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Foreword by Richard Hamblyn

Some years ago I had a memorable conversation with a junior 
designer at NASA, whose job was to colour in the hundreds 
of indistinct images captured by the Hubble Space Telescope. 
He had, he told me, a range of colour categories to choose 

from: ‘true colour’, which comes close to what might actually be seen 
from space; ‘false-true colour’, which offers an intensified version of 
true colour; and ‘true-false colour’, in which different colour ranges, 
both true and false, are combined to form another spectrum entirely. 
It struck me as extraordinary that NASA – the world’s most trusted 
purveyor of cosmic data – had come up with this curious taxonomy of 
falsification, but it also seemed to me to offer an apt analogy for the 
writing of creative non-fiction. For in much the same way that NASA’s 
designers spend their days enhancing the grainy reality of the Hubble 
space images, non-fiction writers must also labour to add colour and 
texture to the grainy reality of their own true-false – or should that be 
false-true? – stories, transforming unmediated raw material into artful 
approximations of reality.   
 The process is a kind of alchemy, the magical results of which 
are evident on every page of this impressive (and elegantly designed) 
collection from students in their final year of Birkbeck’s Creative 
Writing BA. Each of the eight pieces, from Cas de-Wale’s dark odyssey 
into family myth and memory, to Sian Shaw’s windswept rhapsody of 
place, is a masterclass in the transformation of life into art, as hinted 
by the collection’s title, Living Tales, with its rich connotations of vitality 
and truth-telling, and its promise that these stories have lived other 
lives beyond the page.
 Take Emily Sinclair’s invocation of her Burmese grandmother’s 
shoes: ‘Clack clack clack. She kicked the shoes off in frustration and they 
clattered noisily across the floor’, a sensory detail that serves to conjure 
a distant place and time, returning it to brilliant life, as does Rebecca 
Rouillard’s child’s-eye view of suburban South Africa, with its ‘sound of the 
Kreepy Krauly rhythmically juddering around the pool’. That ‘ juddering’ is 
pitch-perfect.
 The use of such sensory observation is one of the keys to effective 
scene-setting, and there are plenty of examples to be found across these 
eight true stories, whether it’s Jane Pendjiky’s deadpan description of the 
smell of a dissecting room, ‘a combination of phenol and formaldehyde ... 
you can taste it as much as you can smell it’; or Tarquin Landseer’s jet-lagged 
encounter with the night sounds of the Brazilian jungle, ‘a lively scherzo of 
trills and croaks, peeps and burbles, while I listened in an exhausted fug, 
vaguely aware that I had brought myself along with me.’ 
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 This is writing that attends to the world, and to the writer’s place 
within it. ‘I do not know where I am’, notes Ian Dawes at the outset of 
his bracing journey into post-traumatic amnesia, and he is not alone in 
interrogating a private cache of unearthed and contested memories, 
the buried stories we seem fated to tell and retell endlessly in our heads, 
‘reviewing them like a picture book’, as Cas de-Wale observes. 
 It is often said that any memory more than ten years old is fiction, 
but I’m not sure that is true, or rather, I’m not sure that it’s fiction. At 
least not entirely fiction. An image such as the girl on the window ledge 
with which Lindsey Jenkinson opens her childhood memoir, ‘When I 
Was Six’ (a title that neatly plays on the saccharine associations of A. A. 
Milne’s Now We Are Six), takes the reader straight into a scene of novelistic 
jeopardy, while also offering the added enticement of knowing that it 
really happened. This is creative non-fiction’s hallmark, its contract with 
the reader: here is a literary artefact, it says, but one that it is taken from 
the life. It’s the unmistakeable punch of actuality that gives such writing 
its edge. 
 Here, then, are eight true stories, living tales of home and place, of 
birth and death, of family and friendship, of memory, myth and belonging, 
whose authors have successfully found their true voices on the page. Eight 
examples of the alchemy of authorship, of the mysterious transformation of 
lived experience into narratives strange and true. 

Richard Hamblyn  

Richard Hamblyn is a lecturer in Creative Writing at Birkbeck. An award-winning environ-
mental writer and historian, his non-fiction works include: Tsunami (2014), Extraordinary 
Weather (2012), The Art of Science (2011), Terra: Tales of the Earth (2009) and The Invention of 
Clouds (2001).
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Fragments: One Girl’s Journey

by Cas de-Wale
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There are some events in our lives 
that we will always remember. The 
memories could be from a week 
ago, or of twenty years past, but the 

recollection (triggered by a smell carried on 
the wind, a sharp sound in the distance or an 
offhand turn of phrase) can be so strong that 
emotions come rushing back to hit us straight 
in the stomach like a sucker punch. Some 
of these memories we’ll keep to ourselves, 
dipping into them when our souls crave 
comfort, reviewing them like a picture book; 
or perhaps we hide them in shame. Others are 
remembered for us, those that have become 
familial anecdotes that span time and bring 
generations together. Something to laugh 
about, when the only other option might be 
to cry.

What Goes Up
It was 1986. I remember because it was the 
same year that we’d gone to Majorca for 
the first time (Mum, my sisters Sarah and 
Lorraine, and me). I am the only child from 
my Mum and Dad’s relationship together. Dad 
was supposed to go, but he’d got ‘last-minute 
work’ over in Saudi, so my sisters went instead. 
I nearly drowned on that holiday, saved by 
Lorraine who dived into the pool as I went 
under for the third time. I’ll always remember 
the soggy cigarette dangling out of the corner 
of her mouth as she pumped water out of me.

Shortly after we got back from the 
Holiday Where I Nearly Drowned, there was a 
family ‘do’ in Leytonstone. Someone or other 
was getting married (a third or fourth cousin 
on my Mum’s side) and we’d been invited to 
the wedding reception. Mum couldn’t drive 
and, with Dad in Saudi, we had to get a lift 
with Nan and GrandDad. Sarah was still living 
at home, in Tufnell Park, North London, at 
the time, so there were five of us in the car. 

The reception was a blur of flashing 
disco balls, Wham!, and gyrating old people. 
I remember dancing with a relative known to 

all as Charlie Boy. He picked me up, lifted me 
sideways and spun me around his waist 1950’s 
style, everything whizzed by at the speed of 
light and I felt like I was Super Girl.

We hadn’t been at the party for very 
long when GrandDad stormed over to Mum 
and said, ‘Get the girls. We’re leaving.’

I, wanting to be Super Girl some more 
and too young to pick up on the nuances of 
adult conversation, had no idea there was an 
underlying meaning to this statement, and 
proceeded to kick up a stink, ‘Why do we have 
to go! It’s not fair!’ etc, etc.

Sarah was the one to fill me in. ‘Nan’s 
pissed again.’

Nan being drunk wasn’t a novelty and 
she’d earned the nickname Pissy Lu a long 
time before I was born. She and GrandDad 
spent most of their time over at the George on 
Liverpool Road (right across the road from 
their front door). Her favourite perch was 
on a stool at the bar, drinking whiskey, with 
her wig slipping this way and that as punters 
brushed past, until eventually she slipped to 
the floor, only to be picked up by one of the 
other locals and placed ragdoll-like back on 
her seat.
Another of Nan’s nicknames was The Skeleton 
– the woman was so thin that if she bent over 
she looked like a right-angle. 

And so the five of us piled into 
GrandDad’s car – Nan in the front passenger 
seat stewing in her own juices, me sitting 
behind her breathing in the whiskey fumes, 
Sarah in the middle and Mum behind the 
driver’s seat both with thin lips and crossed 
arms while GrandDad put his foot to the floor 
and ranted at Nan for spoiling yet another 
family get together.

What happened next took the same 
amount of time as it does for a traffic light to 
change from red to green. We were coming 
down Leabridge Road, GrandDad’s foot 
was still pressed firmly to the metal and the 
red light came out of nowhere. He slammed 
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on the brakes and we lurched as one into 
our seat belts. Nan, her body almost as if 
boneless, slumped rather than lurched into 
her belt, and, instead of falling back into her 
seat like the rest of us when the car finally 
stopped, kind of flopped, her head acting as 
a counterweight snapping back faster than 
the rest of her, causing her wig to leave her 
scalp, sail over the headrest and land in my 
lap. I picked it up between finger and thumb, 
wound down the car window and went to 
throw it out.

‘No!’ Mum and Sarah cried out 
together.

Sarah snatched the wig from me as 
Num said, ‘What’re you doing, give it here!’

‘I thought it was a spider!’ I yelled.
(At the time I’d claimed that I 

thought Nan’s wig was a spider but, between 
you and me, I knew exactly what it was.)

The three of us started laughing. 
Crazed, uncontrollable laughter.

While all this was happening in the 
back of the car, GrandDad was fuming from 
the front, ‘Shut up you lot, this isn’t fucking 
funny! Give me that fucking thing!’ Mum 
flung the wig over to him, and he chucked it 
at Nan, who plonked it on her head back to 
front, eliciting more hoots and snorts from 
the backseat. GrandDad was still ranting. ‘I’ve 
had enough of you and your fucking wigs. 
If you don’t put that thing on properly I’m 
gonna hammer it on with a six-inch nail!’

Nan, who quite frankly couldn’t give a 
monkeys, removed the wig and slapped it on 
the dashboard, ‘I won’t wear it at all then,’ she 
said, the few remaining strands of her own 
hair wafting in the breeze from the air vent. 

‘Shut up you lot!’ GrandDad shouted 
at us again as we pulled away from the traffic 
lights, leaving the driver of the car next to us 
slumped over the steering wheel, his back and 
shoulders bobbing up and down as he shook 
with laughter at what he had just witnessed. 

The Flying Wig happened over 25 
years ago, and Nan and GrandDad are both 
long dead; but we still tell the story in our 
family as if it happened yesterday. Even people 
who weren’t there (like Dad) recount it as if 
they were. Mum wrote to Dad in Saudi shortly 
afterwards and, through that letter, he formed 
his own picture of what had happened.

I wrote about the Flying Wig in 
school, as part of the obligatory classroom 
reportage on what I did during the weekend. 
Mr Teale, my year 9 (and favourite) teacher, 
showed the story to Mum during a parents’ 
evening. He said how much it had made 
him laugh, and marvelled at my ‘wonderful 
imagination’, at which point Mum told him 
that it was all true. I wonder if Mr Teale also 
tells our story. Sadly, the piece I wrote when I 
was nine has long since been lost, but perhaps 
one day it will turn up again. It would be 
interesting to see how it compares to the story 
we tell today.

Memory Fragment
Mum, giddy with wine, standing in the front 
garden. A see-through mackintosh buttoned 
up over her clothes, throwing eggs at herself. 
(There had been an article in the newspaper 
about a woman who used to do this to turn 
her husband on). Just another family get 
together getting a little bit out of hand. I 
think I was 13, maybe 14.

Family Holiday, Part I
Crete, February 1979. I was on my first ever 
holiday with Mum and Dad. It was the era of 
vinyl and cassette tapes and my parents used 
to play my favourite tape, Disney’s Mickey & 
Friends, whenever we were in our hotel room. 
There was one particular song that I loved the 
most, called ‘I’m a Happy Mouse’. Apparently 
the song made me very happy indeed and, when 
it finished, I would cry. So they played it a lot.
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On one particular balmy evening, 
Mum and Dad went out by themselves for a 
drink. This was a time when parents could 
leave their children safely in their cots while 
they popped out, guilt-free, to the local 
taverna.

Dad got talking to a couple who, it 
turned out, were staying at the same hotel 
as us. The four of them spent the evening 
chatting about things they had in common, 
life in general, the usual stuff.

Then, the chap turned to Dad and 
started going on about ‘this bloody family 
who keep playing the same song, over and 
over again’.

‘I tell you, Chris,’ the chap said. ‘If 
I ever get my hands on the sods who keep 
playing I’m a Happy bleedin’ Mouse, I’ll ring 
their bloody necks.’

‘Pat,’ whispered Dad, ‘let’s get out of 
here before they cotton on.’

As if that wasn’t enough to endear 
us to our neighbours, the next day, Dad was 
playing with me by the hotel pool, making me 
laugh in the usual Dad-type way. My favourite 
drink at the time was fresh orange juice and 
on this particular day I’d consumed a bit too 
much so, unbeknownst to anyone but me, my 
rubber nappy had become filled with some 
rather orangey nastiness. The way Dad tells it, 
the people around the pool were smiling as 
he lifted me up above his head and spun me 
in the air, my baby-giggles causing the softer 
of the onlookers to say, ‘Awwww.’
However, upon one mighty swing, a small 
section of the rubber nappy detached itself from 
my chubby legs and its contents fanned out in a 
circular spray. The onlookers smiled no more. 
Unfortunately, Dad hadn’t realised anything was 
wrong and continued to swing me until Mum 
ran up, snatched me off of him and sprinted 
for the hotel room. Luckily for Dad, this sort of 
thing has never fazed him and my parents still 
had a great holiday, even after spraying their 
fellow holidaymakers in runny baby shit.

As well as these two tales, many other 
stories from this holiday still amuse us today, 
such as The Tale of Braddy Poops and his 
Knicker-less Girlfriend; the Time That I Was 
Baby-napped But Not Really. And then there’s 
the story of when I had to be bounced down 
a rock face in my buggy because my parents 
took a wrong turn, ended up walking through 
a gypsy village and didn’t want to have to go 
back through it again. But I think I’ll save 
these ones for another time.

Memory Fragment
Careering down the water slide at Parliament 
Hill Lido, expecting Sarah to catch me, only 
for her to look away at exactly the wrong 
moment. Tumbling into the water, sinking, 
everything blue. A hand grabs me by the hair 
and I pop out of the water like a cork from 
a bottle. I think I was five. Two of my sisters 
have saved me from drowning.

Little Shit Phase
During the time of the Flying Wig I was 
quite a troublesome child. Perhaps on some 
unrealised level I knew what was going on 
between my parents and understood why my 
Dad had gone to Saudi. I missed him terribly, 
sulked a lot, refused to do what I was told and 
basically behaved like a little shit.

It wasn’t until I reached my twenties 
that I was finally given an explanation for his 
sudden departure, and it was Sarah who told 
me. Dad had walked in on Mum having sex 
on the living room floor while I was asleep 
in my bedroom two floors down. I remember 
the chap who Mum was carrying on with, he 
was a junior accountant at the firm where she 
worked. His name was Adrian and he had 
a curiously bullet-shaped head. I didn’t like 
him much. He’d given me the book The Secret 
Garden as a present twice – once for a birthday 
and again for Christmas, which probably 
explains why I’ve never liked that story.
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Although I’ve said that I didn’t know 
any of this was going on, upon reflection, 
my behaviour around that time now makes 
a lot of sense to me. I used to steal from 
my fellow classmates at school. Stationery 
mostly. Colouring pens and pencils, ice cream 
scented erasers, shiny pencil cases, anything 
I could get my hands on. Until one day I had 
a fit of conscience and decided to give it all 
back (sneak it all back, in truth), which is 
when I got caught. I don’t remember what my 
punishment was, probably a smacked backside 
from Mum. She was quite generous with 
those.
Another one of my Little Shit Phases involved 
a set of rose pruners and some power cables. 
Allow me to explain.

Springtime 1987. I must have been 
very bored on this particular day because 
I remember finding Mum’s rose pruners 
and wondering what other objects I could 
apply them to. Roses were just too dull. I 
wandered around the house ‘snipping’ things, 
enjoying the feeling of resistance the pruners 
gave depending on what I attacked. Then, 
I arrived at the backroom. This was where 
Dad kept his DIY tools and other Dad-type 
stuff – lawnmower, strimmer and some large 
machines that were a mystery to me. I snipped 
at a power cable on one of these machines. 
It felt soft and deliciously ‘sinky’, but the 
sensation was over way too soon. So I snipped 
another, and another until no cable was left 
untouched. Thinking I was clever, I covered 
up my tracks by only half-snipping the cables 
and then pushing them back together. It 
was a win-win situation, how could I ever get 
caught? Eventually I tired of the game and 
went on to destroy some barbie dolls.

It was a while before Dad came back 
from Saudi, and I’d totally forgotten what 
I’d done by the time he returned. The first I 
knew about it was when Mum burst into my 
bedroom shouting loud enough to wake the 
dead and dragged me into the backroom to 

face the music. Dad had decided to cut the 
grass, only to have the lawnmower explode 
on him and send an electric shock up his arm 
strong enough to make his hair resemble that 
of Freddie Boswell’s from Bread.
What I hadn’t known at the time of snipping 
and pushing the cables back together is that 
I’d actually embarked on an act of attempted 
murder.

‘You could’ve killed him!’ screamed 
Mum.

I ran. I didn’t know what else to do, so 
I ran for the safety of my bed and hid under 
the covers as Mum chased me and delivered 
the arse spanking of my life through the 
sheets.

‘And you can stay there!’ she shouted 
before slamming the bedroom door behind 
her.

I could hear her and Dad in the 
kitchen above my head, shouting at each 
other over what I had done. Sarah’s voice 
could be heard as well as they argued. I cried 
myself to sleep.

The last part of my punishment was 
to endure the stares of some of my family who 
were in the kitchen when Mum brought me 
up from my bedroom later that day. She told 
me to turn around so that my back was to the 
room, then she pulled down my trousers to 
show everyone ‘how hard I had made her hit 
me’. I remember the looks on the faces of my 
sisters Sarah and Angela when I was allowed 
to pull up my trousers and turn around again. 
I could see that they pitied me.

I don’t remember exactly when it 
happened, but Mum did eventually apologise 
to me, in her own way. Perhaps it was when 
she asked me if I had cut the power cables 
because I was upset over what was going on 
between her and Dad. At the time I hadn’t 
really known what she was talking about, but 
it seemed a good way to get out of any more 
trouble, so I said yes. Thinking about it now 
though, I think she was probably right.
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Memory Fragment
It’s Christmas and I’m four. I’m sitting on 
the top stair on the landing by the bathroom 
watching Mum, Dad and Sarah putting up 
the decorations. Everything’s so bright and 
shiny. I can’t wait for Santa to arrive, I’m so 
excited! Suddenly I feel a familiar bubbling in 
my tummy and I have enough time to think, 
‘Uh-oh!’ before an outpouring to match 
Vesuvius cascades from my open mouth and 
down the stairs. Without fail, I always puked 
at Christmas when I was a little kid. Indoors, 
outdoors, at Christmas pantos, nowhere was 
safe.

The Dangerousness of Board Games
It was Boxing Day evening 1986 and Dad was 
back from Saudi for the holidays. There was 
a houseful of us – me, Mum, Dad and Sarah; 
Angela and her husband Ray; my brother 
Tyrone and his girlfriend Linda.

We’d flaked out in the lounge after 
stuffing ourselves with the traditional Boxing 
Day dinner of cold meat, mashed potatoes 
and pickles. Bodies slumped on sofas and 
sprawled across the floor. The lights had 
been dimmed and a warm glow spread across 
the room from the electric fire. Dad had 
his records on and we were enjoying being 
together. The smell of tinsel was in the air.

I can’t remember who suggested it, 
but someone pulled out the board game that 
Mum had been given for Christmas, called 
Scruples, a moralistic board game based 
around the player choosing to tell the truth, 
or lie. Mum and Sarah made up a jug of 
this fancy new drink they’d had in Majorca 
called sangria and we began to play. This was 
the beginning of the end, and it wasn’t long 
before Mum and Dad started raking up the 
past and the age-old argument of whose kids 
were better. At which point, anyone who could 
make their excuses to leave scarpered. Soon 
enough it was just Mum, Dad, Sarah and me. 
I was taken down to my bedroom by Sarah 

as the screaming match increased in volume 
above our heads. I remember some bangs and 
crashes, lots of effing and blinding.

The rest of the story is partly 
remembered from my point of view, but has 
mostly been recounted by Sarah and my 
parents over the years.
Dad told Mum to piss off out of it, Mum left 
the lounge and Dad put the telly on. Mum 
and Sarah went downstairs to the kitchen to 
help themselves to some more sangria. At 
some point, they hatched a plan to ‘off’ Dad 
with Mum’s electric carving knife. So, while 
Mum found an extension lead and plugged it 
into a socket in Sarah’s bedroom, Sarah came 
and got me out of bed, deciding it would be 
better if I stayed in her room.

I remember Sarah telling me, ‘If the 
police come round tomorrow, remember 
to say that you didn’t hear anything.’ It was 
true though, I didn’t know what the hell was 
happening.

I looked on from Sarah’s bed as she 
and Mum giggled together by the bedroom 
door, shushing each other when they got too 
loud. Then Mum left and Sarah fed the power 
cord through her fingers and under the door.

There was a Mumbled exchange from 
the lounge, a spurt of laughter from Mum 
and then she reappeared in the bedroom, 
‘The cords too short!’ she said to Sarah. They 
collapsed on the floor in peals of laughter, not 
caring who heard.

‘What the fuck are you two doing in 
there?’ Dad shouted from the other room. 
‘Oh, piss off, Chris,’ said Mum.

I realise that to some, this story 
might sound shocking, but it has become a 
part of our family history and is just another 
anecdote, like The Flying Wig. We laugh 
about it together, which I suppose is a luxury 
we can afford because no one was hurt. Or 
should I say killed.

The fact that I was punished for 
unwittingly committing a similar act after 
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The Incident with the Carving Knife is just 
another one of those family hypocrisies that 
we’ve all had to accept at one time or another 
in our lives.

A few years ago, Dad bought Mum 
a new electric carving knife as a Christmas 
present. I remember looking from one to the 
other and saying to him, ‘You never bloody 
learn, do you, Dad?’

Memory Fragment
Sarah is telling me about the time that Dad 
left Mum and took me with him, ‘I remember 
you standing by the front door, wearing your 
little yellow knitted cardigan, holding his 
hand.’

‘I loved that cardigan. It made me 
look like Big Bird.’

‘And then he scoops you up in his 
arms and you’re both gone. Didn’t come back 
for two weeks.’

I was three years old when Dad left 
with me. I have no memory of it. I’ve asked 
him about what happened, but he still won’t 
tell me.

A Bit of a (To) Do
Another family get together, this time to 
celebrate the silver wedding anniversary of 
Auntie Daisy and Uncle Charlie. There was 
a minibus-load of us (Mum, Dad, Sarah, 
Lorraine, Angela, Uncles Bob and David, plus 
their girlfriends) and Dad was the designated 
driver. I can’t remember how old I was, but 
I do remember I was young enough to stick 
bits of polystyrene up my nose while trying 
to convince some of the grownups to do the 
same. They weren’t buying into it for some 
unfathomable reason.

I was having a great time at the party 
dancing to the Superman song and swinging 
on the supports underneath the buffet tables 
like I was Tarzan, in-between sticking the 
polystyrene up my nose… Until a very large 
piece got wedged up there tighter than a fat 

man in a wetsuit. There was no way it was 
coming out, and so I went into panic mode.

I ran to find Mum, who was having a 
friendly conversation with a cheeky looking 
barman. I never liked it when she was drunk, 
her eyes would cross slightly and she gained 
a toothy grin that made me think of a female 
version of Jerry Lewis’ Nutty Professor.

Before I reached them, the barman 
walked off with Mum following. They moved 
quickly and I couldn’t catch them so I ran 
crying to Dad, in desperate need of help with 
extracting the monstrosity from my nasal 
cavity.

‘Where’s your Mum, why can’t she 
help?’ he asked. I told him she was with her 
new friend. Then Dad was gone too.

I spotted Sarah dancing with some of 
our cousins and ran to her, she laughed when 
she saw what I’d done, ‘Don’t worry, we’ll get 
it out later.’

‘But what if it gets in my brain?’ I 
cried.

She gave me a hug, ‘Don’t be daft. 
We’ll get it out. Now come and have a boogie.’

We’d been dancing for a while when 
I noticed Mum and Dad sitting at our table, 
talking in a very animated manner. Neither of 
them looked happy. Shortly afterwards we left 
the party and piled back into the minibus.

Booze fumes seeped from the pores 
of the other passengers and thickened the air 
in the contained space of the bus. Mum and 
Dad didn’t seem to be talking to each other, 
so I went and sat further down the aisle with 
Sarah, cuddling against her.

I think I must have fallen asleep 
because the next thing I knew was that the 
minibus was parked at a petrol station. Mum, 
Dad and Mum’s brother, Uncle David, were 
standing on the forecourt screaming at each 
other. A scuffle broke out between David 
and Dad. I remember crying, wailing, for it 
to stop, for him not to hurt my Dad. Sarah 
held me and tried to cover my eyes, I kept on 
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sobbing, watching as Dad walked away from 
us into the darkness. Mum climbed back into 
the minibus, sitting beside David who had 
placed himself behind the steering wheel, and 
we pulled onto the road again.

Then an amazing thing happened. 
Through my crying, my nose had started to 
run and, unnoticed by either me or Sarah, the 
evil polystyrene had become dislodged and 
began to sail out of my nose on a river of snot.

‘Sarah, look!’ I stopped crying long 
enough to show her my nemesis, glistening, 
on the palm of my hand.

She smiled at me, ‘Good girl,’ and 
hugged me tighter.

Memory Fragment
I’m at the Lord Mayor’s Parade with Dad. 
There are so many people! A giant octopus is 
chasing me and I hide behind a pillar. This is 
all I can remember.

Family Holiday, Part 2
We’d gone to Majorca for two weeks (Mum, 
Dad and me). Mum thought it would be nice 
for Dad to see the place after he missed out 
when he went to Saudi. I was 12 at the time, 
a horrible age. I was no longer a baby, but 
I wasn’t a teenager either. I hated everyone 
(especially my parents) and thought I knew 
everything. Plus, my body was doing some 
really weird shit, and I hated that too. So, 
going on holiday with my parents was never 
going to be fun.

In truth, our holiday wasn’t all that 
bad, but there were some not-so-great parts. 
Like when Dad hired a car for a couple of 
days. We drove around the island, visiting all 
the tourist spots, with me sitting in the back 
listening to my Walkman and not talking. I 
was going through my surly tomboy phase, 
sporting a bowl-like haircut, with a penchant 
for ridiculously baggy clothes and oversized 
Timberland boots. Dad hated me and took 
every chance that came his way to call me a 

stupid bastard. I, in turn, would look at him 
as though I could easily bludgeon him to 
death with any object placed within reach – a 
gambas cocktail, bottle of suntan lotion, an 
ice cream cone – they were all suitable.

So, imagine my delight when I got 
to see my self-righteous Dad making a total 
arsehole of himself halfway through the 
holiday when we went for dinner and a show 
at Es Foguero.

Es Foguero was the kind of place 
you’d never want to see in the daylight, 
crammed with rows and rows of tables to pack 
in as many people as possible, chains on fire 
exit doors, a disaster waiting to happen. The 
kind of place you go to because you’re on a 
package holiday and the hotel rep has talked 
you into it.

‘Great food, great company, the 
flamenco show is out of this WORLD! You 
can’t miss it. Oh, and as much Rioja as you 
can drink.’ 

Sold.
We hadn’t been there long before Dad 

was chatting away to the couple sitting across 
from us at the table, called Doris and Carl. 
Carl was Welsh and bald on top with tufts of 
hair sticking out around the sides.

‘D’you know what this is for?’ he said, 
pointing to the tufts. ‘It’s so that she has 
something to hold onto when we’re having 
nookie.’ Needless to say, Doris wasn’t happy 
and threw daggers at Carl and Dad while she 
and Mum made awkward small talk.

As the lights dimmed for the first 
performance of the night (a rather pathetic 
gaggle of clowns), a waiter dropped off a 
couple of bottles of wine at our table, ‘Don’t 
forget,’ he said, ‘when you finish the bottle, 
hold it up and we swap it for a new one, we do 
this for you all night!’ It was like a matador 
had waved a red flag at a toro.

So, as the night progressed and the 
stage show went on, Dad and Carl got more 
and more hammered while Mum and Doris 
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ran out of things to say. 
By the time The Drifters tribute band 

came on Dad had begun to take his clothes 
off. Carl stood by, with arms extended waiting 
to take each item of clothing from my Dad 
and hold it for him. First went the jumper.

‘Chris, what are you doing?’ hissed 
Mum through clenched teeth. 

Then went the shoes.
‘Stop embarrassing me.’ 
Then the belt.
‘I mean it.’
Then the trousers.
‘Put your bloody clothes on right this 

minute!’ Mum’s roar could never be ignored, 
so Dad began to put his clothes back on, 
grudgingly.

‘You’d spoil a piss-up in a brewery,’ he 
belched while teetering on one leg, trying to 
get back into his trousers.

At that point I decided to leave them 
to it and sat halfway up a flight of stairs away 
from all the excitement. Broken glass covered 
the steps below me and I watched the lights 
from the stage twinkling in each shattered 
segment.

I was left in peace for a while, until 
Dad (now fully dressed except for his shoes) 
staggered past looking for the toilet. His 
head wobbled as he peered up the stairs at 
me, recognition dawning slowly, although I 
hoped it wouldn’t dawn at all. He grinned, I 
rolled my eyes, and he started up towards me, 
walking over the broken glass in just his socks.

I pointed at his feet, ‘Stop!’ and 
sighed when he backed down the stairs. He 
grinned at me again as I came down to meet 
him. The house lights came up, signalling 
it was time to go, ‘Come on, let’s find your 
shoes.’

MEMORY FRAGMENT
I’m six months away from reaching 21 and 
I’m sitting in the kitchen with Mum and Dad, 
telling them about what my boyfriend has 

done to me. My ribs hurt when I breathe and 
my scalp is sore from having hair ripped out. 
They listen without interrupting and are only 
concerned for my welfare. They give me the 
strength to escape a four-year relationship of 
mostly psychological, but eventually physical 
abuse. I finally start to become friends 
with my parents. This is the beginning of 
something new.
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Two Worlds

by Emily Sinclair
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The corners of the photograph are 
yellowing; the Sellotape along 
the edge has collected blackened 
debris, and has long since lost its 

adhesion. My grandmother’s sister, Vera, 
wearing a white Yinzi blouse (a traditional 
Asian blouse buttoned at the front), her hair 
twisted back with a halo of tiny flowers, sits 
at my grandmother’s right-hand side. Sisters 
now separated by oceans. I have seen few 
photos taken of them together; this one from 
1949, only one year after the country gained 
independence, when my grandmother, Nita, 
was just seventeen. In the picture her eyes are 
full of hope; her face free from the lines that 
crease between her eyebrows and tug at the 
corners of her mouth. Lines formed by age 
and lines formed by worry. 

People often ask where I’m from. A 
question prompted, no doubt, by the residual 
pigment of my skin, a shade diluted through 
the generations. And I always tell them the 
same: ‘My mum is Burmese’. Strictly speaking 
this is true, or at least was true. As defined by 
Josef Silverstein, ‘Burmese is a political term 
including all the inhabitants of the country,’ 
making it an encompassing term, a fluid and 
temporary one. So until July 1966, when they 
were forced to relinquish their Burmese citi-
zenship, my grandparents and their two chil-
dren were still counted amongst the Burmese 
people. What we were not is ‘Burman’, the 
predominant ethnicity in the country; neither 
are we fully any one thing. We are hybrids, 
person-sized melting pots of cultures and na-
tionalities. Inheriting an anglicised surname 
from their Irish father, Fredrick Stevens, Nita 
and her siblings described themselves as ‘An-
glo-Burmese’ or ‘Eurasian’; terms that mean 
little here in Penge, South East London.

The house is small, with the kitchen 
and a combined dining and sitting room 
making up the ground floor. The aroma of 

warm baya jaw (fritter made from crushed 
yellow split peas, onion and chilli) and fried 
palata (flaky fried flat bread) has soaked into 
the curtains and sofa so that it always seems 
like tea time. The main room is adorned by 
images of Burma. A map depicting the many 
ethnic groups embroidered with girls in tradi-
tional dress, an oil painting of elephants haul-
ing logs through the river in Tuangoo and 
several intricate figurines carved from teak, 
all serve as reminders of the home they left. 
My granddad fusses over my mother and me, 
offering us more food even though I’ve had 
two helpings already. Nita is tiny in her chair, 
her little legs barely reaching the ground. The 
place seems oddly quiet without the usual 
drone of the television. She leans in close to 
tell their story. A story of two sisters who mar-
ried two brothers and whose lives took oppo-
site turns.

 Spark Street, Rangoon, 1947
Nita crept down the hall to Bernice’s bed-
room. Well, tried to creep, as much as her new 
clunky-heeled shoes would allow. Clack clack 
clack. She kicked the shoes off in frustration 
and they clattered noisily across the floor. Did 
British women really wear these foot-torturing 
things every day? She could have worn san-
dals, save herself this discomfort, but it would 
have looked ugly with her polka-dotted A-line 
skirt. You could get away with it with a longyi 
(a Burmese sarong) to hide your ankles; but 
there was no way she was going to turn up to 
the dance dressed like that. Like some com-
mon servant girl.

She rapped lightly on Bernice’s door. 
Nothing. She must still be at work. Nita swung 
the door wide and shimmied across the room 
to where she knew Bernice kept her jewellery 
box: under the bed.

‘What are you doing?’
Nita jumped, bashing her head on the 

frame of the bed. Pearls in hand she whirled 
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around to see Vera kneeling in front of Ber-
nice’s dresser, one cheek pasted in thanaka (a 
cosmetic paste made from ground tree-bark).

‘Are you taking Bernice’s pearls?’
Nita’s cheeks burned and for a moment 

she wished she was the one with half a face full 
of thanaka. She hated to be embarrassed by 
her sisters; especially Vera – the youngest.

‘No. Actually she said I could borrow 
them. Did Bernice say you could be in here, 
stinking up this place?’

Vera glared, her eyebrows slanting 
down: two angry black caterpillars plotting 
their revenge. Nita walked over, pulled out a 
rouge palate and bumped Vera aside with her 
hip. 

‘Now move over, I need to use this mir-
ror.’ 
Vera folded her skinny arms across her chest.

‘Fine,’ she said, ‘but Mama won’t be 
happy when she hears you took those.’

That little snake, thought Nita, she 
would tell all right, and Mama would be mad 
for sure. She hadn’t been happy about Nita 
going to the dance tonight, worrying all the 
time that her girls would do something to em-
barrass the family and besmirch their father’s 
reputation. His dealing in trade had got them 
their luxury apartment, right at the centre of 
the capital. Their home even overlooked the 
Secretariat, and while it meant they were at the 
business centre of Burma, it meant the city was 
privy to their business too. Nita knew that if 
Vera snitched, she would be stuck indoors all 
evening. 

‘Hey, how about you come with me?’
Vera frowned. 
‘Oh come on, it’ll be fun. How will you 

find a man if you never go out? You don’t want 
to be like Merlyn, left on the shelf.’

‘Don’t be horrible about Merlyn,’ Vera 
snapped, ‘I can’t go tonight, I promised I’d 
cook for Nana.’

‘Vera, we have servants for that! Might 
as well go cook for some other family and sit on 

their floor like a dog. Why are you always like 
this? Don’t you know you’re worth more?’

‘We’re just the same as them, Nana is-’
‘Nana is old. Things were different 

then. You were born with privileges and it’s 
time you started acting like it. Dad would be 
ashamed.’

‘You’re the one who’s ashamed! You 
won’t even speak our own language.’

‘I know all the words I want to know. 
Besides, knowing English will get us further. 
That’s why we’re taught in English at school. So 
we’ll see who’s right when I’m living in a top-
floor apartment and you’re cramped up in a 
shack scrubbing floors for Nana and Merlyn.’

Vera narrowed her eyes, lowered her 
hand into the tub of thanaka and splattered it 
over Nita’s face. The thick mixture felt cold and 
heavy as it hit her, smelling musty and sweet all 
at once. Nita could feel it congealing in her hair. 
She turned to assess the damage in the mirror. 
Her carefully applied rouge and lip tint was ru-
ined. Nita screamed: a sound like a battle-cry. 
Vera ran from the room.

***

They had always been different, Nita tells 
me. Four sisters whose views split right down 
the middle: Bernice and Nita embraced the 
benefits of being Anglo-Burmese in colonial 
Burma. They were seen favourably to the Bur-
man, given better opportunities, higher-pow-
ered jobs and more comfortable homes. Mer-
lyn and Vera were less inclined to celebrate 
their skewed society, feeling strongly about 
the hypocrisy of favouritism. 

‘Vera and Merlyn were always trying 
to find their Talaing roots,’ she says. ‘They 
were closest to my mother, and to Nana. They 
dressed the same, always with the longyis and 
their hair pulled back off the face. Sometimes 
they would sit together and talk in all that old 
dialect, so fast I could never make out what 
they were saying. Nana was Talaing. Mama 
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was half, but me? I was my father’s daughter: 
Irish at heart.’

Nita met my grandad, Robert Bay-
lis, in 1955. He was the cousin of her school 
friend, Ivy. I ask her what she thought of him 
when they first met.

 ‘I liked him because he was tall,’ she 
laughs. ‘I had enough of all of these short 
fellas going after me. They think that just be-
cause they are taller than me that that is tall 
enough (Grandma is 4ft 11), but I knew better. 
Now, all my children grow up nice and tall.’

Robert was raised in a poorer house-
hold than Nita. His father, Aloysius, passed 
away in 1943 when Robert was thirteen. Being 
the eldest (and tallest) of six brothers, Robert 
assumed the position of head of the Baylis 
family. He was privately educated at St. Paul’s 
English Institution in Rangoon and found 
work as a field construction engineer, design-
ing buildings, bridges and airports.

‘I was lucky,’ he says, ‘because my 
mother paid for my education and because 
I was an Anglo I was able to get a good job 
with good money. Before the war almost all 
high-power jobs went to white men or those 
with a part-English heritage. My boss was an 
Englishman, and my colleagues were all An-
glo-Burmese. We didn’t interact with many 
Burmans. They mostly lived in the villages, 
and could only afford to live in Rangoon by 
working as servants.’

I ask him how he felt towards the na-
tive Burmese people; whether he thought it 
was fair that they were the underdogs in their 
own country.

‘We did feel superior to them, so 
many of them were uneducated, but I didn’t 
see anything wrong with the way things were. 
It had always been this way my whole life. I 
worked hard to get my job as an engineer and 
because I could speak both English and Bur-
mese, when we had to deal with Burmese peo-
ple they would send me. Maybe it was unfair, 
but I could not be worrying about the Bur-

mans. I had my own family to worry about.’
Although Burma gained independ-

ence in 1948, life remained relatively un-
changed for my grandparents at the begin-
ning of their relationship. With my grandma 
working as a secretary for a Chinese shipping 
company they had enough income between 
them to rent their own apartment, while still 
giving money to Robert’s mother to support 
his younger siblings. Two years after meeting 
they were married, and later that same year 
had their first child: a son named Peter. 

‘The wedding was the longest day of 
my life,’ says Nita, leaning back in her chair, 
her eyes skyward. ‘I was feeling sick all day 
and had to meet Robbie’s mother for the first 
time.’

‘You made her cry,’ says Robert. ‘She 
never let me forget.’

‘She only cried because I would not 
call her ‘Mum’, Nita shakes her head. ‘Never 
met the woman before, and she expects me to 
call her the same as my own Mama. She put 
bad luck on us, crying at our wedding. Sow qui 
ma!’ 

The only time I hear my grandpar-
ents speak Burmese is to argue or insult 
each other. Whenever they fight they yell in 
Burmese to protect our ears from the obscen-
ities they’re saying. Consequently, the only 
Burmese I know is a carefully compiled list of 
swear words and the numbers up to eight. 

The Wedding, Rangoon, 27th April 1957       

Nita slammed the bathroom door and 
leant her back against the cool wood. Her face 
felt hot with rage and she could feel droplets 
of sweat decorating her forehead. Must not cry, 
must not cry, she silently repeated. One crying 
at a wedding was bad enough but two! Cata-
strophic. This was all wrong, they had rushed; 
she wasn’t ready to be a Baylis. She loved Rob-
bie, but now she had a brand new family she 
knew nothing about and a mother-in-law that 
would sooner spit in her tea than smile at her.
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Nita exhaled noisily and stepped away 
from the door, only to find herself face-first 
in taffeta; her trip accompanied by an uncere-
monious ripping sound.

‘Nita? Is that you?’ There was a soft 
tap. ‘Your train’s stuck in the door.’
Nita looked up to see Vera holding up the last 
2ft of her dress, her mouth open in horror as 
she examined the tear.

‘Give me that,’ snapped Nita, snatch-
ing it and bundling the fabric in her lap. ‘It’s a 
stupid dress anyway, and it’s not as if I’m ever 
going to wear it again.’ 

Annoyance flashed over Vera’s placid 
features, but quickly melted into concern.

‘Are you ok? Why are you in here all 
alone?’

‘Because it’s too much’ Nita wailed. 
‘They all expect me to be ready but–’

‘Why did you not wait a little while 
longer then?’

‘Vera, I couldn’t. I wish I could ex-
plain, but I can’t. And now it’s done and I am 
not a Stevens anymore; and Robbie’s mother 
hates me.’

‘She doesn’t hate you. She’s just upset. 
The look on her face just now, it was like –’ 
Vera stifled a giggle.

‘Like a horse’s arse?’ Nita suggested, 
and they both cracked up.
Nita could feel the nausea creeping back 
up her throat. She scrambled to stand and 
dashed to lean over the toilet bowl, inwardly 
thanking God that they owned one of the few 
homes with a flushing toilet. She slumped 
back on the floor wiping a slimy ribbon of bile 
from her chin. 

Vera was staring at her, her usually 
cat-like eyes stretched round as moons. She 
clapped her hand over her mouth to keep 
from yelling.

‘This! This is why you are in a rush to 
be married. You are not sick, you are-’

‘Shh! Do not yell it out. No-one else 
must know, do you realise what would happen 

if they did?’
‘How long have you known?’
‘Not even a month. Promise me you 

will tell no-one?’ Vera nodded, chewing her 
inner cheek. Nita knew that look; they all had 
it, all four sisters. But it was rare to see the ex-
pression on Vera, the good child. 

Nita raised her eyebrows, ‘I am not 
the only one with secrets today, what are you 
not telling me?’

‘Robbie’sbrotherStanleyasked-
metodancewithhimandIsaidyesand-’ Vera 
was in such a rush to speak her words melded 
together into one. It was strange. Vera was 
always so calm. Nita had never seen her so ex-
cited about anything, and definitely not about 
a boy.

‘Slow down,’ Nita said, ‘which brother?’
‘Stanley. We’re going to the cinema 

next Friday.’ Vera shifted anxiously next to 
her sister. ‘You don’t mind do you?’

‘Of course not. Now we just need to 
pick a brother for Merlyn and that’ll be all of 
us married off’. Nita laughed, ‘Won’t Ma Bay-
lis be happy.’

‘She’d be happy you’re calling her 
“Ma Baylis”.’

‘Careful, before long you’ll have to 
start saying it too. And why are you still in the 
bathroom talking to me when you should be 
dancing with Stanley?’

‘Are you going to be ok?’ 
‘I’ll be fine. Don’t tell anyone my se-

cret.’ Vera flung her arms around Nita, and 
even though her bony shoulder dug into Nita’s 
chest, Nita had never felt more glad for her 
sister.

‘Now get back to the party, skinny 
crow,’ Nita said, smiling. Vera squeezed her 
hand tight and turned to leave. Nita had nev-
er seen her sister so happy.

***

Vera and Stanley married in 1958, tying the 
family even closer together. They lived at the 
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Steven’s family home so that Vera could con-
tinue to take care of her mother and Nana. 
By 1963 they had three children: Selwyn, 
Kevin and Sandra. Nita and Robert, living in 
an apartment nearby visited often with their 
children, Peter and Arlene (my mother, born 
April 1st 1959). Looking at the photo albums 
now, it is difficult to tell my mother apart from 
her cousin Sandra. Even my grandma gets 
confused and a few of Sandra’s childhood pic-
tures end up sneaking their way in to the ‘Ar-
lene’ stack. With strongly overlapping genetic 
make-up the girls share certain features: wide, 
intense eyes the colour of burnt cocoa beans, 
thin legs, full cheeks and thick dark hair 
(both cut with a customary wonky fringe).

Most of my mother’s early memories 
are playing with her cousins. All the children 
were similar in age and attended the same 
schools. Peter and Arlene spent most of their 
weekends at Spark Street, shepherded by Mer-
lyn (having no children of her own had land-
ed her with the perpetual role of ‘nanny’).

‘My best memories are of the Wa-
ter Festival,’ my mother recalls, referring to 
Thingyan, a New Year’s celebration. ‘Aunty 
Merlyn would take us up onto the veranda 
with buckets of water and we’d take turns to 
tip them over people on the street below. You 
could pour water over anyone as it was meant 
to signify cleansing of the soul. We thought it 
was so funny. We would stand on that veranda 
for hours and just laugh and laugh.’

But this period of happiness was short-
lived; Burma was changing again. During my 
grandparents’ lifetimes Burma’s loyalties had 
shifted; the country’s allegiances split. 

Back in 1942 this division culminated 
in the Japanese invasion of Burma. While 
Anglo-Burmese communities, along with 
most ethnic minorities such as the Karens 
and Kachins, stood firmly behind the British 

government, many Burmans saw the Japanese 
threat as an opportunity to demand home 
rule. Aung San, a communist revolutionary 
and founder of the BIA (Burmese Independ-
ence Army), was recruited by the Japanese in 
Amoy. Aung San negotiated with the Japanese 
Army, assenting for them to invade Burma to 
recapture the country from British rule in re-
turn for the promise of independence.  

On March 7th Rangoon was evacuat-
ed and the Stevens and Baylis families were 
forced to leave their homes and seek solace in 
Mandalay and Kachin respectively. They were 
fortunate, as many people were forced to leave 
the country altogether, fleeing to India. Those 
too late to secure flights were forced on a 
long, arduous journey through the Hukuang 
Valley, known historically as ‘The Trek’. Many 
people died on this treacherous expedition 
due to disease, infection and starvation. 

Burma remained under Japanese 
control for three years. Realising that the Jap-
anese would not award Burma independence 
as they had assured him, Aung San re-estab-
lished connections with British authorities 
in India. He led a revolt on the Japanese oc-
cupiers in 1945, helping the Allies to reclaim 
Burma. Two years later Aung San secured in-
dependence for Burma through an agreement 
with Britain, but unfortunately never saw the 
result of his efforts, as he was assassinated on 
July 19th 1947.

Political change happened quickly, 
but changes that my family experienced in 
their day-to-day lives were slow. While many 
Anglos lost their jobs, to be replaced by the 
more ‘deserving’ Burmans, my grandfather 
retained his job as an engineer under new 
Burmese management. It wasn’t until 1962, 
when a strict military junta was established by 
General Ne Win, founder of the only political 
party allowed to exist in Burma from 1962 to 
1969, the Burma Socialist Programme Party, 
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that life took a sharp turn for the worse.

‘The Burman wanted his country 
back,’ my grandfather tells me, his smile fall-
ing just short of his high cheekbones. ‘They 
wanted everything British gone. No more 
newspapers in English, no more teaching Eng-
lish in schools and no more visitors. Burma 
was closed to the world. As they saw it we were 
just part of the problem.’

Under the new military regime my 
family were left in a country with no freedom 
of speech, a struggling economy (all indus-
tries were nationalised and government-run 
companies monopolised major exports such 
as oil, timber and rice); and a floundering 
educational system (the once prestigious Uni-
versity of Rangoon was put under complete 
control of the government and its standards 
quickly dropped. Foreign students were not 
welcome and, by 1963, degrees from the uni-
versity were no longer internationally recog-
nised). 

The Anglo-Burmese communities had 
always enjoyed dual citizenship and my grand-
parents owned multiple passports. However, 
General Ne Win passed nationality laws that 
denied many foreigners Burmese citizenship 
and voided all dual nationality within the 
country. In 1966 my family were forced to 
choose: were they British or Burmese?

In the end events like the Rangoon 
University student uprising made up their 
minds. With Nita pregnant with their third 
child they made the hard decision.

‘People were leaving every week,’ says 
Robert. ‘There were military troops crawling 
all over the city. Riots and strikes were hap-
pening all the time. When those kids organ-
ised a protest, the military shot ’em dead in 
the street. I did not want my children to grow 
up around all of that.’

‘And the schooling was no good an-
ymore, only in Burmese,’ Nita recalls. ‘What 
good would that be? My eldest sister, Bernice, 
had already left for England and we thought it 
would be the best thing. England had always 
seemed like the land of milk and honey to me, 
and I was excited to go.’

I ask them how Vera and Stanley took 
the news, and see fresh creases materialise in 
the narrow gap between Nita’s eyes.

‘She was so angry with me,’ she says, 
scraping a dyed black curl back off her fore-
head. ‘She would not leave our parents, and 
we did not have the money to pay for every-
one. But it was no life for me anymore. We 
had been treated well by the British before all 
this trouble; I had to go where my bread was 
buttered.’

So in July 1966 my grandfather, 
grandmother (with her stomach stretched 
so wide it looked as if she meant to smuggle 
the whole country with her) and their two 
children stepped on board the cargo Mergui 
Ship that would take them halfway around 
the world. Nita and Vera had never been sep-
arated by more than two streets before, but a 
month of travelling put oceans between them. 
It would be a long time before they saw each 
other again. 

‘Merlyn and Vera were standing on 
the dock,’ she says. ‘I looked into my sisters’ 
faces until I could not see their eyes anymore, 
then I watched their little figures getting 
smaller and smaller until I could not see an-
yone at all. I felt sad that we were going far 
away and my family was left behind.’

My mother, Arlene, was only seven 
when they left. I ask her how she felt leaving 
her life forever.

‘I didn’t realise that we were leaving 
for good. I was excited; it was like going on a 



22

holiday. I didn’t know I’d never go back. I re-
member wanting to see real snow for the first 
time. At Christmas time in Burma we’d put 
cotton wool on our Christmas tree. I thought 
of snow as soft and pretty, no one told me it’d 
be cold. My first winter in England I got chil-
blains over all my fingers. England wasn’t what 
we had thought at all. It was strange and dark 
and seemed always to be cold. We arrived in 
‘summer’ and it only got bleaker from then. 
After a week I wanted to go home.’

It was as if God had wrapped the 
sun in a thick sheet of linen. Nita could only 
assume the favourite colour of the English 
must be grey. The houses were like small even 
terracotta boxes, but all had that hint of grey 
that seemed to hang over everything. Even the 
trees looked dreary.
  

Sheffield, England, 1966
What awful place have I brought us  

 to? Nita thought. 
Bernice was standing in front of the 

house to greet them. The children dashed 
ahead, moving easily without her bulk. They 
ran past a white fluffy creature with a long 
snout and skinny legs.

‘Mum, what is that?’ asked Arlene
‘It’s a funny looking sheep,’ said Peter.
‘No, no, not a sheep,’ said Nita, ‘it’s 

a…’ but she did not know the word. How 
strange to be in a place where she could not 
answer even her children’s simplest questions.

‘A poodle.’ said Bernice ‘It’s a dog.’ 
Nita opened her mouth to ask her 

sister what the hell she was doing living in 
this ugly little box house in the most depress-
ing dingy corner of the world, but she bit 
her tongue. They were guests here and knew 
nothing of the customs. She thought of the 
servant girls they had employed back home; 
no matter how unfairly they were treated they 
were always gracious and never complained.

‘We’re so glad to be finally here,’ 

Nita said, ‘but how will we all fit in that one 
house?’

‘We have one spare room for you and 
Robbie, and Arlene can share Cheryl’s room 
in the attic and –’

‘Sorry Bernice,’ Nita interrupted. 
‘Can you show me your bathroom?’

‘Sure, go through the kitchen, out the 
back door and down to the end of the garden.’

‘Your bathroom is outside?’ Nita no-
ticed her sister’s clothes for the first time. 
Far from the beautiful western-style dresses 
they’d prized growing up, Bernice’s clothes 
were faded and plain. They were poor here, 
she realised, in this cold, miserable place. 
Poor and ignorant.

‘Well, it’s in a little hut’
‘Oh a little hut makes it all better,’ 

Nita grumbled as she walked towards the 
door.

***

After all the travelling expenses my grandpar-
ents had come to England with the equivalent 
of £5. Robert’s qualifications as an engineer 
were never recognised in this country, and so 
he ended up working at a Wonderloaf bakery 
and moved to south London. Nita took a job 
at a canteen. The status they’d had in Burma 
was no more; here they were foreigners, un-
knowns. I ask Nita what it was like adjusting to 
life in England.

‘The English people scared me. They 
were not at all like the English living in Bur-
ma. When I went to the supermarket they did 
not know the spices that I asked for and I did 
not know the proper names for all the English 
vegetables. The women could not understand 
my accent. When I would try to speak they 
would just laugh; they must have thought I was 
stupid. It was four years before I felt comforta-
ble talking with them.’

‘We tried to keep ourselves to our-
selves,’ says Robert. ‘We had gone from being 
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the top dogs in Rangoon to being unwanted; 
and then here we were not wanted either. Eng-
land was a lot whiter place back in the 60s.’

Later that year their daughter, 
Michele, was born. My grandma tells me car-
ing for the baby was the only thing that kept 
her sane. As the children were still young they 
shrugged off their accents quickly and were 
soon accepted by their peers at local schools. I 
ask Nita if she ever regretted leaving Burma.

‘No,’ she says, ‘we did what was best. It 
was hard, but it was worse for my sisters back 
home. They had to move out of Rangoon to 
a poorer area. All Vera’s grandchildren are 
living in the one little house and there is bare-
ly food to go round. Ever since we came to 
England we have been sending money back to 
them.’

It’s strange to think that there are 
people, so closely bonded in blood to me, liv-
ing so far away, enduring struggles I can bare-
ly imagine. They have had to face discrimina-
tion and poverty in a country whose leaders 
refused any offer of help.

‘It will never be the same as how we 
knew it,’ Nita says. ‘We visit when we can, but 
it is no place for us. We do not belong there 
anymore.’

I ask them when it was that they first 
felt they belonged here, but they both shake 
their heads at me.

‘We never feel we belong,’ Robert says. 
‘Even now, it is not home to us.’

 But it is home to my mother; to me 
and my sisters. We have never felt like outsid-
ers. Before writing this I did not think much 
about the relatives I have never met, living in 
a country I have never seen, whose lives could 
have so easily been swapped with mine. All I 
know of them is through the letters my grand-

parents receive. Once, Sandra’s eldest daugh-
ter, Mi Kyaw, sent us jade beaded bracelets 
that she made herself. They are meant to sym-
bolise good luck, and that is all I can wish for 
her too. Mi Kyaw never questions her Burmese 
heritage, and I’m sure she would not want 
to trade her lifestyle for mine. In this way we 
have both been lucky: from the decisions our 
grandparents made almost half a century ago, 
we now each have, from two different worlds, 
a home to call our own.
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The Birthday Cake

by Rebecca Rouillard
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It was the call of God; nothing less would 
have motivated my father to accept a 
two-year contract in the Dark Continent 
– inspired by the legacy of Livingstone 

but financed by Coates Brothers Printing Ink 
Manufacturers. And so in 1985, the year I 
turned five, my family – Dad, Mum, Carys and 
I – left our Witney red-brick, semi-detached 
house, for Durban, South Africa.

We went to Longleat Safari Park 
before we left, for some lion drive-by viewings. 
But I’m not sure if having a picnic in an 
enclosed area, while camels and giraffes 
watched us over the fence, fully prepared us 
for Africa.

1985 was a year full of civil unrest in 
South Africa – bombs, chaos and the year of 
PW Botha’s infamous ‘Crossing the Rubicon’ 
speech. I knew nothing of this. My mother 
had explained to me that they had something 
called apartheid, which meant that our Witney 
neighbours, a mixed-race family, would not 
have been able to live together in South 
Africa. I couldn’t understand this and it was 
hard to reconcile this unjust idea with the 
reality of the country that became our home.

 On the day we arrived we were put up 
in the Holiday Inn on Durban beachfront. It 
also had a swimming pool on the top floor, a 
section of which jutted out over the front of 
the hotel – so if you swam to the bottom of 
the pool you could look through a porthole 
down to the pavement some twenty-storeys 
below. As well as the sea and sand itself, 
Durban beachfront also featured a funfair 
with a cable car, playgrounds, paddling pools, 
trampolines and Sea World – complete with 
aquarium and performing seals, penguins, 
dolphins and orcas – a paradise for small 
children. My sister and I were in heaven. Our 
first purchase, as I recall, was a plastic bucket 
and spade. 

When we had settled we rented a 
house at the corner of Evans and Deodar 
in a suburb called Glenwood. It was a large, 
detached cream house with Cape-Dutch 
gables, a balcony overlooking the swimming 
pool and a view down to Durban harbour. 
There was not much lawn but a there were 
a couple of giant palm trees, a good deal of 
crazy paving and a profusion of magenta 
bougainvillea blossoms. Carys and I shared a 
room, a red bunk bed and an air conditioning 
unit that helped us to acclimatise in the 
stifling heat and humidity of Durban summer. 

I started school at Penzance Primary 
– a short walk from our house, and Carys 
started in the blue group at Assumption 
Parish Pre-Primary. I switched from saying 
‘yeah’ to ‘ ja’ – to sound more like the other 
kids at school; ‘Mum’ became ‘Mom’. I was 
already two years younger than everyone 
else in my class – I did not need any further 
reminder of my difference. The other 
children were not unkind to me; they saw 
me as a sort of pet or mascot – they thought 
I was ‘cute’. To my sorrow, though, I was not 
chosen for the Drummies – the infant school 
drum majorette squad. I didn’t march neatly 
enough to be selected.

Soon enough Durban was home – 
in the photos we appear to transform very 
quickly from pasty Brits in woolly cardigans, 
to tanned, barefoot urchins in swimming 
costumes. I remember the swimming pool 
more vividly than the house itself: the 
evocative smell of chlorinated water on hot 
paving stones, rich and earthy – a world 
away from the anodyne stench of bleach and 
the echoing clamour of the Oxford Leisure 
Centre swimming pool. I remember the 
sound of the Kreepy Krauly rhythmically 
juddering around the pool; sucking up leaves, 
creating undulating ripples in the surface and 
a shimmering reflection on the wall of the 
house. The pool was in full sun most of the 
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day so it was usually warm – there was only 
the solitary palm in the front garden to cast 
shade – but by the late afternoon the curving 
shadow of the house’s façade would loom over 
the water, foretelling evening. We spent as 
much time as possible in the water.

 “It’s time to get out now, I’m going to 
count to five.” Dad would say sternly. “One, 
two, three…”

We were never brave enough to find 
out what would happen at five.

 My mother did not want to have a 
maid at first, she was used to doing her own 
housework, but it soon became apparent that 
employing a maid and a gardener was a social 
obligation for white, middle-class families, 
not a luxury. She employed a woman called 
Anna who went to the same church as us and 
also worked for the pastor and his wife. Anna 
had no husband and five children to support; 
the two who were closest to Carys and I in 
age were her youngest daughters – Zonke 
and Thulile – though they were still a few 
years older than us. We got to play with them 
occasionally when they came to work with 
Anna.

There was one memorable occasion 
when we took Anna’s whole family to the 
beach with us. We couldn’t take her to the 
main beach of course, that was reserved for 
‘whites’. We had to go a little further north 
to Battery beach. We didn’t mind though – 
Battery beach was backed by giant sand dunes 
that were great fun to slide down. 

 On the morning of Thulile’s birthday 
party our house smelled deliciously of freshly-
baked cake. I was six or seven by then. We 
had bought presents for both of the younger 
girls but Mom had also decided to bake a 
birthday cake. She was a good cook – her 
cakes always turned out well. Of our own 

birthday cakes during those years I recall 
a hedgehog covered in chocolate buttons 
for spikes, a white rabbit sitting in a bed of 
green-tinted coconut grass, and the obligatory 
Barbie doll cake. On this occasion she made a 
large chocolate slab cake in a roasting tin. She 
wanted to make it more festive so, rather than 
the usual chocolate icing, she had covered 
it in bright yellow icing and spelled out 
THULILE on top in liquorice allsorts.

We drove to the party in my Dad’s 
blue Ford Sierra. The soundtrack to our 
car journeys was in keeping with our liberal 
pretensions. It was either Friends First – a 
politically inclined Christian band we knew 
of from church, or Johnny Clegg & Savuka 
– ‘Scatterlings of Africa’. We drove north 
through the suburbs of Musgrave, Essenwood 
and Morningside and then over the Umgeni 
River and on to the freeway. When we turned 
off the freeway, the tarmac ended and soon 
the car was caked in dust.

I had never been to KwaMashu before, 
even though it wasn’t far from where we lived; 
townships were dangerous – white people 
didn’t go there. But we weren’t like other 
white families – we didn’t call Anna ‘the girl’ 
for one thing. Anna and her family were our 
friends, and if we were invited to a party at 
her house, we would go.

Perhaps I was expecting Zulu huts 
and stick-fence bomas, like when we went on 
a school trip to PheZulu village. All the boys 
had wanted to be like the warriors with their 
cow-skin shields, knobkerries and spears. The 
huts didn’t look very comfortable though. 
There were no beds. 

There were no huts in KwaMashu 
– these houses looked like clustered sweets; 
little pastel squares of pink, yellow and mint 
green. Not the sort of sweets you’d like to eat 
though – sweets that had been spilt in the 
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dirt and ruined. We pulled up outside a little 
turquoise house and a crowd of people spilled 
out of the door and surrounded us.

Dad was sent to fetch some drum 
majorettes in the car. It seemed that there 
was to be a performance but it was unclear 
whether the performance was for the birthday 
party or for us – the visitors. When he came 
back the car was stuffed with teenaged girls 
in pleated, tasseled uniforms and white 
leather boots. They got themselves ready 
and then they performed on the street 
in front of Anna’s house – marching and 
twirling and tossing their batons. The whole 
neighbourhood gathered to watch them, but 
we were the spectacle – white people in the 
township. Everyone seemed eager to make us 
feel welcome though. 

Thulile, the birthday girl, was wearing 
turquoise pleated satin and white tights and 
Zonke, the younger sister, wore a matching 
pastel pink dress. Carys and I were also 
matching in tartan and velvet party frocks, 
I was jealous of Zonke and Thulile’s more 
sophisticated dresses though. They also both 
had pieced ears and earrings, which seemed 
very grown up.

They led us through the little house. 
The living room was full of old people 
sitting on assorted armchairs. There was 
one bedroom leading off the lounge, and 
a kitchen and bathroom at the back of the 
house.

“Where do they all sleep?” I whispered 
to my mother.

“In the bedroom,” she told me, but 
I was still not sure how this was possible. I 
wanted to ask Zonke and Thulile if I could 
see their room, like I would ask a friend from 
school, but I didn’t. 

We walked through the kitchen, filled 
with large women and large cooking pots, 

and out of the back door. Most of the people 
at the party seemed to be standing in the 
back garden. It wasn’t a big garden and there 
wasn’t a lot of grass, mainly dust. There was 
a plastic table against the back wall of the 
house with drinks and plastic cups on it. My 
Dad got his camera out and suddenly he was 
surrounded by children wanting to have their 
picture taken.

“Baas, baas.” they called him, trying 
to get his attention. The next door neighbour, 
standing on the other side of the pre-cast 
concrete wall, lifted his baby up to have its 
picture taken. Though it was warm the baby 
was dressed in a hand-knitted, white woollen 
cardigan – the child’s hair was a fuzzy black 
halo.

Anna and some other women brought 
out the food, huge steaming pots of chicken 
curry and yellow rice and pap. I wasn’t sure 
that I would like the food but Mom put some 
rice on my plate and a little bit of chicken.

“Just try it, all right?” she told me.

I knew that we should eat what we 
were given – it was polite. The food wasn’t bad 
though, and it seemed to go on forever – it 
was like the feeding of the five thousand. Even 
the neighbours were handed plates of food 
over the fence. I tried to imagine passing food 
over the fence to our neighbours at home – we 
could hardly even see our neighbours over the 
high wall. 

When the food was finished and all 
of the plates cleared, Anna brought out the 
birthday cakes – three in total. My mother’s 
cheery yellow slab cake was flanked by two 
others that did not seem to be birthday cakes; 
they were more like wedding cakes – stately 
mansions with pristine white sculpted icing, 
ribbons and pink floral adornments. They 
were beautiful.
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The yellow icing on my mother’s 
cake, however, seemed to be sweating in the 
heat; it had gone sticky and translucent and 
the chocolate cake was showing through 
and making the icing look muddy. The 
liquorice allsorts were gaudy and childish in 
comparison to the delicate pastel decorations 
on the other two cakes.

I was horribly embarrassed; we’d 
obviously got it wrong. I knew it would taste 
good, but who would ever believe it when it 
looked like that on the outside. They wanted 
beautiful white mansions and we’d bought 
them an ochre shack. 

Then the singing started. They didn’t 
sing ‘Happy Birthday’ but another song in 
Zulu, that everyone apart from us seemed to 
know. It was not a cheery song, it was slow and 
mournful, but everyone was still smiling. The 
harmonies gave me goosebumps on my arms. 
And then someone picked up one of the 
cakes, one of the white, wedding-style cakes, 
held it up in the air and began to dance with 
it. I had never seen someone dance with a 
cake before. And then two others picked up 
the remaining cakes and started to dance with 
them too. Our cake was noticeably inferior 
but perhaps they didn’t want to hurt our 
feelings; they made sure all of the cakes were 
equally honoured – they made no distinction.
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Ejected Into History

by Ian Dawes
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It is Wednesday 11th May 2005 and a 
dazzlingly bright, cloudless morning. 
The sun has cleared the horizon and 
hangs directly before me. It is just after 

nine and I am driving in the outside lane of 
a dual carriageway – a flyover passing over 
Fleetsbridge roundabout in Poole, Dorset. I 
am doing 55 mph, cruising, in utter contrast 
to the speed of my life at this time. The 
powerful engine of my car is purring. With so 
much horsepower it should be roaring.

The inside lane holds an articulated 
lorry, an unladen flat-bed, its canvas sides 
down. It is only just gathering speed after the 
incline of the flyover. To my right is the Armco 
metal crash barrier of the central reservation. 
In my rear-view mirror is a red car – boy racer 
red I remember thinking – so close the make 
and model are impossible to discern. Before 
me, the outside lane is empty for over two 
miles. My car engine growls, wishing to be let 
loose on the straight line of tarmac ahead...

I don’t remember what happened 
during the next two years beyond a few 
sketchy details. Pain happened, I know that 
much. It was like being plugged into an 
electrical socket, permanently, from head 
to toe – ‘incapacitated’ didn’t do justice to 
the insidious manner of the attacks. I was 
debilitated to the point that I was incapable 
of doing anything for myself without 
experiencing that pain, pain so intense that it 
stopped me from performing most tasks. You 
see, I was on fire on the inside and everything 
aggravated the pain: to move my arms, bend 
my legs, eat, brush my teeth, laugh or blink.

Sound and light caused searing 
napalm to crawl through my head and neck, 
then down into my body most, but not all, of 
the time. If I was lucky it remained in my head 
until the storm burned out.

In the finest field-medic tradition, 
alcohol created a peaceful haven. It numbed 

me to the burning napalm that coursed 
through my body but, of course, the effects 
were short lived. Hangovers made matters 
worse. I had enough wherewithal left to be 
wary of a constant drip feed – unbearable 
pain yet I feared the prospect of becoming an 
alcoholic more.

2006 note in my activity diary for my G.P.: 
‘Life is striving to stay in the eye of the storm.’

The pain was the storm all around me, in 
my neck, up into my head and down into my 
body. Beyond that storm was the real world, 
and everyone in it. To interact with that world, 
with people, required Herculean levels of 
energy and concentration, always short lived, 
to push through and beyond the maelstrom. 
I couldn’t withstand the pain long enough to 
remain attached to the real world. From the 
relative calm of the storm’s centre the world 
seemed remote, as if I watched and heard 
everything from an observation room.

Energy and concentration was always 
the first to disappear yet it was required 
to retain an event/idea/conversation/joke 
in my conscious mind long enough to ‘lay 
down memories’, as someone at St Thomas’s 
Hospital would tell me in early 2008.

Diary entry, late 2005 and several notes in 
2006: ‘A cocktail of prescription drugs – monged off 
my face all the time.’

It was hard to lay down memories in that state 
– having said that, some of the memories that 
were laid down were scrambled like a plate 
of eggs. I found a note in my diary, written 
on scrap paper, regarding trying some weed. 
It’s apparently a well known non-prescription 
‘cure’. My post-trial note is almost legible 
and, allowing for the colourful language, 
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suggested that the pain tore a hole through 
my head and that I wouldn’t try that again... 
The note descends into a diarised invective on 
being stupid/desperate enough to pay for a 
storm of pain that I got for free the rest of the 
time.

During this eventful period of my life 
the present, past and future seemed blended 
into one state. My points of reference were 
eroded by the destruction of time as a daily 
constant. ‘When’ was frequently questioned. 
As much as ‘Where’ or, at times, ‘Who, am I?’ 
My concentration could not retain or build 
memories beyond a few seconds.

I do recall waking one night in the pitch black 
of pre-dawn and looking around bewildered.

I do not know where I am. The place 
is familiar but who am I visiting, friend or 
family? My eyes are pockets of fire, my vision 
blurring and waving from side to side. I can 
feel the napalm stalking along my optic 
nerves to the back of my head. There it 
explodes, sending a kaleidoscope of colours 
to blind my vision, as though the ghost of 
Guy Fawkes is holding a match to the powder 
keg of my mind. It dissipates and then Fawkes 
begins again, over and over in the purgatory 
of my skull.

I crawl to the wall, eventually, and 
climb up it to a standing position, my arms 
and legs trembling with the effort. I have to 
find the light switch so I can work out where I 
am.

I am exhausted. Tiredness is trying 
to send me to sleep. I find and flick the light 
switch downwards – I distinctly remember 
flicking downwards; it is funny which events 
were converted to memory, given all the 
incidents I could have chosen. The sudden 
injection of light upon hyper-sensitive eyes, 
and the nerves feeding them, sends a super-

storm exploding through my head.

My brain had shut down as a defence 
mechanism (i.e. in extremis), similar to 
entering a coma. When I finally let my parents 
into my studio flat we decided that I’d slept/
passed out for approximately nineteen hours 
– it seems much longer when written in words.

I was adamant that I wasn’t 
decamping to their house. A voice deep 
within, primal, told me that if I gave in and 
let my parents help with ‘the basic tasks’, I 
was on the slope into oblivion. I had to keep 
fighting to remain attached to reality by 
trying to do all the basic things that I, as an 
adult, needed to do for myself. It was a fight 
to the death, the death of my life as I knew it. 
Neither my parents nor my G.P. were happy, 
but this patient was not to be argued with. It 
was difficult for them to grasp the severity, 
and totality, of the danger I felt and why 100% 
care was not the answer. Independent Quality 
of Life was paramount no matter the journey 
to get there.

I’ve repeatedly looked back at that 
period of basic motor function, of confusion 
and chaos and wondered what I did day by 
day? I’ve asked these questions numerous 
times without answer because memory can’t 
serve as an intermediary or negotiator.

In 2007, after I’d moved to London, I 
echoed, in my diary, a statement by renowned 
philosopher William Faulkner, that I would 
choose pain over nothingness. Yet much had 
happened in Dorset before I accepted this 
simple fact of survival.

Frustration pervaded me as the 
months of 2005 turned into my second 
year of failing to find help in defeating my 
pain storms. My mother had attended most 
appointments with me to ensure all questions 
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were asked (in case I forgot), and that we 
took the correct meaning from what we were 
told (lest I forgot sections and warped the 
meaning) – the truth of that hits home as I 
select my details for this retelling.

The frustration struck the most when 
my father accompanied me to an appointment 
with my G.P. – her name is consigned to the 
oblivion of insignificant memories. My father’s 
attendance was an event equal to mighty Zeus 
descending Mount Olympus, initially without 
fanfare and to everyone’s surprise. Then the 
thunder and lightning began. My father made 
it abruptly, explicitly clear what was at stake, 
what he’d seen of my pain (that he wouldn’t 
tell my mother about) and that nothing would 
come of my G.P.’s evasive approach.

My G.P. was silent for some time, 
becalmed as I was in the eye of this storm. 
Would she help me or was I consigned to 
more pointless searching?

I was elated, she would help!

“An MRI of your head,” she said.

“For problems emanating from my 
neck?” I asked.

The MRI showed nothing was wrong. 
But maybe something was wrong with my 
head? I could not stop the uncomfortable 
visions of myself in a straight jacket from 
forming.

My father’s omniscience proved worthy of 
Mount Olympus: nothing came of my G.P. 
or the local hospital having control of my 
‘care package’. I’d had previous head-on car 
crashes and had attended the same hospital 
each time (1995, 1999 and 2001). All of them 
were on record, I believed, and thus my fourth 
crash in 2005 warranted greater urgency, a 
more proportionate response. I discovered in 
London via the Freedom of Information Act 

that the G.P.’s and hospitals in question, that 
I’d attended over a ten year span, held NO 
records of my three previous accidents.

There was a building on the site of the 
main hospital that I attended. It was a records 
archive. I passed it on every pointless visit 
in the mid ‘naughties’. It looked neglected, 
devoid of life. Perhaps I would be sent there 
next, in lieu of my records?

In April 2006, as the anniversary of my life-
changing event approached, I left my job on 
medical grounds – meaning they could re-
employ me once medical matters were dealt 
with. I didn’t feel this was a positive step at 
the time, albeit necessary so I could focus on 
medical results. I enjoyed my I.T. work more 
than any other job I’d had.

An infinite amount of nothing 
continued apace, specialist after specialist 
delivered folders full of it. My mood sank 
further into a pit of despair with each 
meaningless report. I gave up striving for 
action, gave up entirely and spent days asleep. 
I consumed all the prescription drugs I had, 
got drunk and was barred from pubs.

I have memory-fragments of reading 
H.P. Lovecraft’s full works around this 
time, and Dante’s Inferno. As a lifelong fan, 
I listened to Iron Maiden’s 2006 album, ‘A 
Matter of Life and Death’ many times. I 
enjoyed them all...I think – I did previously 
and I do now.

The dark, some would say satanic, 
content caught the attention of several 
doctors. They had found a way to close this 
bothersome case and condemn its grizzled 
carcass to the records archive.

Christmas 2006 approached and 
I found myself forwarded to one final 
department: psychology. Despite my physical 
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problems, hope flickered as this was under 
the remit of a new hospital.

February 2007 Diary entry: ‘Slept little this 
week… psycho doc this way comes.’

I am halfway to the psychology appointment 
when I realise I have left my keys, phone 
and money at home in my haste to depart. 
I cannot get a bus or taxi, I have to walk. 
Exhaustion begins long before I get there, 
and I am glad of the many benches en-route. 
Ironically, I cannot forget about the walk 
home, yet another storm of pain and no front 
door keys.

With a few questions Dr F. ascertains 
that I have issues stemming back to childhood 
and am exhibiting classic psychosomatic 
symptoms. In his world, the car accident that 
wrecked two tonnes of vehicle had had no 
physical effect upon the driver whatsoever. 
Despite my valiant counter-claims, he holds 
his ground: none of my four head-on car 
crashes hold any significance to my plight 
at all. He acknowledges the four crashes, 
verbally at least. An improvement, but the 
irony fails to humour me, then and now.

“One or four, it is just a number”, he 
claims dismissively.

I stare at the clock – I can see it 
now – it reads 10.47 a.m. I am watching 
the second hand tick-tock its way through 
several iterations. I feel that I am repeatedly 
coming back to the starting point too. I have 
not moved from my ground zero for all the 
intervening twenty-one months. To my left side, 
Dr F. is staring with his eyelids almost closed. 
I visualise myself rising to smash a chair over 
his head. Then throw him out of the top floor 
window just to make sure he – and all the other 
useless doctors – gets the message. I can vividly 
recall the depth of that pent-up fury.

It was a dazzlingly bright, cloudless morning. 
My watch claimed it to be 11.05 a.m. and I had 
managed to get myself fifteen minutes away 
from Dr F. before my feet complained of the 
imaginary hot coals underfoot. I was sat on a 
wooden graffiti-carved bench on Boscombe 
Overcliff Drive. It overlooked Poole Bay and 
the English Channel.

I saw two ships on the horizon. Small 
black shapes seemingly headed straight for 
each other. I watched closely. An accident was 
imminent.

My own car accidents flashed before 
me, four vivid images frozen in time. I 
considered ‘being at the end of the line’, as 
Dr F. had told me, and contemplated years, 
decades, of extreme pain ahead of me. The 
black ships were almost upon each other. I 
was tired of fighting, and still had the trip 
home from Dr F.’s to navigate.

I was very tired, of everything; 
exhausted.

I remembered that my downstairs 
neighbour had a locked cabinet in his garage, 
behind the cheaply converted old house 
where we lived. I could smash the locks off 
both the garage door and cabinet. Inside was 
a shotgun. 

My concentration fragmented, blown 
apart from close range by the finality of this 
thought. I selfishly focused upon myself and 
what I did not want to contend with anymore. 
The choice was simple: pain or nothing.

The ships touched on the horizon. I 
waited for the thunderclap, the screech and 
grind, the ground tremors as hundreds of 
tonnes of metal smashed into each other...the 
screams that would follow. My body shook.

Could I do it? Where were the 
cartridges kept?

The double-sterned ship on the 
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horizon grew pointed bows on each end that 
extended, Pinocchio-like, until it split in half 
and the two ships reappeared.

It really was a dazzlingly bright, 
cloudless morning. It was me that felt like 
death’s leftovers, everything and everyone else 
was fine. There must be one doctor on this 
planet that could help me. Where was this 
person? Not in Dorset, evidently.

I stood up and took a deep breath, 
letting the waves of pain wash over me. Fresh 
salty air filled my lungs and several Jonathan 
Livingston Seagulls cried just offshore. I needed 
to remember this moment, these sensations. I 
felt tired trying to hold onto them. I watched 
the two ships for a moment longer as they 
headed away from each other unharmed.

Their journeys are only half done, I recall 
thinking.

I began the long, shuffling, 
punctuated-with-many-stops journey home 
despite the fact I’d forgotten my keys. Once I 
eventually got there something drastic needed 
to happen.

It’s Sunday 6th January 2013. At my side is 
a black A4 folder that’s three quarters full. 
The meaning and importance of the folder’s 
contents reveals to me that clichés become 
so due to the frequency with which their 
underlying truths are proven to be accurate. 
Flicking through the folder, it’s riddled with 
generalised comments and clichés, both 
printed text and in my hand writing. I’d 
acquired it five years earlier at the INPUT Pain 
Management Clinic in St Thomas’ Hospital. 

The first thing I remember from day one at 
the clinic is my head exploding with pain. 
Worsened by the stress of not knowing what’s 
about to happen; my quality of life depends 
on the next four weeks. In the room with 
me are seven new inpatients also in varying 
degrees of pain.

We’re to be colleagues and supporters 
during our time at the clinic. I sit there for 
half an hour, feels like hours though, nervous 
and in pain. A sense of relief finally washes 
over me as I realise I’m not alone. I’m not 
the sole sufferer of a mysterious condition 
that refuses to be diagnosed. Who are these 
people and how can they support me, or I 
them?

I was sat in a rigid plastic chair in a small 
room at the clinic. Was there a window or a 
desk? Thankfully there were no padded walls. 
There was someone else in the room, sat 
opposite on another plastic chair. This was Dr 
J. She was the head psychologist for the pain 
clinic.

 I wasn’t really taking in my 
surroundings. I was working feverishly to 
recall an event that had happened less than 
two hours previously. It was important. Dr J. 
wanted to know and it was the reason I had 
been pulled from the scheduled class for this 
private liaison.

Whilst my mind was consumed with 
retrieving the past, my eyes were wandering 
towards Dr J. and her fishnet stockings and 
high heeled shoes, both black over olive and 
crossed legs. In the periphery of my sight I saw 
that she watched me with great interest, her 
head to one side, long black hair cascading 
down her shoulder and a faint smile on her 
lips.

 My eyes watched one shoe and fishnet 
stockinged ankle as they flicked through 
the air, back and forth like a metronome. 
My brain was on fire and it was tiring. Even 
while it was happening I knew there was 
a disconnection between brain and body. 
They were engaged in completely different 
tasks and I was unable to force my brain to 
concentrate on the olive-skinned legs. It was 
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wholly focused upon the ridiculous event 
that I had already forgotten two hours after it 
had occurred. I wondered what on earth was 
wrong with me. Had I gone mad due to the 
pain?

 My brain aborted its mission. I needed 
to sleep right now, olive-skinned legs or no. 
Tiredness always lowered my tolerance to the 
pain emanating from my nervous system.

I looked up and said something like, 
“Sorry Doctor, was telling the others about it 
half hour ago. Now I can’t remember.”

I woke up to darkness. I had gone straight from 
the meeting with Dr J. to my room for a sleep. 
The black alarm clock – obviously a standard 
issue NHS model, much like those spectacle 
frames – said 11.30 p.m. I heard the muffled 
sounds from the TV in the communal lounge 
next door. My fellow inpatients were still up.

 I shared my double bed with two 
sheets of A4 paper. Dr J. had given them to 
me as I departed our afternoon session. I read 
them with a mixture of interest, scepticism 
and (I must now admit) an irrational, stupid 
fear. Those pages contained some of the most 
useful information I had ever learned. Yet I 
feared the document as if we would both be 
thrown onto the bonfire to ensure its secrets 
were kept safe.

 I was soon to learn that it formed 
the basis of a second diagnosis by St 
Thomas’ Hospital, alongside the Chronic 
Pain Syndrome that had led to my inpatient 
status. This second health problem was the 
missing link and allowed my rehabilitation to 
commence, where it had repeatedly failed for 
the previous two and a half years. Evidently, 
fishnet stockings and high heeled shoes had 
therapeutic and diagnostic qualities.

It’s late 2012 and I’m engaging in the early 
stages of research for this story. With each 

book or article my attitude towards 2005-2007 
and what it means to me alters. This mystery 
period of my past, and my current retelling 
of it, are at a crossroad. It feels like they are 
approaching the same crossroad, but I can’t 
stop, and neither will they. They must collide 
so I can see (from my altered perspective) 
whether I can step from the wreckage 
unharmed for a fifth time.

The meeting in early 2008 with Dr J. 
brought about my diagnosis of Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder. I’d been reliving for over 
two years past trauma as if it were real and 
happening in the present; my mind couldn’t 
process the event and its emotions and thus 
wouldn’t allow them to diminish and become 
part of my past. The intensity of the fourth 
accident reincarnated similar trauma from 
the previous three.

Whatever I really said in that meeting 
with Dr J. is unknown. William Faulkner 
didn’t ever know what his thoughts were until 
he had written them down, and I’m the same, 
working out what I think as I write about my 
past. I’m also rebuilding, changing it as I do 
so.

The falseness of memory recall, 
partial memory at that, is exposed. For 
example, I’ve no recollection of a solo trip 
to Santiago de Compostela recorded in my 
diary despite still having the flight tickets, and 
photos of myself there.

When looking at photos such as these 
I ask myself, ‘Is that really me?’

I realise that I’m not rediscovering 
memories but generating plausible substitutes, 
providing continuity to my life story – adding 
in chapters where some are missing. Also how 
do I know that the records in my diary are the 
‘absolute truth’ without supporting evidence? 
It’s coloured by my then confused and chaotic 
mental faculties, and building anger.
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It brings the ending of Yann Martel’s 
Life of Pi to mind. Pi asks the insurance 
inspectors which is the better story: the one 
with the animals or the ones without. For the 
unknown period of my past I choose the one 
with the animals.

As I pursue my research into the 
new year of 2013 I recognise that ‘choosing 
animals’ is the kernel of an idea that will 
become this creative non-fiction story. I roam 
Birkbeck Library for several hours a week 
because I have to know how to write this 
piece; I have to understand the nature of this 
animal so I can tame it.

Like the ferocity of the past events, 
the research becomes drip-fed napalm that 
burns my mind with ideas. I’m searching, 
hunting, asking questions, finding more and 
more questions but little by way of answers. I 
have to know.

Then a vertical book spine, dwarfed 
by its neighbours on a crowded shelf, holds 
my gaze: Neurology and Modernity – A Cultural 
History of Nervous Systems, 1800-1950. Chapter 
four’s ‘Railway Spine, Nervous Excess and the 
Forensic Self’ by Jane F Thrailkill, sends a 
wave of pain and excitement tearing through 
me – this time, fuelled by positive experience. 
‘Railway Spine’: two words that cause the 
meeting at the crossroad to explode across my 
synapses.

The name relates to a Victorian 
medical controversy concerning post-event 
symptoms from passengers of railway accidents. 
In the mid-nineteenth century vehicular 
accidents and post-crash trauma are as new as 
the rapidly increasing use of the railway. World 
War One’s ‘shell shock’ is an unknown term. 
The question of patients faking their injuries 
for insurance purposes is evident in this Lancet 
editorial of 1861: ‘A frequent allegation is, that 
the plaintiff received concussion which caused 

few or no serious symptoms at the time of the 
accident, but that a whole train of nervous 
symptoms […] reached their acme, perhaps, 
only after several months’.

Then in 1875, through a series of 
letters to the Lancet, this derogatory ‘male 
hysteria’ comes under scrutiny. Oliver Wendell 
Holmes and John Eric Erichsen begin to 
debate a neurological basis for post-event 
traumas. Thrailkill also talks of the neurologist 
James Jackson Putnam, who wrote in 1883 
of a test applied to a man suspected of ‘male 
hysteria’. An electrified brush was ‘scraped’ 
across his back by the attendant neurologist. 
The man ‘did not wince’, thus disproving fraud 
on the patient’s part. My equivalent test in 
2006 was a pin being stuck into the muscles 
of my neck and back by my ‘care package 
controller’. My mother vividly remembers the 
‘look of force’ being applied by the specialist, 
my lack of reaction, and his subsequent 
consternation.

I realise that as far back as the 
Victorian era there are doctors able to 
diagnose my trauma correctly. Not as Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder but a similar state 
then known as Railway Spine.

The denials and rebuttals I contend 
with one hundred and forty years later are 
similar to that of Wendell Holmes and his 
colleagues. It has shown me that it’s a matter of 
positive attitude and open mindedness towards 
the unknown and, especially, the unseen.

In 2005-2007 over a dozen medical 
experts refuse to acknowledge Chronic 
Pain Syndrome exists despite ‘it’ being 
recognised by the British Medical Council 
as a disability, and therefore British Law. As 
a little understood neurological condition 
the amount of money to test, define and 
label it is unknown. Any doctor willing to 
take on that challenge (expense) must also 
contend with their colleagues’ cynicism. I view 
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these doubters as The Knights Who Say ‘Ni’ 
who can’t say ‘it’. Their convenient claim of 
‘Freudian issues stemming back to childhood’ 
is a fully defined process on budget sheets. 
This, it seems, makes it easier to gain 
acceptance of a ‘diagnosis’ by your peers.

Vive La St Thomas.

In early 2012 the status of Chronic 
Pain within the NHS can be judged from the 
National Pain Audit, 2012. On page three 
it states ‘there is very little known as to how 
services are matched to needs’. The report 
is necessary because there is no coordinated 
national service, or, awareness (on a national 
level) of any localised developments with 
regards chronic pain research or care – 
despite, and as a result of, the burgeoning 
number of reported cases.

It was Wednesday 11th May 2005 and a 
dazzlingly bright, cloudless morning. The sun 
had cleared the horizon and hung directly 
before me. I was doing 55 mph, cruising, and 
the powerful engine of my car was purring.

The inside lane held an articulated 
lorry, a flat-bed, its canvas sides down and it 
had only just gathered speed after the incline 
of the flyover. Before me, the outside lane was 
empty for over two miles...

My car is doing 55 mph. It doesn’t growl or 
want to be let loose on the road ahead. It’s 
content to purr along at a steady pace, as am I. 
A fact that saves my life as the concrete block 
hits.

‘Any alteration in speed or direction,’ 
the emergency services say, ‘you should be...’

‘That was a foot by foot and a half 
solid concrete block, you should be..’

‘You’ve burned your nine lives in one 
go, mate. You should be...’

‘Someone up there is looking after 
you. You should be...’

I hear it many times that day. The 
word ‘dead’ preceded by ‘you should be’.

Finally, I somehow step out of the car 
without a scratch - or so everyone, including 
myself, thought at the time.

A steak is tenderised with repeated 
blows until the shock of the impacts destroys 
its structural integrity. The same can happen 
to human muscles and nerves. My four head-
on car crashes did this to me. All from the 
same angle, just to make sure.

*******

I believe I’m walking away from the 
metaphorical crossroad. The experience 
brings change, but not harm, no unseen 
damage. Some things will always remain, like 
mangled neck muscles and a wrecked nervous 
system. Some things I just need to accept.

Something is changing for the 
better, and that is my understanding of how 
trauma works, how it has/has not been dealt 
with; that your mind can take a long time to 
process traumatic events before it ejects them 
into your past, into your history where they 
belong.

How exactly I managed to have four 
accidents I can’t answer without deferring to a 
fate I don’t believe in. Or do I, after numerous 
reminders it may well exist? I’m comfortable 
leaving that question unanswered, with an 
air of mystery. It adds to the retelling, refuses 
repetition and boredom on my part in doing 
so. What details will I choose to wrap around 
the mangled wreckage next time?

I’m fulfilling one last thing with 
the writing of this article. In early 2007, as 
I sat watching the two ships on the horizon, 
considering the merits of introducing shotgun 
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pellets to my addled brain, something I said to 
myself made me walk home and immediately 
book a train to London instead of stealing the 
neighbour’s shotgun.

“I can’t go. I haven’t written my book yet.”

Those exact words.

What book? A long held goal. The 
detail didn’t matter at that time. Any book, 
a short story, an article even. I’ve made my 
choice on what it will be...and it’s done.
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Terra Incognita

by Tarquin Landseer
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On my battered map the border 
town of Tabatinga looked 
unspeakably remote, set in the 
continent’s green heart and 

attached to the ribbon of the Solimões River. 
Images of the demented conquistador floating 
downstream on a raft in Herzog’s Aguirre: The 
Wrath of God had not deterred me. A sense of 
expectation was growing as the light Cessna 
touched down on the tiny airport runway cut 
into the jungle. As soon as I alighted, I felt its 
primordial presence enveloping me, as patient 
and stolid as fate. 

I had barely set foot outside the 
dingy airport building when a man with 
lank hair and moist blue-eyes sidled up to 
me proffering a dog-eared card in his hand. 
Wilson Nascimento ‒ Jungle Guide. I wasn’t 
convinced. He looked a little threadbare for 
my liking. He was persistent though, with his 
unkempt charm and languid smile. Sensing 
my weariness, I must have made an easy 
target. Susceptible, he somehow inveigled me 
into the Sancho Panza with the promise of a 
hearty meal and a cold beer. Before long we 
were clinking bottles and over the space of an 
hour we negotiated mutually agreeable terms 
before shaking hands.

The town had gone to seed, barely 
able to keep the exuberant invasion of 
greenery at bay, and the air was heavy 
with dankness and decay. Walking to the 
Residencia Anaconda I realized I may have 
been too hasty in my decision. The main 
street seemed to be emblazoned with agencies 
and tour operators desperately vying for 
custom. A place teeming with bristle-jawed 
prospectors dreaming the dreams of El 
Dorado, lumbering lumberjacks, gimlet-eyed 
miscreants and fortune hunters; hapless, 
travel-stained tourists swatting at thunder 
flies and mosquitoes; tree-huggers full of high 
ideals; and those who came not for riches but 

for souls – the missionary men. Still others, 
like me, here for more recondite reasons, 
strolled about listlessly in the malarial heat. 
At almost every corner there was another 
eager guide touting for business, including 
a mestizo with a wispy beard who came up 
behind me and said ominously:

‘My friend. I hope you don’t bump 
into any bad company.’

His words felt like a portent. My 
vulnerability was showing, and it put me on 
edge as he shuffled off with a furtive glance. 
Such is the state of the lone traveller who 
is both weary and wary on his arrival in an 
unfamiliar place. The body took exception to 
the stifling heat, leaving me in a lather, while 
the mind fell prey to anxiety and distrust.

My first port of call was the casa de 
cambio. A down payment was needed to get the 
expedition started. I could feel someone at my 
shoulder. Turning irritably, I found the same 
man, like a harbinger, loitering with intent. 

‘Well, my friend. What will you be 
doing now? I show you around. I tell you 
about the rhythm of the people. And maybe 
we go to the jungle?’

I shook my head and he sighed. 

‘Good luck my friend. You’ll surely 
need it.’

I tried to ignore the presentiment in 
this offhand remark and made my way down 
to the shabby wharf where shifty-eyed men 
sharpened their machetes, my nose crinkling 
with the miasma of butchered musk hog, 
and gutted Arapaima catfish and the sucrose 
scent of papaya and mango. I traipsed past 
stalls laden with manioc and vast bunches of 
plantain and yellow guava fruit, while mangy 
dogs lay in the shade, bot-fly feverish, their 
pink tongues lolling. Shallow canoes with 
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outboard motors cut through the coffee-
coloured waters and the relief of a faint 
breeze blew in off the river.  

I had arranged to meet Wilson at the 
Macondo café for a breakfast of empanadas, 
guava jelly and sweet black tea. The sugar 
lifted my flagging spirits. An associate called 
Toni had also turned up. Despite the gringo 
name, he seemed more indigenous than 
mestizo. He was taciturn, which I took for 
shyness. Bona fide or charlatan, I couldn’t 
tell. Despite my better judgement I handed 
over a wad of notes. The act seemed illicit. 
Now relinquished of 150,000 brasileiros, I 
was finally putting my trust in two complete 
strangers. It was oddly exhilarating, but 
at the same time my principled self kept 
admonishing me for being so reckless. Wilson 
fidgeted in his seat and they seemed eager to 
leave, stressing my sense of unease. 

‘We need to go and get provisions and 
gifts for the Indian community.’ 

They accompanied me back to the 
hotel Anaconda, where the proprietor said he 
was unable to store my excess luggage. Toni 
mumbled something in Brasileiro.

‘He says he can put your baggage in 
his parent’s house.’

My suspicion deepened. This had to 
be a ruse. They were all working in cahoots, 
as part of an elaborate plot to reduce me 
to nothing. I had to stop myself. But it was 
quite a wrench to wave them off with Toni 
struggling under the weight of my rucksack 
with most of my worldly possessions in it, 
leaving me in their wake with the words: ‘See 
you at midday.’

I couldn’t stop shifting from one 
foot to the other. It was ten past twelve. They 
were buying fruit in the market. Quarter past 
twelve. They must be packing the knapsacks. 

Twenty past twelve. Agitated, I was pacing 
up and down, a hot flush washing over me, 
anticipating that bereft feeling when all is 
lost. A sudden hand-signal from the crowded 
street. A palm of friendship. I tried to disguise 
my elation as my ill-founded fears dissolved.   

Down at the jetty we clambered 
aboard Karine, and motored off to the 
fuelling depot. The river Solimões stretched 
out before us, dotted with islet clumps of 
floating vegetation. An hour later we rounded 
a bend in the river and the canoe cut off 
down a small tributary which suddenly 
opened out into a large pond adorned with 
Victoria regia lilies; vast waxy green plates 
ornamented with lush white flowers that smelt 
of pineapples. 

‘Strong enough to support the weight 
of a human,’ said Wilson.

Nearby, a curious capybara, like an 
oversized guinea pig, slid stoutly off the bank 
and sank under the water, idly following 
the boat which weaved in amongst the alien 
plants, while bubbles and droppings floated to 
the surface. 

The motor canoe turned and headed 
twenty miles upriver to La Isla de los Micos, 
home to a disorder of semi-wild capuchin 
monkeys, their thick, silvery fur like a monk’s 
cowl. I was unprepared for the voracious 
mosquitoes and was relieved to get back 
onto the river. Fit for nothing but placid 
staring, I watched the foreign shore’s ever 
changing immensity drift past, imbued with 
an inscrutable purpose. An ever present 
and veiled enigma, insinuating itself, and I 
wondered if it would bestow me the freedom 
to imaginatively refashion my sense of self.   

By mid-afternoon we had made it as 
far as the Yagua Indian settlement. Honoured 
by the reception, and believing myself to be 
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the sole gringo, I stepped off the canoe to be 
met by a party of bedaubed villagers. What 
a brouhaha, as the crowd gathered around 
me. I became embarrassed and perplexed as 
something seemed wrong. It bothered me, 
and now I had painted myself into a corner. 

There was a flurry of activity and the 
tribe assembled in grass skirts, their heads 
decorated with diadems of feathers, their 
faces smeared in crimson achiote dye. I saw 
a young Indian man hurriedly changing out 
of his shorts, faced with the self-abasement 
of putting on a grass skirt. I caught his eye 
and detected a look of offended pride. All 
of a sudden there was a cacophony of fluty 
sounds. A scarlet macaw on a makeshift perch 
squawked indignantly at the commotion, 
as the villagers peeped shrilly out of tune. 
I threw Wilson a look, while he averted his 
eyes, having noticed my discomfort. Eagerly 
they began to offer their wares. Blow pipes 
with darts, percussive strings of dried seeds, 
ceremonial headdresses, totemic carvings, 
terracotta fertility fetishes and bongo drums 
and hollowed stems transformed into reedy 
flutes. I was surrounded by a growing cluster 
of women; minikins coyly giggling, placing 
sprightly feathered necklaces around my 
shoulders. Now bedecked with manifold 
charms, a flamboyantly plumed headdress 
crowned my head in caricature. Such 
blushing honours. How many golden-capped 
parakeets had been plucked to dress me up 
as a jungle court jester? A grinning woman 
with pointed breasts painted pulped red seed 
across the bridge of my nose and cheekbones. 
Before I knew it I had been transformed 
into their adopted tribal king for a day. But I 
thought about the emperor’s new clothes and 
wondered if the joke was on me, their gales of 
laughter ringing in my ears as I cut a farcical 
figure. I remained standing in the centre 
of the village, a mixture of exotic totem 
and overladen hat stand, by now draped in 

tapir skins to complement the assortment of 
accessories. Then, out of the blue, a party of 
ten or so French and Israelis appeared, kitted 
out immaculately in designer khaki fatigues. 
They too were getting made up for the mock 
ceremonial dance of buffoonery which 
culminated in a boisterous and shambolic 
hokey-cokey. A mixture of ill-contrived 
tribal parody and jungle burlesque. Toni 
was nowhere to be seen. He had more sense. 
Some of the elders had been reduced to living 
as exhibits while the visitors stared and took 
pictures. As one French lady had the grace to 
observe, ‘It’s hard work being an Indian.’

My afternoon of deification was 
mercifully short-lived. Time moved slowly 
as the endless curtain of green glided past 
the boat. Men’s dreams and schemes and 
madnesses had been cultivated in this 
hothouse realm of superabundance. 

Occasionally the engine sent a flock of 
macaws screeching into the sky and caymans 
slunk into the shallows. By late afternoon the 
boat finally arrived at Puerto Nariño. Soon, 
we were stumbling up a hill, picking our way 
through a graveyard of metal crosses. All 
around us was the stillness of this impassive 
force, incapable of being placated. Seemingly 
at random we followed a dog which every so 
often looked over its shoulder to see if we 
were keeping up. 

‘That’s Father Freiler’s dog,’ said Wilson.

Father Freiler, a German missionary, 
had a wooden house and a garden full of 
florid rain lilies in a profusion of blossom, 
perched on the side of a hill. A vermilion 
sunset reflected off the Solimões, throwing 
a nearby leafless tree into silhouette. Within 
minutes its lightning-singed boughs were 
garlanded in a miraculous bloom of white 
egrets.
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After a dinner of yucca, rice and 
mefloquine, impressed by Father Freiler’s 
singleness of purpose, I thanked him for his 
hospitality while he cut off the generator and 
I made my way by candlelight to bed, awash 
with fatigue and a lingering frustration. A 
tree frog began chiming like a bell. It was 
rejoined by another. Outside the window a 
nocturnal symphony began to orchestrate 
itself from a tentative adagio to a lively 
scherzo of trills and croaks, peeps and 
burbles, while I listened in an exhausted fug, 
vaguely aware that I had brought myself along 
with me.  

Lago Tarapoto suddenly revealed itself as 
we rounded a bend in the Loretoyacu river 
where small grey dolphins escorted us to a 
floating log cabin attached by a rope to the 
bank. It was reassuring to get back on terra 
firma. Curiosity got the better of me and I 
wandered off down a small cutting at the 
edge of the forest while the others set up 
camp. I was thinking about the romance of 
the explorer and the disenchanting reality 
when something caught my eye further down 
the path. As I got closer I realized what it was; 
an iridescent hummingbird hovered like an 
emerald, dipping its bill into the burgundy 
throat of an unfurled orchid, as though 
besotted. How remarkable that nature had 
the power of determining such a vision so 
accordant to a human sense of beauty, while 
unconcerned for my aesthetic pleasure. The 
overwhelming nature of this intractable world 
of rampant plants, and a silence that wasn’t 
tranquil, began to take hold. A faint breeze 
disturbed the leaves as I edged along the path 
that tapered under the fronds of tree ferns. A 
high-pitched whistle filled the air. I ventured 
in still further, beguiled by the puzzling 
sound. Around another bend of forest foliage 
I continued, brushing aside the tendrils of 

creeping plants. Taken by surprise, a collared 
peccary bolted from the undergrowth. I 
moved forward more earnestly, and steadying 
myself to step over a fallen tree trunk, I 
clutched an overhanging branch. The pain 
was sudden and ferocious, as though I’d 
been jabbed by a hundred needles, causing 
me to let out a shocked yell. Fire ants began 
swarming up my arm as far as the elbow. 
Frantically I whacked my flailing limb with 
my hat as if it was going up in flames, while I 
lurched towards a small stream, desperate to 
submerge my arm. 

When I came to, dizzy and 
disorientated, nothing looked familiar any 
longer. My swollen arm throbbed and despite 
the searing stabs, something other than pain 
took over as I tried to choke back a primal 
fear that filled my throat with bile. The fear 
of being lost and the consequence of that was 
unthinkable. Shivering and sweating, I stifled 
the panic, knowing I’d blundered into a place 
of cruel mysteries not fit for a human. Then, 
there it was. The column of a giant Ceiba 
tree, festooned with lianas, its furnished 
dome full of pensile nests. Grasping a nearby 
branch, I banged one of its Gothic buttress 
roots, sending out a distress signal that pealed 
through the forest. The canopy above burst 
into an arboreal chatter of monkeys, flinging 
themselves from bough to bough. Sometime 
later I heard Toni’s voice call out, and though 
I was still smarting, the relief was like a balm. 
This wasn’t an exotic garden or a place of 
freedom. In these immutable surroundings, 
beauty was an exception to the rule. How 
illogical to presume that happiness must 
naturally accompany such splendour. The 
wilderness with its fearsome indifference was 
finding me out and it was callous to human 
frailty. 

Among the Huitoto legends of 
malevolent gods, Toni recounted a story that 
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night about Curupira, the mischievous imp of 
the forest who has the power of enchantment. 
A dwarfish figure that beguiles you with his 
whistling. With his feet on back to front he 
throws the traveller into confusion, while his 
footprints lead to its starting point. 

Under moonlight we pushed the log-canoe 
onto the dark water and manoeuvred it into 
one of the many swamps with its twisted 
mangroves, half sunk in despair, condensed 
with the slime of rot. As if it was the forest’s 
attempt to ward off interlopers. 

Unexpectedly, I had been joined 
by a couple from Düsseldorf. Britta, in her 
voluminous waterproof poncho and Günter, 
forever fiddling with his specialized night 
vision equipment. Then there was Wimper, 
with more than a hint of irony in his name. 
A legend of the river, according to Wilson, 
and renowned for his expertise at handling 
cayman. A braggart with a golden-toothed 
grin, and a scar from the teeth of a dragon 
fish etched into his meaty calf. He produced 
a bottle of rum, and two slugs later my nerves 
began to steady. At night the voices of the 
jungle seemed unnatural. But they had their 
reason. There was meaning to it. Benign 
or malign, the sounds grew in intensity. All 
around us was this thriving force; a sense 
of pitiless energy and struggle, where the 
conquistadores’ divinity of antiquity would 
have disintegrated into mortal fear and 
insanity in the face of such elemental powers. 
I was perched precariously, bewitched under 
the limbs of moss-ridden trees. Our whispered 
voices were barely audible over the gentle purr 
of the outboard motor. Toni cut it and the 
narrow dugout drifted with a rustle into the 
reed bed. My torch beam searched the inky 
blackness. The impenetrable forest, livid and 
stultifying, closed in around us and there was 
an ambergris odour of putrid carcass. Those 
guardians of treasure were closing ranks. 

I suddenly felt foolhardy, without courage. 
Wilson lowered his voice. ‘Do you see it?’

Caught in the beam were two sets 
of eyes, their hard lustre unblinking. The 
canoe tipped to one side and there was a 
sudden splash. Britta let out a yelp. Somehow, 
Wimper had managed to fall in and 
disappeared into the pitchy water. For a brief 
and terrible moment I sat in disbelief. Words 
of dismay were still forming when Wimper 
emerged from the reeds with a maniacal 
grin, clutching an armoured river dragon in 
his clenched hands. Wading out, he sidled 
up to the canoe, and to my astonishment 
offered the glowering creature to Britta. It 
was a charged and symbolic gesture. She 
seemed transfixed with a mixture of fear and 
uncertain fascination. 

‘Just keep a firm hold on the snout,’ 
said Wimper. 

Britta reached out tentatively to grasp 
it by the snout and tail, gripped by a rash 
and foolish bravado. In that split second it 
must have sensed that she was rattled. Her 
fixity of purpose and her grip were open 
to question. With a supple spasm and a 
flick of its muscular tail, it broke free and 
landed thrashing and hissing in the bottom 
of the boat. A panicky wave shot down the 
canoe. Britta shrieked, clambering in a fit 
over Günter and his infernal equipment. I 
clutched the sides, waiting for the canoe to 
upend itself; to tumble in and be taken by 
a vengeful mother on a death roll. Wilson 
groaned and in all the confusion of torch 
beams and darkness that followed, Wimper 
was seen to pounce on the creature and fling 
it overboard. Wimper, unruffled and jovial 
as ever, offered Britta a conciliatory capful of 
rum.  

For the purpose of sustenance I decided to go 
fishing. Aside from the cassava and rice, there 
was little else to eat. With grim determination 
I took the canoe out onto the lake. Aware of 
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the insidious jungle’s readiness to condemn, 
I tried to accept it; to work with it. But it was 
hard to find an accord. I thought there was a 
moral imperative to go in search of a singular 
vision of a truer and more beautiful world. To 
explore and to live deliberately. The moment 
of serenity was quickly broken as the French 
and Israeli contingent in combat fatigues, 
seemingly at war with nature, roared out 
from one of the tributaries in a high powered 
motor boat, more interested in being seen 
than in seeing. Something pulled on my 
line and I only hoped it wasn’t the infamous 
tucanaré. By dusk I was spitting out the bones 
of my meagre catch, fretting and fuming in 
the corner of the log cabin, believing less 
and less in my own given right. I was bereft 
of comfortable beliefs, whether true or false. 
The lore of the forest existed without promise. 
It was hard to find kinship in it.  

‘So, what about that tribe you 
mentioned?’ 

Wilson shook his head and 
murmured. While I laboured under a 
nonsensical delusion, it seemed that the 
jungle, ably assisted by Wilson and Toni, were 
keeping me from the truth of things, which 
only served to strengthen my resolve. I wanted 
to cross the Rubicon. But it was now a struggle 
with self-possession. 

‘I haven’t paid you to paddle me 
round a lake and starve me,’ I said. 

Conceited words born out of 
disappointment. In the end, it was against 
Wilson’s wishes and my better judgement.  
Both Wilson and Toni finally gave in and 
reluctantly acquiesced over the remains of 
Wimper’s bottle of rum. I had been firm and 
only asked of them to be true to their word, 
though I could sense Wilson had strong 
reservations. 

I bit into the guava fruit and grimaced. Full 
of canker worms, it was rotten to the core. We 
struck camp at dawn. Shawls of mist disguised 
the lake which was deceptively calm on the 
surface; the insoluble mystery enforced. 

Bilge-water swilled around our feet 
as we set off in the canoe. Half way across 
the lake I wondered if we had sprung a leak. 
My suspicions were confirmed when Wilson 
turned and said matter-of-factly: ‘We’ve got a 
problem.’

Jeopardy took over. The veil of mist 
slowly began to lift and there was now an 
urgency in Wilson’s paddling. Toni followed 
suit, each stroke cutting through the water at 
an ever quickening pace. There was an air of 
desperation now, as a rising puddle slopped 
about our ankles. Wilson, in his bid to make 
shore, was plying the oar with such a frenzy, 
that he began to inadvertently spoon swashes 
of water into the canoe, only hastening the 
inevitable. Exhausted by the disabling heat, 
and an arrow-shot from the bank, the canoe 
slipped beneath the amber surface. For a 
moment we all sat bowed in a breathless line, 
before keeling over into the murky water. 
Trying to salvage the backpacks, Wilson made 
for the river bank, while a pair of shoes and 
a paddle drifted off into the shallows. I was 
having difficulty swimming. Floundering 
about, something vast and smooth nudged me 
from below, sending a jolt of fright through 
me. Raw instinct made me kick out. Then, 
alongside me, a pink bulbous head emerged 
with a smiling chatter of teeth along its beak. 
A boto, amused at my antics.  

‘I think it knew I was in trouble,’ I said, 
slumped on the bank, wide-eyed and gasping 
for breath. To my relief, Toni had somehow 
managed to scrabble up the riverside, 
dragging the waterlogged dugout behind him.
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After the morning’s debacle, Toni 
shopped for necessities at a small settlement, 
while I attempted to dry my clothes. Barely 
time to reflect on the troubling fatalism. By 
midday we were following a path that lead 
into a wilderness, passed trees with stilted 
roots like sculpted cages, as if they might 
house the skeletons of dead Conquistadores. 
A curtain of forest seemed to close behind 
us with a sense of entrapment. Ahead of 
us, a wall of vegetation. It was as though we 
had entered the still interior of a sentient 
cathedral. The silence was uncanny. Then 
came a raucous yawling from a troop of 
howler monkeys above, as if sent to give fair 
warning. A shaft of light pierced the canopy 
and fell on a tiny object set into a leaf. 
Intrigued, I stopped to peer at it while Toni 
leaned closer. 

‘Very poisonous. The Yanomami use it 
for their arrows.’

A virulent sweat exuded from its 
bejewelled back. The path meandered on 
and all but disappeared. We moved cautiously 
through a network of aerial roots descending 
from a forest giant where Toni cut open a 
trailing liana and water gushed out as if it 
was a hosepipe. The palm full of berries he 
offered were sour, while he assured me that 
the thread-like fungal mass was edible. An 
hour later we reached a clearing where the 
remains of a dwelling stood feebly, nature 
reclaiming it for herself. Dusk was falling, 
so it was important to set up a rudimentary 
campsite before dark. Toni strung up a 
hammock and I collapsed into it, only fit for 
sleep. 

The sound of rain and a need to 
urinate must have woken me. Using the torch, 
I tried to get my bearings. The beam had 
caught something strange. A vast filigreed 
cobweb stretched the full length of the roof. 
In its midst there were four black shapes like 

disembodied gloved hands. One began its 
hideous crawl into the shadows, playing on 
my nerves. Unlike the violin spider, ready to 
pluck a life away with its tiny bite, they were 
sinisterly benign.  

Shaking off the peevish residue of a 
bad night’s sleep, I was about to drop into my 
boots. 

‘Better check for scorpions,’ said 
Wilson. 

The day began inauspiciously with 
minor irritations and steadily worsened. The 
forest of matted vegetation surrounded us 
on all sides with a forbidding patience. More 
than ever, in the hushed silence, it suggested 
itself as something insuperable.

We ate out of tins, and after breakfast, 
I scraped a hole in the ground and squatted 
over a cloud of black mosquitoes. With this 
privation, a form of self-abandonment had 
begun to set in. 

Earlier dissatisfaction at striving for 
something illusory, had now found substance. 
There was a goal. That whole day we tripped 
and stumbled over gnarly roots, the quiet 
occasionally broken by bird-like flutings. Night 
was approaching when Toni stopped in his 
tracks. Peering over his shoulder I could see a 
dark expanse of swamp. There was nothing for 
it but to keep going. Here, there was neither 
right nor left; neither right nor wrong. I felt 
the water move up over my shins. At waist-
height I thought about the vampire fish, and 
at shoulder-height the water began to recede. 
Toni looked grave and became withdrawn.

‘I’m not sure we can go on much 
further,’ said Wilson, and I felt his disquiet. A 
flash of lightning precipitated a low rumble 
overhead and then the heavens opened with 
a deluge that left us stunned. The jungle was 
inculcating us with its sabre-rattling. Heading 
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over a rampart of mulch and mud we came 
down onto a sand bank, and beyond flowed 
a blackened body of water. The Matamata 
river. After a while the rain subsided, leaving a 
dripping forest of steam. At first the village on 
the far shore lay silent.

In the blue-black space with its pin 
pricks of stars, a jaundiced moon hung over 
the trees in their serried ranks. Something 
other than the jungle was watching us. The 
embers of hidden fires were stoked. My 
interest quickened. The flames danced higher. 
In the distance a dim stir of tawny shapes 
could be made out, fitfully illuminated. A 
minute passed, and I could just see how 
the gathering grew in knots, becoming a 
gesturing entity. There was a faintly audible 
murmur accompanied by an odd, rhythmic 
pounding, suggestive of something belonging 
to the dawn of time. I burst into laughter. 
An eerie incantation began. Was it peaceful, 
prayerful, or an appeal to arms? The mood 
became more sombre by the minute. Out of 
the gloom a dugout made its way diagonally 
across the river. Propelled by the current, 
it drifted in with mistrust to take a look. To 
think we might be emissaries of corruption 
and disease. Their motive and capacity was 
subject to doubt. Toni began to speak. An 
entreaty, perhaps. My eyes didn’t blink. 
Something glanced off the ground by my feet.   

‘Can you believe that? They’ve just 
thrown a stick at us.’

‘What’s that stuck on the end of it?’

‘A feather,’ Wilson replied dumbly.

‘Doesn’t that make it an arrow?’ I 
replied, half-jokingly.

The first prayer is for safekeeping, 
and what I most clearly remember was Wilson 
crossing himself. Momentarily I struggled 
with the truth and the lie. In either state, I felt 

alone, and a flutter of dread went through me. 
Within a mere fraction of a second everything 
changed. The absurdity of the danger began 
to register. In that moment, something struck 
home. I wasn’t meant to be there. First, 
the wince of pain, mixed with affront and 
amazement; still not believing it to be real. 
Realizing it was, I let out a yowl. 

‘Something’s stung me, Wilson. It bit 
me.’

The pure, blank fright that followed, 
and Wilson’s stilled shock, as I went to clutch 
my leg and felt a long, needle-sharp stinger. 
The dart was sticking into my calf. 

‘Am I poisoned? Am I poisoned?’ I 
kept saying, rinsed in nausea. 

But we were running blindly now, 
facing into the darkness, as the path to 
perdition opened up before us. I followed the 
dancing torch beam that had shrunk to a glow-
worm of light. The forest floor had turned to 
oozing mire, causing me to lose my footing and 
I slithered headlong down a slope. Hitting the 
water with a splash, something reptilian lashed 
out. Frantically I forced my way up to Toni’s 
outstretched hand, scrambling and kicking, 
as he hauled me up the final stretch of sludge. 
There was no time to lose. The swamp loomed 
up ahead, testing my fear. A flicker of lightning 
lit up Wilson like a soggy phantom, and 
signalled for the rain to drown out my rasps 
under the roar of a downpour. We charged 
into it, beside ourselves. The self-deception and 
the pitiful folly of it all. The silliness of a song 
in my head, going round and round. 

I’m singin’ in the rain,

What a glorious feeling...

On we ran, until the laden night air, 
like a vapour, crumpled our lungs and we 
sank to our knees in the muck, chests heaving. 
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The rain faltered to a drip-dropping silence. 

Daylight had come and I stared along 
the trail, watching a frill of gilded yellow 
butterflies caught in a ray of sunlight, playing 
follow-the-leader. Others flounced about our 
heads like fabulous blue silk handkerchiefs. 
And so we followed, down to a riverside 
sandbank where thousands had gathered. 
Clusters of orange Julias and Daggerwings 
erupted into the air and I began to convulse 
with tears and felt less alone. Yes, we were 
fragile and transient and we had no choice 
but to assent to the limits imposed on our 
free will. The suddenness of it had stirred 
me. Such sublimity offered up hope. There 
was affirmation in it after all; a sense of life 
lived as though I was fixed more deeply into 
existence.  

Drawing breath, I turned to Wilson. 
He smiled, and a friendship was affirmed in 
his embrace.



49

When I Was Six

by Lindsey Jenkinson
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When I was six, I woke up one 
morning on the outside ledge 
of my bedroom window, 
situated on the top floor of 

our terraced house in Kentish Town. As I 
came to, I noticed my seven-year-old sister, 
Joanna, looking at me through the glass. Her 
mouth was moving and she looked angry. The 
window flew up and she glared at me.

’I was counting to a hundred and then 
I was going to push you.’

I didn’t say anything. My face and hair were 
wet. She’d obviously poured water on me 
prior to placing me on the ledge. She pulled 
me inside.  As I started plodding downstairs, 
my sister caught up and put a dressing gown 
on me. She then guided me to the landing 
and stepped on the back of the dressing 
gown. She pushed me to continue down the 
stairs, and when the back of the dressing 
gown became taut she lifted her foot and off I 
went, hurtling head-first to the hallway below. 

‘Morning darling!’ shouted my mum 
through the kitchen door, ‘what are you doing 
on the floor?’

‘Joanna pushed me down the stairs. 
And she put me on the window ledge. And 
she poured water on my head.’

‘Did she, petal? That’s nice.’ 
I knew I didn’t have her full attention 

because she was busily trying to light a new 
cigarette from the end of the old one. Joanna 
came bounding down the stairs holding a 
recently-beheaded Barbie. ‘You should’ve 
woken up then. I had no-one to play with.’

This was a typical start to the day 
for me. My sister liked to find as many ways 
as possible to kill me, and my parents didn’t 
take a blind bit of notice. I don’t recall her 
ever being told off for the many attempts on 
my life, nor did I seem particularly bothered 
by them myself; I simply assumed that this 
was what life was like if you happened to 
be the little sister of a future inhabitant of 
Broadmoor.

Since giving birth to my daughter 
several months ago, my own childhood has 
featured heavily in my thoughts. You can read 
all the parenting books you like, but nothing 
can prepare you for becoming somebody’s 
mum or dad. My own parents wouldn’t know 
a parenting manual if it smashed them in 
the face, so perhaps they could be forgiven 
for ignoring my plight. However, I’d like to 
think that if one of my children was habitually 
trying to kill the other one, I’d notice. 

It isn’t just junior Joanna’s lust 
for my blood that’s been whirling around 
my sleep-deprived brain of late. My other 
sister, Heather, was displaying some pretty 
questionable behaviour around the same 
time. At twelve she was six years older than 
me, which was practically a grown-up as far 
as I was concerned. She seemed significantly 
more mature than either of my parents, 
mainly because she was completely devoid 
of humour and was heavily influenced by 
Deirdre Barlow from Coronation Street. She 
took to wearing huge glasses and a full face of 
make-up at all times. My mum was forced to 
plait her hair at night so that she’d wake up 
in the morning with a budget perm. At twelve 
she looked a downtrodden 35. Her best friend 
was a boy called Adrian who modelled himself 
on Deirdre Barlow’s Corrie neighbour, 
pensioner Ivy Tilsley. While most kids in the 
eighties were stalking around being Freddie 
Mercury or Bananarama, this pair could be 
found sitting in the corner of our cul-de-sac 
discussing the pay freeze in Mike Baldwin’s 
knicker factory. I think my parents should’ve 
perhaps noticed that their eldest child had 
morphed into a middle-aged woman and 
encouraged her to play a sport or take up a 
musical instrument.

Old family photographs make for 
painful viewing. Heather looking every inch 
the downtrodden wife, Joanna with a face like 
the mugshot of a recently-arrested serial killer 
and me, all unmanageable hair and teeth like 
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a row of bomb-damaged headstones. To be 
fair to my parents, the photos usually show us 
to be somewhere cultural like Hever Castle or 
Broseley Pipe Museum; it’s just unfortunate 
that in every one I look like I’ve just woken up 
from a coma. 

My heavy sleeping was a family joke. 
I slept like a morphine-addicted log who’d 
taken a couple of Night Nurse for good 
measure. Joanna on the other hand woke up 
every morning at 6am and generally liked 
to start the day by persecuting our toys. 
They must’ve felt like they’d been uprooted 
from the relative safety of Debenhams and 
placed in a North Korean labour camp. 
Unfortunately we shared a bedroom, so when 
she’d finished duct-taping Rainbow Brite’s 
mouth shut and humiliating Ken in front of 
the Care Bears her attention would turn to 
trying to murder me into getting up. It was 
not unusual for me to wake with a pillow 
PVA glued to my head or with a mouth full 
of Winalot. I once roused from a particularly 
lovely slumber to find most of my hair missing. 
Not all of my hair, just most of it. My mother 
attempted to fashion a style out of what was 
left but there wasn’t much to work with. I 
spent the next few weeks looking like the man 
with the comb-over who read out the sports 
results on BBC1. My ridiculous hair should 
have promoted me to being the number 
one bullying target at school, but thankfully 
my sister was a known savage so I was left to 
nurse my pathetic ‘do without the mockery 
it so deserved. Once again, if I caught one of 
my children removing the bulk of the other 
child’s hair, I’d pipe up about it. My parents 
seemed to find the whole thing hilarious.

It was never-ending. I remember 
once, shortly after the windowsill incident, 
we went on a trip to the Biggin Hill air show 
and Joanna decided to remove all my clothes 
en route and throw them out of the window 
of our Beetle. This wasn’t an easy task – the 
back windows on a Beetle barely open so she 

had difficulty getting my shoes and corduroys 
out. By the time we got to Biggin Hill I was 
sitting on the back seat, cold and in my pants. 
It was only after my dad had parked the car 
that my mum noticed my lack of clothes and 
went berserk. I was angrily wrapped in dad’s 
anorak and frog-marched to a stall selling 
mini aviation clothes. I spent the rest of the 
day dressed as Biggles. Evidently my parents 
didn’t deign the contents of the back seat 
important enough to glance around and 
check on us at any point during the journey. 
If they had, they might have been able to 
salvage my shoes at least. They both used 
to smoke heavily, but I don’t think an in-car 
pea-souper is any excuse for not noticing the 
back-seat shenanigans. Beetles are small cars, 
for God’s sake! 

My sister’s behaviour would have 
most adults these days pleading with Google 
for a diagnosis. She’d have almost certainly 
attracted the attention of a vigilant teacher 
with an eye for a psychological disorder, 
but this being the early eighties nobody 
was remotely interested. From what I can 
remember, parents in the 1980s were too busy 
smoking and trying to get their heads around 
new-fangled inventions like microwaves and 
Pot Noodles to start poncing about with the 
emotional welfare of their kids. 

We’re all grown up now, and Joanna 
and I are close. She still tries to kill me 
occasionally, but I’m pretty sure it’s just her 
way of showing affection. I’m a mum myself, 
and I’m very hands on. You have to be these 
days – there’ll be no playing out all day on 
the mean streets of London for my daughter 
like we did; it’s all ballet classes and baby 
yoga. Apart from the constant fear of being 
murdered, I realise that my childhood was 
pretty great. We had loads of time to develop 
our imaginations (would kids these days be 
so inventive when it comes to new ways of 
torturing Muppet Babies? I doubt it), and my 
mum and dad didn’t take anything remotely 
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seriously. They just accepted us for who 
we were and let us get on with it. Heather 
toned down the Barlow obsession and is a 
perfectly employable member of society now, 
and Joanna no longer beheads things. My 
parents may have ignored us most of the time 
and laughed in the face of extra-curricular 
pursuits for their kids but the house was 
always full of books. We were chucked out to 
play with other kids and we became sociable, 
we had shared experiences and forged life-
long friendships. It was brilliant. I’m glad 
my parents left us alone, it’s made us who we 
are today – independent free-thinking adults 
(though I still have an occasional nervous tic 
due to the constant death threats). I hope that 
my daughter gets to experience at least some 
of the freedom that I enjoyed as a child. I also 
hope that she has a sibling to keep her on her 
toes – though I’ll be keeping an eye out for 
any maimed toys and nipping any psychotic 
behaviour in the bud.

In fact, I may nail the bedroom 
windows shut, just as a precaution.
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After Life

by Jane Pendjiky
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The message in my inbox looked 
innocuous enough. But then I 
opened it.
Addressed to ‘All Staff’, it asked 

one simple question: would anyone consider 
donating their body to science? As a member 
of University College London’s Anatomy 
Department, recently renamed as the 
more palatable Department of Cell and 
Developmental Biology, it wasn’t as surprising 
as it might have been. ‘Typical of UCL,’ came 
the comments, ‘now they want us to work 
for them after we’re dead.’ While we carried 
on musing about what pay scale they might 
devise, and whether or not we could collect 
the salary in advance of our demise, another 
more grisly thought rose to the surface: you 
could end up being cut up by your colleagues. 
It went a bit quiet as we pondered that one. 
The reason the email arose is because UCL 
is one of the few institutions in the country 
to maintain a Dissecting Room, and thus the 
need for fresh bodies is an ongoing concern.

The topic of donating your body to 
science is not high on most people’s list of 
conversational subjects. Donating blood, or 
organs after your death, is a well- accepted 
idea, but donating your whole body is 
something rarely discussed. For some it’s 
taboo, but having spent my working life 
in a scientific environment, it’s become a 
familiar theme. All the same, to be asked to 
donate my own body was rather shocking. 
Although working in the anatomy field has 
made me aware of my own mortality, as time 
has progressed I’ve got used to the idea, 
and am able to forget that one day it’ll be 
me lying on a slab somewhere. To have that 
brought to the forefront of my mind was an 
uncomfortable reminder of the future, but 
it made me think about the people who do 
make that decision.

The majority of today’s donors are people 
who want their death to help others live, 

whether by training the next generation of 
doctors, or by allowing their bodies to be used 
for research into disease. Whilst a generous 
number do make that decision, the shortages 
arise as not all people who request their 
bodies be donated are accepted. One of the 
ironies is that in order to donate your body, it 
has to pass a health check after you die. The 
Human Tissue Act states your body cannot 
be accepted for dissection if you died from 
an infectious illness, or an unknown illness 
that might turn out to be communicable. 
Human tissue is potentially hazardous, and 
if people are going to be handling it, their 
safety is paramount. Other specifications 
include that the body be as intact and 
‘normal’ as possible.  If people are going to 
dissect a body to learn what goes on inside, 
the body needs to represent the average 
individual they’ll encounter in their lives as 
health professionals. Therefore any unusually 
shaped organs, or disfiguring illnesses, will 
also rule you out. Ideally, you need to be 
in the peak of physical health, but just not 
breathing.

Modern standards for body donation 
are exacting, but in the past medical 
establishments couldn’t afford to set such 
high standards. While it’s unlikely today’s 
cadavers suffered unduly in their lifetime, 
past cadavers invariably had. In its infancy, 
medical research relied entirely on the bodies 
of criminals and paupers. No other members 
of society would consider donating their 
remains for such a purpose. This attitude was 
changed largely by the actions of one man: 
Jeremy Bentham.

I first encountered Jeremy Bentham in 1979. I 
was studying for an O-level in history, and he 
was staring back at me from the pages of one 
of the many textbooks I was supposed to be 
reading. I can’t remember which one exactly, 
as we had so many. Carrying them home on 
the first day of term the handle of my new 
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school bag snapped under the weight, and 
my collarbone nearly joined it. Our history 
teacher, a woman in her late fifties with 
bird-like ankles, was of the old school, and 
believed students learned better when their 
buttocks were clenched in fear. You sat alone 
at your desk, so you couldn’t copy or whisper 
while you waited for her to pounce on your 
ill-composed essay. I can still see her, perched 
on her desk, ankles swinging as she scented 
the air for her next victim. I’m surprised I 
remembered anything, as my brain froze 
the minute she asked me the simplest of 
questions, but the weeks we studied Jeremy 
Bentham lodged in my memory. I had no idea 
then how significant those lessons would turn 
out to be.

When she wasn’t sitting on her desk, 
our teacher would pace the aisles and spring 
questions on the unwary. As she walked 
up and down, we learned about Bentham’s 
philanthropy and utilitarian ideals: ‘the 
greatest happiness of the greatest number’. 
Amongst his many campaigns were calls 
for the separation of church and state, 
the abolishment of slavery and the death 
penalty, equality for women and the de- 
criminalisation of homosexuality. He was also 
an early animal rights activist, arguing: ‘The 
question is not can they reason?  Nor, can they 
talk? But can they suffer?’ Then there was his 
Panopticon design for institutions, his plans 
for penal reform and attacks on the legal 
system. A man ahead of his time, Bentham’s 
arguments are still contemporary: one of his 
campaigns was to abolish the smacking of 
children.
 When we weren’t reading and writing 
essays, we were copying from handouts. These 
were printed on a Banda printer, and the 
smell of the ethanol in the purple ink rose 
from the pages as we worked our way through 
them. It was whilst copying from these sheets 
I came across the one thing about Bentham 
that, despite his many achievements, stood out 

in my memory: he’d been publicly dissected 
and his skeleton put on display. Even after 
learning why Bentham had made that request, 
I found it hard to grasp the enormity of what 
he’d done. It wasn’t until I began working 
at UCL a few years later that I began to 
understand the change he’d brought about.

After leaving school with, amazingly, both O 
and A level history amongst my qualifications, 
I went to art college, and trained as a 
photographer. I dreamed of taking cover 
shots for Vogue, but soon discovered those jobs 
were few and far between. Not wishing to give 
up on photography, I realised that if you were 
prepared to change your aims, and work in 
the less popular branches of the profession, 
you could still be a photographer. That 
was how I came to answer an advertisement 
for an assistant photographer’s post in the 
Anatomy Department at University College 
London. It was made clear at the interview 
that I’d be required to photograph bodies 
being dissected, but I was reassured that all I 
needed for the job, other than photographic 
skills, was a strong stomach and a dark sense 
of humour. Apparently they considered me in 
possession of these qualities, as they offered 
me the job straight away.

‘Whatever you do, don’t throw up.’ 
My boss was trying to remain calm, but I 
could detect anxiety, and even a hint of 
amusement, in his voice. ‘Or faint. Only the 
students are allowed to pass out.’ Everyone 
remembers their first time, and this was mine. 
I was twenty-two, and about to see my first 
dead body. Not any dead body,
but a human cadaver that had been carefully 
dissected by medical students. Not just one 
body either, but about forty and all at the 
same time. This was about as far from Vogue 
as you could get. My boss smiled, or was it 
smirked, at me and I knew that whatever 
happened, fainting wasn’t an option. I’d 
never live it down. He pushed open the dark 
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wooden doors of the Dissecting Room, and I 
followed him through.

The first thing that hits you is the 
smell. Back then it was a combination of 
phenol and formaldehyde that was used in 
the embalming process, in order to prevent 
anaerobic bacteria causing decomposition. As 
a cadaver’s after life can be up to two years, 
avoiding deterioration is vital.  Phenol has 
since been replaced with a mixture of less 
hazardous chemicals, but the solution is still 
so powerful it cloys in the back of your throat. 
You can taste it as much as you can smell 
it. Inside the Dissecting Room were white-
coated medical students. Arranged in small 
groups, they were standing around gurneys, 
leaning over objects partially concealed with 
plastic sheeting.  I didn’t have to be told what 
they were doing. My boss led me over to the 
cadaver with the dissection we were due to 
photograph. He handed me the camera, 
donned a pair of surgical gloves, and whipped 
off the plastic sheeting. I swear he did it with 
a flourish. The first thing I remember seeing 
was the rib cage, and to my eternal shame 
the thought that flashed through my brain 
was, ‘We look like chickens.’ I couldn’t believe 
how closely the human rib cage resembled 
the carcass of the Sunday roast. My second 
thought was, ‘Thank God. It’s not as bad as 
I’d feared.’ I helped to arrange the lighting 
and we got to work taking the photographs. I 
found the camera a useful barrier. Thinking 
about the lighting and exposure meant I 
didn’t have to concentrate on what I was 
seeing through the viewfinder. Surprisingly, 
there was little technical difference in 
lighting a commercial still life, to lighting 
this very different take on a still life. As the 
session progressed I found the subject matter 
fascinating, and stopped hiding behind 
the camera. I think my boss was a little 
disappointed I hadn’t run out screaming, but 
also relieved the session had gone well.

That was the first of many visits to 
the Dissecting Room, and after that day I can 
honestly say it’s never bothered me. There 
have been a few times I’ve witnessed things 
I’d rather not have, but nothing that’s given 
me nightmares. You see worse sights on News 
at Ten most evenings. For a while the fact 
that it didn’t bother me, bothered me. I can’t 
watch films that are even remotely scary. I’ve 
never watched a modern horror film, and 
my friends know not to include me in any 
cinema trip that involves a film above a twelve 
certificate. I didn’t understand why I couldn’t 
watch someone being cut up in a film without 
being distressed, and yet I could watch it in 
real life and not turn a hair. I finally realised 
that in the movies what upset me was the 
preamble: the fact the victim is hounded and 
tortured, often in time to a dodgy soundtrack. 
The bodies I deal with haven’t been through 
anything like that. There’s been no violence 
or distress inflicted on them by evil forces. 
Most of them have died peaceful, natural 
deaths, usually after a long life. When I 
photograph them I’m carrying out their last 
wish: that their death might benefit the living. 
It was this ethos that Jeremy Bentham wanted 
to promote.

As part of the welcome to new members of 
staff, I was given a guided tour of the UCL 
campus. It was in the South Cloisters that 
I came across Jeremy Bentham for a second 
time. Looking inside the glass and mahogany 
cabinet, I wondered what a model of Bentham 
was doing there. I discovered that although 
he’d died four years before UCL was founded, 
the College was based on Bentham’s belief in 
equality for all, whatever your race, gender 
or religion. A principle it still adheres to. It 
was then I remembered my history lessons, 
and Bentham’s request. I realised that what 
I was looking at wasn’t a model, but the 
mortal remains of Jeremy Bentham. I’d 
been expecting to see a skeleton, not a fully 
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clothed lookalike. Known as his Auto-Icon, 
the model is Bentham’s preserved skeleton, 
but covered with straw padding, and dressed 
in his clothes. An inspection in 1898 revealed 
his skeleton was still in place, even down to 
both hands being inside the gloves. Today 
he’s looked after by members of UCL’s 
Archaeology Institute, but these days the 
internal structure is x- rayed so as not to cause 
any damage. His head in the display cabinet 
may be a wax replica, but the rest of him is 
the real Jeremy Bentham.

I gradually learned more about the 
history of this macabre relic. Bentham didn’t 
believe in God, and as such reasoned the 
dead needn’t be buried according to religious 
beliefs, but could instead be used to benefit 
the living. This went against everything the 
average person believed in at the time. Until 
that point anatomisation, the act of being 
dissected, usually in public, was a punishment 
given to prisoners facing the death penalty, 
or inhabitants of the workhouse. The idea a 
wealthy, public figure would opt for the same 
treatment in the name of medical research 
was shocking, but it was something Bentham 
had been planning for some time.

In 1796 Bentham had written a pamphlet 
laying out his views. Entitled Auto-Icon, or, 
Farther Uses of the Dead to the Living, it was 
actually published posthumously. In it he 
put forward the idea that by donating your 
body to science, you could further medical 
advances, and benefit the lives of future 
generations. Bentham was concerned about 
the number and condition of cadavers that 
were available for medical dissection, and felt 
the future of medical development was being 
held back. In Britain human dissection had 
been prohibited until the sixteenth century, 
when limited permission was granted. 
Only two institutions, the Royal College 
of Physicians and the Company of Barber-
Surgeons, were granted a license. They were 

allowed to dissect ten cadavers between them 
per year. By the mid-eighteenth century 
this was no longer enough. Medical schools 
were on the increase, and more bodies were 
required. The Murder Act of 1752 was 
brought in to ease the shortage, and allow 
the bodies of criminals to be dissected for 
‘anatomical research and education’ after 
execution. The bodies of those who died in 
the workhouse were also made available for 
dissection. Although this partly solved the 
problem, demand still outstripped the supply, 
and the bodies available were limited to 
prisoners and paupers.

There were also a number of scandals about 
the procurement of the cadavers used in 
dissection, and Bentham felt these could be 
minimised if more people agreed to donate 
their bodies, regardless of their status.

During Bentham’s lifetime there 
was a massive amount of interest in public 
dissections. The desire for knowledge about 
what went on under the skin meant medical 
schools would pay up to £10, sometimes 
more, for a fresh cadaver.  The demand was 
so great that few questions were asked about 
its provenance. The money offered in return 
was more than many people in the poorer 
classes earned in a year. At the turn of the 
nineteenth century a housemaid or footman 
would be paid between £6 and £8 per annum.   

The £10 you could be given for a corpse in 
the 1820s would equate to £1000 in today’s 
money. Suddenly people were worth more 
dead than alive, and this didn’t go unnoticed 
amongst the criminal elements of society. 
Grave robbing by the resurrection men 
became so common that elaborate measures 
were introduced to prevent them unearthing 
the recently deceased. These included heavy 
tombstones, iron-grilled mortsafes and even 
watchtowers in cemeteries. Towards the end 
of Bentham’s life there was also an outbreak 
of body snatching. Started by William Burke 



58

and William Hare, the body snatchers didn’t 
wait for a natural death to occur. After 
murdering their victims Burke and Hare sold 
their corpses to Dr. Robert Knox, a respected 
Edinburgh anatomist, who dissected them 
in front of pupils and paying members of 
the public.   Such was the fascination up to 
four hundred people at a time would attend 
his demonstrations. The resulting public 
outcry at Burke and Hare’s activities led to 
the passing of the 1832 Anatomy Act, which 
regulated the supply of bodies.  However, 
this didn’t change the fact the cadavers for 
dissection would still be coming from the 
poorer echelons of society. Bentham thought 
this needed changing, and this led to him 
becoming the first known man in history to 
volunteer his body for dissection.

“My body I give to my dear friend Doctor 
Southwood Smith to be disposed of in 
a manner hereinafter mentioned, and 
I direct … he will take my body under 
his charge and take the requisite and 
appropriate measures for the disposal and 
preservation of the several parts of my 
bodily frame in the manner expressed in the 
paper annexed to this my will and at the 
top of which I have written Auto Icon.”
– Extract from Jeremy Bentham’s will

Bentham’s anatomisation took place, as 
requested, three days after his death on 
June 6th 1832. It was carried out publicly, 
although the event was by invitation only:
 “Sir,

It was the earnest desire of the late 
Jeremy Bentham that his Body should 
be appropriated to an illustration of the 
Structure and Functions of the Human 
Frame. In compliance with this wish, Dr. 
Southwood Smith will deliver a Lecture, 
over the Body, on the Usefulness of 
Knowledge of this kind to the Community. 
The Lecture will be delivered at the Webb-

Street School of Anatomy and Medicine, 
Webb-Street, Borough, Tomorrow, at 
Three o’clock, at which the honour of your 
presence, and that of any two friends who 
may wish to accompany you, is requested.”

 – The invitation to Jeremy 
     Bentham’s dissection

The reason why Bentham chose to 
have his body immortalised in this way is still 
a subject of debate. Was it to highlight the 
fact he’d donated it to the public in every 
respect? Was he questioning the sensibilities 
of the age about life and death? Was he full 
of his own importance? Or was it a joke?  

After all, in his Auto-Icon pamphlet, he does 
suggest the ‘preserved bodies of the famous 
might serve as excellent lawn ornaments’.   

Many think it was just Bentham being as 
practical in death as he was in life. Since he 
wasn’t going to be buried, he might as well use 
his remains as a reminder to encourage his 
followers to think about what he’d done, and 
perhaps do the same.

Today the cabinet containing Bentham’s 
Auto-Icon stands in a quiet corner of the 
South Cloisters. The cream walls and marble 
floor make the atmosphere airy and peaceful, 
broken only by the echo of distant voices, 
and the click of heels on the floor. Standing 
in front of the glass door I still find it hard 
to believe what it actually contains, and the 
impact its occupier had on the future of 
anatomical research. UCL is now one of an 
increasingly few number of establishments 
that carry out human dissections, but it seems 
apt they should take place a short distance 
away from where Jeremy Bentham now sits.

The Dissecting Room is still primarily 
used for teaching human anatomy to medical 
students, but it has other roles as well. 
These include running Anatomy for Artists’ 
courses, and providing specimens for book 
illustrations. The most common alternative 
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use though is for surgical workshops. Before 
being carried out on live patients, surgeons 
learn the latest techniques by practising on 
the dead. I’ve watched them learn, amongst 
other things, how to carry out knee and 
shoulder replacements, and methods of 
stabilising neck and back injuries. This isn’t 
innovative research work, but that knowledge 
will help make thousands of people’s lives a 
lot easier. The strength needed to perform 
these operations always amazes me. We’re 
surprisingly tough. It’s also a little disturbing 
when you notice the drills being used 
really are from Black and Decker. The 
drills aren’t the only everyday items to have 
other purposes in this field. For example, 
should you ever need to remove the skin 
from a corpse, soak it in a solution of fabric 
conditioner first. This promotes slippage, 
and makes the process easier. It was a while 
before I could look at my laundry in quite 
the same way after learning that. Although 
most of the surgical workshops are routine, 
occasionally I get to photograph something 
groundbreaking.

In 2003 I photographed the 
demonstration of the UK’s first face 
transplant. Two surgeons carefully removed 
the face from one cadaver and attached it 
to another. It was fascinating to watch the 
beginning of a new surgical procedure being 
developed in front of me.  The world’s first 
face transplant was carried out in France 
a short while afterwards using a technique 
similar to the one I’d witnessed.

Pioneering surgery being practised on 
cadavers isn’t new. Most operations we 
regard as routine today, started out as 
revolutionary. Bentham was all for carrying 
out new techniques on cadavers as well, even 
if they weren’t strictly medical. In the Auto-
Icon document, he specified that his head 
should undergo a form of experimental 
mummification, and be re-attached to his 

skeleton after the soft parts of his body had 
been dissected by his friend, Dr. Southwood 
Smith. It was his wish that his preserved head 
would be on display with the rest of him in 
the cabinet.

Unfortunately this process went 
wrong, and his face was damaged beyond 
recognition. The mummification method 
used was a desiccation process, involving 
sulphuric acid vapours being pumped over 
the head. This caused the fatty tissues to be 
dried out, giving a shrunken appearance, and 
also resulted in skin discolouration.
Although Bentham wanted his head reunited 
with his body, he had no idea how it would 
look after the process had been carried out. 
As it no longer resembled him, and indeed 
looked grotesque, it was felt that displaying 
it wasn’t suitable. Instead his friends 
commissioned a wax model from a portrait as 
a replacement.

Bentham’s head was actually displayed 
in the cabinet for a while, but not on his 
neck. Instead it was placed between his feet, 
which somehow made it more shocking. In 
the end it was removed as a mark of respect. 
Classified as human remains, it was felt that 
it shouldn’t be displayed further. Today, not 
many people are permitted to see his head, 
but a few years ago I was asked to go and 
photograph it.

My third encounter with Jeremy Bentham 
came when I ‘met’ him face to face. Seeing 
his portrait in the history book all those 
years ago, I could never have imagined that 
one day I’d be looking at the real thing. 
Accompanied by a member of the Dissecting 
Room staff, I went to UCL’s Archaeology 
Institute. Here the head was removed from 
the environmentally controlled room, where 
it’s stored in a wooden box engraved with his 
name. The box was unlocked and the cover 
removed. Beneath a glass dome, Bentham’s 
head was sitting on a green baize board, 
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staring back at me. The most surprising thing 
was that the face bears no likeness to the 
man in the paintings. I wasn’t expecting the 
change in his appearance to be so drastic. 
The skin is stretched tightly over the skull, 
and looks as if it’s been waxed and polished 
after acquiring a heavy suntan. Perhaps most 
startling of all are the brilliant blue glass eyes, 
and the flowing locks of hair. The hair on 
the Auto-Icon is grey, but that attached to his 
scalp appears golden, possibly acquiring the 
discolouration at the same time as the skin. 
Rumour has it that he carried the glass eyes in 
his pocket for several years before he died.

I remember the job as being difficult, 
due to the glass cover. We weren’t allowed 
to remove it, or take Bentham to the studio, 
and I spent most of the time trying to avoid 
getting the overhead lights reflected in the 
dome. What I recall most though, was the 
incongruity of the location: photographing 
the mummified head of an influential figure 
from history whilst surrounded by filing 
cabinets and strip lighting. Despite this, I feel 
it was a privilege to be able to look him in the, 
albeit glass, eyes.
Bentham hoped his actions would change 
the way people thought about body donation, 
but it remains a controversial topic nearly two 
centuries after his death. However, attitudes 
are changing to the process, even if people’s 
sensibilities can’t bring them to actually 
donate. When I started work, telling people 
I photographed dissected human bodies for 
a living was a real conversation stopper. On 
one occasion I had an electrician working in 
my studio. He’d spent the morning referring 
to me as ‘dear’ or ‘love’. At one point I had 
to go ‘on location’ to the Dissecting Room. 
When I told him, he replied: ‘I thought 
you were a nice girl’, and referred to me as 
‘madam’ for the rest of the day. Reactions 
like this were common until television shows 
such as CSI became fashionable. Suddenly 
people were fascinated to know about my 

job, and even disappointed when they found 
I wasn’t performing autopsies like they do in 
Silent Witness.

When Gunther von Hagens’ 
Plastination technique and Body Worlds 
exhibition came along, I realised just how 
far the change in public opinion had come. 
Wearing his trademark black fedora, von 
Hagens’ approach felt as if he was giving the 
whole process a show business makeover. 
Von Hagens also likes to demonstrate his 
dissection techniques, and in 2002 carried 
out the first public autopsy in Britain for 
one hundred and seventy years. In an echo 
of Dr. Knox in the 1820s, he performed it 
in a theatre in front of an audience of five 
hundred people. And, like Jeremy Bentham, 
when his demise comes von Hagens has 
requested his own brand of anatomisation.

So what does the future hold for human body 
donation?  When it comes to cadavers being 
used for dissection, the future is in doubt. 
Bentham’s idea that people would follow his 
example has never really caught on. There 
have been setbacks too. The revised 2004 
Human Tissue Act was brought in to replace 
the Anatomy Act, as a response to the actions 
of Liverpool’s Alder Hey Children’s Hospital. 
The Redfern Report into the case revealed 
that over a seven-year period they retained 
in excess of two thousand children’s organs 
without permission. This, and the discovery 
that the practise of non-consensual organ 
donation was widespread in many National 
Health hospitals, was front-page news. The 
damage caused was widespread, and many 
scientists wondered about the future impact 
on medical research. In the end it was 
negligible but, like the actions of Burke 
and Hare, it cast a shadow over the field of 
donation.

As with most things the donation 
process continues to evolve, although some 
say not for much longer. Dissecting Rooms 
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aren’t economically viable, and the demand 
for bodies still exceeds the supply. Many 
medical schools now teach with virtual 
cadavers. Some are plastic models, commonly 
used for the practise of keyhole surgery, while 
others are computer simulations. Although 
this sounds more palatable, what it actually 
means is that the first time a trainee surgeon 
cuts into a patient it’ll be the first time they’ve 
cut into a human being.
Increasingly there are alternative options 
to whole body donation, and these are 
probably where the future lies. They include 
temporary or partial donation which is 
essentially blood, tissue and organ donation, 
either for use in saving lives, or for use in 
research, education and training.

And what of the future of Jeremy 
Bentham? Although he died in 1832, he’s still 
very much a part of UCL. Since his arrival 
in 1850, when Southwood Smith donated 
him, his presence, as well as his principles, 
have remained at the forefront of College 
life. Myths about his Auto-Icon are regularly 
recounted, although not all of them are true. 
His head wasn’t removed from public display 
because students played football with it; it’s 
far too fragile and wouldn’t be in the state 
it is today had that been the case. He was, 
however, kidnapped by rival King’s College 
students in the 1970s, and held for a ransom 
to charity. They wanted £100 for his release. 
Surprisingly the College was only prepared to 
part with £10 for his safe return. His head was 
locked away after recovery. A similar incident 
has his head being found in a left luggage 
locker in Aberdeen station, but the College 
can’t confirm this actually happened.

Whether or not it took place doesn’t 
really matter, as for a dead man Bentham gets 
around a lot. He does occasionally attend 
meetings, as long as stairs aren’t involved. 
Famously, he was listed as ‘present, but not 
voting’, at the College committee’s centenary 
meeting. More recently, in November 2012, he 

left his cabinet behind and spent a day in the 
Earth Sciences’ Rock Room whilst conservators 
carried out restoration work.

Bentham also has a room named 
after him, and frequently appears on the 
UCL website. His email address, j.bentham@
ucl.ac.uk, is used when form-filling examples 
are needed. He’s currently the face of the 
UCL radical thinking campaign, ‘What 
would Jeremy Bentham do?’ and is becoming 
something of a favourite with tourists. When 
I visited him again recently, a small group 
was clustered around the cabinet having their 
photographs taken with him as if he was a 
celebrity. They’d learned about him not from 
the history books, but from a guidebook 
about ghoulish London. The largest, and most 
notable, work though is the Jeremy Bentham 
Project. This is a unit devoted to transcribing 
all eighty thousand of his manuscripts in the 
College’s collection. The aim is to provide 
a digital archive and academic review of his 
works. With all this going on, it’s sometimes 
hard to believe he’s been dead for over 180 
years.

And so to the question in the email: would I 
donate my body to science?  It’s a selfless act, 
but even after all these years I don’t think it’s 
something I could bring myself to do. I feel 
that while I’m happy to donate my blood, and 
have so far given over forty pints, and would 
consider organ donation, that’s as far as I want 
to go. As for my mortal remains, I think I’d 
like an Anglican funeral service accompanied 
by a selection of hymns (currently up for 
consideration: Be Though My Vision, How 
Great Thou Art, I Cannot Tell Why He Whom 
Angels Worship and Abide With Me), followed 
by a quick trip to the crematorium before 
having my ashes scattered to the wind.
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The Hill

by Sian Shaw



63

It’s just a hill.

About five miles inland, straight 
north from Portland in Dorset. I 
say ‘ just a hill’ but actually it’s two 
hills subsumed behind a defensive 

wall. Though some would call them ramparts. 
Four or five layers of earthen ramparts, the 
largest of which is nearly thirty feet high, 
dug by hand more than two thousand years 
ago and surrounding an area the size of 50 
football pitches. But it’s still just a hill.

It’s a strenuous walk up from the 
car park and in the wet every foothold is 
unreliable even in good walking boots. 
Imagine doing it in the armour of an 
Augustan centurion, the finest fighters of 
the Roman legions, whilst carrying shield, 
sword and spear, as slingshot rains down 
upon your head. And you’re wearing sandals! 
Fortunately, the Durotriges tribe didn’t put up 
too much resistance. After all, it is just a hill.

Though Sir Mortimer Wheeler did 
formulate some dramatic theories from his 
archaeological excavations during the 1930s 
about the siege of Maiden Castle. One of the 
last Celtic strongholds in England to be taken 
by the Romans, the Durotriges had prepared 
for an almighty battle, the large stores of 
rocks for their slings numbering 20,000 in just 
one store, and had sealed themselves behind 
the gates. When Vespasian led his legion of 
six thousand highly armed and qualified 
soldiers against this steadfastly hostile tribe he 
thought it best to slaughter every man, woman 
and child secured inside. Wheeler found 
fourteen bodies in the cemetery that had met 
with a violent death. Fourteen does not make 
a massacre but it is still embedded within the 
local mythology. It didn’t happen that way 
because it’s just a hill.

And yet, when I’m heading back along 
the A35 from Somerset or Cornwall, my 
stomach starts to flip as though I’m about to 
see a new lover. I worry that I’ve driven past 
and somehow missed seeing it. How would 
that happen? It’s a really big hill.

Then I see her, shining green in the 
sun or emerging out of the morning mist, 
and it takes my breath away. If I have time 
to stop, which is not often now, I’ll climb 
her steep sides to the western gate, scramble 
onto the highest of the northern ramparts, 
walk along the narrow summit to the eastern 
gate, down and back up again onto the 
southern ramparts. Then I’ll look out across 
the expanse of countryside disappearing 
into a distant haze to east and west, and then 
south towards the sea expostulating against 
the Jurassic coastline. I know I have been 
to many other more impressive places that 
have staggering histories and heart-stopping 
views, but when I stand with my feet rooted 
here, with the onshore wind making my eyes 
stream, crippling my fingers with its cold and 
almost blowing the hair out of my head, I feel 
like this is the one place in the world where 
the confluence of earth, sea and sky occurs. 
As the sea heaves in the distance, I’ll stick out 
my tongue and I swear that I can taste it. I am 
a rootless person, I belong nowhere, this hill 
is nowhere and I belong on this hill.
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Contributors

Cas de-Wale

Cas de-Wale was born and bred in North London and, apart from the occasional 
package holiday, a five-year stint living in Bethnal Green and a month-long trip 
to Australia, she hasn’t bothered to move around much. She has a taste for whis-
key and kebabs, although not always together, and dreams of one day becoming a 
famous pop star. When writing creative non-fiction, Cas finds her ever-so-slightly de-
ranged family to be the focus of her musings. And, whenever talking about herself, 
Cas likes to refer to herself in the third person. Cas is currently writing a sci-fi novel. 
You can find her on Twitter as @cdewale or at http://uk.linkedin.com/in/casdewale.

Emily Sinclair

Emily Sinclair lives in Bromley and works as a Group-Exercise Instructor in South 
London.  She hopes, through ‘Two Worlds’, to give people an insight both into the 
history of Burma and into her own family. Emily’s Burmese heritage has inspired 
a lot of her work, and much of her writing includes aspects of Asian cultures. She 
would like to dedicate Two Worlds to her great-aunt, Vera Baylis, who died last year, 
18 October 2013. Contact Emily at emilycbsinclair@hotmail.co.uk.

Rebecca Rouillard

Rebecca Rouillard’s first word was ‘Turner’, in response to a print of The Fighting 
Temeraire. She has worked as a henna tattoo artist, a graphic designer and a paint-co-
lour namer. She is currently in her final year of study on the Creative Writing BA at 
Birkbeck, and is the Managing Editor of the Birkbeck Writers’ Hub. Rebecca’s short 
fiction has been published in Litro, Even Birds Are Chained to the Sky & Other Tales, 
Wooing Mr Wickham, and The Mechanics’ Institute Review (forthcoming). Her stories 
have also been performed by Word Theatre at the Latitude Festival, at WritLOUD, 
and broadcast on Resonance 104.4fm. You can find her on Twitter as @rrouillard or 
at www.rebeccarouillard.com.  

Ian Dawes

Ian Dawes moved from the south coast to West London in 2007. Currently at the 
end of his final year of study on the Creative Writing BA at Birkbeck, the course 
has shaped his writing aspirations with a more serious intent than he truly held for 
himself at the start. Within his creative non-fiction, Ian likes to explore memory 
and time. Interplays between the two allow for new juxtapositions, discoveries and 
pathways to unfold. Known tales and details become new again. In the gaps, also, 
new dialogues are found that were otherwise unknown. Throughout 2014 Ian will 
be finishing a black comedy play set in a crematorium, and then completing his first 
novel. Since 2007, several of Ian’s street theatre and short-films have been produced 
by Dorset-based www.fladermouse.com. Contact him at i.dawes@fladermouse.com.
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Tarquin Landseer

Tarquin Landseer is the recipient of a Keats-Shelley Poetry Prize, and was shortlist-
ed in The Bradford on Avon Fringe Festival Poetry Competition. He has travelled 
extensively in South America, and has drawn from his experiences to write various 
accounts of his journey, melding magic realism, magic journalism and Gonzo jour-
nalism, while mapping a psychogeography of mind and place. He makes pointillist 
pen and ink drawings and likes to analyse the world around him, real or imagined, 
through words and images. Currently at the end of his final year of study on the 
Creative Writing BA at Birkbeck, his poetry has appeared in The Keats-Shelley Re-
view, Staple, The Frogmore Papers, and The Peloton Anthology.  

Lindsey Jenkinson

Lindsey Jenkinson is a curly-haired mum-of-one from North London, though she 
now lives in South East London with her boyfriend and baby in a slightly-too-small 
flat. By day she’s a box office manager for a busy West-End show, by night she’s in 
her third year of study on the Creative Writing BA at Birkbeck. Much of Lindsey’s 
writing is influenced by her family (loud, Irish), her travels and the 1980s, though 
she finds the two weeks she worked on the refunds counter at M&S a constant 
source of inspiration. You can find her on Twitter as @LindseySpeaking.

Jane Pendjiky

Jane Pendjiky grew up close to where she was born in North West London, and 
still lives in the area.  Her interest in writing began when she came third in a local 
Rotary Club short story competition whilst still at school.  Many years later her first 
attempt at writing a novel reached the final selection for the 2001 Lichfield Prize, 
a competition for unpublished writers. She is currently in her final year of study on 
the Creative Writing BA at Birkbeck. She works as a photographer and illustrator 
for University College London where she produces figures for publications, and 
teaches Photoshop to PhD students.

Sian Shaw

Sian Shaw is a writer of prose fiction and non-fiction with a passion for exploring 
what makes humans behave the way they do. She is currently in her third year of 
study on the Creative Writing BA at Birkbeck. Her broad ranging career, from a 
barmaid in a bikers’ pub to an executive assistant to a managing director, includ-
ing nearly fourteen years in the television and broadcast media industries, has 
given her some eye opening experiences to observe and write about.   
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