Anything and everything: overheard fragments of conversation, lichens on a brick wall, mud on my boots. Walking and writing became twinned forces and gave me what the poet Thom Gunn called a ‘sniff of the real’.


The spike of urgency experienced in 2013 only deepened the links. In 2001 an invitation had come to join Iain Sinclair on his journey around the M25, walks that would find their way into his book London Orbital. Sinclair and I were both fascinated by William Hayward, a cult sixties novelist and poet who had spent time in one of the five Greater London Council (GLC) asylums known as the ‘hospital cluster’ in my home borough of Epsom and Ewell. And I knew where to find the entrance to a tunnel complex (rumoured to have been built to house the government and royal family in times of emergency) which ran for miles under Epsom Downs. We found the tunnels, but this was no match for the chat, the shared virtual voyaging along the way. Places that I thought I knew by heart, from childhood onwards, were transformed. Discoveries were to be found right there on my doorstep. The tunnels, a metaphor in themselves, began at the junction of Worple and Ashley Road, no more than a couple of hundred metres north of the site where Bowie had played all those years back. Ebbisham Hall.


11 January 2016


When Bowie’s death was announced, I didn’t believe it. It was only a couple of days after his birthday (which had put me in mind of 2013 and the video launch of ‘Where Are We Now?’). It wasn’t some warped publicity stunt was it? No. It was for real.


I had been driving my youngest daughter, Beatrice, down the high street to Tonbridge railway station. It was sheeting with rain. I flicked on Radio 4. John Humphrys was outlining my hero’s achievements. But in the third person, past tense. The text I sent on the dread day was BOWIE DEAD GAP IN LIFE. I’d lost a companion and guide from those teenage years. Bowie, the brother I never had, the figure who dared to follow his dreams, whatever the price.


It was immediately clear that Bowie’s death affected many people, in more ways than they may have expected. For many, ‘gap in life’ was a massive understatement. I felt it too, and kept churning it over in my mind. This culminated in a single, simple, but rather existential question. What was I going to do about it?


I couldn’t just leave it, shrug my shoulders and carry on. A close friend, my companion when I saw Bowie at Earl’s Court in 1978, suggested a Bowie all-nighter. A writer friend, Tiffany Murray, who had spent a large chunk of her childhood at the Rockfield recording studios in Wales, asked me to contribute to a crowd-funded Bowie anthology. Neither materialised, but the urge to do something held fast. I heard Bowie pundits on the radio who put what I knew, or thought I knew, to shame. For a month or so, a media frenzy ensued. In every Sunday supplement you could read about David Bowie according to … Tony Blair, David Cameron. You name it.


It needed something else. I felt a real urge to get out there and make Bowie my own. The eventual solution was random, a matter of impulse, certainly not logic. But then things fell into place and an initial gesture of homage turned into an ongoing call to action.


I had watched coverage of vigils at Bowie shrines around the world. Weeping fans, messages, mounds of flowers. The closest of these were in Beckenham, Brixton and around Soho. So a series of discrete mini-pilgrimages began. Heddon Street, site of the Ziggy cover photoshoot, where Bowie the intrepid voyager had posed, ready for action, was first up.


I had no idea then that, from 2016 onwards, I’d still be doing it.


Walking to find Bowie.


The areas I explored became akin to Hardy’s Wessex in my imagination. They became part of a semi-mythical territory which I found myself calling ‘Bowieland’. Open-heart surgery gave it a further edge. My physio’s injunction kept coming back: ‘Let’s walk’. Walk to recover, to stay alive. The first steps in the recovery of my lost hero.


It wasn’t an exact science. Quest? Maybe. Odyssey? Not quite. Oddity? That’s more like it. Not knowing where I was going or how I was going to get there. That seemed to be the key. New Bowie patterns and markers would begin to emerge. The windows Bowie had stared out from in Oakley Street, Chelsea … That gig he’d played in the caves at Chislehurst … Whitehall Recreation Ground in Bickley where he’d kicked into autumn leaves. The more random the material, the more pressing the urge to continue.


It fitted in another sense too. My peripatetic trampings echoed Bowie’s own spirit. He was a wanderer. And a comparable restlessness permeates his music. It seemed to be the case that until he met and fell in love with Iman, he was acting out the role of the perpetual outsider, homeless quester, self-confessed lodger. Bowie’s ashes had been scattered, location unknown. There was no official shrine, no official route of pilgrimage. But the places that made Bowie were out there. I wanted to experience and re-imagine them first hand, ‘in situ’, not from a laptop, or as part of a group tour mediated by a guide’s route and narrative. Maybe I could then plot a course from one Bowie ‘fix’ to another. I realise now, in the process, I was also charting my own life, where I was coming from, and where I might be heading. All I had to do was step out and get going.


In the weeks following Bowie’s death I started the walks, getting the train up from Kent to Charing Cross, sampling Soho’s Bowie offerings. Then I picked up the pace and frequency. By June I had started to extend the walks between obvious ‘shrines’. For example, I’d walk from Beckenham Junction and head south down the Croydon Road to the recreation ground where Bowie played in the ‘Growth Festival’, a suburban version of Woodstock back in August 1969. Behind the scenes I was doing my homework and devising new trails. But the key element at the start was simple enough: making it up as I went along. Incidental insights were way more exciting than received ideas.


Bowieland is the product of these journeys. Repeated excursions led to a simple need to find out more. The walking itself made me value living for the moment, in my ‘Bowie zone’, not trying to meet a ‘target’, reach an ‘outcome’, or claim a ‘result’.


Subsequent research showed me that Bowie was a great source of anecdotal wisdom, as well as a supreme manipulator of the media. Another thing I loved about Bowie was his humour, a capacity for pratfalls and self-deprecation, as well as glorious triumphs. Alongside wonders came embarrassments; he gave the world ‘Ashes to Ashes’ and ‘Golden Years’, but he also left us ‘The Laughing Gnome’. He just moved on, an autodidact brave and persistent enough to try everything and anything.


There are many incidental walk-on parts in this book, from Bowie ‘scholars’ to film producers, but it was the places themselves that spoke most tellingly. I was helped by companions on the road. Then there were the chance meetings. Everyone, seemingly, has a Bowie story. Mention Bowie’s name, and doors are unlocked. Essentially though it’s my story, my revelations and idiocies.


Turn a door handle, enter Shirley Parish Hall and find the same stage where a young Davie Jones and The Kon-Rads set up to play in 1962. Travel to Berlin, emerge from the S-Bahn, stop to gawp at the ruined portico of the Anhalter Bahnhof and ask, ‘What is this?’


That question underpins the whole thing.


‘What is this?’


Bowie’s afterlife can be navigated from a mobile or a screen. Anyone can do that. But to walk in Bowie’s footsteps is to get a sniff of the real. Find and play, or bring to mind, the rhythm section at the start of Iggy Pop’s ‘Lust for Life’ or the surge of sound at the start of ‘Heroes’. That’s how the walks still feel to me.


Bowieland is out there.









SOUNDINGS









[image: ‘The hiker above the sea of fog (Der Wanderer über dem Nebelmeer)’, a classical oil painting on canvas by artist Caspar David Friedrich showing the back view of a man clothed in a long black overcoat and black boots and holding a walking stick. He looks out across a rocky mountainscape shrouded in mists.]


CHAPTER 1


HEDDON STREET, W1


January 1972


It’s a chilly evening in January 1972. Cars are parked up; lights glow from surrounding buildings. A pile of boxes and other flotsam has been left out for the bin collection. Discernible marker – ‘London’. The location is Heddon Street, just off Regent Street, the western border of Soho.


Head on. Our hero stares back at us from the site of a photoshoot. Above him a sign reads ‘K. WEST’. On one level this is the name of the company at these premises. A furrier. On another, a phonetic key or found instruction, set to work away at the subconscious. Bowie loved a pun, playing with words, exploring nuance and angles. Try it. Feel the sounds on your upper palate. There you have it. ‘K. WEST’ clicks into ‘QUEST’. An accident becomes a manifesto.


Examine the lone figure. Bowie in the role of his most enduring alter ego, Ziggy Stardust. An amalgam. In his own words, somewhere between Nijinsky and Woolworths. Dig those boots. Take in the guitar. Has this intrepid voyager just landed? Or is he about to set off? He’s on the brink of something.


Quite where all of this would take him, maybe even Bowie couldn’t have imagined.


19 February 2016


My first expedition and I was off track, behind the clock. Hopeless.


After heading up by train from Kent to Charing Cross, I became distracted by the array of Bowie merchandise in Fopp off Seven Dials, and after that it became a blurred dash. Surely I couldn’t fall at the first simple hurdle – everyone knows where Heddon Street is. Everyone except me, apparently.


But the fluster gave things a heightened sense of urgency and expectation. I beetled along from Piccadilly Circus, hiked up Regent Street’s gentle gradient, taking in the curve, the grandeur, the shop fronts, only to go straight past my intended destination. The Apple Store? Eh? Oxford Street? No, you saddo. In retracing my steps, I found an arch declaring ‘Heddon House’ tucked between a vast Karl Lagerfeld and L’Occitane. Dipping my shoulder, tutting at my incompetence, I hung a right and studied my surroundings.


Heddon Street, it turned out, was more a cul-de-sac than a street. A pedestrianised zone where ancient chunky cobblestones rubbed shoulders with glistening new paving slabs, the whole site bounded by four-and five-storey buildings. An even texture of established light grey stone was caught in the fading afternoon sun. Georgian neo-classical proportion was encouraging me to gaze up to the sky; at ground level, even the rubbish outside the pricey eateries looked stylish. Translucent pink and blue binliners waited in neat rows for the attention of Westminster Council. Some of the bags honked a little, but this ripeness was being overwhelmed by an enticing waft of high-end steak frites emanating from Aubaine.


Restaurateurs had hosed down paving stones and cobbles outside their respective patches, re-animated dusty geraniums in hanging baskets. Fronds and bamboo camouflage systems concealed customers fine-dining inside Sakagura and Piccolino. Some would-be punters strolled past, examined menus, and in thirty paces or so down the gentle slope settled on Strawberry Moons at Number 15, al fresco seating rendered possible by glowing patio heaters. Was it going to be a Coconut Negroni or a Heavenly Hibiscus to kickstart the weekend?


Some though must have been wondering what all the fuss was about. Over there – that crowd opposite Number 23.


The journey up from Tonbridge afforded time to think about what I was looking for. Part of it was this: to belong to something bigger than me, to be absorbed in some kind of communal activity. In fact, the kind of impromptu mourning and worship that I could make out in the ragged, good-natured congregation right in front of me. Opposite Number 23, beneath the official Ziggy blue plaque, a mound of roses in cellophane, from full bouquets to single stems, had formed. Some were fresh arrivals, but many were fringed by brown rot, puckered and drooping. There were a few lilies in glass jars; candle stubs flickered in the chilly afternoon breeze; messages had been chalked on otherwise pristine paving stones.


The crowd spanned age, ethnicity and gender. No sense of a clique. Bowie’s appeal was universal. Some took selfies, a few hummed Bowie tunes, but most were chatting sotto voce to companions, blinking back tears, hugging or just staring into the near distance. I stooped to sample the cards and their inscriptions. Splashed ink on some of them, adding to the poignancy. They were all personal and confessional – outpourings of the kind of grief I’d suppressed. Many of them quoted snippets of Bowie lyrics, the most popular from the grand finale to the Ziggy album, ‘Rock ‘n’ Roll Suicide’. I intoned to myself as I read them back: ‘Give me your hands’, and ‘You’re not alone’. The spirit of the crowd was acceptant, respectful. They’d all made the trip here, but to what? A Bowie shrine, ‘ground control’, whatever you wanted to call it, certainly a place of significance. Something momentous had happened and was still happening here. I started to understand the expression ‘genius loci’ as I looked on. There was a prevailing spirit of the place. I wondered how my own version of homage would shape up.


For now, I was just pleased to be here; it felt right somehow. I watched as the gathering thinned out to be replenished every now and then as the light faded. A time-lapse camera had been installed under the plaque that hailed the birth of Ziggy. Its shutter setting provided a regular undertow to what we were witnessing. Click. Its attendant stood just on the fringe of the cluster. Evidently no alien, he was certainly a keen observer. Closer up, he seemed rather a cherubic fellow; chin lifted, red-cheeked, sporting a vivid blue scarf. I guessed that he was around my age, bearing up well, with the hint of a mischievous grin. I wandered over to greet him, shook hands and we started to chat.


Click.


Name: Marc Coker.


Click.


Trade: University of East London, Senior Lecturer.


Click.


Current project: Beside Bowie: The Mick Ronson Story, Assistant Director.


Marc outlined his hectic schedule of filming and interviewing for the upcoming documentary – Angie Bowie next up in the pipeline. There was jovial acknowledgement of our shared obsession.


We traded Bowie questions. The gig at Friars, Aylesbury in 1972 – was that really the first Ziggy outing?


Raised eyebrows.


Came to some conclusions. Yes, Live Santa Monica ’72 takes some beating if you’re after the Ziggy years.


And yes, we both saw Bowie live at Earl’s Court in 1978. It was at that point we faltered. Bowie live. As we used that word we caught the unintentional morbid ironies. The man was dead, and that’s why we were here. But we had clicked. I felt a sense of kinship and identification. Marc had route-mapped his own way forward. It was clear to me that I needed to find mine. I had got plenty of time to mull things over in the following days. Earl’s Court, Santa Monica, Aylesbury; the names in themselves were important markers. The places had helped us to map out shared Bowie memories. We had name-checked them; maybe stepping out to explore Bowie haunts would have something in it after all.


Click. The time-lapse camera continued its work. Somewhere out there Marc has his photo sequence of this scene around the plaque, which includes my own ghost-figure hunched over the flowers and the messages.


After we’d swapped contact details, I made my way up past giant tubs and urns harbouring palms and olive trees, and tables covered by starched white linen cloths. I turned left past IceBar into an alley at the north. Up the slight gradient, hidden down this dead end, behind all the plant life, I knew that I would find a red K2 telephone box. K2s, in themselves things of beauty, are the work of Sir Giles Gilbert Scott, a designer who significantly shaped London. Think Battersea Power Station, Tate Modern and Waterloo Bridge. The inspiration behind the box’s smooth lines and curves had been a mausoleum for the wife of the architect and philanthropist Sir John Soane. So the phone booth on the back cover of the Ziggy album was itself modelled on a monument to honour the dead. It’s not quite the matryoshka doll effect, but it’s getting close.


The one I examined was not the original of Ziggy back-cover fame. After public outcry at the installation of a hideous new BT contraption here, in 1997 a replacement K2 was put back in its rightful place. The K2 was never a Tardis, a time machine (different brand of course), but there was a Dr Who element to it, or maybe even a touch of Clark Kent transforming into Superman. Open it up – and who knows? Bowie pilgrims might be shuddered away miraculously from the here and now. Bowie received fan mail from those convinced that he was an alien and that the K2 was his spaceship. It didn’t surprise him; it’s just what he wanted. UFO sightings, moon landings, space exploration were all headline news. Bowie wrote of his muse in extended cover notes for Hunky Dory as ‘Star Trek in a leather jacket’. It was all part of his cunning plan, to resemble a space-invader.


A phone booth is a liminal zone, associated with intended privacy and intimacy in plain view, but out of hearing. Bowie’s lyrics in ‘Starman’ trade on this public/private checkpoint. He had to ‘phone someone’ so he ‘picked on you’. This box had become an unofficial Bowie border control for all those who’d travelled here from, I made a note, Spain, Dublin, Italy, Rio … All over the world. In this walk-in messaging centre and confessional booth signatures, tags, name-checks, scrawled markers of undying homage and love, had been felt-tipped on the red paint and around the handset area. Something ephemeral preserved in the album cover, the Ziggy phenomenon, had also ironically helped to confer conservation status on Heddon Street, so that our beloved K2 box could remain. It’s a fitting accident that it became one of the most-visited sites of any Bowie memorial tour, one of the Bowie story’s many complex hybrids and acts of synthesis. I’ve kept coming back – over the post-Brexit years, the pre-and post-Trump years, the pre-and post-pandemic years – from dawn to dusk, at the drop of a hat. Detour, destination, impromptu point of departure for another Bowie walk – any excuse.


With time-travelling in mind, let’s roll back the years to the evening of Bowie’s photoshoot with Brian Ward. The incarnation of the Ziggy Stardust we know. Get out the album cover or find it online. Whatever Bowie’s sci-fi space-age ambitions may have been, it deploys classic Gothic tropes. The inexplicable and unsettling appearance of a lone figure at dusk. Deep contrast in design between intense gleams of light and realms of darkness, a technique in painting called chiaroscuro. Bowie knew his art, enjoyed the vast lightning-flashed terrains of John Martin’s apocalyptic scenes, and the perils and threats suggested in the postures of Caravaggio’s street-life punters.


Twenty-five years later, the front cover of the album Earthling featured Bowie’s take on Caspar David Friedrich’s iconic depiction of the Romantic lone voyager from his 1818 canvas Der Wanderer über dem Nebelmeer (Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog). Lone voyagers? That really was Bowie’s thing – from the cover image of Bowie as Ziggy, alien just landed, to the reverse journey, Major Tom stepping through a door into outer space in ‘Space Oddity’. The lone voyager was a trope that Bowie would replay and re-imagine throughout his career through ‘Ashes to Ashes’ to ‘Hallo Spaceboy’.


We have been left alone in the encroaching darkness with a creature on the border between fantasy and reality. The highly realised detail of the background (wing mirrors on the parked cars, intricate brickwork patterns) juxtaposed to the inexplicable, the supernatural, evident even in the patterns of the rubbish in the front right-hand corner. These verge on Expressionist dashes and slashes, like one of those smashed-up planes from a Paul Nash WWI trench-scape. Sniff the air and you can almost inhale the cigarette smoke, cheap fried food, exhaust fumes. The rubbish was from Paquerette Dresses, or might just have been from another planet.


It’s another chance occurrence – the other three band members deemed it too cold outside – that allowed Bowie to be captured alone by photographer Brian Ward. That’s the key – the intimacy. It’s just him. Our hero has braved the elements. The pose is masterly too. The left leg on top of the metal rubbish bin denotes a claim, territory staked out. This guy owns the place. Bowie’s implacable expression blends invitation and provocation: there’s a touch of ‘come and have a go if you think you’re hard enough …’ Bowie’s borrowed Les Paul guitar rests at his hip, pointing our way. Is it a phallic six-shooter or is he just pleased to see us? A final and vital point: this sense of entitled ownership is accentuated by the compositional point of view. The gentle downward slope of Heddon Street affects the photo’s vanishing point. It makes Bowie appear bigger, bolder, more imposing. Like James Cagney in the final reel of the film White Heat. Bowie’s ‘Top of the world, ma, top of the world’ before everything goes up in smoke.


Turn the cover over. After the establishing shot on the front, there’s a close up. It couldn’t possibly work the other way round. Bowie, in open-chested jumpsuit, come-hithering from within the phone box. He is leaning back, right arm akimbo, planted on hip, left arm thrown up behind his head, pigeon chest (there’s nothing of him) half bared. The image fills the middle third of the back cover. Terry Pastor, partner at Main Artery, who worked with the artist George Underwood, a friend from Bowie’s childhood in Bromley, air-brushed colour directly onto the black-and-white originals of Brian Ward’s photoshoot. A golden yellow glow descends onto the figure, as if from an ethereal interior lightbulb, to give Bowie a saint-like aura.


Back to the Gothic subtext. Is this romantic stranger coming to the rescue? Or will his lips open up to reveal fangs? Check out Bowie’s performance just over a decade later in Tony Scott’s film The Hunger, an erotic fantasy where, opposite Catherine Deneuve, he plays the other half of an undead couple. Look carefully and you can make out the brass handle to open the door, and the live cable in a subtle electric blue running down from above to the right-hand corner, artfully splicing the tiered lettering of DAVID BOWIE ZIGGY STARDUST. When I first studied the album cover on my birthday in June 1972, I imagined for a moment that you could open the cover and access the inner sleeve and vinyl by pulling on the door handle. Sounds crazy, I know, but The Rolling Stones’ Sticky Fingers had come out the year before, its Andy Warhol front cover featuring a real fly-zipper. With Bowie, anything seemed possible.


The alien look, to match Bowie’s creation of Ziggy, was a world-beating homegrown hybrid. The jumpsuit was made from 1930s upholstery fabric by Sue Frost (also child-minder for David’s young son Zowie Bowie back at their home, Haddon Hall in Beckenham). The hair – back-combed mod feather cut, yet to be dyed – was styled by Suzi Fussey, who worked for Evelyn Paget’s Ladies Hairdressers at 224 Beckenham High Street. Suzi would go on to marry Mick Ronson, the band’s electric guitar hero from Hull. The band’s white boots were bespoke from Russell & Bromley in Beckenham High Street, but Bowie’s Kansai Yamamoto patent-leather platform boots on show here were from uptown in West London – Boston-151 in Fulham. Details like these unlocked further trails waiting to be followed up in subsequent walks.


And ‘The Spiders’ – what about the name? A stroke of genius, but also another nifty bit of repurposing. Alice Cooper’s band had been The Spiders from Phoenix. After Bowie and the band went to see Cooper’s show (part of the ‘Love It to Death’ tour) at The Rainbow in November 1971, Bowie promised them that they would go one better on everything, from the theatrics to the make-up and the showmanship. And that’s just what he did with the name.


Last thing. That sign above his head. Without it, the cover wouldn’t work. K. WEST. The original sign for Konn furriers (west not east division) was removed or ‘rescued’ by a Bowie fan in 1982. It left a gap for speculation to be filled by Bowie in an interview in 1993 with David Sinclair for Rolling Stone : ‘It’s such a shame that sign went. People read so much into it. They thought “K. West” must be some sort of code for “quest”. It took on all these sort of mystical overtones.’


This is beautifully done; Bowie, both source and goal of the ‘quest’, loosens the Gordian knot. The plaque that now sits in its place was installed on 27 March 2012 to mark the fortieth anniversary of the album. Photographs from the day feature Trevor Bolder and Woody Woodmansey. Gary Kemp unveiled the plaque and had this to say: ‘Ziggy was the ultimate messianic rock star, and with him David Bowie successfully blurred the lines not just between boys and girls, but himself and his creation.’ That fine distinction about the lines Bowie blurred and crossed spoke to me as I set off on my Bowie trail.


Much has changed in Heddon Street. Over the years I have visited this site day and night, season by season, so that it’s become akin to a Bowie security blanket. The telephone booth is still there, but it’s been sanitised. The graffiti has been erased and painted over, so the metaphor of this as a portal, a conduit for the homage of any fans on a Bowie pilgrimage, has been lost. One evening in August 2022 I was greeted by a heart-rending sight. A figure, huddled and obscured by deconstructed cardboard boxes, was curled up on the floor of the K2, desperate enough to risk temporary refuge here. Between the back of the K2 and the wall, a pink suitcase and further cardboard packaging had been sandwiched. I said hello, pushed a tenner into the temporary refuge, cursed talk of homelessness as a ‘lifestyle choice’. The next time I came to Heddon Street, a heavy-duty, padlocked silver chain had been wreathed around the booth to prevent access.


The Tank and Paddle public house is now rekindled as The Starman (akin in function to the Tabard Inn where Chaucer’s pilgrims assembled at the start of The Canterbury Tales). Here, as you sip a pint and share your Bowie stories, you can gaze up at a vast oil painting on the wall closest to the bar; it’s by Blue Logan, a faithful and striking depiction of the front cover of Ziggy. One disorientating addition is a glowing replica of the original K. WEST sign, there to wrongfoot or puzzle any Bowie fan. This is outside Number 1 Heddon Street above a bistro called, guess what, Ziggy’s.


On the way home from this first outing, as the lights came up around Soho and I followed the slope down to the Thames through Leicester Square, on towards Charing Cross, I knew already that this trip was no more than a first step. Just before the traffic lights to cross The Strand I heard a familiar cry: ‘Issue … Big Issue … buy your Big Issue’. I stopped to get a copy and have a bit of a chat, as was my habit with this seller. His particular pitch was just beyond a burger van, the waft of fried onions on the griddle tempting those dashing for a train home.


Next to it was Maggi Hambling’s memorial to Oscar Wilde. This is an artefact I’ve loved to admire and run my fingers over since its installation in 1988. The sculpture is a bench-like green granite sarcophagus, with a bust of Wilde emerging from the upper end, cigarette in hand. The inscription is from Wilde’s play Lady Windermere’s Fan and it stayed with me as I waited on Platform 4: ‘We are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars’.


What better way to think of the Starman, Bowie?









[image: A black-and-white photo of a dilapidated Victorian building set among overgrown grass and shrubbery. The building has a clay-tiled roof and vertical clay tiling on the eves. A window is boarded with a broken wooden panel.]


CHAPTER 2


CANE HILL


17 February 2016


I found myself driving west round the M25, taking Junction 7 for the northern stretch of the A23 signposted for Croydon. I was only a few miles east of Epsom, my teenage stomping ground, and with it the Downs where I had walked with Wordsworthian intent all those years back. A left turn along Star Lane then Hogcross Lane would have taken me over White Hill, across to the familiar territory of Kingswood and Tadworth. This area was at the southern tip of the asylum cluster that had fringed Greater London. Epsom itself had five asylums to the north and west. My destination today, Cane Hill asylum in Coulsdon, had in its day been a temporary home to thousands. Unlike Heddon Street, and the album cover that had rendered it a recognised Bowie ‘shrine’, Cane Hill was a marker of lost voices and hidden layers in the Bowie story, in psychoanalytical terms, a Freudian Id. I only knew of it through an album cover, the American original for The Man Who Sold the World, itself abandoned as this prototype version of the album became a collector’s item after its rapid removal from the US market.


Cane Hill asylum had been state of the art, in terms of ambition and design. It was first officially known in the 1880s as the Third Surrey County Pauper Lunatic Asylum, with a special feature of ‘radiating wards’, designed by Charles Henry Howell, architectural adviser to the Lunacy Commission. The wards provided light and air, a centripetal outward-looking design with views over Coulsdon and Farthing Downs. The shape of Cane Hill, from aerial shots, fittingly resembled an x-ray of the human brain. Pavilion blocks (comprising the wards) were linked to an internal horseshoe-shaped corridor. There were female and male halves, the vertical symmetry having been cut along its centre by the administration block and a chapel, along with a large recreational area and dining hall, kitchens, stores and laundry.


An immense water tower provided the necessary pressure for buildings of such scale and need. The grounds had been landscaped and divided into ‘airing courts’ where patients could sit outside, bask in the sunshine and enjoy views across London. This was the principal reason that the hospital was built on the hill. It became a ‘go to’ destination, revered and feared in local folklore. ‘You’ll get sent to Kay Nill’ was a veiled threat to any potential hoolies. It would have been classed at the top of its field, akin to one of the Russell Group universities. Celebrity patients included Charlie Chaplin’s mother Hannah, and Michael Caine’s illegitimate half-brother David Burchell. Caine’s mother, who visited David every week for over fifty years, showed Burchell a still of Caine in Zulu so that he would recognise him when he was on television. Caine caught up with David and had long conversations with him during the last months of his life, after the move from Cane Hill. I would discover that Bowie’s links to the place had parallels with Caine’s story, but it was the album The Man Who Sold the World, first released in November 1970, that was the immediate catalyst for today’s expedition.


Up until this trip to Cane Hill I’d only known the place through this album, so its physical existence came to me filtered through Bowie, more a place of fantasy than prosaic reality, complete with its own lyrics and soundtrack. The underlying motivation for the trip came from the quick-fire sequence of covers for the album following its release. After the life-altering purchase of Hunky Dory, during the Ziggy mania of late 1972, I was faced, like every other rookie Bowie fan, with a Generation Game-style conveyor belt of Bowie goodies. Bowie’s back catalogue was being rereleased to cash in on his superstardom: reissues of Space Oddity and The Man Who Sold the World became essential purchases. The black-and-white cover for the latter featured a high-kicking high-energy Bowie in Ziggy mode and Ziggy gear. RCA were experimenting with Dynaflex at the time, a thinner, bendier vinyl option than its stouter, more unyielding antecedents. My copy of the album developed an unnerving series of undulations, but the album was ‘heavy’ in other senses, in its prevailing themes (the nature of sanity and madness, the emergence of a Nietzschean superman, American gun culture) and the hard rock treatment of them.


On the front cover of the original Mercury US release of the album, the asylum lurks in the background. The cartoon image came from Bowie’s friend, the artist and poet Michael J. Weller. In the foreground, the cover depicts the three-quarters profile of a cowboy figure, his unshaven visage hinting at the physiognomy of The Duke, aka actor John Wayne, iconic lead in so many Westerns. Behind him was Cane Hill’s distinctive administration block; the main entrance block to the hospital pretty nondescript, bar a three-sided clock tower. Legend had it that the time was wrong on all three clocks. In the cover image there are sickly lemon lights glowing from within the building (anticipating Terry Pastor’s treatment of Heddon Street in the Ziggy cover), signifying occupancy but also an indeterminate time of day. Dawn? Dusk? The black zigzags on the two clock faces give no clues. The skyscape’s navy blue wash is unblinking. To those not in the know concerning Cane Hill’s function, the cover posed even more questions and gave nothing away. What was this place? School? Church? Prison? The cowboy figure had a ten-gallon hat and a rifle under his shoulder. What was he? Vigilante? Armed guard? Maniac on the loose? A sense of menace was notched up in the denial of context as well as the incongruity of the figure and its immediate environment.


Another element of Weller’s artwork was ‘mind-blowing’. The cowboy hat shredded at the top, with echoes of the ‘exploding head’, a common enough trope of sixties pop art (an offshoot from images such as Explosion by US artist Roy Lichtenstein). There was also a comic strip-style speech balloon for the cowboy figure. It was an empty sagging white void. Weller had intended ROLL UP YOUR SLEEVES AND SHOW US YOUR ARMS to fill the space. Multiple puns festered, too much for a clean bill of corporate health. Was it about drugs? Gun laws? Vietnam? Mercury pulled it. The blank speech balloon speaks louder down the years than the suppressed text. A speechless figure helped to make it a cult cover.


Now where exactly had Cane Hill hidden itself away?


This was a solo reconnaissance mission. The first job of the day was to find the place. Grid reference TQ291587: Google Earth had provided me with a virtual decoy, a benign street-level image of a bus-stop for the 166 (from West Croydon station to Epsom Hospital) – some way below where I wanted to go. Ah, here it was, caught in the fork between the Brighton Road and Portnalls Road. The sky was a level grey. As I walked from the car and approached the Cane Hill site, an uneasy stillness was broken only by traffic from the A23 and the occasional clopping of horses’ hooves. I slowly attuned myself to the screech of gear changes and low moans from earth-loaders and diggers. And what was that smell? Lime on the fields and something else – burning rubber or plastic?


Seen at night in its pomp, Cane Hill asylum resembled something out of Close Encounters of the Third Kind, a vast alien craft brooding over the valley-dwellers of the North Downs. It was its own satellite state in Coulsdon, glowing, bustling, visible along the A23, through Purley right up to the top of Duppas Hill in Croydon. Today, in the uncertain daylight, it was a site juggling demolition and construction. I had studied the advertising campaigns; a drone had been used to show off Cane Hill’s new developments, the ‘stunning views’ of the Farthing Downs in this ‘regeneration’. Any re-imagination of what had been here before remained strictly off limits. I was required by law to obey instructions and watch my step if I were not to commit an act of trespass, to intrude upon what was the Cane Hill Park Development, officially sponsored and supported by both Croydon Council and Mayor of London, Boris Johnson.


There were to be a minimum of 660 houses on the two-hundred-acre site; five-bedroom detached homes starting at £799,995 and boasting ‘Great location, close to town with elevated views’. It was part of a master plan put together in 2011 by the council working in consultation with residents, Transport for London and the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA) to bring new business and leisure developments to the town. By 2018 there would be ‘approximately 135 households now living at Cane Hill Park’ according to a spokesperson from Barratt Developments. By 2021, it was expected that all 677 residential units would be ready. I was going to come back to check it out. The punning claim from David Wilson Homes was ‘Where Quality Lives’.


Above the sales pitch, an alternative running commentary intensified in my head. The walking was doing its business, loosening up my own subconscious, an associative flow, scraps of poetry triggered by my progress. ‘The many men so beautiful / And they all dead did lie … ’ floated up. I completed the stanza in my head, mouthing Coleridge’s words from The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, a poem learned when I was twelve years old. As I dipped a shoulder and moved on to the site itself, running my fingers along the Heras fencing, a moment from Robert Browning’s Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came clicked. ‘Burningly it came on me all at once / This was the place!’.
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