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We live in the past. We live in the future. I wish (and don’t you?) 

that we lived more in the present. It isn’t very easy: we used to 

cower in caves; now we hunker in bunkers.


I should explain I have a thing about bunkers.


Helmut had a bunker. His family had a bunker. Helmut was the 

grandson of a German industrialist I was supposed to write about. 

The family bunker; in Germany. I was so excited. Just the thought 

of it made me want to visit.


Bunkerlove. As a child my parents favoured Padstow on the 

Cornish north coast for holidays. We alternated day trips to 

churches, tin mines and castles with visiting the beach. Sometimes 

we saw Cornish wrestling in the pouring rain. But the best days, 

which in my memory were always sunny and windy, were the 

beach days – either at Rock, Trevone, or, my favourite, St Georges 

Cove.


St Georges Cove had an ancient well, but much more importantly, 

a pillbox, that is, a one-roomed hexagonal fortified gun 

emplacement. A bunker. My first bunker. You had to go down a 

narrow flight of concrete steps. Inside it was dark, silent, and 

odiferous. A smell of urine and seaweed, that bubbly black seaweed 

you can pop. You didn’t really want to walk about inside. 

Just stand still and imagine yourself in your own war movie.


Was there graffiti? I think so – though this was before the widespread availability of spray cans. Maybe a swastika or two. In 

those days abandoned buildings always attracted swastikas, as did 

school desks and exercise books. Swastikas seem more generally 

reviled now. At the same time there has been no let up in their 

production – but not on desks and exercise books; now they are 

corporatized and capitalized into cable history-channel specials, 

camp memoirs both real and fake, endless ‘new angles’ on the 

Third Reich lavishly illustrated with famous flag moments shot by 

Leni Riefenstahl.


Anyway, not for me castles, dungeons and other such Robin 

Hood type attractions. For me the benchmark of romance, 

escapism, adventure was the pillbox. That was the beginning of it. 

Then I discovered air-raid shelters.


My great-aunt, who lived in Worthing, a resort favoured by 

retirees, had one. The old shelter was at the bottom of her 

garden. It had the magic narrow stairway leading to a dank 

interior, a store place for weedkiller, peat, plant food, flower pots. 

The only light was the dim glow from the sunken entrance. It was, 

in a way, a loathsome place, and yet I was strangely attracted to 

its earthy, musty smell; its myriad possibilities. I used to play there 

with a girl who lived across the road. Innocent stuff but already 

sex had wormed its way into the unstable cauldron of bunkerlove. 

Air-raid shelters became my new fixation.


I read about war. I envied people who had been in the Blitz. I 

learnt that lucky Rommel had a tunnel from his house to his own 

personal air-raid shelter. My father subscribed, for what seemed 

like years, to a weekly magazine that built into a six-volume Purnell’s 

picture encyclopaedia of the twentieth century. I spent days 

staring at the awful mesmerizing images of two world wars and, 

incidentally, many pictures of bunkers.


I knew by then that pillboxes and air-raid shelters were a 

subset of my love of bunkers. Deep underground, away from 

the bombs, nuclear or otherwise, one could live at peace. I also 

loved The Hobbit and Wind in the Willows for similar and allied 

reasons.


Though it seems more significant now than it did then, part of 

my family’s mythology was that my grandfather owed his life to a 

kind of bunker. He had been a POW in Japan and survived the 

nuclear bombing of Nagasaki by being down a salt mine. He 

emerged from his slave status as a salt-miner to discover Nagasaki 

utterly destroyed. Interestingly, despite witnessing the devastation 

at first hand he never forgave the Japanese for the tortures they 

had personally inflicted on him. He never bought a Sony product 

or a VW either come to think of it.


In our garden in the country I took to building earthen 

bunkers. I had a friend who joined me. We linked our bunkers 

with tunnels that sometimes collapsed. Even today the smell 

and feel of earth in my hair is more than nostalgia, it’s what the 

Japanese call natsukashi, that intense bloom of feeling for times 

past that Proust’s madeleine invoked.


In my late teens I was caught up in various attempts to spread 

world peace through writing letters to world leaders and going 

on demos. Showing support for the women protestors camped 

at an American airbase I caught my first glimpse of a truly huge 

bunker – the grass-covered concrete super bunkers used to 

house cruise missiles. These silent structures were like prehistoric 

long barrows, mini-hills with steel doors at either end, all neatly 

turfed with greensward.


The KGB were also involved, naturally. From defector documents 

such as the Mitrokin archive, it seems that the good-hearted old UK peace movement was actually infiltrated and controlled by 

the Soviets. Why? It was an attempt to stop us building bunkers. 

Unlike the Swiss, who had always been very pro-bunker, there 

was a strain of anti-bunker feeling in the British peace movement 

that I never really understood. The no-bunker-building idea, which 

we now know originated in cunning sovprop, was based on the 

premise that in a nuclear war we would all be dead anyway so why 

bother with bunkers? Bunkers would just give us a false sense of 

security and make us believe we could survive a nuclear attack. 

Therefore we should unilaterally disarm – which was what the 

Soviets wanted.


Years passed. My love of bunkers took a conversational turn. 

I learnt to disguise my passion with humour. It became a party 

piece. Then, about five years ago, I was rooting through a library 

chuck-out box when I found Pillbox, an unlikely (though utterly 

real, I assure you) coffee-table book that is the last word on . . . 

PILLBOXES, together with pictures, schematic diagrams and the 

six-figure Ordnance Survey coordinates for most of the five 

thousand pillboxes in Britain.


Pillbox locations were never recorded. Local Home Guard 

units simply memorized where they were. The idea was that, in 

an invasion, the resistance could occupy fortifications unknown 

to the Germans even if they captured Britain’s defence plans. 

Even if the Nazis tortured Winston Churchill the pillbox secret 

would be safe. Then, in the 1970s, scattered groups of pillbox 

historians started to record data. This led to the immense project 

of listing for the first time the whereabouts of all the pillboxes in 

Britain. Pre-Internet, it was undertaken in the 1980s and early 90s 

by a number of enthusiasts who pooled their resources to run a twenty-four-hour ‘pillbox hotline’. If you found an unlisted ‘box’ 

you could ring in and have it recorded.


I searched the list and saw that while St Georges Cove was 

listed, there was no mention of a pillbox I had visited one night as 

a teenager in 1981. This pillbox, one of many along the valley of 

the River Thames, was hidden by a large willow in the corner of 

a wheat field half a mile from any road. I had gone there with 

friends who had heard there was ‘a party’ happening. But the pillbox 

party was just four boys sipping cider staring glumly at a fire 

they had lit. You could see the flickering flames through the slit 

window from quite a distance. It didn’t help that the lads were 

from a different, and therefore much reviled, school. I joined with 

my mates in roundly dismissing the budding beatniks and their 

choice of venue, the tiny number of guests, the fact that there 

were no girls there. As we left I even, to gain further credibility, 

threw a lighted banger through the window. It went off with a 

muffled thump and we retreated giggling and smirking to our 

muddy ten-speed bikes left in the corner of the field.


I include this pillbox encounter as an example of how you can 

in teenage years turn against that thing that is ‘really you’. Only 

later, when I began that slow process of losing touch with teenage 

friends, could I see what a dastardly betrayal of the pillbox this 

attack had been. Or something. As an act of contrition I decided 

to not phone in the coordinates.


The thing that really caught my imagination, however, about 

Pillbox was the endpaper maps, which showed Britain criss-crossed 

with lines of pillboxes. These lines snaked across the country like 

a sinister variant of such anodyne routes as the Ridgeway, the 

Pennine Way, the Cornish Coastal Path.


A year or so ago, armed with Pillbox and a collection of one-inch OS maps, I walked from Bristol to Croydon following 

the continuous line of fortifications across Southern England – 

perhaps the first-ever traverse of ‘The Pillbox Way’. There was 

one every two miles or so, often hidden by blackberry bushes or 

high nettles. Part of the fun was being the first person to see the 

next one. I went with a friend, Jason, who, halfway, developed a 

curiously inflamed toe making further hiking with me impossible.


Jason had only a passing interest in pillboxes. Months later, 

when his toe had healed, he confided he had grown to ‘hate and 

fucking loathe’ them but had been too polite to mention it. The 

thing is I agreed. After poking my head into about fifteen a day, 

every day, I, too, had grown a bit sick of them. But that sickness 

was also part of the attraction. I couldn’t stop thinking about 

them. The idea of their very existence filled me with a strange 

excitement.


It was their darkness, their permanence, and the metal bits 

stuck into the concrete. It was important that pillboxes included 

some metal. For these reasons I was also drawn to abandoned 

railways, especially abandoned tunnels, which yawned, dark and 

gaping, down a hillside hidden by dripping trees that had grown 

since the big railway closures of the 1960s. If I could find evidence 

of metal, tracks, metal securing pins, old signalling gear it 

was all the better. Metal, which strengthened concrete in any 

bunker, was the matrix of my warped desire. It was as if the transgression 

of the earth by our metallic intrusions signalled a new 

and dangerous direction, a siren’s call I had to follow.


And so to Germany in a Peugeot 106.
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I had been commissioned by a vanity publisher, one that occupied 

a fine line between vanity and reality (the author got paid but so 

did the publisher – by the client not the public). A large aluminium 

company based in Germany but with offices in Cleveland, Ohio 

and other such places wanted an updated English version of their 

company history. Company histories are intrinsically boring, they 

have to be, otherwise the company appears unreliable. German 

company histories, though, are allowed to show the far-off influence 

of theory, faintly but distinctly, theory and statistics. You might 

even get away with a touch of Spengler, a nod at Hegel and brush 

stroke or two of Husserl in a German company history as long 

as the bell curve, standard deviation, mean and median are all 

there. Naturally the English version needs then to be sanitized for 

people who think philosophy is something best left to Harry 

Potter. The English prefer what they call real history: dates, details, 

facts without speculation – that was my job. I had permission, and 

a meagre expense account, to go down to the firm’s founder’s 

family schloss to dig up the dirt. And then bury it again.


After a lot of phoning and faxing I discovered the schloss was 

really a farmhouse but they, the elderly grandchildren of the 

founder, did have an awful lot of family papers stored in a . . . get 

this . . . bunker. I knew then I would have to visit.


So there I was on a lovely spring morning pottering rather than powering along the autobahn in my Peugeot 106. The sun 

was shining and all earlier anxiety had flown, the anxiety of locking 

up and leaving not helped by touch-and-go traffic down to the 

ferry port. But the sun shone and the anxiety melted, replaced by 

an almost absurd feeling of contentedness. Hour after hour I 

plunged southward through Germany riding the grey autobahns 

as they ribboned through forests and deep embankments. My 

vision of Germans and Germany was limited to the travellers’ 

motels and chain eateries along the motorway where you had to 

speak German and they served very nice sausage stew. Then, on 

the second day, I finally left the autobahn and entered a beautiful 

countryside of small fields and wooded winding roads. For an 

hour and a half I drove through more and more rural areas until, 

with my faxed map upside down on the steering wheel, I made a 

left turn. There were fir trees on either side now, close packed 

right up to the single bar of wooden fencing, as if the fence was 

holding back a force of nature. The soil all around was sandy, you 

could see it at the sides of the unsurfaced road. I happily drove 

on, splashing through puddles. After two or three kilometres the 

road climbed a hill. I could see a great open ‘V’ of sky in front of 

me and it reminded me strongly of trips to the seaside as a child 

when you absolutely know the sea will appear beyond the next 

rise. And indeed, as I crested the hill, I saw a great stretch of water 

in front of me. Helmut, one of the grandchildren, had spoken of 

a lake in passing, as if it were just a big pond. But this was truly a 

small sea, an inland fjord with a rock at one end like a great tooth 

sticking up.


The house was large but not showy, rustic, inspired by log-barn 

architecture I thought, and spread around a courtyard. 

Everything was spick and span. The sawn logs were so neatly racked in the outhouse they looked unreal, like a magazine advertisement 

for the rural life.


The grandchild, Helmut, and his wife, Claudia, both in their sixties, 

came out to meet me with their two bounding retrievers. 

The grandson of Germany’s greatest aluminium entrepreneur was 

short and thin. He was wearing shorts and white socks and Teva 

sandals and his legs had the goliath bulges of serious varicose 

veins. He was cheerful and friendly and of course he and his wife 

spoke good though slightly accented English. He had been an 

atomic scientist but now regretted it, apart from the way nuclear 

power reduced acid rain. He showed me the blotched oak leaves 

of a courtyard tree and shook his head. ‘Acid rain, acid rain.’ It was 

a little intense to be discussing the destruction of the planet 

before even entering their beautiful log home but I countered 

with a few examples of serious UK pollution such as Sellafield 

which was a bit silly as my own knowledge was transparently 

limited to knowing the place had once had a different name, 

i.e. Windscale. Inside, in their long low sitting room, one wall was 

covered in records and CDs, Pink Floyd mainly. Helmut’s eyes lit 

up behind his serious square glasses as he tried to enlist me in his 

enthusiasm for Dark Side of the Moon.


Then Claudia, who had very short hair cut fashionably ragged, 

I felt, and bright red lipstick that contrasted with her leathery skin, 

asked me what kind of tea I would like. They were trying to be 

thoughtful. Their son, who worked as an aerospace engineer, had 

an obsession with tea. Though he no longer lived at home his 

extensive tea collection remained for when he visited. His parents 

had taken the interest upon themselves and probably thought an 

Englishman would appreciate the chance to drink honey and 

ginger tea mixed with a little lapsang souchong.


After a longish detour through the early history of rare metals, 

I asked, ‘When can I see the bunker?’


Helmut’s bespectacled round eyes looked surprised. ‘Any 

time,’ he said, ‘though we can send someone down to bring up 

the papers you require.’


‘There’s no need,’ I said, ‘I kind of like bunkers.’


At dinner I drank deeply of their homemade cider and later 

of the distinctive apple brandy that was a speciality of the 

region. Now I became animated in my love of Pink Floyd, which, 

under the soothing influence of too much alcohol, struck me 

as highly original and audacious; indeed how could I have overlooked 

for so long such brilliant licks, lyrics and solos? Helmut 

seemed pleased by my enthusiasm though he did correct me 

on a few matters of rock minutiae. Claudia and ‘the help’, an 

attractive Czech woman in her thirties, with big forearms, did 

all the clearing away and then we all, including the ‘help’, had to 

listen to The Wall, which has always been my least favourite 

Floyd album. Helmut took off his glasses and massaged his eyebrows 

while at the same time nodding his bald, grey head to the 

beat.


I began to feel a growing disdain for the gentle grandson of 

Germany’s greatest aluminium magnate, which may have been 

rooted in something primordial, but took the form of disgust at 

his reverence for Pink Floyd, a reverence only minutes before I 

had been stupidly encouraging. Here was a man, aged over sixty, 

who should know better, surely? Surely he should be into all that 

classical music that I, too, at some stage in the very near future 

planned to fully appreciate?


I slept badly and awoke feeling dehydrated. There was no glass 

to drink from and I had to greedily suck water from the tap. The view over the lake cheered me up. I saw what I thought was an 

eagle flying above the rock island at the far end.


Finally I got to the bunker.


I walked there after breakfast with Helmut, who was still in his 

sprightly shorts. We went along the grassy edge of the lake. 

Upside down was a corroded aluminium boat with long strands 

of grass growing around it, too close to the boat’s sides for the 

lawn mower to cut. This was one of the many aluminium artefacts 

the founder had had made. In 1860 aluminium was worth more 

per gram than gold and silver. The founder even gave his wife 

an aluminium wedding ring (it left a blue mark but she never 

complained, apparently). He also had an aluminium bath tub. 

I was feeling athletic and buoyant, and I went to lift up the boat. 

‘Careful,’ said the grandson, ‘there are sometimes snakes, the 

vipers, under there.’ I lifted the boat slowly but there were none.


A spit of woodland jutted out into the lake. We followed a 

pine-needly path that went through the woods. On the other side 

we broke free of the trees and came down to the lake. The sky 

was pure light blue. It was quite windy. Waves caught the light in 

tiny packets of brilliance before breaking on the gravel shore.


Away from the water the forest had been cleared into rough 

pastures. But as we approached I saw the overgrown remains of 

a house that had fallen, or been demolished. Creepers and grass 

grew over stumpy low thick walls. Blackened balks of timber lay 

crosswise on the ground wreathed in briars and bindweed.


‘Big house,’ I said.


‘Used to be. It was built by my grandfather without using any 

nails.’


‘Why?’


‘He didn’t like nails.’


Now that was weird, but I probably couldn’t put it into the 

company history. Or maybe I could.


We went through the ruined house and nearby there was a 

raised area of lawn. I could feel the hairs rising and the back of 

my neck get cold with excitement – the unmistakable outline 

of a bunker. There was a low brick wall concealing concrete 

steps leading down about three metres. There was water at the 

bottom.


‘Is it flooded?’


‘I don’t think so. Do you want to go down?’


I nodded, unwilling to speak.


Helmut had brought keys and two small plastic torches. (An 

Englishman would have been less well prepared, I felt.) I started 

to get the creepy feeling I always get around bunkers. The revulsion 

that I have to overcome. It’s like the feeling of having to grow 

up a little. Or look at a wound you suspect is worse than it is.


I started down the steps and Helmut passed me down the key, 

which was attached to a small piece of red wood. The keys were 

strange, not like Yale keys, they had teeth sticking out at right 

angles in four directions.


There wasn’t enough room for two on the narrow stairs. The 

water was just a puddle, stopped by a concrete lip below the door 

which was wooden, oak, grey with opened grain. I put the key in 

and it didn’t work. When I pulled it out the key end was wet with 

rust-coloured water. I tried pushing the key further in and with a 

hard turn I opened the lock. The door juddered open.


More steps led further downward into darkness. This is a real 

bunker, I thought. A real deep bunker. I counted the steps as I 

went. There were twelve, all narrow and high. At the bottom was 

another door, less weathered looking, it looked as if someone had painted a rose on it. I kept flashing the torch on it from different 

angles but it was hard to see in that kind of light. I pushed the 

door and it wouldn’t open. Helmut was right behind me now. 

I could sense that he too was somehow infected by bunkerfever.


‘This key,’ he reached over me and selected another key, there 

were three.


This key slid in and the lock clicked open easily. Ahead of me 

was a wooden wall that looked as if it was made from upright 

railway sleepers, yellowish in colour. Across them was daubed in 

dribbly red paint ‘wilkommen zuhause’ – like the painted messages 

you get in horror films.


‘Have you ever been down here?’ I whispered, for no reason.


‘Many times – when I was a schoolchild.’


There were doorways – one on the left and one on the right. 

I shone the torch through the right doorway. The room was a 

wood-lined cube. Like a small attic except it was a cellar. A miniature 

Bjorn’s cabin, if you’ve read The Hobbit. I went in and touched 

the ceiling and both walls – all wood except low down, set into 

one wall, were a row of circular holes, three lines of cobwebbed 

earthenware pipe ends. ‘The wine store,’ explained Helmut. All 

gone now.


The wooden floor was littered with old magazine pages, the 

1950s kind where the colour has that powerful painterly tint to it. 

I reached down and picked up a page – it was a tattered picture 

of an American car, the paper quite dry. I was surprised. I flashed 

the torch up and around. The walls were planked vertically with 

square pillars in each corner. Solid beams across the roof. ‘It’s all 

oak,’ whispered Helmut, knowing full well that you always whisper 

in bunkers. There was a musty smell, not damp, the smell you get 

when you stack old newsprint for too long in the sun.


‘It’s a bunker for one,’ I quipped and Helmut nodded with his 

chin. ‘The papers are stored over there.’ A single three-foot-wide 

plank, like a wide shelf, maybe two inches or more thick, extended 

from the wall without support. It was rather stylish and I could see 

it had been a narrow bed. On it and under it were collapsing cardboard 

boxes of files half covered in a dust cloth.


‘Actually this place was built by my uncle. He even sheltered 

someone down here during the war.’ He nodded matter-of-factly. 

‘And he married her too. Afterwards.’ He paused. ‘A Jewish 

person.’


Forget aluminium. This was a real story. I could see my editor 

telling me to work it in as a footnote under comparative sales 

figures since 1940.


We poked around in the other room, which contained a 

wooden loo seat over a ‘thunderbox’, a hole that went down 

even deeper and even the torch did not reveal the bottom. There 

was a tiny aluminium (of course) sink with a single pipe and a tap. 

No water came out when I turned it.


Helmut coughed. ‘There is some controversy now over aluminium 

in cooking utensils though nothing has been clinically 

proven.’


‘Don’t worry,’ I said, improvising, ‘my kettle is aluminium.’


Helmut said no more, assuming that I had been briefed to only 

mention the virtues of aluminium and not the fact that it caused 

Alzheimer’s. There was a time when I would have been adamant 

that I mention all the latest anti-aluminium health-scare information 

but those days were long past. Now, whenever I hear the 

word controversial I reach for my red pen.


Helmut was happy talking about his bunker-building uncle. 

‘Yes, he was a real eccentric figure, very fond of travel. Also somewhat unlucky, he was in trouble with some brigands after the war 

here.’


‘Brigands?’


‘Yes, the armed gangs that roamed over Germany until 1947. 

Seeking revenge. Many were also Jews, but it is not so written 

about, naturally.’


Pink Floyd, Bavarian apple brandy, acid rain – my arse, mein 

host was a Nazi sympathizer, I could sense it. The kind who keep 

it hidden, half hidden.


‘Up there,’ he said flashing his torch upwards. I looked up and 

saw a square hole in the ceiling, blackened as if by fire. A kind of 

shaft. ‘That leads to what used to be the old kitchen on the surface.’


‘The emergency exit,’ I said. All bunkers have an emergency 

exit (for ventilation purposes if nothing else) unless, of course, the 

builders intend them to be tombs.


We went back to the main bunker room and I peered into 

files which were hasped into stiff-backed folders. Some of the 

paper was stuck together. I became distracted in my search. I 

wasn’t sure what I was looking for. It was silly trying to read 

things by torchlight. There was other junk, too: a wine crate full 

of perished tennis balls, a child’s tricycle. ‘What’s that?’ I asked, 

unearthing a kind of treadle machine. ‘A jigsaw, we used to use it 

to cut out funny shapes when we were kids.’


I was conscious now of being underground in an unpleasant 

rather than interesting way. The low ceiling. The darkness. The 

fact that there might be roaches or rats. Not to mention the 

tons of oak, earth and concrete above waiting to collapse in on 

us. I was a connoisseur of such moments, which always end in me 

fleeing the bunker, hole, cavern – or at least being glad to get out.


‘I don’t think I can find much here,’ I said. Helmut assumed a 

sinister will to power and said in a sneering voice, ‘I already said 

so. But we will have the cartons brought up for you to examine.’


Back on the surface we squinted in the bright sunlight. Helmut 

was entirely equable again. Bunkers do things to people, I knew 

that already. He showed me, amid the grassed-over remains of 

the kitchen, a wet wooden trapdoor that covered the bunker’s 

emergency shaft. Then he consulted his Suunto watch (the 

kind that tells you if you’re having a heart attack or not) and 

announced it was time for a Pilsner.


The cartons came up after lunch (no wonder the ‘help’ had 

such muscular forearms). Going through them was a long, hopeless 

and grubby task not helped by almost all the documents being 

in Gothic script, which even for a German reader is a pain. I made 

quick, increasingly random, decisions about what to take with me. 

All I really needed, I told myself, as I always do when collapsing a 

grand project in the face of hard work, were little extras, titbits – 

the bulk of the company history would come from the German 

edition. After two hours of sorting and a bit of note-taking I told 

myself I had enough material. And I’d seen the bunker.


As I was leaving, Helmut disappeared for a long while to find 

some personal papers belonging to his uncle. But he returned 

red-faced and irritable and said it didn’t matter. He would send 

them to me. Claudia then told me with a certain amount of 

hesitation she had written a story rather in the style (though this 

wasn’t her aim at all it was just a happy coincidence she said) of 

the zillion-selling Brazilian, Paulo Coelho. She thought it might be 

publishable. I sensed about the only perk being a writer gets you: 

illusory power over people’s dreams of literary success. I smiled. 

‘I’d be happy to read it.’
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Rule one of the bunker: get strong doors, at least as strong as 

the bunker itself. Saddam Hussein’s great weakness we are led to 

believe was his bunker doors, substandard, apparently, and subject 

to bunker-busters. His other failure was security – he allowed the 

plans of his bunker to reach the CIA via German intelligence 

sources who contacted the firm that actually built the bunker. 

Rule two of the bunker: always build your own, never, ever 

subcontract.


My flat in Ealing is one of many in a large red-brick family 

house that once must have been beautiful. It has one tiny bedroom 

and a larger room with a kitchen where you have to bend 

like a giant in a doll’s house to tend the stove. Like many flats 

carved out of old houses mine has an odd feel – the ceilings are 

too high for its size, making the dimensions feel vaguely wrong. 

There are still the old plaster mouldings but they are only on 

three walls. The best thing is that I have a bay window that looks 

out over the off-road parking. My room, though nominally on the 

ground floor, is high above the level outside and impossible to 

climb up to the windows, which are double-glazed, extra-strong, 

in special frames etc.


One per cent of the cost of my London flat was the door. I 

put down the deposit, exchanged contracts, moved in and three 

days later I was burgled. They took nothing except an SLR camera with a flat battery, a video recorder, some silver cufflinks and a 

faded duvet cover which was used, presumably, as a swag bag. 

The worst thing was they kicked the door in, smashing both the 

lock and the frame. I found it strange that crime had reached a 

level of brutality where the physical surroundings were at risk. 

Burglars were no longer expert lock-pickers but desperate 

thugs good with the boot. I felt all the usual feelings of anger and 

impotence which the man at McCorquondales (‘the difference 

between us and a locksmith is the difference between a Rolex and 

a Swatch’) competently translated into a fat fee for his company. 

‘What you want, mate, is the “drug dealer”. It’s a joke, like, but 

that’s what we call our steel door.’


He must have seen me coming because the moment he said 

it I knew I would have to have it. The natural hesitancy I had about 

indulging in bunker dreams now had a legitimate reason for being 

overruled – security. A steel door! With steel rods that slid into 

either side of the steel frame which was bonded to the walls with 

foot-long steel bolts. ‘Your door’s real weakness is not the lock but 

the hinges and the frame,’ the amiable fitter explained, ‘hence the 

need for cam-operated securing rods.’ I looked at the diagram: 

they looked very reassuring.


The fitter said, ‘You hear a bloody racket downstairs and what 

do you do? You make sure your own door is locked – you certainly 

don’t go down and investigate.’ The door was plated in 

metal that revealed itself in the minute hummocks of the rivet 

heads. Painted white it looked ordinary except for the three key 

holes evenly spaced down the right-hand side.


Everyone I told about the door was both keen and relieved. 

Everyone loved the idea of the steel rods running through the door, like the metal rods in concrete, the metal rods in bunkers. 

That door was worth every penny of the thousand pounds it cost 

me. A door fit for a bunker.
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Today I received a package from Helmut. The envelope was 

padded. It was covered in German stamps. Inside were two bundles 

of papers. In the first bundle: about a hundred pages of fresh 

typing. In the second: a sheaf of yellowed newspaper clippings, 

mostly obituaries of luminaries in the Hertwig clan; a collection of 

older, yellowed, pages of typing; a handwritten manuscript to 

which was attached a Post-It note from Helmut explaining that 

this was ‘a memoir of my Uncle Hertwig including his time in the 

prison bunker’. Then there was a photocopy of something that 

looked to be some kind of French and Arabic grammar book.


The hundred pages in bundle one were from Claudia. It would 

be nice to say Claudia was about to rival the wealthy Brazilian 

mystic Mr Coelho, but somehow I felt it was not to be. Even my 

good friend Cheryl, who is a fan of Paulo Coelho, would not, I 

think, be convinced. Claudia had penned a frankly unbelievable 

tale that centred around a faith healer in Heidelberg. Not that I 

didn’t believe in faith healers, I did. It’s just that when you write 

what you believe it comes out wrong, unbelievable actually. Belief 

really gets in the way. The easiest way to convince people is to 

write from the opposite point of view. Write what you don’t 

believe. Be optimistic in life but never in literature. Not that I said 

this in so many words to Claudia. I put off writing back. Trampling 

other people’s dreams into the dirt has never come easily to me.


I turned to the second bundle of papers.


Again I was initially disappointed. The first few pages of typing 

were a rambling account of the great aluminium dynasty founder 

by Hertwig senior, the grandfather of Helmut and the father of 

Martin Hertwig, the man who built the bunker. It was full of lists 

of the houses they owned and the people who visited their 

houses and the things they furnished their houses with. This was 

written by a family member identified solely by the initials H.A.H.


The photocopy was a French and Arabic manuscript printed 

in Bulacq, Cairo 1913, entitled: ‘The Universal Language’ by Dr 

A. Ragab. I scanned it (my French was adequate and mostly it 

was in French) and guessed that it was an attempt at an artificial 

language, like Esperanto, but using Semitic not Indo-European 

roots. There was a quote at the end by Haji Abdu Al-Yezdi, a poet 

I did not know:





‘All is metaphor on this earth,


As above so below,


Of changed forms truth gives birth


Visible like light to those who know.’





The rest of the bundle consisted of pages and pages of small 

neat handwriting written by Martin Hertwig. It started with 

some bare facts, rather awkwardly expressed. He explained he 

had loved his wife, the woman he had hidden; he had known 

Dr Ragab, who had taught him some kind of esoteric version 

of the Universal Language. He had been captured by ‘gypsies 

and ex-convicts’ and ‘would have died . . .’ Why would he have 

died? Several sentences were crossed out, and then the writing 

got smoother, smaller, faster. He underlined in capitals: ‘I MADE MYSELF INVISIBLE AND ESCAPED’. Then, ‘Egypt 1961’ and 

underneath it, ‘Ignore the pathetic fallacy . . .’


It was as if he was making a fresh start to the story.


I had to go out so I bundled up the papers and took them with 

me. On the half-empty train into London I started to read.





Egypt 1961


Ignore the pathetic fallacy. Walls have ears. Mirrors have 

eyes. Some mirrors. Ceilings are like feet, some obviously 

unwashed. A door can be a giant ear too. The keyhole is the 

earhole. We live surrounded by all these things we pretend 

are dead, have never lived, are not living, seeing, feeling 

even breathing.


I write these words in sunny Cairo during miraculous 

times. Dr Ragab liked to ask: ‘Would you recognize a 

golden age if you were living in it? How? By what means?’ 

I suspect, sadly, it is a golden age, enlightenment forced 

on us by the squat spectre of the H-bomb. We know too 

much. We don’t know enough. We forget that walls have 

ears and birds signal messages from other worlds.


I was in the cave, the cave, but this one was real, and I 

escaped. It wasn’t all me – but then it never is. I had help 

from another dimension, the hummingly alive world of 

total darkness. A good place to start.
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