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PRAISE FOR IAIN SINCLAIR


‘Sinclair’s prose is exquisite.’


Will Self


‘Sentence for sentence, there is no more interesting writer at work in English.’


John Lanchester


‘Anyone who cares about English prose cares about Iain Sinclair, a demented magus of the sentence. He is a sublime archaeologist of the present.’


James Wood


‘Sinclair is a poet of the marginal, the interstitial, the forgotten and the occulted…I’m very glad Hackney has him to record its grubby, glorious weirdness.’


Hari Kunzru


‘Sinclair’s prose is vertiginous and polychromatic… a master of the literary collage.’


Peter Ackroyd


‘The wildfire in Sinclair’s writing has been focused… to a roaring blue lance of acetylene, bending hard language into thrilling new shapes with its heat and dazzle.’


Alan Moore


‘A peerless London literary wanderer and street-level cultural archaeologist… delirious, often hilarious urban palimpsest where pin-sharp observation, cultural hauntings and offbeat memoir fuse in sentences that catch your breath like a lurid toxic sunset over Hackney Marshes.’


Independent


‘No one has ever written quite like Iain Sinclair. He will, without doubt, prove the indelible diarist of our age – our post-punk Samuel Pepys.’


Observer


‘Erudite, ingenious, exhilarating, involving, unpredictable, enchanting.’


Spectator


‘He is incapable of writing a dull paragraph.’


Scotland on Sunday


‘Sinclair walks every inch of his wonderful novels and psychogeographies, pacing out huge word-courses like an architect laying out a city on an empty plain.’


JG Ballard


‘Dazzling word-wizardry, unsettling and illuminating… so accomplished a stylist that he can (and indeed frequently does) write his way out of a lay-by.’


Independent on Sunday


‘On Sinclair’s territory there’s nobody to touch him.’


Sunday Times


‘The truest, most knowledgeable living writer on London.’


Evening Standard


‘Sharp, astute…Sinclair is a London visionary and a crackling prose writer, he sees and maps esoteric connections.’


Daily Telegraph


‘Sinclair breathes wondrous life into monstrous man-made landscapes.’


Times Literary Supplement


‘His writing is so good it’s invisible. Nothing escapes Sinclair’s eye.’


Time


‘If you are drawn to English that doesn’t just sing, but sings the blues and does scat and rocks the joint, try Sinclair. His sentences deliver a rush like no one else’s.


Washington Post


‘[Sinclair’s] is a style both measured and sumptuously wild – a beautiful, obsessive and individual style.’


New York Times Book Review


‘A prose stylist almost without peer.’


San Francisco Chronicle


‘One of Sinclair’s greatest skills has always been his ability to take diverse if not chaotic source material and refashion it in a way that sometimes seems downright alchemical. Once Sinclair starts making connections he finds them everywhere… hard-edged, inventive, often wildly extravagant.’


Los Angeles Times
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For the Five




‘But sometimes the street spills over me, too much to absorb, and I have to stop thinking and keep walking.’


– Don DeLillo


‘I went againe to the ruins; for it was no longer a Citty.’


– John Evelyn




LOSING





DANCERS ON THE BEACH


‘We’re right on the crest of a slump,’ said the football manager, in the soft west-country burr that was his career-defining gimmick. He made it sound like a boast. ‘Royt on the crest of a slump.’


The sea did its thing. For three days, while we recovered from the walk, and there was no let up in the stream of bad news, the counter-narrative outcomes, posthumous predictions, debates and discussions under bright lights, the reflex demands for increased surveillance, tighter border controls, I kept my back to the wall, and stayed where I was on the cold concrete ledge, waiting and watching. The sea didn’t care. The horizon was smoke with armed patrol boats. The mildly satirical stencil by Banksy, flattering bankers with a gentle dig, the kind of English wall movie stars like to collect, was protected by a Perspex screen put up by the council within hours of the cartoon’s appearance. ‘Heritage,’ they said. ‘Regeneration confirmed.’ In the world at large, those two-dimensional outlines, the inarticulate blobs, were taking over the comic strips.


I started the countdown, a game with myself: that same evening the Banksy was being described on local TV news, just before the weather slot, as ‘iconic’. A tribute to the edginess of a resort that would soon be called ‘the next Hoxton’. St Leonards-on-Sea or Shore-ditch. They took the unstoppable tipping of sand in the hourglass, Hackney to Hastings, as a statement of optimistic intent: artists settling, mobbing like gulls at the tideline, after being expelled from their London warehouses and railway arches. The only way I could hear the word iconic without grimacing was to immediately substitute moronic. Then it worked. Then it made perfect sense.


The relentless winter tide, having peevishly stacked a dune of shingle and sharp brown pebbles over the lower promenade, right up to the alcoves where rough-sleepers nested, had withdrawn, a few hundred yards closer to France. There was now a wet strip of sand, a beach on which an estranged couple were trying to dance to the hiss of a soundbox, while beating off the excited attentions of a large black dog, determined – with a freshly evacuated colon – to leave dirty paw prints on the male’s tight canary suit.


This unforgiving yellow silk, the colour of a particularly malevolent processed-cheese slice, was well on the far side of brave: the lumpen samba-spoiler was professionally groomed, but porcine. His stiffly ridged hair-helmet was icecream-whipped. Under a generous rendering of face powder, the man couldn’t sweat. A dad-dancer confident of approval ratings for his multi-talentless cavortings: that English adoration of the amateur presenting failure or disgrace as a badge of forgiveable sincerity. Never apologise, eat your worms and scorpions in the jungle. Embrace shame.


The dancer has a rictus grin of triumph at every semaphored gesture held, one nano-second too long, for the applause of the absent audience. (Audiences are thoroughly schooled in mass hysteria. The media is gaseous Babble, lurching between horror-porn and tears. ‘So how do you feel?’) He didn’t glide, he punched. He thrust his bulging thighs at imaginary clefts. He simulated simulation. He self-pleasured. Always just that half-beat behind the tinny ya-ya-ya of the tribute mariachi combo.


I thought, at first, when I saw the couple silhouetted against the skeletal ruin of the burnt-out pier that it was a promotional video of some kind. An internet punt intended to boost the town by rehearsed spontaneity, weirdness going viral. I thought, as they clasped, that two men were really dancing; one of them a bouncer, still in gear, and the other in leisurewear or sleepsuit: tights, hooded trackie. Not so. The other was a woman. And the woman had the moves. She drilled the man. Then, bruised by his punchbag vigour, stepped back, to let him go it alone, as she clapped. She retreated, laid out a mat, and went through some deconditioning yoga poses.


Left to himself, and the endlessly looping track, the dancer’s jerks and pelvic spasms were obscene. As were his triumphant smiles. They reminded me of popular prints from paintings by Jack Vettriano, slick products crafted from photographs: zombie dancers on the shore accompanied by Downton Abbey servants with umbrellas. Vettriano’s interiors, where clothed males groped hired models in authentic suspenders, were bought by discriminating collectors, such as Sir Alex Ferguson and Jack Nicholson.


Planks of decking timber, salvaged from the petrol-bombed pier, were crafted into long dining tables and benches of the refectory kind favoured by pop-up Hackney bars and underground cafés. With a sales pitch combining artisan knots, rusty nails and virtuous recycling, and a splinter of sentiment for the good old days, the rescued pier furniture now dressed a thriving street of down-from-London shops. Camden Passage on Sea. Brighton Lanes and Russian-patronised kinos.


As the diarist John Evelyn remarked, after another conflagration, the Great Fire of 1666: ‘London was, but is no more.’ The city of words, referencing other words, etymologies of respect, was done. The metropolitan virtues and vices of former times had migrated, with the property boom, the rent hikes and fire sales of public housing, to the coast: a strategic destruction of the local. Seaside post offices were shut, jobs lost, counter services removed to a shopping-mall branch of WH Smith. With the brigandry given a positive spin as forcing obese geriatrics to take exercise by hobbling a mile or more into town. There were no trains on which to rely, but legions of disgruntled drivers, guards and travellers. Blue-and-white tape decorated the latest hit-and-run death sites. Self-medicators were followed around the shelves of pharmacies where they employ more security guards than nightclubs or supermarkets. Raging afternoon drinkers ram-raided budget vodka bottles from Asian minimarts before another evening breaking up benches for warmth. Awayday beggars tried their luck on a reserved pitch outside the Co-op’s automatic doors. The asylum seekers, who once stared at the sea, and attempted conversation with independent female swimmers, were banished again, shipped further inland. Vast, empty churches rubbed along on marriages of convenience between African men and ladies from Eastern Europe to whom they had not previously been introduced. This was London as it used to be, a broken democracy of warring clans; humans making the best of the mess in which they had landed themselves. Damaged content for the next bulletin.


Back in 1909, Ford Madox Ford, in an essay on ‘The Future in London’, predicted all of this: that London, our stretched city, would encompass Oxford, Cambridge and the south-coast settlements, a sixty-mile sweep from Threadneedle Street. Proving his theory with action, Ford relocated to Winchelsea. He said: ‘It has to got to come. All south-eastern England is just London.’


I had walked here – and I would soon walk on, I’m not sure where – because my sense was that London, my home for fifty years, was being centrifugally challenged to the point of obliteration; of being unable to say just where, and why, it began and ended. I gave some credence to the notion certain scholars floated that London came into existence as a colonising strategy by the Romans: lay on baths, brothels, market places, and they will come. The scattered tribes and brutish hut dwellers would be unable to resist the buzz of the polis, the walled city, the hub. Its noise and movement. Its exotic goods and people. It worked for me. And there was material too, in slowly unpicking my ignorance and decoding the marks and signs, to provide the labour of a lifetime. Books that experimented with so many forms of failure, appropriate to different eras, until everything changed: the actual gave way to the virtual.


Roberto Bolaño writes somewhere about being in Berlin – there are riot police, fires still burning in the street – and finding German avenues dissolving into Blanes, into his place of Spanish exile, a seaside resort. It is not a translation, a trip, but a superimposition with no blurred edges. One city is another city; all the places of a fugitive life and career are a single cancerous cell. London is like that now, more a part of other expanded conurbations than of England: the real aliens are in Sunderland, Hull, Stoke-on-Trent. As the publication of books, what would once have been called a literary career, became little more than the excuse for presentations and themed ‘Edgelands’ readings in universities, galleries, shops and hospitals that looked just the same, generically neutral, faintly paranoid, with background hum of white noise, so my grip on the city that provoked and sustained my fictions faded. London was everywhere, but it had lost its soul.


Transposing the Hackney circuit that I walked every morning to Berlin, Paris, Liège, Seattle, Vancouver, Guadalajara, I never felt that I had moved far beyond the gravity of London. In Madrid, the same sleeping bag was positioned outside the same McDonald’s burger franchise. And I’d swear that the same man was inside it. Across the ridges of a shuttered property, a failed nailbar, was the same Boris Johnson graffito. In Barcelona, I noticed a cycle-repair shop beside a hipster café, beside the plaque for the dead Roberto Bolaño. Local differences are minimal. In the traditional Barcelona restaurant favoured for after-Edgelands-conference meals were signed photographs of Orson Welles, Ava Gardner and Gary Lineker. In Madrid, it was Orson Welles, Ava Gardner and Gareth Bale.


On the road to the airport, which Ballard told me was the same in every capital, I noticed a hoarding for BEEFEATER – like a CGI vision of our own post-Olympic metropolis. THIS IS MY LONDON, it said. Brilliant blue canal. Regent Street. Buck House. Big Ben and Elizabeth Tower. Airbrushed Hogarth for a Hackney Wick gallerist’s gin-rinse, not total submersion in madness and despair. THIS IS LONDON for a character with Mohican hairprong, red leather dog collar and cool-guy-mascara. Fun city. Rich city. Fusion city. The man was David Muñoz, a Michelin-star cook, who flits between Madrid and London, working in Asian restaurants. He is married to a television presenter. Ballard could have made him up. MADRID CHEF TO BRING SHOCKING FOOD TO LONDON OUTPOST. That’s what London is, an outpost.


And there was one other thing: in every city I visited, if I had time to identify the most promising and hidden-away bookshop, the owner would, quite shyly, ask after Martin Stone. Martin was someone I knew, many years ago, when I was beginning to publish London fiction. He was held in universal esteem and something approaching awe. It seemed that he existed outside time, being a contemporary of Arthur Machen, Martin Amis and Djuna Barnes. Books came to him for validation and received his pencilled price with a neat bracket for the edition and date. He was a Croydon boy everywhere, a once and future legend.


In Palermo, I witnessed London’s future in the shape of monumental cruise liners parked along the harbour. And in Barcelona, the same floating tourist cities, brilliantly lit all through the night, devouring energy, taking full advantage of the Catalan capital’s post-Olympic development status. The electively stateless passengers, gold-card consumers of international attractions, come ashore to shop, do the relevant museums, drink, nibble tapas (just like London), and take digital photographs of themselves against postcard backdrops. Our cities are becoming electrified iceberg liners, islands from which the underclass can be excluded; liners serviced by zero-hour contracted serfs. In time, the floating cities will be the only safe places in which to patrol the world’s oceans. Sealife: perpetual tourism. With cinemas, gyms, theatres, private hospitals and cycle lanes.


Behind me an ambulance screamed on the coast road. The concrete hulk of a 1930s building modelled on the Queen Mary was as close as the south coast of England, home to London’s dispersed economic migrants, would ever come to the cruise-liner lifestyle. I knew that I would have to book passage on a boat going nowhere when I started to see the carriages of the London Overground service as a schematic map. For several years, after the trauma of 2012, I had been walking in ever-increasing circles around the linked-up Overground railway; a workable metaphor for futility. Then, one morning, I really looked at the train. Three bands of colour: the paprika-orange of the shingle shore, a blue band for the sea, and the white of the Regency houses and chalk cliffs. Even the transport systems were telling me to get out.


The thuggish dancer in the tight yellow suit, now darkened around the armpits, threw his right arm high in the air. Yes! His partner had gone, carrying off the soundbox. This was where we were now. It was time to start work.





HMS HAGGERSTON PARK



‘No one ever glances at people sitting on benches.’


Georges Simenon


He sits, slumps. Slithers. And settles. His back to the red bricks. Curvature of spine. No spine. A Vegetative Buddha on a hard bench. In a cloister. In a modest London park. I notice him, planted in his very particular space, soon after the park opens its gates, and he is there again on my return, late in the afternoon, before this high-walled oasis closes for the night. He is furniture, a fixture. A muddy root dragged from the earth. And left without nutrients. Exposed to sight.


The man has not moved, not once in all those hours. Perhaps his head has tilted a degree or so to starboard, a couple of inches closer to the heaving chest. He’s hooded, dark-wrapped in the fur tatters of an overwintered Antarctic parka. He is evidence, an escapee from a recently discovered Edwardian photograph. A solid ghost from the sustaining darkness of a box camera rescued from melting ice.


How long does it take to become a ghost? To become part of the city in which you are lost?


A green prophylactic sheath, so green that it is almost black, shrouds this man’s unthinkable nakedness. Listen. A hissing puncture of breath eddies a track through the daisy-dusted grass. His heartbeat slows to the point of stopping altogether, being absorbed into the pulse of place. And ours in surreptitiously watching him. The Vegetative Buddha anchors the city, the bow of the spine hooked to his ribbed bench. I am fascinated by his physical presence, the discipline of staying just where he is through the waste of daylight: no food, no drink, no cigarettes. No digital devices. He is definitively off-line, definitively present. He challenges everything I think I know, the sorry accumulation of facts and broken histories required to facilitate my continued passage through familiar locations. My daily confirmation of self by witnessing the same structures, the same people in the same places. The man is wedged and supported by pillows of reeking ballast, carrier bags for protection not storage. Slogan visible: EVERY LITTLE HELPS.


Some of us walk, some wait. They sit or stand, unmoving, meat statues. This Haggerston Park slump was more disturbing: there was no escape mechanism, no ladder of language. The man on the bench was kept alive by the southwards drift of London towards the weather of money: hipster Shoreditch, the City and the river, the dream of a shining future in which we are all supposed to share. And to suffer for, in dust and dirt. Poverty and welcome death.


Within the opened parenthesis of this special enclosure – the former gas works, the filled-in canal basin undefiled by excesses of boosterism and regeneration – early walkers, joggers and canine accompanists stay resolutely inside their bubbles of entitlement. They swerve to avoid collisions, nodding acknowledgement only when it is strictly necessary. The sitting man is an invisible, a kind of human shrub; a dim, light-absorbing shape curtained by wisteria. They don’t see him, he isn’t there. And his own sight, the intensely local reach of his attention, redacts their nuisance contrails. They are unwelcome zephyrs. He drinks the agitated straw of their fretful momentum. And sneezes. Twice. And then once more.


Haggerston Park joggers are a different stripe to the gang who have colonised the towpath of the Regent’s Canal. Those stylishly aerodynamic models, Silicon Roundabout athletes in their considered colours (green, lately, to complement the duckweed), take breakfast meetings as they run. They are aware of how they seem and how they want to seem. They advance, elbows out, barging aside mere pedestrians. Their pretty ears are plugged with devices. They are prepared to lease the view to invading TV crews lining up yet another gritty composition that takes in railway bridge, gasholder, and the ivy-choked and intermittently squatted gothic hutch alongside Empress Coaches. Fit young women haul accessorised dogs that are killing themselves to keep up. These wretched creatures are not allowed to shit: ever, anywhere. The canal is a double-banked street of narrow-boats with tricky names. Some of the boat people unclip slim-wheeled bicycles to join the peloton.


In Haggerston Park, a circuit of wood chippings, sodden in season, has been laid out against the high brick walls, past the gate where James Mason staggered and died in the Belfast snow of Carol Reed’s 1947 film of Odd Man Out. But the track is too obvious an intervention and the body-image gladiators avoid it. But my man, the Buddha of the benches, is quite impervious to the passing figures that thump or stagger through his fixed frame. He is in a deeper trance: damaged, post-operative, on licence, somewhere close to persistent vegetative abdication of sensibility.


There used to be a Vietnamese couple, or Cambodian perhaps, man and wife, connected to the Shoreditch restaurants or the Community Centre in Whiston Road. They marched, briskly, in silence, no nod or wink when their paths crossed: he clockwise, she counterclockwise, around the plastic football pitches. They disappeared right after the 2012 Olympic moment.


The Romanian (or Armenian or Kurdish) women – my shameful ignorance of the Babel languages of the city hurts – are sociable and determined, faithful attenders at their early exercise klatch. I first noticed them as a group of five or six; strong, dark, contained; shaped after the fashion of Russian dolls. They conversed as they made their circuits, which extended incrementally, with no visible upgrade in pace, around the entire park; the southern section with the woodland walk, and then the enclosed northern portion invigilated by the unrecognised Buddha on his bench.


Two white women, blondes, they might be mother and daughter, approached each other, down the whole length of the straight path visible to the slumped figure with his back to the wall. If he had lifted his head from his chest. If he felt the need to register this trivial intervention. The passing scene. How buoyant, how fresh and bright the women were, that morning. How pleased, even surprised, to come across one another, as they travelled in opposite directions, in this place. The older, slightly heavier one was waving and laughing. Or so I thought, until they crossed without a flicker of recognition, and I saw that the ‘mother’ was yapping into her fist-phone. That the ‘daughter’ was counting her paces, achieving the required footfall for her exercise regime.


The park’s defining quality was its partial enclosure: the high wall behind the sitting man’s cloister, and the green wall to the south, beyond the toilet block, and the open fence on to the fitful stream of Queensbridge Road to his right. There was living history here, undispersed by improvers and salaried exploiters. An atmosphere that drew in London solitaries, along with fair-weather rug sprawlers, amateur and professional dog walkers, knots of uniformed Academy kids, and browsers of a certain dispensation testing the rose-scented and lavender-drenched air. No barbecues, no silver-torpedo whippets and shredded condom balloons. There were few published prohibitions but Haggerston Park never attracted the flash-mob hordes, the convention of chattering charcoal burners overspilling from Broadway Market into London Fields with no reference to the back story of resting geese, traumatised sheep and cattle taking a last munch before the tramp to Smithfield and slaughter. The road at the edge of the park is aspirational. An approved cycle track – they count the numbers – negotiating a spanking property cliff, growing floor by floor in the night, covertly, wrapped in flapping sheets like a Christo. And a City Farm. Cockcrow drowned by drills and sirens. The heartbreaking resignation of donkeys. Therapeutic animals on contaminated land.


The park of the Vegetative Buddha is an island, a refuge. He is Crusoe, electively shipwrecked on a daily basis, vanishing at nightfall, before returning to the precise position, marked out by stains of cold sweat and leaking body liquors, that is his and his alone. His ears are stopped to excited languages from every quarter of the globe. London is a magnificent plurality, an iteration of potentialities: new lives, new beginnings. The bared ice dentures of the City skyline on the southern horizon glint with invitation. There is no patch of ground on this earth beyond the reach of that insatiable bite. There is no corrupt fortune, no spurious liquidity of kleptocrats and arms-dealers that cannot be sweetened within a couple of miles of this park. But within the close folds, within the posthumous dream of the man on the bench, London is a treasure trove of particulars. The new-builds and transformed children’s hospitals, the betrayed schools and bathhouses, speak of uniformity; gleaming surfaces, secure access, present debt and future profit. London as a suburb of everywhere: Mexico City, Istanbul, Athens. The same malls. The same managed alienation. The Babel of misunderstood tongues. In Soft City, back in 1974, Jonathan Raban admitted his confusion. ‘Turned to a dizzied tourist myself, forgetful and jet-shocked, I have to hunt my head for the language spoken here.’ We are transformed, as Raban anticipated, into dumb tourists in our own midden. ‘But this is where you live; it’s your city,’ he said. ‘London, or New York, or wherever – and its language is the language you’ve always known, the language from which being you, being me, are inseparable.’


The bench in the Haggerston cloister is steerage class, attracting new citizens and those who hope to achieve that status. They sit in the shadows, glugging on Red Bull, waiting for who knows what. Then departing for other benches, other parks, buses on which they will be challenged, properties where, if they arrive at the right hour, they might be allowed inside. Offered soup and a bed. Our hooded man, thick legged, heavy bodied, a deadweight, does not stir.


The low ceiling of the cloister can be touched by an upright six-foot man. Above the ceiling, masked in a profusion of wisteria, is the bridge of the ship, an observation platform favoured by unsanctioned teenage lovers. Most frequently Asian. And sometimes rough-sleeping Polish builders in body bags.


The frame of the view that the man on the bench continues to ignore is confirmed by two columns like stacks of carefully positioned brick doughnuts. Thin columns strangled by the gnarled trunk of the wisteria. There are flagstones in front of him, four lines, slabs with bumps and bubucles, open pores. The cracks between the slabs are dirt-encrusted, mortised with cigarette butts. Then a neat border of grey bricks, a cambered path, more bricks, furled cypresses in pots, and the carpet of grass on which twenty-three dogs, leads tangled, are trying to revert to a pack. The man on the bench absorbs it all, fixes the agitation with rigorous disinterest. Around him and beyond him, the conversations of dog people. The groaning of the lastbreath jogger. The synchronised march of economic migrants. The back strut of the hard bench, offering support to his boneless mass, touched a nerve at the base of the spine, tapping the stored sunshine in the bricks, the breathless shifts and shimmers of the leaves and plants. The susurration of the drooping willow tent. Undisturbed in the shallows of Haggerston Park, our Vegetative Buddha is part of a climate of managed despair. He is outside time. And beyond language. His silence provokes our talk. His stillness our motion. He is learning to fade from his own consciousness and thus from the reach of a city that has no use for him.


Within the restless nightmare of the man on the bench, in which I am now trespassing, while trying to take no conspicuous notice, old stories flicker. From 1832, after the cutting of the canal system, and the swinish rush of exploiters responding to a revised geography, the Imperial Gas Light and Coke Company took over this ground, old market gardens and brick kilns, for their operations. A substantial part of the northern portion of the present park became a basin for coal-carrying barges. There were feeder ponds. Through the eyes of the Vegetative Buddha I saw water instead of grass. One morning, after a night of storms and heavy rain, immediately after the Brexit decision, the ill-considered quitting of Europe, gesture politics of the most stupid kind, Haggerston Park became a lake, herring gulls floating in strategic occupation.


Where did that name come from, Haggerston? Norseman’s Hergotstane. Or Agostane: as John Rocque’s map of 1746 has it. Hackerstone dissolving into stoned hackers. The walkers, rushing, striding out, chasing, are addicts, convinced that there is an improved and edited version of the world to be transfused through the pulsing tablet in the hand. They are wedded to these digital phylacteries, carried everywhere to announce an irrational faith in dangerously corrupted information systems.


On 29th July 1992, a helicopter landed in the park, breaking the code of silence. There were other noises from busy roads, Whiston and Queensbridge and Hackney. From dogs. And crows. And chickens. There was visual noise too, from spray cans, upbeat slogans, fences shielding music festivals. Red helicopters ferried road victims to the Royal London Hospital. Police helicopters from High Beach, on the edge of Epping Forest, hovered at twilight, reminding malcontents and post-code affiliations that they were under 24-hour observation. But the intrusion on that July day was unexpected. From the shining pod emerged a weird anthropomorphic couple, genetically modified rodents, honeymooners perhaps, Mickey and Minnie Mouse. Attended by their plutocrat Hollywood patron, Michael Jackson. He was trembling and waving, like one of the undead in aviator shades, on his way to another recorded charitable visitation at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital for Children in Hackney Road.


From the skies again, 15th March 1945: god’s fire. A V2 rocket from Peenemünde achieved a direct hit on a Haggerston gasholder. Earth shuddering. Epoch defining. Oral histories recalled, as bright as ever, in old age. In that retina-tearing flash was an archive of deleted sepia landmarks: the Nag’s Head pub, Tuilerie Street of the tile-makers, coal barges supplying the cylindrical iron retort in which London’s gas was manufactured.


Wilderness, not to be tolerated – rubble, convolvulus, sycamore – was sanctioned as parkland in 1956 and opened to the public in 1958. The design by Rupert Lyell Thorpe, an old naval hand and jobbing London County Council architect, was shipshape, invoking the concrete boat buildings of the Thirties, beached avatars of the Queen Mary, like Marine Court in St Leonards-on-Sea. HMS Haggerston Park: a realised vision. A cruise ship with brick superstructure and meadowed deck was moored beside the canal, as part of an armada of imperial nostalgia, before casting off to conquer the unknown – in company with the weathervane galleon waiting for a fair wind above the decommissioned Haggerston Baths in Whiston Road.


The Vegetative Buddha’s sightline, between the twin cypress trees, across the pond of grass, led to a giant compass in the form of a sundial. The flagpole, to starboard, by the raised bandstand area, was once a mast, dressed with a long spar, a main yard. Curved brick windbreaks suggested lifeboats. The gardeners and maintainers of the park respected the metaphor. They spoke of introducing a retired canal barge, planted with black grass, as a memento mori for the water traffic diverted when Haggerston Basin was filled in. Poplars would be set in a circle around the site of the bombed gasholder and trained to mimic its shape. Once you understand how nothing is lost and how tactful design carries industrial residues into an era of compulsory recreation, the odder details of the park make perfect sense.


The Haggerston enclosure sustains and informs those who choose to come here, to work, to exercise or sit. They are inoculated by its mythology. The microclimate is a heady drench, a bliss drug. I swallow it every morning. I pass this way, cheered by the constant presence of the man on the bench, in the late afternoon. Give me a lever of attention and one fixed point and I’ll move the world. My silent oracle, the beached philosopher in his metaphorical barrel, oversees all the mysterious features laid out around the fringes of the verdant deck. A shallow declivity, produced by some finger-sized meteor fragment, made into a shrine by twelve slender birch trees. A sacred circle of eight stone blocks like an amputated henge. Willow skirts in which new children hide. Heaped woodchip trenches going into scrub woods like a First War invocation. Sheep and donkeys grazing together alongside intimations of vanished streets and tight terraces; a spectral vortex of bootmakers, cabinet fakers and mantua wholesalers. The smell of cabbages, pubs and coal heaps.


For us, and for the investors in the new flats with their new names, secure entrances, bicycle balconies, this older London is out of reach: a choice download, a tarot of approved images and sounds. Those who notice the man on the bench are hobbled by sentiment: that our city is a sentient being, an organism alive and alert in all of its parts. And capable, generation after generation, of renewing itself by recovering and recording the myths that matter. By tempering greed. By justified riot and the delirium of the mob soliciting reaction. Forcing the grim machinery of state to declare itself in new technologies of repression, a subtler category of taser and thumbscrew. London, after so many abortions and rebirths, is an exhausted womb. But something different is surely emerging. It always does.


The man on the bench – in my fabricated version of him, my ignorance of the actual circumstances that brought him here – is immobilised by that knowledge. He is liquid-coshed, brain-clubbed, wedged in the shadows. HMS Haggerston Park, the spatial integrity of its shape confirmed by his disinterested affection, sails on. What was he telling me? Was there any significance in the position he took up, every morning, turning right through the gate? I never saw him arrive. I never saw him leave. I was nudged into following his line of his witness, through the park and over Hackney Road, towards the City and the Thames.


I didn’t get far, Yorkton Street. That old nun, another walker, the one who stormed up Queensbridge Road, arms swinging as if on ski poles, the figure in black I used to encounter in quieter times on the canal path heading towards Victoria Park, she came from here: the convent of St Saviour’s Priory, one of the Sisters of St Margaret. By her pace, the miles she covered, stooped over, eyes glinting, I took these Sisters for a pedestrian order. Beating the bounds on a daily pilgrimage of grace. Good works delivered in person, like it or not. I never knew what to do with her challenging smile, her withheld benediction. Should I drop to my knees or indulge in some pantomime of respect for a fellow tramp?


The Yorkton corridor, with its car park where six-handed dog walkers met and exchanged leads, was a staging post in the Vegetative Buddha’s reconfiguration of Pilgrim’s Progress. On the right, marking the edge of the frame, the redbrick wall of the Arts and Crafts convent features a relief crucifixion, three sculpted figures. A gaunt harp-ribbed Christ with darkly carbonised features. Two women, one bareheaded, one covered – the Marys, Virgin Mother and Magdalene – at the base of the cross. The tree of execution rests on a skull, a mound of Golgotha rubble. This tableau, unnoticed by cyclists and joggers, is a stolid echo of Albrecht Altdorfer’s Crucifixion of 1514–16. The stone cross seems to be an extension of, and in alignment with, the ship’s mast in Haggerston Park: confirmation of the benched man’s Via Dolorosa. Jesus nailed to the yardarm like a heretic Billy Budd, a warning to others. With no hope of resurrection.


Unravelling riddles, treating street names and street furniture, marks on walls, aerosol revisions to hoardings, found fragments, objects or lists or letters, sodden playing cards, as pages torn from a lost book, identifies London as a detective story. A story with unlimited chapters and no resolution. The point being to find the inspiration for the next journey, a new beginning. Another shot at redemption.


The Society of St Margaret was founded by John Mason Neale with the aim of providing prayer and charity for the marginalised, the invisibles of the city. The Dunloe Centre, occupying part of the Priory building, offers ‘Destitution Services’. Notices in English and Polish highlight a weekly ‘drop-in’ for the homeless. The ‘Refugee Council’ declares an interest. Perhaps the man on the bench comes from here? We impose connections in a futile attempt to find meaning in a maelstrom of possibilities. ‘Come and enjoy an afternoon of prayers and quiet reflection’, says a notice on the door of the Priory. But not now: ‘No service this week. Sisters holiday.’ Where do they go? The solitary walkers of a certain age tapping out the bounds of their obscure ministry.


When Haggerston Park was a mere proposal, the latest ‘green lung’ promoted against post-war blight, a garden seeded from demolished terraces, the Reverend HA Wilson of St Augustine’s church, across the road from the Priory, opposed the scheme. He felt very strongly that the neighbourhood needed housing, not a park arranged like a boat. Sixty years later, the church has no vicar or social mission. Shoreditch beards wheel their bicycles to the door, in order to service their start-ups in a building dedicated to new digital theologies. The church loomed on the edge of the park, adapting to use as a performance space, a bar, a restaurant, a gallery, while the Children’s Hospital on the other side of Goldsmith’s Row was boarded up, in video limbo, waiting on the right development package.


I heard that a group of eight stained-glass windows designed by Margaret Rope had been commissioned for St Augustine’s church. They were completed and installed between 1931 and 1947. The Gentle Author, who blogs on ‘Spitalfields Life’, a diary of place and persons, hymns the windows as ‘sublime works… depicting both saints of legend and residents of Haggerston with equal religious intensity’. I was persuaded by this notion, that figures encountered on streets, benches, canal paths, could be part of a submerged tradition, sanctified eccentricity; the crafting of lives into brilliantly coloured icons, actual icons, a focus for devotion, not the abasement of the term as applied to vanity-architecture stumps that have been around for five minutes, or any valiant British athlete who staggers on to the Olympic podium, to weep as required through the national anthem.


‘Miracles enacted in a recognisable East End environment,’ says the Gentle Author. Margaret Rope’s windows recover the scatter of London saints, names we barely notice on local landmarks. She transports their legendary deeds into the preoccupied streets of Hackney, Shoreditch and Whitechapel. St Leonard of Noblac was the patron saint of prisoners, especially chained prisoners held in severe duress in pits or lightless dungeons. In later life he retreated to the forest as a hermit, where some of those freed by his miraculous intervention sought out his den, to hang their manacles and chains on the sheltering branches. Noblac, trading on its association with Leonard, became a halt in the pilgrimage route to Santiago de Compostela.


It is said that there are 177 churches dedicated to the saint, but George Dance’s hypodermic spire at Shoreditch got the right man for its dedicatee: a parish of career criminals, hustlers, weekend ravers and paid-up professionals of violence. Out of the devastation of the V2 rockets, the City bomb sites, the tenements of Hoxton, poured the ghosted biographies of sharply-suited Cockney villains: petty pilfering from ruined homes and factories, scrapmetal in prams, old man on the run from the military police, deserted mum with heart of gold; could-have-been-a-contender boxing, protection rackets in the dance halls and markets, playing crazy (and meaning it) to avoid National Service, glasshouse to madhouse; gangland affiliations (and treacheries) among warring brothers, fitted up by Old Bill, the Scrubs, Parkhurst, and a comfortable afterlife smoothing over tall tales for bent coppers and gullible media groupies. Among many others, in the shadow of St Leonard’s spire, the Frankish saint lent his name to Leonard John ‘Lenny’ McLean of Hoxton: on-the-cobbles bruiser, doorman enforcer, author, television presenter, small businessman and blacksuit pallbearer at celebrity funerals in Bethnal Green. ‘The hardest man in Britain.’


In Margaret Rope’s saturated window, St Leonard strikes off the shackles of a bearded vagrant penitent. A red Number 6 double-decker bus pushes north. The spire of Shoreditch Church penetrates a heavenly chamber in which one of the parishioners is taking communion. It’s like that epiphany David Jones remembered in the First War, the furtive vision of a Catholic priest giving the sacrament by candlelight in a barn. In Rope’s Shoreditch window, the ritual is a glimpse of a glimpse from a secret chamber. Her emblematic figures chime with the crusading knights and threatened Pre-Raphaelite maidens Jones drew for illustrated magazines during his period of war service.


When the Thatcherite realities of the 1980s began to bite, that frontal assault on untidy parts of London weakened by adherence to discredited myths of community, St Augustine’s church in Hackney Road was decommissioned. And Margaret Rope’s coloured windows were removed, replaced by plain glass.


The Gentle Author visited St Saviour’s Priory where the walking nuns found sanctuary for two of the banished saints, Paul and Margaret. ‘Both glowed with rich colour,’ the blogger reported. Paul’s transformative vision, the whiteout of epileptic seizure, happens beneath the dome of his name church, Christopher Wren’s cathedral on the summit of Ludgate Hill. St Margaret delivers a model of the red-brick priory into the hands of John Mason Neale, the priest who founded the order in 1855. The sisters arrived in Spitalfields from Sussex in 1866 to help with the nursing of victims of the cholera epidemic.


The six ‘missing’ windows, not required in the new Hackney, found sanctuary in Munster Square, in the crypt of a large church with six active communicants. Searching them out, yet another unplanned London detour, was the price I paid for brooding on a journey inspired by the seated man of Haggerston Park. I was inflicting my dubious projections on his traumatised and unreadable psychopathology.


I had expected to strike south from the wisteria-bedizened bridge of the Haggerston boat to the river, but that is not what happened. That is not where the benched Buddha wanted me to go. Or where, for the sake of the story, this book, I wanted him to want me to go. He was thawing slowly, wrenched from the ice floes, packed in skins, feeding on his own fat, origin obliterated, floor puddled around him. But his hoarded indifference, his self-sufficient torment, pushed me into an act of reckless literalism: to locate the stain of the window in his stalled consciousness.


After following the Regent’s Canal to the Islington tunnel, down a twitchy rule of coffee outlets, blocks of balconied flats, warehouse conversions, mosquito swarms of pinging cyclists, I loped downhill towards King’s Cross and the diesel-reef of Euston Road mainline stations.


Munster Square, never previously visited, had lost its identity papers. It was trapped, without status, in Sickertian gloom, between railway tracks, Regent’s Park and the parallel rat-runs of Albany Street and Hampstead Road.


Slogging past the stations, buffeted by mad heads-down soliloquists, bruised by invalid carriages, blocked by strings of unlicensed children and dogs, family units confused in tourist hell, deafened by sirens and the yelp and fret of cyclists hammering on white vans or sharing obscenities with U-turning cabbies, I was convinced that the city had reached the limits of human tolerance. We were supposed to be choking on fumes, but the cocktail of familiar pollution fed my frenzy: the cheapest high in town.


Now the interior spaces, the anonymous hotel rooms of backstreet Euston were much closer to the paralysing melancholy of Sebald, with his maps and timetables, than the brown studies of Walter Sickert – who exposed sagging flesh behind heavy curtains, cratered goosefeather mattresses, dead-cigar Sunday afternoon ennui after laboured coitus in rented railside properties, and the unlanced boil of the shrouded sun dying in dirty windows. ‘I think how little we can hold in mind,’ Sebald said, when he found himself, yet again, frozen at a still point among the seething mob on the platform. ‘How everything is constantly lapsing into oblivion with every extinguished life, how the world is, as it were, draining itself, in that the history of countless places and objects which themselves have no power of memory is never heard, never described or passed on.’


Even if, as Sebald has it, the covert ways between Munster Square and Euston Station were lanced of meaning, the fading flares of extinguished lives gave a lift to my steps. There is a moment, when you least expect it, when some dim tributary, the equivalent of a lost London river, snags your frustration and carries you forward. There was a magnetic pull now between station and park, those grand white properties enhanced by the fiction of Elizabeth Bowen and the sullen green carpets and sticky doorways illuminated by broken-bottled flashbacks of John Healy’s The Grass Arena.Vagrants sprawled in purgatorial exhaustion in tolerated hollows between station and traffic. Hotels of passage, with suspiciously pastoral names, throbbed with sullen and illicit conjunctions. Smokers cupped their cigarettes and waited for death on the pavement. Charities and clinics rubbed along with uninviting cafés. Glass walls reared above the action in a Vorticist geometry of disputed dominance. This was not a suburb or a ghetto. It was a nowhere soon to be asked to explain itself, before being swallowed in the next overbudget utopia, authenticated by a major artwork.


Unimproved by planners, Munster Square hung on in furtive obscurity, giving shelter, I hoped, to the stained-glass windows from St Augustine’s captured church. My barely formulated ambition was to reunite the windows with the dream of Haggerston. To walk through the stillness of the man on the bench, to ventriloquise his silence. So that, in one flash of surgical intervention, jigsaw fragments of colour would invade the grey fog of catatonic slumber. And, in exchange, something of his integrity, his absorption in the stew of place, would carry to the Munster Square crypt.


The church is locked. Of course it is. That silence has to be protected. The chill. The damp. The guttered candles. St Mary Magdalene. The Magdalene from the red-brick wall of the Haggerston Priory. The Magdalene of railway hotels. But the gate is open and the steps down to the crypt are not barred. There is nobody at the desk, nobody at the tea bar.


‘Three and one, thirty-one. Four and nine, forty-nine. Three and six, thirty-six.’


A voice from another room.


‘Two and eight, twenty-eight.’


Are they stocktaking? An inventory of chairs? Are they numbering asylum seekers for transit? The crypt is dedicated to the Third Age Project. For once, I’ve come to the right place. A man pads out from the office. He pours tea into mugs that have been lined up along the bar. He knows when to add milk and a generous dole of sugar. Biscuits are counted on to the plate. They have a nice range of leaflets, if your Third Age eyes can bring the print into focus. Old people, inconvenient survivors, are kept below the pavement, under the church. Numbers. Statistics.


‘One and seven, seventeen.’


Zumba Gold exercise for those 50+. It starts early, the Third Age. Third Age Cinema presents: Suffragette. ‘Carey Mulligan is simply astonishing, ditto Helena Bonham Carter. Meryl Streep has a very small cameo role. It is inconceivable to this reviewer that women had to endure such hardships to obtain the right to vote.’ Tactful screening time for those who don’t venture outside after twilight, 2–4pm. ‘£1.00 entrance includes refreshments.’


Older Men’s Health. Free 6 week summer course. ‘If you complete the course you will get goods to the value of £5.’ Bullet points include: ‘The importance of exercise as you get older. Know your prostate. What are the top 5 causes of early deaths? Foods to avoid if you’re over 65.’


‘Biscuit? We can manage one spare.’


I am, it appears, one of the regular pilgrims who find their way to the crypt to inspect these problematic stained-glass windows. There are as many as two a year, always with notebooks and that air of being quietly gobsmacked. The Margaret Rope windows are exhibited like paintings, not set into the wall. It required some subtlety, the man behind the tea bar told me, to explain to his Third Age members, few of whom were Christian, many of whom abhorred religious iconography, that these things should be considered as paintings hung in a gallery, bright and uplifting decorations. Depictions of London, like postcards: red buses, lads playing cricket, St Paul’s cathedral. Basically all the things you might now fall under suspicion for photographing.


The bingo session, an ecumenical diversion for multicultural pensioners and prostate-checkers, decanted a shuffle of gamers, in a diminuendo of managed excitement, from an inner chamber. Winners had to be persuaded, prodded forward, to collect their glittering prizes: an Airwick air freshener and an outdated Cadbury’s bar.


Before the thirsty crowd rushed the cooling mugs of tea and hoovered the plate of biscuits, the genial custodian, perhaps trying to draw me into his flock, outlined something of the history of St Mary Magdalene’s church. There had been two churches in the neighbourhood of Munster Square; pitched battles, fist-fights among the pews. This was formerly a red light district, the church was built where a thriving brothel once stood. Such was the pernicious microclimate of the railway: prostitutes coming down from Birmingham. Irish girls fallen on hard times, fond of a drink. A clergyman with a private income established the foundation. The crypt with its Third Age congregation, all races, all creeds, was the last remnant of the founding vision.


Margaret Rope’s stained-glass windows, present but rarely inspected, were stored in a site that was still a going concern.Valued relics drawing the occasional aesthete or local history buff across town.


The glassed saints and the buildings with which they were once associated are representatives of another era. Margaret Edith Aldrich Rope, it is said, liked to tease ribbons of text through the leaded panels. Sometimes she hid a tortoise in the undergrowth, her symbol. She was known as ‘Tor’ to distinguish her from the other Margaret, her cousin: Margaret Agnes ‘Marga’ Rope, who was also a glass designer. Both women trained at The Glass House in Fulham. Neither married. Both were established Anglicans who converted to Catholicism. Marga, a dynamic cigar-chomping biker, became a Carmelite nun in 1928.


Six saints. Six windows that are no longer windows. An enamelled graphic novel of East London particulars moved to another place, taken underground: as into a catacomb. In loving memory of something valuable, lost or suspended.


Leonard. Augustine. Anne. George. Joseph. Michael. An improving Victorian adventure story with one female. What larks! What good works we brought to the disadvantaged. We put cricket bats into the sticky fingers of the unwashed. There is a very English blend of fantasy about these eye-level windows. Chaucer’s pilgrims handpainted on the rim of a commemorative plate. Our Island Story. We are used to looking up, cricking our necks to catch a pale winter sun flooding colour down the cool stone length of the nave.


The Rope windows are coded or layered with numbers, symbols and fragments of text. Margaret’s vision of St Leonard’s at Shoreditch has the spire growing like a horn from the curve of the saint’s shoulder. In 1933, when the design was completed, the Number 6 bus started at Aldwych, travelled north up Shoreditch High Street to Hackney Road, and on, by way of Mare Street and Morning Lane, to Hackney Wick. After 1992, the route was altered, like a tribute to L-F Céline’s transgressive London Bridge, to ply between Waterloo and Willesden. Much of the madness of Céline’s London novel happens on the bus, tracking shots of carnivalesque mayhem and riot. A scene into which Rope has inserted her athlete saint, ready to snap chains with his powerful hands.


PRAY FOR THE SOUL OF FREDERICK HENRY SNOW…FOR SEVENTY YEARS CHORISTER, SERVER, SACRISTAN AT ST BARTHOLOMEW’S & ST AUGUSTINE’S.


Spectres of Haggerston etched in stained glass. The Boston Street church becomes a glass factory. The landlord of The Suffolk Arms, according to the Post Office Directory for 1848, was Andrew Motion. By 1938, on the cusp of war, it was a certain Gulliver.


A man marooned on a bench on the island of the park, where HMS Haggerston rises from the waves in the wake of the whistling V2 rocket. Now sheep graze on the former Boston Street. The church is an extension of the pub. The figures in the coloured window are all white. The pattern of the leading contains a hidden alphabet. A Gothic script. An illuminated manuscript from which cryogenically frozen human figures begin to stir and shiver.


When the Gentle Author came here, he reported that St George looked ‘like a young athlete straight out of the Repton Boxing Club’. What Ronnie Kray would call ‘a prospect’. There is a homoerotic nullity about the male saints, their features as smooth as marzipan. These are women as denatured men, if only men were nobler (and stupider) than they are. Or women playing men for the enticement of other women. Fluid gender identities make Rope’s muscular Christians into alien visitors to a fabled East London that no longer exists.


I remember walking the morning circuit of Haggerston Park with my wife, with Anna, who sometimes chose to accompany me. We had been listening for cockcrow from the City Farm and wondering how the animals would be affected by the endless building work from the conversion, floor on floor, of the Children’s Hospital. We noticed how this dreadnaught development by Mettle & Poise flattered the marine pretensions of the park by not only having the displacement of a cruise liner parked in Palermo, but in its promotional copywriting. ‘Shared Ownership.’ ‘Launching Autumn 2016.’ They even had the bottle to call the vessel: THE GARRETT. No more ‘loft-living’, no more poverty chic and trust-fund bohemia. The walls are hung with gigantic photographs of a future arcadia. But check the small print: ‘Computer-generated image of the aerial view of Mettle & Poise is indicative and subject to change.’


The shaded Samuel Palmer tunnel known as ‘The Woodland Walk’ led to a secluded bench where a group of rough-sleepers, Eastern Europeans, were sharing a bottle of raw spirits. I passed first, with a non-committal wave. Anna, who was wearing a blue cap, zipped jacket, jeans, was given a much warmer welcome. One of the men held out the bottle and waved her over. And then, shaking his head, clearing blurred vision, a muttered word or two. Repeated in English. ‘It’s a woman! A woman!’


Some of Rope’s panels, crusaders with red crosses on white shields, could serve as UKIP banners. St George in 1933: PRAY FOR ENGLAND. I WILL DELIVER THEE THROUGH THE POWER OF JESUS CHRIST. There never was a greener England, a luxuriant turf island detached from an unseen and unrequired Europe. The crucifix of the naked Christ is driven into the ground somewhere very close to Glastonbury.


At Quidenham in Norfolk, after she converted to Catholicism, Margaret Rope was invited by the Bishop of Northampton to go on a pilgrimage to Lourdes. In 1978 she left Putney for the last time and returned to the family farm in Suffolk. She died in March 1988, her short-term memory obliterated, after a long period in which the past grew brighter as the present faded, a condition loosely characterised as Alzheimer’s Disease.


There is a photograph of Rope, in smock or all-encompassing habit, hair short as a boy, perched on a set of high steps, attending to one of the stained-glass windows with a measuring rod. She makes us feel that she could step through the barrier and take the place reserved for her in the composition. Like the man on the bench in Haggerston Park, she would become a blind watcher on the far side, a still point among the floating debris of the city.





BY WEIGHT OF WATER


‘You find things by the wayside.’


WG Sebald


Are the coots, patrolling this stretch of the canal, now suffering from smokers’ cough? Suffering from London? Small lungs choked with duckweed, beaks knotted with slime? Among the vaulting echoes of the railway bridge, a barking sound, a dry tubercular retching. Like a horse being slowly strangled, its chain caught around its neck, as it tries to mount the ramp to the towpath, after stumbling into the water. It takes a moment or two, halting on my morning walk in a place where it’s much safer to keep moving, where wild-eyed cyclists stamp the pedals in furious entitlement, to identify the source of the horror. A small dog, a terrier, is swimming in tighter and tighter circles, clean sweeps of the radiant green surface, coughing for dear life. Coughing like the interior of a nineteenth-century Spitalfields tenement. Coughing, going under, head jerking up, coughing again. While the owner, I now see, waits with his back against the sticky wall, brushing a leather coat, assessing possible spray-can transfers, swaying a little, reaching down for a bottle.


Every time the animal makes it to the edge, gets its frantically scrabbling paws on the bank, the man nudges it back into the water. Not violently, no kick to the head. A playful prod of the toe. It’s just a game. And then it starts again. The awful sound challenging witnesses who make no move to intervene. This, I recognise, is a feuilleton – as Sebald calls it – to transcribe for future use. A snapshot of Hackney.


Public officials, invisible until they swoop, are not so fastidious. One of the human markers I catalogued, alongside the Buddha on the bench in Haggerston Park, was a rough sleeper in a black bag (the kind in which a body might be removed from a crime scene), on a muddy shelf disputed by a pair of swans, and sometimes rats, along from the Empress Coaches garage, under Mare Street railway bridge. Every morning through that winter, in rain and snow, I passed him; encouraged in my own pedestrian rituals by this person’s ability to remain just where he was, breathing softly, unnoticed, unmolested and late-rising.


I worried when a hut was constructed from driftwood and plastic sheets hooked from the canal. When the solitary guerrilla, who melted seamlessly into the canal’s rubbish trail, spindrift among Red Bull cans and burger caskets, hooded and hidden, found some company. The shelf became a camp. A mess of supermarket trolleys, oilcan stoves, improvised kennels, rubber carpets. The other men went off about their business, but the solitary original stayed in his bag well into the morning. His unseeing neighbours, yards away, under another arch, were laying out cafetières and croissants for their round-table breakfasts. It was not to be tolerated. Footage of the Calais holding camp made regular appearances on television. This was Hackney. This was the future, the resurrected canal system. This was the film set.


On the morning of 14th April 2016, they came: at cockcrow. Mobhanded, and by the book, insultingly polite, the bailiffs surrounded his nest before the sleeper had time to take in what was happening. HOME OFFICE IMMIGRATION ENFORCEMENT. But it wasn’t immigration they were enforcing, quite the reverse. Black vans parked where TV catering trucks were usually to be found, outside that dowager among ruins beside the Empress Coaches garage; a barrel-chested building regularly in employment as shorthand for blight in neo-noir dramas, and as familiar to viewers as the flaking pink house in Princelet Street, Spitalfields, from Dickens and Ripper heritage pieces.


There were six officers in black uniforms. Most of them on phones, walking up and down, with their backs to the humans whose particulars they were checking. Three of the sleepers stayed on their mattresses. Notices had been posted, earlier that week, along this stretch of the canal, inviting ratepayers and concerned citizens to report rough-sleepers. By the afternoon of that same day, the unapproved immigrants were gone. The rubbish was untouched. The hut unbroken. From the dank shelf the sorry troop would be taken into a purgatory of suspended identity, endless paperwork, postponed hearings. They would be held pending further investigation. Sometimes for months, years, decades. Insulted with tokens to spend at an approved store. Forbidden public transport. Removed from sight.


On the following morning, the pioneer bivouacer was back, alone. Dug in among wreckage. But it didn’t hold. The balance of the world was disturbed. He was landfill. The magic was cancelled. He disappeared.


That was not quite the end of it. With London it never is. Detouring to pick up an oversize package – Atlas of Improbable Places by Travis Elborough and Alan Horsfield – from the sorting office in Emma Street, I found the pavement blocked by a nose-to-tail rank of coaches. Touring models with coffee-coloured paint jobs and Empress of London heraldry. The oily puddle of the garage beside the canal was, I presumed, in occupation by a TV crew.


And so it proved. The displaced squatters and the campers from the shelf under the bridge were reduced to leaving painted messages, sentences with missing letters, on the walls of Corbridge Crescent: raying you won’t be beaten up sleeping rough. ife without hope. It was not easy to tell, in an era of digital cannibalism, if the messages were an authentic cri de coeur, spraycan interventions, or set-dressing for a film. ife without hope.


A genuine communication, handwritten, was attached to the broken fence alongside the mooring once favoured by the more anarchic and off-grid narrowboats. CREW LUNCH. Film not nautical. This water was no longer water, big-foot coots hopped from bank to bank. The duckweed baize was a glitter of meshed emeralds. A parked camera crane, Nifty HR12, waited its moment. The expelled were not quite ready for their terminal close-ups.
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