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  For Hilary




  







  ‘The Law is not the same at morning and at night’




  

    George Herbert


  




  







  Night




  

    

      

        

          

            We’re moonlit, raw-eyed with insomnia –




            the woman whose body bled away her child,




            the man whose boss no longer meets his eyes,




            the teenage boy still fizzing with desire.




            We feel like freaks, we press our eyelids shut




            and yearning for the sledgehammer of sleep




            we count achievements, lies, commitments, sheep –




            all useless. Let’s stop fretting, and get up,


          




          

            and gather in a street sugared with frost




            then steal a minibus and drive for miles.




            Let’s all link hands under the glittering stars




            and pity those for whom the night is lost.




            We’ll celebrate the earth’s celestial hood




            and greet the Great Bear, roaring in our blood.




            Catherine Smith
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  NEIL





  One morning in early November, I drove the 300 and some odd miles from Belfast to West Cork through endless pouring rain to spend a night in company with Neil.




  Neil is a pal of mine and an astute reader.




  ‘Oh, I loved The Longest Mile,1 brilliant that was,’ he’d told me, months ago, in the garden of The Duke’s Arms in

  Presteigne, in the no longer extant Welsh county of Radnorshire.




  ‘Cheers, Neil.’




  ‘Man, I’d have loved to have come with you to all those pubs.’




  ‘We could have hired a coach and sold tickets to all the blokes who wanted to come . . .’




  ‘I bet you could. What are you working on now?




  ‘I’m writing this book about the night. It’s about all kinds of things that happen at night.’




  ‘Like what sort of thing?’




  ‘Like, anything that can happen at night,’ I said.




  ‘Like, what?’




  ‘Like, anything.’




  ‘Can I come on this one?’




  ‘Sure. So long as you’re up for anything . . .’




  ‘I am. Ian, I really am. Please can I come?’




  Of course you can, Neil. I don’t know where I’m going, or what I’m doing, except that I’ll be trying to see in the dark. But of course you can come, and welcome.




  







  ANYTHING COULD HAPPEN





  When I was a kid, anything could happen in the night.




  It very seldom did; but it could.




  In the night, I could play centre-back for Brighton and England. I could replace Macca on the bass guitar in the re-formed Beatles.




  I could say ‘Hello’ to Jackie Sinclair, the girl of my dreams.




  In the night, Jackie Sinclair might drop by, unannounced. I could write a triple concept album based on her visit, and hire an all-girl band to record it at Rockfield Studios. At night anything

  was possible.




  When I was a kid, I loved going to bed, because it meant that I would be alone. I wasn’t there to sleep; I was there to read, and play, and dream. I was one of those spoddy kids who read

  under the covers; when I was seven, to my eternal shame, my mum caught me crying my eyes out to Enid Blyton’s Five Bad Boys by torchlight. Later on, I was similarly mortified when My

  Old Feller caught me relaxing with a copy of Parade which I’d had away from my paper round. Nights just got better the older you got.




  Year after year and minute by minute, I stayed awake a little longer each night. I discovered that I was a night owl, though if there are day owls, I haven’t heard them hoot.




  A friend of mine, a devoted adherent of evolutionary psychology, tells me that my ancestors were probably the kind of cavemen who sat around keeping the fire going, telling stories, and

  generally guarding the women-folk. So, I’ve never been much of a one for sleeping at night. Daytime has always been my preferred downtime, a fact which goes some way to explain a series of

  still embittered ex-employers.




  Night is therefore my most productive time, and I’ve tried to turn it to my advantage. In the early 80s, I nearly hacked a precarious living as a rock singer, and I still head off now and

  then to do the odd gig. For a musician or an actor, this ability to be awake and perky at night is something of a sine qua non. If you like to be tucked up by nine, you can forget that

  ambition to be the next Olivier or John Lydon. As a single parent, night time was always the time that I could work; it was the time when I taught myself to write, while the kids slept.




  Night is still a time of work; 20 per cent of workers in the industrialised world work at night. The kids and the punters are tucked up in bed, so the shelves can be stacked, the Tube

  de-fluffed, and the motorways repaired. There is a special quality to night-shift work; indeed, night-shift workers see themselves as superior to the daytime bods.




  And night is our time of greatest playfulness and freedom, of love and romance. We go to pubs, nightclubs, and all-night drinking dens; we go to cinemas, theatres and bingo halls. We go to night

  classes, dance lessons, the football and the dogs. Nightingales sing in Berkeley Square. We fall in and out of love. Our culture is full of the romantic playful night.




  But perhaps as a result of increased playfulness and freedom, the night has become heavily politicised, as the idea that inner-city areas are given over to drunken youth blossoms unchecked in

  the press and broadcast media. Still, there is truth mixed with the hysteria. It can be horrible out there at night. There’s a half-eaten kebab, its gizzards strewn across the precinct slabs;

  there are hen parties in skimpy dresses and fairy wings being slammed into the back of a police van; there are young lads heaving up outside the KFC; Belisha beacons and ATMs are flashing on and

  off for no one; a faraway ambulance wails the estate to prayers and to bed. Crime is rife in the city night.




  So the night is also the site of our greatest danger. It is a time of crime, and of transgressive sexuality. Prostitutes walk the streets; doggers crack off in the car parks of daytime beauty

  spots. Businessmen go to lap-dancing clubs to forget what waits at home. The police helicopter chatters overhead, chasing after lads hurdling garden walls. Dealers deal in shadowy corners. The

  A&E department is full of the walking and aggressively drunk wounded. Night is when we are most likely to die, to commit suicide.




  And the night is the time of our greatest fears: of ghosts and ghouls, and vampires, and werewolves, of night terror and night sweats, of bogeymen hiding in the wardrobe. Monks chant compline in

  freezing cloisters to keep us safe from the old powers of the dark.




  Still, despite the horrors, the night is our time of rest and recuperation. We take up a hot-water bottle, pull on our jim-jams, snuggle under the duvet and blankets, breathe in the freshly

  laundered bedclothes, drink a soothing mug of Ovaltine, and read our Dan Browns. By day, bed is itself transgressive, naughty, forbidden. It’s where we steal a nap, and it’s where mum

  entertains the milkman. At night, bed becomes our refuge, a harbour from the dark and the cold fear of the looming unknown. And I may go late to bed, but when I do go, I sleep like a baby on

  barbiturates. Metallica could play outside my bedroom, and I wouldn’t notice; in fact, Metallica might be put off their chops by the volume of my snoring. At least I don’t talk in my

  sleep any more.




  We sleep to dream. In dreams, our unconscious is loose, and doing what it will. We need sleep; we have evolved so that we need the night. Our circadian rhythms mean that our biological clocks

  are reset and our cells regenerate. We are born again, night after night. This we share with all life on the planet. The night is alive; the real night owls, the consumptive badgers, the eels that

  run up our rivers, the hateful slugs, invisible by day, all kinds of creatures live their lives by night.




  During the day, our sense of wonder can be diminished. On the odd day when the clouds break, the blue of the sky serves as a reassuring ceiling which lets us focus on our lives. At night, we are

  confronted with the infinite nature of the universe, as countless billions of stars mock us with our insignificance. It is the stars that remind us of our microscopic size. The night sky can

  confront us with the sheer pointlessness of our existence; the things that seem to matter so much in the sun hardly matter at all by starlight. Paul Bowles makes this point the central image of his

  novel The Sheltering Sky: ‘The sky hides the night behind it, and shelters the people beneath from the horror that lies above.’




  So unboundaried can our insignificance make us feel that we become gripped by night sweats, panic attacks, by the heebie-jeebies. I could die. I could stop breathing. How do you know that this

  breath isn’t the last one? We can be overwhelmed by our imminent death. Philip Larkin knew that the darkest hour is just before dawn. In one of his last poems, ‘Aubade’, he comes

  awake ‘in soundless dark’ to see death a day nearer. Perhaps if he had been more of a night owl, his childhood would have been less boring, and the nights less full of horror.




  Thinking about the night, meeting people at night, travelling by night, I realised that most of the important events in my life had happened under cover of darkness. I wasn’t just a bit of

  a night owl; I was a full-on creature of the night. As I’ve changed, so have my nights; and as I talked to people, and read, and wrote, my story and the story of the night became

  indistinguishable in my thinking. This is the story of my nights, and not, I suppose, everybody’s. It must be faced: I have something of the night about me, as I came to understand.




  Take, for example, crime. Who should I talk to about night crime? Criminals, obviously. But where to find them? I hunted around for a while to find a criminal who would talk, and found a few.

  But this approach came to seem artificial. After all, some of my best friends are criminals. Most of them, now I come to think of it. Me too. Have been for years, since the night I met my great

  friend Perry Venus in a student disco at St David’s University College, in the mid-Wales town of Lampeter one night in 1976.2 What better way to

  begin, then, than by committing a crime?




  So here I am, one morning in early November, driving the 300 and some odd miles from Belfast to West Cork through endless pouring rain to spend a night in company with Neil, pal, astute reader

  and weed farmer – and to buy an ounce of his excellent home-grown spliff.




  







  IN DORSET?





  My old car, 125,000 miles already on the clock, is lapping up the road, but the journey is dull as the ditchwater which tips from the sky. It’s pretty much motorway all

  the way from Belfast to Cork, apart from a gap in the north between Lisburn and Newry, and another in the south between the end of the M7 and the start of the M8. The M8 is proper in clear weather:

  fast and mostly empty of traffic, and so newly opened that it doesn’t yet seem to exist on any maps, as it carves through the valley between the Galtee and Knockmealdown mountains. I know the

  mountains are there, through that thick mist, I can sense them as the light starts to fail. But in the rain, there is nothing to see and less to hear; I channel hop between dozens of radio

  stations, but they are all indistinguishable from one another, except for the Irish-language channel, where they chat away, I’m sure, about intelligent and interesting things in Irish Gaelic,

  and where also they play traditional Irish music, which I loathe above all things on earth. The English-language stations are mercifully free of Irish music, but otherwise they are without all

  merit. This is what happens on Irish radio: a genial host plays unchallenging pop music, and chats on the phone to Irish celebrities about Irish things; mostly, today, X Factor, and the fate

  of the Irish Grimes twins, the hateful ‘Jedward’, hopefully, by the time you read this, condemned to the dustbin of history on their way to the landfill site of oblivion.




  Also, people phone in to talk about their ill children, and the host says, ‘Oh, Noreen, you’re in our prayers.’




  The sports news is about Liverpool, Manchester United, Celtic, and hurling.




  There are no service stations on any of the motorways, so in order to get a coffee, you have to pull off and follow the signs to the nearest town, but I am late, and anxious, so I keep driving

  through that rain, hungry and thirsty and headachy from want of caffeine until I get the other side of Cork, out on the N71 towards Bandon, where I stop and grab a sandwich and a coffee, and phone

  my man to tell him I’m a bit late.




  ‘That’s alright, Ian,’ says Neil. ‘I’m always happy to wait in a bar.’




  Shit. This is exactly what I’d hoped to avoid. Neil doesn’t smoke his own home-grown. Neil’s drug of choice is beer, and lots of it. Sometimes he doesn’t drink at all;

  he’ll go a fortnight, three weeks without touching a drop; and then he’ll decide to go on a massive five-day drunk. I worry I might catch the start or, worse still, the end of one of

  his marathon binges.




  I’m about twenty miles away from the bar where Neil is waiting for me, sinking pint after pint; it is dark now, has been since before Cork, and I’m on the back roads, and the rain is

  still falling in filthy sheets. I want to get to Neil as soon as I can, to try to connect with him before the tenth pint, which is where things can start to get confused. I’m going too fast

  on these twisty roads; no faster than I would in the hills of home, but too fast for these uncertain, unfamiliar roads. Coming down a long straight, I see the yellow and black chevrons which the

  Irish use to show a tight bend, just perceptible through the gloom; I brake, perhaps too hard, and exercise a slow skid; I arc across the oncoming carriageway, glide into the entrance of a driveway

  which joins the road at that point, and come to a halt, my headlights lighting the wet road, facing again in the direction I want to go. That there had been no traffic coming the other way, and no

  traffic behind me; that there was a driveway at that exact point which I could skid off into, all struck me as miraculous.




  I thought, ‘God doesn’t want me to die tonight.’




  Not tonight. On the radio, the genial presenter is telling Aoife that he hopes her troubles end soon, and that she is in all the listeners’ prayers.




  ‘And after a song from Westlife, I’ll be talking to Jedward’s cousin about last night’s thrilling results show . . .’




  I drive into the little West Cork town where I have arranged to meet Neil. It looks orderly and quietly prosperous, but the high tide of wealth which washed all over the country during the

  ‘Celtic Tiger’ years has now receded down the beach of Ireland’s increasingly rickety economy, leaving shuttered bars and half-finished housing developments in its wake. I park

  the car, and walk into The Shamrock. There is no sign of Neil. The barmaid smiles.




  ‘I’m looking for a mate of mine,’ I tell her. ‘His name’s Neil.’




  ‘Oh sure, and he’s just gone to the jakes,’ she says, and Neil emerges from the Gents, zipping up his fly against his ample belly. We shake hands, his slightly damp.




  ‘I’m sorry I’m so late,’ I say. (Two hours.)




  ‘Mate, I told you. I’m always happy to wait in a bar.’




  Neil is English, like lots of people out here. There is a legendary community out in these hills, called simply the Mountain, which in its time attracted dozens of disaffected English hippy

  travellers. Neil’s ex was one such; she had come out here in the 80s, looking for an alternative lifestyle, and had ended up on the Mountain, living in a homemade bender with Neil, when he

  wasn’t on a bender himself. They had a son together, and she moved away, unable to cope with Neil’s drinking, leaving Neil in the bender. She and her son now live in the same old town

  as I do, and they are both good friends of mine. Neil rarely sees his son Mac these days, but when he comes to Wales to visit him, Neil always stays with me. I like Neil lots.




  I’ve heard of the Mountain from other sources. After the Battle of the Beanfield,3 lots of people in the Peace Convoy who had been brutalised by

  the British state hopped onto the boat to Ireland, and came out to the Mountain for a while. My friend Panit Dave was one such.




  ‘We got off the boat at Rosslare with a goat and three chickens in the back of the van,’ Panit Dave told me, ‘and Customs waved us through. And then we headed out to West Cork,

  and stayed for three years.’




  I’d met other travellers through Panit who were still out here, running businesses in Kinsale or Bantry, doing alright, one of them telling me at length about his reading of

  Gaddaffi’s Green Book, oddly enough. They only keep the van now for the long annual trip to Pilton. But at the core of the West Cork hippy life is still the Mountain. So after all

  I’ve heard about this place, it’s fascinating to be here, in Little Alternative England.




  I take timid soundings, and find out that Neil’s only had three pints, which is well within the comfort zone. He buys me a pint of Murphy’s, the great drink of Cork, and we sit and

  chat while he has pint four. Then I buy him pint five, and pint two for me.




  A grinning man, not as young as he looks, comes up to Neil in the bar.




  ‘Orlright, Neil?’ he says.




  ‘Hello, Gareth,’ says Neil. ‘I thought you were in England.’




  ‘I am, man. In Weymouth.’




  ‘In Dorset?’ I ask, helpfully. Gareth grins at me, but is unable to spot a music hall set-up line when he hears one.




  ‘In Dorset, yeah. But the trial’s tomorrow, and the Gardai have flown me back, and put me up in a hotel, but they haven’t given me any money. They told me not to go out, and

  not to get pissed, but I smuggled two bottles of vodka through, and now I’ve given ’em the slip and come down here to see if anybody will buy me a pint.’ Neil sighs, and buys a

  pint for Gareth and number six for himself. He offers me a third, but I decline, given that we still have to drive out to Neil’s place on the Mountain, and also given that, although God

  doesn’t want me to die tonight, I don’t want to push my luck.




  Gareth takes the pint, still grinning. It’s a grin I recognise: a junk grin, a vacuous empty grin with malice, even evil behind it.




  A group of Irish people come into the bar, dressed in suits.




  ‘Hello, Mr Quinn,’ says Neil to the youngest of the group. ‘If you’re wearing a suit, you’re either getting married, or been in court . . .’




  ‘I’ve been to my grandad’s funeral, Neil.’




  Neil laughs. ‘Oops,’ he says.




  ‘Ooof,’ I say.




  ‘Time to go?’ says Neil.




  We walk down to the supermarket and buy some steak mince, a jar of Dolmio spaghetti sauce, and a twelve-pack of Stella. I do my sums. Six pints, plus a twelve-pack; that’s a fair bit, even

  by Neil’s standards.




  I ask Neil if he is alright driving, and he snorts contemptuously, as though six pints were hardly going to impair a chap’s ability to drive home from the pub. I get back into my car, and

  follow Neil in his as we drive out of town towards the Mountain. We turn up lanes which grow narrower and steeper with each bend, and whose surfaces grow more rutted the higher we go; and finally

  we turn up a precipitous cinder track, and climb the side of the Mountain, my old car rumbling along in first gear. Neil lives in a house now; or, rather, a two-bed granny annexe on the side of a

  rather grand farmhouse, where a friend of his who is prone to occasional psychotic episodes spends his days. As we get out of our cars, a tiny sheepdog, little more than a puppy, half collie and

  half Jack Russell maybe, comes panting and tail-wagging towards us.




  ‘That’s Billy,’ says Neil. Billy licks my hands.




  Below us, a long way below, are the lights of the little West Cork town we have just left. Above us, a sky bright with stars, now that the rain has been chased away to the north and east.

  Tomorrow will be clear.




  







  MAUDLIN REGRET





  Neil’s place is just as you might expect. He moves some fishing rods so I can sit on the sofa in the kitchen. He’s lived so long in West Cork that he’s turned

  into an Irish bachelor farmer. He has fields and crops to tend.




  He pops his first tinnie.




  ‘I guess you’d like a smoke,’ he says. I agree.




  Neil, like any self-respecting drug dealer, is on invalidity benefit.




  ‘It’s the bread and butter,’ he tells me. ‘This stuff is like the jam.’




  He hands me an ounce of bud. He and his organisation don’t usually do anything under ten oz. I very much appreciate their kindness. I open the bag and sniff; early season, outdoor grown,

  it smells buzzy. I skin up. It is buzzy, I can tell at once; it’s talking grass.4




  ‘What trial is that guy involved with?’ I ask.




  ‘Gareth? He was a witness to a murder. He was at a junkie party up in the hills, and this bloke turns up with a concrete cutter and starts threatening his ex-girlfriend with it. So these

  people at the party subdue him, and take the concrete cutter off him, and put him in a back room, and torture him to death.’




  ‘And Gareth was at the party?’




  ‘The Gardai found his statement really useful to their case.’




  ‘Er . . . should he be out, then? I mean, isn’t he in danger?’




  Neil rubs his chins.




  ‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘Good point.’




  We talk about Neil’s boy Mac, while Neil fries up the steak mince, heats up the Dolmio, and boils some spaghetti. Neil has had exactly the right amount of beer with which to kick off a

  small attack of maudlin regret re. his parenting skills, whilst I have had just the right amount of spliff to make me utterly convinced of my peculiar parenting genius.




  ‘I was never really there, Ian,’ says Neil, his stirring of the Dolmio slowing to almost nothing.




  ‘No, but you are around much more now. He’s eighteen; there’s still time.’




  Neil gives me a brave, toothless grin, and pops another tinnie.




  ‘No, man, but you’re such a great parent.’




  Modesty insists I cast my eyes downwards. I start to skin up again.




  ‘Yeah . . . I guess . . . I mean, I’ve been at it a long time,’ I say.




  ‘I mean, you were always there when it was your kids’ bedtime.’




  ‘Well . . . oftener than not . . . if not quite always.’




  ‘You gave them baths . . .’




  ‘I did.’




  ‘Sang them songs, read them stories . . .’




  ‘Sort of.’




  ‘I never did any of that,’ he says. ‘Too pissed.’




  ‘I need a piss, actually,’ I say.




  ‘Oh, just go outside in the yard.’




  Outside the front door, Billy is waiting to lick my hands. I piss, looking up into the stars, and down at the little town in the valley. I am stoned.




  Was I there for my kids, at bedtime, all night every night? What I’d said to Neil was probably true for my elder daughter Charley, oftener than not, and certainly untrue of my younger,

  Minnie. I regret the nights I wasn’t there to comfort them to sleep.




  There are as many kinds of night as there are dreamers, and one dream of night is that of the night as a time of comfort, rest, peace, safety and security, which are at least some of the

  qualities we associate with home and family, if we’re lucky.




  My earliest memories are all associated with night, and bedtime.




  I can remember a tin bath in front of a fire, and a pleasant stiffness in what my mother called my ‘dinky-doo’. I can remember warm towels after the bath; I can remember a tiny dark

  corridor, and my mother carrying me to a milk-scented cot, with bars painted in different colours. I can remember my companions in the cot: Lamby Blue Blues, who was a kangaroo knitted in blue wool

  by our next-door neighbour, Uncle Harold; and Patty Paws, who was an ancient bear, stuffed with straw which herniated in patches on her hessian belly, and who was stripped of fur except behind her

  ears, where a golden fuzz showed what she must have looked like in her long-distant youth, when my mother was a baby and had cuddled Patty Paws in the bedroom she shared with her brother.




  There are similarities between my own earliest memories of bedtime and my mum’s. My bath was in a tin bath in front of the range; so was hers. She cuddled the same bear as me. Her mum came

  up and told her a bedtime story, though it was told by candlelight, rather than electric light bulb. The tiny cottage where she grew up was lit by gas only downstairs; upstairs it was candles. Just

  before the Second World War, children still had feather pillows, as I did when I was a kid. We can both remember pulling feathers from pillows and bright eiderdowns.




  In fact, this feather plucking is one of the commonest memories of bedtime, at least amongst older people. In the autumn of 1999, the organisation Mass Observation asked its contributors to

  write in on the subject of sleep and dreaming, and I spent a happy few days in the Special Collections area of Sussex University Library going through boxes of the resulting letters. This memory of

  pulling feathers from pillows was the second most common observation, according to my unscientific survey. The most common was not remembering dreams.




  Mass Observation was set up in 1937 by the anthropologist Tom Harrisson, the poet and communist sociologist Charles Madge, and the documentary film-maker Humphrey Jennings, at least in part in

  reaction to what its founders saw as the false view presented by the media of the abdication in 1936. Mass Observation recruited hundreds of diarists, who listened to what people said and noted

  these overheard conversations in their diaries. To its founders, Mass Observation seemed excitingly democratic, a chance for the ordinary people of Britain to be heard for the first time; to its

  critics, it marked a chance for neighbours to spy on neighbours, one of the opening salvos in the long battle to turn Britain into a surveillance society.




  In 1949, Mass Observation morphed into a market research organisation, which was dead by the early 60s, merged with the British Market Research Bureau. In 1970, Mass Observation’s

  remarkable archive of private diaries passed to the University of Sussex Library; and in 1981 somebody had the bright idea of starting it up again. You can become an observer yourself, by

  contacting the revived organisation via their website. Every three months you will be sent a ‘directive’ suggesting an area of your life that you might like to reflect on, and to write

  about. This might be, for example, attitudes to the Iraq War, or to food; in the autumn of 1999 the directive was that the observers should write about sleeping and dreaming. To sit and read this

  collection of letters and diary entries was a huge privilege, and I thank Sussex University Library for the opportunity to do what amounted to interviewing a couple of hundred or so people on their

  bedtime habits.




  What made the experience particularly interesting was that by its nature, Mass Observation consists mostly of older observers, because younger people are posting these kinds of observations

  directly onto the interweb. So quite a few people, like my mother, remember going to bed by candlelight, in houses that were lit by gas only downstairs. Quite a few of the observers note that going

  to bed was something that they enjoyed, for the same reason that I did: it afforded privacy, quiet, a time to read and a time to dream. Wartime observers remember what it was like to go to sleep in

  an Anderson shelter, or under a dining-room table. A few observers note that this wartime experience led to a lifetime of night terrors, including one correspondent who became a Mogadon addict in

  the 1970s, because of the horror of war: lying under a table, or in the dank squalor of an Anderson shelter, hearing the doodlebug overhead, and the sudden silence of its engine, waiting to see if

  death would fall from the night sky. As one of the observers notes, ‘the War changed the pattern of sleep forever’.




  A few of the oldest of the observers remember sleeping on straw mattresses; one gentleman from Derby remembers sharing a straw mattress with his father in one bedroom, while his three sisters

  and his mother shared another two straw mattresses in the next. Even my mother, shocking though I find her stories of rural poverty, had a feather mattress. This same gentleman remembers the

  ‘knocker-up’ who, for 3d per week, would come and knock on your bedroom window with a pole to say that it was time for work, in his father’s instance in the railway works in

  Derby.




  It seems extraordinary that mattresses stuffed with straw would still have been used in poor households up until at least the 1930s, but it is nevertheless true. There were few alternatives

  until very recently. The rich would have slept on feather mattresses, but they were thought to be unhealthy; Leonardo da Vinci spurned the use of feather mattresses, and declined to ‘lie upon

  the spoils of other dead creatures’. Hair was used from about the 1650s; some people swore by moss, which was said to have antiseptic qualities, and to see off mice. Beech leaves were popular

  in the 1840s, because they remained ‘sweet and elastic’, and from the late eighteenth century onwards carded wool was used. But the fact remains that for most of humanity’s

  history, we have slept on straw. The Encyclopaedia Britannica of 1823 says that ‘most of the peasants around Manchester lie on chaff at present, as do likewise the common people all

  over Scotland’. A feather mattress would have been a luxury right up until the early years of the twentieth century; and in 1920s Derby, it clearly still was. Patents for sprung mattresses

  date back to the 1770s, but they were still a novelty 100 years later. It was not until the twentieth century that the technical problems of making a sprung mattress were overcome, and beds became

  bouncy. Before that, they were damp, and saggy, and needed a daily shake to make sleeping on them bearable. In Arthur Ransome’s children’s novel of 1930, Swallows and Amazons,

  the Swallows take large mattress bags with them to Wildcat Island, to stuff with bracken, which made adequately comfortable beds, and seem to think nothing of it. Imagine a camping trip today which

  depended on finding bracken to stuff your mattress; now we have sleep mats, and inflatable beds, and we probably sleep the sounder, even if we have become more decadent.




  Not all the Mass Observers came from deprived backgrounds. Several talk of being told stories at bedtime by their nannies; clearly this presupposes an adequate light source by the bedside, as

  well as an indulgent nanny. Another observer wrote that starched sheets were ‘a pleasure that has long since vanished now that cotton sheets have given way to synthetic materials that

  don’t take starching’. Presumably, this was a phenomenon restricted to children from well-to-do backgrounds. Bed-wetting, however, seems to have been endured by all social classes; most

  unfortunate was the boy who woke up at night to urinate in ‘shoes, drawers and cupboards’.




  Lots of the observers talk of sleeping with the light on, perhaps most notably the 37-year-old teacher who is not only scared of the dark, but sleeps in the same bed in the same room with the

  same teddy as he has always slept. The observers are anonymous, which is a shame, because I imagine his pupils would pay a great deal of money to know his identity. All I know is that he lives in

  Henley . . .




  Few observers actively enjoyed sleeping alone, certainly as children. Many of the observers remember their teddies with great affection, and many admit to still owning them (my mum still has

  Patty Paws, wrapped up in tissue in her loft space). There are lots of teddies, and several cats, but perhaps the most eccentric bedtime companions are a wooden steam engine wrapped in a blanket,

  and a roll of pink flannelette known as Pinkie, without which its owner was unable to sleep. It’s interesting to note how many of these bedtime experiences are held in common, and how vivid

  they remain for so many of the Mass Observers. I am far from alone in having bedtime as my earliest memory.




  When I was four we moved to Farnborough, in Hampshire, into a modern terraced house that smelled of recently departed builders and warm plastic. It was the winter of 1962–63, and there is

  a black-and-white photo of me standing outside the front door up to my tiny waist in snow.




  Talking to my mum years later, I learned that not only was this the first house that she had lived in that had a bathroom, but it was also the first house that I had lived in that was so

  luxuriously equipped. The tin bath, which I had for years been convinced was used only because I was so small, was in fact the only bath we actually had in the dark old house. Bath time in the new

  house seemed less magical, and I didn’t really recover my enthusiasm for baths till the onset of girls.




  My memories of the new house are of fear, and illness, and bad dreams. That house is where I became aware that at night, my mum mostly stayed in on her own with me, and that at the times when my

  dad was home, there was usually a lot of shouting. That house is where I had measles; I lay in bed with my mum, staring in stark terror at the ceiling, while all night the house was full of the

  sound of drumming, my earliest and so far most frightening hallucination. And in that house, I started to be visited by a recurring dream which subsequently haunted my childhood. Something heavy

  lumps down on the end of my bed. I start up in fear. Whatever is sitting on my bed is invisible; it nonetheless somehow forces me to follow it in darkness to the top of the stairs. I stand at the

  top of the stairs, and a great brightness dazzles up at me. I step down the stairs towards the light.




  One night in that house, I woke up in darkness. I called out, but there was no reply. I clicked the light, but nothing worked. I called out and called out, and walked towards the top of the

  stairs, where I dreaded that I would see the dazzling light. But there was nothing. I called again, and still no reply, so I walked step by step down the stairs, holding on to the railing in the

  dark. I pushed open the door of the lounge, and clicked the light switch, but no light came and my parents had gone. I screamed; and the front door opened, and my dad came in with a lit candle. He

  took me back up to bed, and stayed with me till my mum came home.




  They’d been to a cheese and wine party two doors down, and had been taking it in turns to pop back, when a power cut came, which was unfortunately the moment I’d woken up to find

  neither of them there. I’ve had a horror of cheese and wine parties ever since.




  







  TWO ENGLISHMEN IN WEST CORK





  Neil calls me back inside. He has glopped the Dolmio sauce onto the fried-up steak mince, and mixed it with spaghetti. We carry our plates through into the sitting room, which

  is half full of unpacked boxes, and where a wood stove is burning. On the coffee table in front of Neil’s collapsing armchair is a laptop; Neil plugs in a guitar amp, calls up iTunes, and

  presses PLAY. Some good ol’ boy country music starts to thump through the room. We suck up spaghetti, and do our best not to spray it over our clothes.




  ‘What’s this?’ I ask Neil.




  Neil and I are both musicians, and this is one of the things that two bloke musicians do when they spend time together, which is to play one another music. We come from traditions which only

  overlap here and there, like a Venn diagram where two circles only contain a small shared space. Neil is from the traditional Irish music, rootsy down-home acoustic-y tradition, while I’m

  from the thin white boys smacking electric guitars meets 60s girl band pop/soul/r’n’b/dub crossover, with a dash of over-produced bossa-esque psychedelia and a splash of post-Van Dyke

  Parks5 surf, all stewed in funky vibes and dipped in a hot spicy loungecore salsa sauce tradition. The area where the circles on our Venn diagram overlap

  is mostly outlaw country music. This stuff Neil is playing is something I’ve never heard.




  ‘It’s called White Mansions. It came out in ’78. It’s a sort of double album with another thing called Jesse James. It’s written by this English

  bloke, who got people like Waylon Jennings and Emmylou Harris to sing on it. Clapton plays guitar. It’s great, isn’t it?’




  It is, as it goes, Clapton scepticism notwithstanding. Neil sucks up his spaghetti.




  ‘It’s like this concept album about the Confederacy.’




  ‘Oh . . .’




  ‘Listen to this.’




  Neil plays me a song called ‘Dixie Hold On’, sung by Waylon Jennings, and it’s great, but . . .




  ‘I never got off on that sentimental Dixie thing,’ I say. ‘I mean, the good guys won, didn’t they?’




  ‘Well . . . yeah,’ says Neil. ‘But the Confederates had the best songs.’




  ‘Well the Nazis had some good tunes, but the good guys won.’




  ‘You can’t compare the Confederates and the Nazis,’ says Neil.




  ‘Well . . . you can. The Confederate flag is just swastika lite.’




  I told Neil about the last night of a country and western festival I’d been to in a caravan park in Silloth, on the Solway Coast of Cumbria, a place where great nights out are few and far

  between.




  ‘The night ends with all these people in Confederate uniforms waving all these Confederate flags, to the sound of Elvis singing ‘American Trilogy’. And they all stand to

  attention, and cry and that. It’s the whitest thing I’ve ever seen, and I’ve been to Burgess Hill.’




  Neil slurps up a string of spaghetti from his fleece.




  ‘Yeah, but I still like the Confederacy,’ he says.




  ‘The good guys won. Of course they did. There’s nothing sad about bad guys losing. That’s your Bhagavad-Gita, innit?’




  ‘Is it?’




  ‘Yeah. It’s better to fight evil, and live with the evil that you had to do to win, than not to fight at all, and let the greater evil prevail. Like the Battle of the Boyne. The good

  guys won.’




  ‘Jaysus, but you’d better not say that in The Shamrock.’




  ‘No, but it’s true.’




  ‘What about Cromwell? What about the Famine?’ asks Neil.




  ‘Nothing to do with it. The world would be a radically different place if James had won. King Billy is the whole point of the Civil War, and the final triumph of Parliament. By 1700,

  England was the most democratic, the most liberal and most advanced society on earth. The good guys won.’




  ‘Are you not a Republican?’ asks a clearly shocked Neil.




  ‘No, man. I like living in the UK. I like the NHS, the BBC, I believe in a woman’s right to choose. There’s none of that down here.’




  ‘No, but, it’s their country, man . . .’




  ‘Why, because they share a landmass? So do Serbia and Bosnia, but that wasn’t great, was it? If I lived in the North, I’d vote to stay in the UK every time. Besides . . . I am

  affianced to a lady from the North.’




  Neil puts down his fork, and leans towards me to grasp my hand.




  ‘Congratulations, mate,’ he says.




  ‘Cheers, mate.’




  ‘Is she, like, Protestant?’




  ‘Don’t sound surprised. I am myself.’




  Neil nods. It must come as a shock. In the 70s and 80s, all right-thinking English radicals supported the idea of a united Ireland. I didn’t, and don’t.




  ‘Why do you like it here so much?’ I ask.




  ‘The people, man. I love the people. I mean, they’ll never love me, ’cos I’m English, but I love them. They hold their hands out to you in welcome, you know?’




  ‘Is there anything you miss about England?’




  Neil slurps up the last of his spaghetti.




  ‘Fireworks,’ he says. ‘Fireworks are illegal here.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Yeah. That’s why you get all those firework factory places as you cross over the border into the North.’




  ‘I’ve often wondered.’ I put down my empty plate, and pick up my big bag of grass.




  ‘But is there nothing else you miss?’ I ask.




  Neil pops a tinnie, and sucks at the foam as it bubbles up from the can.




  ‘No, man. Just the fireworks.’




  







  OOH! AAH!





  For Netty and Jim’s wedding night, no expense had been spared, and the sky over the Wye valley was lit up, as were most of the guests.




  Well: it’s not quite true to say that no expense had been spared, because they had hired me as the wedding entertainment. If no expense had been spared, they’d have

  persuaded Led Zep to do a one-off, or brought Elvis back from the dead. If almost no expense were to be spared, they might have hired Tony Bennett and his Orchestra to croon through a few

  wedding-night favourites. No, if you hire me to sing at your wedding, clearly you are going to be sparing quite a bit of expense, as my keyboard-playing partner Chas and I are 500 nicker all in,

  including petrol money. And we bring our own PA. We are called ‘Your Dad’.




  That part of the expense which had not been spared, then, rather than finding its way to my threadbare pocket, was going up in the sky. Our set had been timed to end as the fireworks were due to

  begin, and as we finished our ground-breaking version of The Archies’ plangent and moving 1969 hit ‘Sugar Sugar’, the guests rushed out from the marquee without so much as a

  backwards glance to stare up into the night sky. Behind a roped-off area, the pyrotechnicians were preparing to launch their fusillade. All the wedding guests (and the wedding singer) craned their

  necks as several thousands of the bride and groom’s pounds scintillated in the sky. The middle of nowhere is a wonderful spot from which to watch a fireworks display. And if the borderlands

  between Radnorshire and Herefordshire are not the middle of nowhere, then I don’t know where is.




  I’ve lived in Radnorshire, on and off, since 1987, and if there is one thing to which Radnorshire residents become used, it is darkness. There is hardly any light pollution, because very

  few people live there. It is the least populated part of Britain south of the Scottish Highlands, the eastern edge of the empty quarter of Wales which people call The Great Green Desert. Night here

  is black. You can walk in the Radnor Forest at night and be actually unable to see your hand in front of your face; or you might turn a particular corner on a particular mountain track, and see a

  twinkle of cottage windows from a tiny hamlet in the valley bottom, the few faraway lights serving only to deepen the darkness, to frame it. Driving through Radnorshire at night, you might go miles

  without meeting another car, even on our only arterial road, the thrice-blessed A44, which crosses the county on its way from Woodstock to Aberystwyth. The darkness in Radnorshire is perfect,

  complete, entire.
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