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The woods of Arcady are dead,

And over is their antique joy;

Of old the world on dreaming fed;

Grey Truth is now her painted toy.

– W.B. Yeats


Part One

Emergence

In this world, a species can only thrive when everything around it thrives too.

– David Attenborough


1

The Smell of Roses and of the Sea

The dream, thought Harold Blackstone, staring through the grimed glass of his Smoking compartment, has to exist first; only then might one create the actuality. Which, like America, could become quite different in time. How did desire, imagination and memory work? The train had made one of those mysterious brief halts, as if to catch its steam before starting off again. It shuddered, hissed, and waited. He lowered the window to look out. A signal. What did it mean? Here, surely, one reality had already inspired the creation of another.

The train lurched and restarted its journey. He was intoxicated by the proliferation and powerful scent of the wild roses, the hedge lilies and herb robert in the thickly wooded embankments of the single track as the train rattled and squealed and sent smoke through the lush Sussex countryside. Sometimes the insects were so thick in the air he could hardly see past them. The train could be travelling through mythical England. He enjoyed the idea of the red, blue and brass smoke-spouting engine appearing from a grassy tunnel to be greeted by astonished fifth-century Celtic knights. Wasn’t there a scene like it in A Connecticut Yankee? They believed a roaring dragon emerged from its lair. Would they have attempted to tackle it or would they have galloped off in panic? Blackstone had a pretty good idea what he would have done.

Perhaps what we called ghosts were glimpses of the future or past. He had once been impressed by Frazer’s – or were they Wells’s? – fashionable notions about the idea of a fourth dimension, another Universe! Or did we all, as James suggested, each live in a universe of our own, a kind of ‘multiverse’?

The lazy little country train snaked up out of the valley and for a short while ran along a crest of the downs. He saw the sharp blue of the sea beneath the paler sky, a cool horizon with one misty pleasure boat shimmering as if airborne. They were frequent in the summer, often carrying an entire minstrel show for the evening run. He was no snob. The thing was probably quite jolly in the sunset. Now, he thought comfortably, reaching for his newspaper, he could relax and stop thinking about Oxford, Mrs Heaney and all the rest of them. He could forget that wretched paper arguing for MacDonald’s destructive influence on adult fiction. He could get back to his novel or go over a Balzac translation the publisher was shouting for. He hoped he wasn’t turning into a dabbler like his father.

Suddenly the train squealed, shuddered and came to another mysterious stop. Like most of his fellow passengers, Blackstone felt grit, smelled steam and stuck his head out of the compartment window. An expanse of hedges lay ahead. A row of inquisitive heads popped from windows up and down the train. Either they avoided eye-contact or exchanged comradely complaints against the railway company. Somewhere on the horizon the sea joined the sky. The scene froze for a second. The train made an encouraging murmur and shook itself. He sat back in his seat, abandoned his book and checked his watch. A brake from the house would meet him. They appeared to be on time. This was the 3.18 local from Brighton, which hugged the coast until Worthing and now turned inland. To be sure, he took another look at his timetable. He picked up his pocket guide. Lower Wortham was the nearest station to Moat Hinton, all that remained of a walled Anglo-Saxon settlement and its ancient church. Blackstone was looking forward to the excavations.

He had been surprised to receive his cousin Constance’s letter asking him to what she called a ‘family symposium’ at her big house near Lower Wortham, which she had renamed The Follies after inheriting it. Connie was the only one of their branch of the family rich enough to keep it up. Old Sir John showed little interest in his British property. Her one insistent point was that Blackstone should not tell his father about the symposium. Old Doctor Blackstone’s actions and statements had been self-contradictory since the BEF left for France.

“This is about little Nell,” she had said when he telephoned. Little Nell was the last to youngest of Doctor Blackstone’s large English family. Blackstone was Nell’s eldest brother’s son, closer to her age than his father’s brothers. She had always seen him as an ally within the family. He could, as Constance had it, ‘talk’ to Nell. She could be a bit highly strung but so imaginative! Of course they all loved her, though Ethel disapproved of her wildness. Nell had married a rather nice engineer with an old-fashioned Yorkshire name, who drove a sporty two-seater Blackstone rather envied. And now, he gathered, she was with child. That should settle them down. Presumably this event had something to do with Constance’s letter. He fell back in his seat, lit a pipe and wondered if the child would make a good character. An innocent eye on the adults, perhaps? Like James and Maisie. A fresh vision of the world. What might the child be like? Blackstone could only speculate. The second boy, his young cousin, would further complicate his large and rather well-known family. What on earth could this ‘symposium’ be about? Something to do with the War?

With a sigh, the brave Merchant Ventura Pearl Peru straps herself back into her gene-harness and, flipping toggles, swings the omniphone to her gorgeous lips. Screens are coming up jazzed or blank and her ship has suddenly developed an itch. “Calling in and calling out. Peru, Peru. Multiverse, are you hearing me? We have time and gravitational upheavals not 18-bars from Ketchup Cove. No sight of our Spammer. I don’t think public readings of The Stranger are going to do it for this one, mes pards. I’m coming in! Fix me a bit of that Moroccan fudge. Oh, you’d better hope you have some of that White Album left. We need a conjunction.”

ACHTUNG, DAHLIA GARDENS!!!

And here I am, trying to tell the truth, really. I was born at 18 Dahlia Gardens, Mitcham, South-west London, on 18 December, 1939, delivered by Dr Dylan. You couldn’t have been born into a more suburban suburb. We were twenty minutes from Trafalgar Square. Detective stories abounded with frustrated, mild-mannered, usually homicidal, clerks who lived where I was born. P.G. Wodehouse had respectable romantic novelists and pretty actresses lodging in ‘Dahlia Gardens’. The name was synonymous with bourgeois and petit bourgeois. By the end of the war the Germans had sent more rockets our way than anywhere else. We thought they understood where the realm’s power was but actually they were rerouted by MI5. I slept securely in a Morrison shelter. My mother held me up to the window. Chuckling, I watched the dogfights. Ruins everywhere. My mum laughed and joked so I smiled, too. Thanks, MI5.

With all my imagination, all the resources Nature gave me: sturdy peasant genes, a taste for travel and reading, a certain London intelligence, a good visual imagination, a talent to entertain, not because I was needy but because I probably wasn’t. I suspect it does have infantile roots. I enjoyed the mutual fun of it. All together now! No tragic mask hidden here. My reading tastes were already broad. Unfortunately George MacDonald, and most of those ‘child-speakers’ who were directly influenced by him, left me feeling irritable and condescended to. My working life would be more successful than I had ever expected. My only disappointment is that I never made it into the Country Music Hall of Fame.

At school I loved to make people laugh by hamming up a bit of Shakespeare. Everyone enjoyed it. Belmont, my tiny nearby prep school, was run by a pair of terrifying dykes in tweeds and pudding-bowl haircuts. At least they weren’t cruel. And they weren’t into B&D or I would know it now by the very bad knots they tied when in exasperation they secured me to the bannisters. Belmont was a day school, exactly a mile from home. I got thrown out of one boarding school for keeping kids awake with my stories but at Belmont I just encouraged the other kids to bunk off, having discovered that the first class was the only one which took roll-call. After lunch, the world was your oyster! We were eventually exposed by a toady we’d let in on our truancy scheme.

At eleven, having failed my 11+, I was sent to Pitman’s College to learn how to become a journalist. I had known that I wanted to write since I was eight or nine and I worked to that specific end through the last four years of my schooling until I only specialised in typing English and a little French. At fifteen, having said I would work evening classes to get to university, I went to work for Messrs Balliere, Tindall and Cox, publishers of medical books, in Henrietta Street, Covent Garden, next door to Victor Gollancz Ltd, publisher of angry lefties and myself from the ’80s until now.

I lasted a day. I wasn’t used to the foul language and badinage of the post room. By the following week I had abandoned publishing to the sink of depravity and got a job in the City. I went to work as a messenger for Flexhill Shipping Company. Every morning I took a train or a bus to grey London Bridge, about thirty-five minutes door to door from our somewhat posh leafy suburb of Norbury, where Kingsley Amis and Martin Stone grew up, where my mother and I lived for the rest of my childhood and where I formed a lasting friendship with Brian Alford, who became a brother. In 1961 they discovered the London to Brighton Roman Road. Legions had marched past the wondering yokels of Croydon town’s north borough. We had known relatively undramatic security, progress and civilisation for at least fifteen hundred years.

Brian could make anything but wasn’t much of a reader. He, too, fell in love with Crompton’s ‘Just William’ books. Previously, when the subject of reading came up, he would mention Treasure Island. Until we started working we were inseparable. Building elaborate old Guys to display for our fireworks money and then burning them at the stake on November 5th, carolling at Christmas, odd-jobbing in Spring, full of sweet blossoms and promise, and Summer, endless warmth and the smell of tarmac, building tree-houses in the long days of July and August, almost overwhelmed by the smell of grasses, leaves, flowers and the trails of tiny animals. We pretty much made extinct one large black-and-orange newt resembling a tiny dinosaur. We went scrumping on allotments and orchards, trespassed in the grounds of posh schools and monasteries and played in the two nearby woods.

My tolerant, sensible mother loved Brian, cared about him and disapproved of his own mother who seemed perfectly happy with our informal adoption of her son. It saved Mrs A. money, after all, when my mother fed and clothed him and took him on holiday. He only lived a street away in the houses once designed to accommodate the workers who built the suburb and intended for eventual use of the poor who served the bourgeoisie who bought the mock Tudor residences. These nostalgic miniatures were grouped around a small ‘village green’ dominated by a red-brick mock Norman Baptist Church whose stained glass and lead meant money to kids who grew up scavenging ruins, although the place was never actually ruined. We had preyed on their Boys’ Brigade, whose band marched with their noisy instruments around the neighbourhood every Sunday. By the end of one year they were marching hatless and we had a respectable collection of their pillbox headgear. Almost everyone felt a sort of friendly contempt for churchgoers. But now at fifteen I had no time for adventure. I was a working lad.

Again luck and circumstance came together. The job had been advertised for an office junior but really I was working as a messenger. This job gave me time to read and to dream and explore. Ships stretched for miles in the Pool of London and beyond. Every vessel had a creaking cargo crane or two working for that last gasp of imperial glory. Goods for and from an Empire. Ghosts of the future. Stevedores yelling, docks managers squawling and seabirds shrieking everywhere. There was a well-known picture of the Pool and a big cargo steamer being brought in by her famous tugs. One of which was The Moorcock.

Flexhill’s office was above a tea and coffee warehouse of creaking staircases and a view over the ruins near Billingsgate. The wonderful smell of coffee countered the smell of fresh fish. Men and women still wore hats to work. Bowlers for men with rolled umbrella, briefcase, newspaper. Hairdos replaced pillboxes but handbags and heels were still de rigeur for women. The security of the uniform. As a junior I wore blazer, white shirt, tie and flannels. Pretty much the same as my school’s without the badge and cap. A raincoat in winter, like everyone else. Only Saturday afternoon and Sunday off. It was not hard work. It gave me a lot of time alone. Much of it was spent reading. Sometimes I would walk to explore the city around me.

Lost in thought about my fanzines, Burroughsania, Jazz Fan, Albion and Book Collectors News, I could always escape the job’s longeurs. I kept a book handy because much of my job was sitting on buses or trains, in shipping offices or consulates from the East End to the West End. If I finished one book, I simply bought another. Walking or waiting. From booming ships, raucous stinking pubs of the City to the hush of Kensington’s tree-lined Embassy Row, the undemonstrative authority of nation states. Then, armed with bills of lading, I returned to a City which actively disliked colour.

Every morning except Sunday, I descended from the bus or railway carriage at London Bridge. I would walk past the Monument, pass through the busy fish market whose white-coated porters carried piled boxes of cod on bobbin hats, their special headgear of tarred leather. Then I used the dirt paths through cleared bomb-sites, piles of stale-smelling rubble filled with pink and purple fireweed, trails blazed through broken concrete, the steel reinforcements resembling defiant fingers reaching skyward, and past the Customs House where I imagined Tom Paine working.

The nineteenth century might have been bombed to the ground, save for some battered Victorian Gothic, but the Palladian eighteenth century was still alive! St Paul’s, too, and the Old Bailey, the Monument, the Tower of London. Tower Bridge was the only landmark less than a century old. I found it easy to understand the old city. It was so small! No wonder everyone knew Defoe or Johnson! Busy times in Coffee Houses and Pudding Clubs. I could hear their voices sometimes, their English oddly accented as they exchanged friendly ribaldries and filthy anecdotes. If I got the chance when the tide was out, I explored the Thames shore like a mudlark. I loved the river’s generally friendly stink, still carrying the spiced scents of India, China and Africa with the briny smells of fresh fish just as I’d enjoyed the wealth of blooms and vegetables from Covent Garden. The scent of flowers and the sea. London smelled of Empire, then, still. The might of the salty ocean, the subtle overpowering smell of old roses.

A few islands of Portland stone in the City had survived unsullied since the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. One moment you would be in the bright light of the bombed sites and the next you would be in the dark canyons of the surviving offices. There were still rows of buildings standing around Leadenhall Street and the lettering on dark doors and windows continued to be black and gold Victorian in stony narrow streets barely touched by the sun. Boot shops and book shops, sandwich shops and newsagents, travel agents and shipping agents, import and export firms, tobacconists and teashops, men’s conservative tailoring, as if their little unbombed islands were the whole city, never touched. And here were the offices of all the famous shipping companies. Cunard, with its Piccadilly showrooms near the Ritz, had a more serious and sober office in the City. Blue Star Line, Union Castle, German-American, French Lines, Italian-American, Fred Olsen Lines, Norwegian Atlantic, Turko-Black Sea Lines, usually with a beautiful English oak scale model of their flagship in a brass-framed window. Laymen judged the ships by their number of funnels. Years later I’d see the models for sale in Portobello Road and feel sadness for their passing. The originals could sometimes be seen at the docks, but increasingly I visited ships which had known their glory days before the war. They had names redolent of greater decades, before America took over so many of their routes – the All-Red, Imperial Route, the Empire Lines. Old and even a little embarrassing. I heard the big Cunard passenger liners, which we never saw in London, were getting a bit shabby. The ferries, stinking of beer and vomit, that limped to Ireland and the Continent, were no longer what they were. Like the ferry that took me to Paris with my girlfriend, Maria, in the Autumn of ’55, our first trip abroad. We were both fifteen and I was supposedly her girlfriend and would be until her dad learned the truth when she got back to London.

Under the Seine’s quays and outside Le Mistral Bookshop before it became Shakespeare & Co., I played my guitar and, whenever I collected enough francs, bought another book from the cheap shelves. George Whitman, the grumpy American proprietor, didn’t mind. I brought trade in and was trade at the same time. Maria was just happy to be there, enjoying the ambience. We came home after three weeks and split up. That was also traditional. But I would remain loyal to Paris as the other city of my heart.

In those days cities were more distinctive. Paris smelled of coffee and Turkish tobacco. London tasted of vinegar and sour tea and Glasgow of strong beer and Birmingham faintly of curry. Today they all have McDonald’s. Glen Coe’s Revenge on the world for the Highland Betrayal. They all smell the same. Makes you want to move to another planet.

In the horrible heat of August I resigned my shipping job. As the company prospered so staff had been added until the single big room, with only three windows on one side facing what was becoming a building site, had over twenty people in it and we were beginning to behave like crazed rats. I became employed by a firm that was to have a serious effect on my life. I joined Harold Whitehead’s, Management Consultants, as office junior, promoted to junior consultant. Round the corner from St James’s Park, Buckingham Palace, a short walk from Victoria Station, in Princess Street, Whitehall, and across from a functioning brewery whose big dray horses still came and went, delivering Whitbread’s to the world. For a while it was so peaceful, so easy on the eye, that I felt I was in heaven.

My immediate boss was Major Fry, ex-Indian Army adjutant, now the firm’s accountant. After my mentor, Mr Jelinek, he was the most even-tempered, sweet-natured, most principled man I knew. Everyone at Whitehead’s loved me and had plans for my education and promotion. (“Don’t join the army, old boy! Whatever you do!”) Meanwhile, I had limitless use of the office electric Roneo duplicator. It’s what we used before photocopiers. They even gave me stencils and paper. My production of fanzines of every sort, but chiefly about books and music, soared. The quality improved. I came in contact with science fiction fandom and broadened my talent pool. I met fellow spirits, like Pete Taylor, Barry Bayley, George Locke, Vince Clarke, John Wyndham, Brian Aldiss, Arthur Clarke and Sam Youd (‘John Christopher’), John Brunner, Bill Temple and even C.S. Lewis at the Globe, Hatton Garden, every month, when fans and writers mingled. And I devoted more time to our skiffle group rehearsals and a couple of gigs. We’d formed the group before I joined Whitehead’s but now we got a few appearances as The Greenhorns. My main memory of that period was trying to wrestle a tea-chest bass onto a double-decker bus, because none of us had access to a car. I had a tendency to sing long Woody Guthrie songs which didn’t go down well at church dances and social-club events. But I wrote to Woody and Pete Seeger and got replies!

Thanks to my Edgar Rice Burroughs fanzine, I would soon join Tarzan Adventures as assistant editor, in Brooke Street, Holborn, alongside the red-brick Gothic Prudential building and across from one of the last sixteenth-century blocks of half-timbered shops in London, forming the frontage of Staple Inn. I bought my Sobranie cigarettes there. The Old Curiosity Shop was just down the alley behind it. Actually it wasn’t the original but it pretended to be. It looked right.

You can read a lot of my life story in collections like London Peculiar, London Bone or Letters from Hollywood. They’re close memoirs of different times in my life. They’re easy enough to find. I’ve written slightly fictionalised accounts of the London district I called Brookgate, a general area bordered by Leather Lane, High Holborn, Grays Inn Road, St Paul’s and down to Fleet Street and the River. Until Soho, that was my territory: Blackfriars Bridge to Southwark and the surviving riverside warehouses of the Pool, the settings for so many British noir films. After work I began meeting my friends in Soho. Pete Taylor, Barry Bayley and I became pretty inseparable. We never had much money for anything but books, cigarettes and beer, so we played a lot of chess. For 3d you could get a Tube ticket and go up and down on the Central Line in warmth and comfort playing game after game until it grew late, when we could get off at the stops nearest home. I sometimes stayed at Barry’s place until we got a place of our own, first in Holloway and then in Chelsea where it was still possible to find cheap bedsitters. King’s Road was just an ordinary shopping street, except for a couple of art shops and a café called Picasso.

I had moved back home, temporarily broke, when I saw Helena at a party. She was wearing a horrible tweed suit and was sitting smoking, hunched over the fire, but I was struck by her astonishing beauty, what I called postPreRaphaelite, an ideal of English beauty from a ’20s fashion-plate, with her pageboy haircut swinging in the firelight. Love at first sight. Racing heart. Untypically aggressive. Adrenaline rush. Get behind the adrenaline, talk to her, make her laugh, make her stay, meaning that for the first time in my nineteen or so years, when she started to leave with friends I said: “You’re not going!” and she turned and came back. There were few complications except every friend I introduced her to asked eagerly if we were ‘serious’. We were and I was prepared to put my actions where my mouth was. Giving her priority over my mother was one for a while. My mother continued her manipulations, of course, by finding us wonderful 1930s flats in Streatham. My mother-in-law preferred Clapham, closer to her on the bus. Helena and I hated both and needed to stay North of the River.

Recently returned from Sweden, where I had been mountain climbing and playing nightclubs, I had only casual girlfriends. She had just ended it with her boyfriend, a short, loveable drunk. It took a while for her shoulders to straighten up. For a short while on getting back I was on the dole. She decided to marry me one Friday night when I spent my entire dole money on a slap-up dinner at Romano’s. It wasn’t so much recklessness as the reasonable knowledge I could write a page in Everybody’s the next day and be advanced payment a day or so later. Meanwhile, there was always my grandfather’s ring which sadly was eventually pawned to extinction. In the late ’50s I moved to Notting Hill and eventually, now married and unexpectedly pregnant, to Colville Terrace and then with our toddlers to the epicentres of the alternative society, Ladbroke Grove.

I can see my tiny friend and writing partner Barry Bayley, almost invisible, coming down the stairs with our fridge on his back. It was as if the fridge walked by itself on human legs. I almost expected it to burst into song. We moved all we had, including our toddlers, in the two-seater monster solid steel pushchair I bought in Kilburn. I think it was created by a firm which had made wartime tanks. Fore and aft, like the cockpits of WW1 biplanes. Made to survive a nuke. The girls loved it as on Saturdays I pushed them through the busy Portobello Road crowds. They clung to the sides as if on a fairground ride, moving with the flow, the hair on their little blonde heads floating in the slipstream! There’s Helena, my mum, the girls, me, Barry, moving by hand. It was only from the Portobello corner of Colville Terrace to the Elgin Crescent corner across Ladbroke Grove. In the middle of everything. Ghosts then. Gone now. No trams. No trolley buses. We had them when I was working in Holborn.

I set fictional Brookgate around Holborn, perhaps the densest working-class community this side of the City. We had our own department store, Gamages. We had a huge joke emporium, Ellisdons, which provided illusions for members of the Magic Circle and blackface soap and advertised regularly in Tarzan Adventures. The smell of sweet tobacco from the Old Holborn factory. We had Grays Inn and several other leafy inns of court, where lawyers lived and worked. Behind high walls, the gardens could be closed and invisible, with no-one guessing their secrets. Some had footpaths, ancient trees. I made my first West Indian acquaintance in Brooke Street. I asked how things were going for him. He performed a typical Jamaican shrug and grinned. It was in the hot summer of 1957. The Notting Hill riots. We leaned outside on our door posts smoking. I told him I was really glad his lot were turning up. Just in time. He was surprised. Before you arrived, I said, it was my lot kept getting arrested. Yoof. Youths! We had a laugh but I don’t know how the poor bastards stood it in those days. Nowadays someone shouting racist crap is more of an aberration. There are more people on your side.

I had been born with a lot of advantages. I had a supportive mother and a wise mentor. I was not especially self-conscious. I expected to be heard. I was so full of self-confidence I could get arrested and sentenced without it bothering me. That was because of my voice. Because of the schools I attended, I had naturally acquired an upper middle-class accent. Elocution and English were the only classes I had excelled in. At school I was a friendly boy and a friendly youth, always willing to point out inequities and suggesting sensible ways of compromising on issues. I enjoyed debate. I could take a joke and I thought everybody else could. It never dawned on me that I wasn’t accepted as an equal of anyone else anywhere, as I’d been raised to understand. All the contemporary public rhetoric about democracy confirmed what I believed. I looked towards World Unity by 1980!

I grew up in the wonder years of socialist Britain, a child of the NHS, priority diets and enough austerity to keep us all healthy as we rebuilt the country to become an egalitarian centre of a great commonwealth of multi-ethnic New Elizabethan nations. A sense that our arguments with the government were serious, realistic, to do with health, housing, secure jobs and wages that Attlee’s people did their best to deliver. That and negotiate independence with India and half of Africa. With the continuation of the Spirit of the Blitz and Labour’s landslide we felt we were founding a united kingdom of genuine equality in the Birthplace of Democracy. To a large degree my surroundings confirmed my upbringing. Wartime camaraderie and ideals persisted, I suppose. New arts began to emerge. Our narrative was one of resurgence and unity and mutual trust as found in the pages of Picture Post and Eagle. We did our best to support it. A few exploited it.

I only knew one boss who hated my natural egalitarianism. I’m pretty sure that was what he hated about me. I was friendly to him. I wasn’t rude and always ran layouts past him, which he always accepted. I had learned my first day that he had none of my basic skills. I really did know more about editing than he did. He was introduced as Alf so I called him Alf. I quickly realised he had no journalistic knowledge or much else. He had come in from clerical or somewhere! He was a useless editor, a fake writer, his work visible only on forged paysheets, and a low crook of a plagiarist. His only skill was cooking books. Those books still exist somewhere. It would be good to go through them and clarify all the payments for ‘written off’ stories Alf had pocketed. W. Prout was getting paid long after his death. Rumour had it Alf owned half the houses around Clapham Common. As IPC took us over, and the Union kept its power, he removed our office partitions as an attempt on our morale. We built walls of art-boards. My colleagues were young men with families. They still resisted. We made tiny private caves. He took to prowling in one office door and out by another, looking for absentees he could have done nothing much about in those days. Like others before him, he reckoned without internal phones and friends on the inside. He had no real friends. Just a few accessories.

Next he tried to ‘tame’ me, I suppose. Suddenly one morning he told me to call him ‘Mr Wallace’ and, in front of our colleagues, asked me if I didn’t think I should show respect for ‘my boss’. “Of course,” I said from where I sat, looking up at him. “As soon he earns it.” He turned red and swung about, leaving. I hadn’t expected the victory my friends told me I’d won. He tried to bully me and I defended myself. I wasn’t used to his aggression. I lived my life as my grandma would wish, neither looking up to nor down on others. I’d had to live with my mother’s powerful temperament and resist it. Her sense of justice was paramount. She also had some distinct Tory tendencies which surprised me. I was, however, happy to fight if that was the name of the game.

Then it became a Union issue with my friends immediately making me a committee member of the National Union of Journalists because I had just turned twenty-one. I had started as an editor so early, I was qualified in years of service but not of age! I wrote some bad anti-capitalist stories but I didn’t join the Trots. In those days, to be in Labour or further left was to be on the side of the righteous. Banning the Bomb, in particular. As I’ve said elsewhere – I believed the Bomb to be my friend. Party politics would soon pall. Later I saw myself more as Wodehouse’s Psmith and I think we merged. I’ve always considered him and Ukridge as great schnorrers. Zangwill was Wodehouse’s contemporary. They were part of a flowering of great comic talent in late Victorian London. The King of Schnorrers! And spielers, of course. Zangwill invented the term ‘the melting pot’ for the USA. He’s in Dover, cheap. Check him out. In 1900, war-profiteers were the subject of The Mantle of Elijah. What a page-turner! You can read it free online.

So many stories and they have to fit in to so few narratives. So many ways of suiting the readers. Style can be at least one story of its own. Inconsistent and conflicting narratives, often by the same hand, irritate readers unless you make it clear like Kurasawa and Bergman that you are seeing the same story from several different points of view. More than a few and you’re in trouble again. No secret the Wheel of Chaos, drawn on our kitchen table for the end of Stormbringer, pointed in eight directions (at least)! Here we go! Memory. Remembrance. Remembering. Memoir.

I am encouraged by my customers to mythologise. To lie. I am not paid to tell the plain truth. At least, not plainly. We are all unreliable narrators. There’s not a worthwhile rule in our grammar the Romans didn’t make! There is no firm grammatical earth here for we are having trouble describing these visions, you see. Do you see? Aren’t we? I have too many stories of time and space and not enough time or space to tell them. Why me? I love this. And I have stories to hear. From Africa, Arabia, Asia, Alpha Centauri and Atlantis; Australia, America, Antarctica and Andromeda; Polynesia, Persia and Malaysia, New Guinea, New Zealand and New Hebrides. Have you heard of a certain Dutchman who sails the seas and stars? He’s one of the few who knows, you know, to know the moonbeam roads! One of the few to steer a ship into the calm of Ketchup Cove. Oh, he’s used enough to the deepest seas and the far far edge of space. But in private he’ll tell you he loves neither, as much as the wilds of the Second Aether! All their epics, stories, their memories, their tribal myths, binding us in one tangled ball, uniting the planet, keeping Gaia together against the odds! Untying the restraints which hitherto there have been on the Inanimate. Other lines encircle the planet, biting deep into the surface, down to the white-hot gases at our planet’s core, firing the forge of all our fantasies and therefore all our realities! And what am I? At best, some sort of strung-up tuppenny-ha’penny shaman gainfully employed on creating the crude backdrops to some cheap travelling show. This is my mind on HOLD. Frequently I let a little of it out at a time, oh, time, the waters and the reins of time.

Mai lawds, laidies and gent-elo-men!! I give you!!

PLAYING ON THE BEACH:
 TRUTH, LIES AND CONSEQUENCES
 And here he is, trying to tell the truth!

I was born into a world a third of which was pink on our maps. As pink as I was. The British Empire, a cruel and wonderful achievement which left its main beneficiaries baffled hypocrites and spread law and injustice almost equally. But, as my brutal ancestors determined, tall, pale, blue-eyed people with posh accents had authority. So what is the story of the British Empire? There isn’t one. There is one. There are many. Too many. I’ve tried to tell a few of them now and again. Several of my best friends are or were in the same business, also trying out new notions of narrative, looking for a fresh vocabulary, creating new literary tools and perhaps a new literary sensibility for today’s world.

When I was young I saw Peacock, Meredith, Stevenson in a tradition. All fond of observations made on long walks, all poets, extraordinary stylists. I associated their techniques with those of absurdists like Firbank. Natural born writers but not natural yarn-spinners, instead brilliantly inventing techniques to suit their quirks. Imagists, I called them. Stevenson needed help in constructing his best-loved stories. Their plots, clever as they were, did not come naturally. Most poets have to write narrative for a living, and some have to work hard at it. I used to hear them all, reminding me of my vocation. I had not expected that when we moved so close to the Lakes. I had more hallucinations there than when I was a child. I loved to wander lonely as a cloud but I did not expect to make a living describing how great daffodils are. And of course I know Wordsworth was profound and I love him but I couldn’t do what he did in Grasmere in 1800 and pay London rents in 1960. Ballard admiringly saw me as Defoe, bustling about the working city, joining the Liberals as a pamphleteer while a card-carrying NUJ Labour member, willing to tackle any subject for any journal and writing experimental novels on the side. Things like his, which had never been made quite like anything else.

I was learning my trade and was aware of it. I used to claim SF allowed you to learn how to write while selling your mistakes. I longed for the inspiration and talent and time to write lyrical verse, not that it was fashionable, but few of my enthusiasms were popular until the 1970s or ’80s. I worked hard to bring fine writers to a wider audience. I countered literary prejudice with contempt. I never tried to compromise. I did not seek to explain anything to the Press unless I was doing a one-on-one interview, preferably with someone I knew. We were publishing for a newsstand audience and most of our fiction was better than anything in literary magazines or commercial fiction magazines. I had edited for years and written commercially since I was sixteen. I intended to make sure New Worlds was taken seriously. I was confident we were producing stories and structures which would in the main stand the test of time. The initial response from the posh press proved surprisingly positive. If a bit like a vicar welcoming a motorbike gang into his congregation.

I had a theory that some writers with highly developed visual sensibilities forged stories almost wholly from disparate visions and only produced plots with help. I had no instructors. I copied structures from writers I admired. I copied The Rescue for The Ice Schooner. Not because it was good Conrad but because it was early Conrad and he was learning from some of the best. I learned from Dickens and popular fiction of the nineteenth century. And by doing it, by editing and analysing what I found wrong with a story. I’d done no university courses. I was self-educated like all my colleagues. Horribly ignorant and widely read. Reading lectures by Walter Raleigh and Quiller-Couch was the nearest I came to a literary degree. They had been the first to teach English Literature at Oxford and Cambridge. Neither of my chosen professors saw writing as a moral science, as Leavis would. Leavis the Disciplinarian, the Inspired Loony, turning up still in his pyjamas to accuse his students of treachery and mockery. He helped, too, with his severe judgements, many of which I agreed with. Images. I saw many like that. Ballard was primarily a visionary, as was Peake. But Peake had stories to tell, not just his own. Peake’s was a world of language, narrative and images in equal parts. His characters came to life as iconographic grotesques. Magi all! Visionaries every one!

Angus Wilson, strange to say, was among them though, in his own words, he could never get out of his causes. In the UK, as a reader for Sidgwick & Jackson, he bought The Stars My Destination by Bester, the first and finest of the American SF novels, which lured me into the genre. Wilson is a great, thoughtful writer entirely out of fashion now. Peake was utterly marginalised, never mentioned in the Press in the 1950s when I was reading him and praising him in fanzines. Even when he was featured in and on NW he was still in the margins. Now he is part of the twentieth-century literary canon. I was privileged to know several brilliant generations of writers, all with independent ideas about writing. Burroughs and Golding told me to call them Bill. Judy, Angie, Mai, Doris, Susan and Andrea called me by my first name. Perhaps, coming naturally, narrative was an obsession with me and I studied all the great novelists for their technique before their language. I bought writers in serial form, in part-works, like Dickens, so that I could study their methods. And of course I studied Shakespeare because you cannot be an ambitious writer unless you do. And it cannot be said too often how vulgar Shakespeare was considered to be.

My head was full of many fictions intertwining to make more stories, more memories, more fictions. Preparing an ambitious novel was like tuning a guitar with a thousand strings. Heads filled out faces which in turn filled out character. Find the tone for the scene and the overall tone for the sections or the whole book. Impose and be absorbed. Art aspiring to the condition of music. Tristram Shandy here I come.

The story of all empires. Expand beyond capacity. Burst all over Pittsburgh, Portland, La Paz, Pearl Harbour, Pyongyang, Paris, Prague and Peckham and Preston. Ghosts of the living and the dead haunt well-known streets and mysterious bayous. Friends who become enemies and enemies who become friends, inexplicable conflicts and conflicting explanations. When I am dead I shall be dreaming another version of your life. Can the time it takes to restructure a dream be counted? Formless shapes precede the reality. I am dreaming or I am dreamed.

There are images congregating, needing stories to make sense of them. A crumpled ice-cream suit and panama hat. No madeleines for me. Just the smell of roses and all the salty wonders of the underground seas where we swim before birth; the womb where curiosity already pushes us towards the light and imagination creates sentience for the stars and bestows divine character upon the elements. How many times have our worlds been born? A magus does not try to interpret the voices of the gods, the magus speaks for the people, finds narratives and interpretations for the people. They draw their power not from gods but from those they represent and so there is mutual respect and we have mutual trust. We are playing for time. Time is what we generally play for. Time is a force greater than gravity and as tenuous as spider-silk.

These days, some magi tend to specialise or work for one tribe. Some are popular and successful intellectuals, well paid for our work. We serve our people, our audience, not some King or Maxwell, nor a dictator nor a feudal lord. We identify with revolting peasants. My friend Alan Moore knows much more about this than I do. John Bunyan is a mutual hero. We come from families of craftsmen.

The shallow seas of memory, the deeper reaches of the mysterious psyche and the currents and shallows we hide from ourselves, the forgotten stories we refuse to seek out, those narratives we avoid with studious cleverness. I had a happy childhood. I was used to speaking my mind. I was scared only of movies and abandonment! Nothing else upset me, even mum’s histrionics. (Don’t worry, dear, we’ll soon be bringing in the airships and the magic swords.) My eldest cousin, Leonard, was in the Foreign Office just across from my Uncle Jack at 10 Downing Street. That was a fact. He was the only one to cross the border from SW to SE London. But Leonard believed my father ran an electrical repair shop somewhere in Sussex. There was a great deal of status involved in these family stories, the strangest of which gave Lord Beaconsfield, the son of Isaac Disraeli, as an ancestor. We were proud of our heritage. I had a powerful sense of Holocaust survival guilt. Yet my DNA shows only British origins. The Moorcocks were Yorkshire weavers, solid and relatively wealthy, who moved to one of the great silk-producing centres of Southern England, Wokingham in Berkshire, and later to parts of Oxfordshire and Surrey. They didn’t die out. Most changed their name to Moorlock. Wells might have heard it when he wrote The Time Machine.

I was expelled from my school at the age of eight or nine for telling stories which kept the others up at night. Because Graham Hall was run by Continental progressives, Rudyard Kipling was not available in the school library and so I went undetected when I retold The Jungle Books with myself as Mowgli and my dog Rex as my wolf best friend. I embellished where memory let me down. Luckily, I had read several Tarzan novels before I was seven. I was the wolf-boy. Hear me howl.

Stories explain and speculative gossip fills in gaps until the fable becomes the main story. We often remember our innocent inventions better than experience. We swear they are true. Deciding truth or lies fascinates us. Memory controls us. We control the narrative. We create memory. We say what’s true. We embellish. We add colour. We place ourselves and our actions at the dynamic centre, sometimes unconsciously. Many of us go dormant when deprived of social contact. We can’t decide what to do. We are not true individuals, in spite of our claims. We know as a pack as our minds communicate. Not brains, but minds of the kind certain sea-creatures possess. As a pack we absorb and interpret. Through fiction, the stories and experience of others, we absorb and add to the pack memory. When fiction lies too well, it might be said to have failed. Fake views. We are both the pursued and the pursuing monsters.

My mother, in the old Texas saying, would rather climb a tree to tell a lie than stand on the ground to tell the truth. My dear friend Harlan Ellison could turn a very ordinary experience into a lie as the incident he described was happening, and then ask you to confirm it. “Side by side we fought our way out of a den of blood-crazed bootboy punks, remember, Mike?” The ‘den’ was actually Blitz, Boy George’s favourite New Romantic club, and the ‘bootboy punks’ were Harlan’s admiring fans The Damned. They spoke several languages and so did Harlan but they didn’t really share one except written English. Harlan had no ear for subtleties and really only knew Dick van Dyke cockney and Pepé Le Pew French. Two worlds, it turned out, and two languages. The admiring natives appear aggressive to the newcomer. They have strange clothes and accents. The American writer was frightened of a group who could have been his greatest allies. He lost thousands to his discomfort. I’d fixed up an interview in NME with my friend Nick Kent, who wanted to do a cover and centre spread which would have made him a name in half the households in Britain at that time. Instead, Harlan reinvented them and himself and fled in confusion away from a mild saxophonist who wanted to know when he was going to write a novel.

I was in the unusual position of having an audience among musicians and the so-called ‘alternative society’ so most of those I admired became at least acquaintances. With the instincts of a newspaper journalist, I was comfortable in most worlds and when Jon Trux and Bob Calvert came to see me I learned that even imaginative and curious friends had no interest in actually living the experiences that often fascinated them. Perhaps I was too agreeable, too willing to give it a go, to pop the pill or get in the van. “Where are we going?” Pete Taylor drew a cartoon of me at the 1957 Worldcon popping a bunch of black bombers or purple hearts and asking: “What were those?”

In 1956 Alastair Graham, editor of Tarzan Adventures, persuaded me to take my first assistant editing job by saying I’d be editor when he left in six months. I gave it a go. Later I would give writing heroic fantasy a go, give New Worlds a go, give Hawkwind a go or make records again and revive a modest musical career. Every new immersion for me was a new language learned, a new culture absorbed, a new set of friends, colleagues, skills, co-ordinates and narratives, and sometimes a new friend. Maybe some would stand back to back in a pinch. I prized loyalty in myself and others. At school, I was the one chosen to take our grievances to the Head Mistress. I knocked on her door, feeling my supporters melt away, so that, when the door opened, only I remained, looking up at her sober jowls. But I said my piece and was released.

Harlan had been the same once. Before he took over the rôle of protagonist in his own epic. He didn’t remember the time in NYC when he was seen climbing up the outside of a twenty-storey building to reach his eleventh-floor apartment because he’d forgotten his keys. Or when I saw him grab a huge ambulance driver by his lapels, haul him out of his cab and berate him because he wouldn’t pick up a sick bum. His close friends had a dozen similar stories, yet to much of the world he was just a great impulsive writer and a liar. Really, he was an undisciplined liar. He knew it himself, I think? “I guess you were always a pro and I was always an amateur.”

I was his guest. What could I say? I can see his hurt little face in front of me now. A great amateur, a poor pro? Does it matter in the end? I’d say no to comfort him. He thought if he spun enough bull it would come true. A trumpfahrter. A spieler like half my market friends. Run it up the flagpole and see if it flies. But he was scared. As he got older, it became harder to weave and dodge. He could no longer make his promises come true in time. He had great language but he couldn’t weave a pattern or deliver a resolution. He could see it all stopping to be effective as too many people got together to exchange notes about all the lies he’d told.

He wasn’t the only short-story writer who couldn’t organise a novel. Nor the first with a touch of Munchausen’s. But I should really have said ‘yes’. If you’re charging professional prices you owe the reader professional work. He had started by risking a lie and making it come true in order to get TV jobs and push up his rates. He did a great deal by example to improve fellow writers’ advances, conditions and status in SF and the media. Many young writers remain grateful for his patronage.

How do you tell readers the truth when they rely on you for a credible fiction? I suspect that it’s by offering every story you know. Impossible? Not entirely. In the ’60s I began to develop a technique whereby you put real iconic people, made famous or infamous in fact and books, into a piece of non-linear fiction usually dealing with an immediate situation. An issue of immediate concern, like Diana’s crash, the fall of the Towers, and so on because that was what I had designed them for. Public figures or famous characters from fiction brought with them narratives and resonances which required much more space if they were presented in conventional form. Use the trope, use the icon. The less you disguise it, the better it works! The language had to be tight, almost poetry, and the subject had to be pretty immediate; something a conventional story could not easily do with available techniques. John Brunner had said that prose had to battle for audiences with movies, TV, radio. That had impressed me. My first crude attempt was with ‘The Deep Fix’ in Science Fantasy, 1964, under a pseudonym given me by Carnell who got it from the ABC Railway Guide. Another Carnell tip when using British surnames, while the chief saints usually worked for Christian names. James Colvin. After William Burroughs. Then I thought of an international protagonist associated with contemporary events like Czechoslovakia, the Bengali and Burmese revolutions, the friction between India, China and Pakistan. Jerry Cornelius. Ballard refined that technique to his own purposes in The Atrocity Exhibition. Wars. Hotspots. Newspaper headlines. Everything we wanted to confront and use for our fiction.

Aldiss, Ballard and I were often referred to as the Three Musketeers of science fantasy. We were the respectable ones the BBC arts programme would ask for interviews. We were together in all the biographical dictionaries, we tended to be grouped in articles or TV introductions. Brunner, too, was a sort of Aramis while in their eyes I was more the hot-headed Gascon and life-loving Aldiss, Porthos. Ballard was close to a perfect Athos, the Comte de la Fère. We were friends but writing independently. We almost never talked about stories we were working on. I was so grateful to publish them in New Worlds. We did not share literary theories, in practice at any rate. Those who disliked or felt threatened by our work and notoriety determined we were some sort of cadre with the Trotskyist plans which threatened them in the ’40s and ’30s. That was how the public saw us, anyway. Barry Bayley remained my closest friend. We worked together. Ballard and I were closest after that. We had children of similar ages and we had the most radical literary ideas.

Only John Brunner and Tom Disch liked reading their own work aloud. They were not popular visitors when they turned up with a manuscript under their arms. We had certain literary goals in common. Our political views were radically different. We all more or less agreed that the medium was the message and we needed to invent new techniques to deal with changing times and sensibilities. No matter what, I published them in New Worlds and the majority applauded and began to distinguish between what had been one ‘incomprehensible’ story from another as well as beginning to have favourites among the new writers. That was my experience from working on two previous magazines which were remade. Which gave me a chance to try new, ungeneric material, like Sladek’s or Jones’s, and trust reader and writer to communicate. Most did. Unfamiliarity was the problem and, once readers began to distinguish between novelty they liked and didn’t like, the battle was won.

Meanwhile other ‘experimental’ writers were spinning thin tales with echoes and repetitions, chess games, card sequences to shuffle a deck of fifty-two into five little narratives based on random events, mazes, randomising. And, worst of all, sequels to classic novels! I met a number of them. Desperate soul-searching men and women given to suicide and madness, the dregs of the modernists, living in bedsits. They were usually pretty awful, but the critics thought they were wonderful. At heart they were decidedly familiar and remained generic to the pulpy core. Stuck in a hospital bed across from B.S. Johnson’s publisher, the dying Jimmy Ballard tried to escape the man’s civilised drone. The man felt he was bonding with Ballard by talking about the self-deceiving suicide who caused so much grief to his relatives and friends. A friend of mine, who published a poem or two in NW, found Brian’s damned body. No fun for him. Anyway, Jimmy had fantasies of compromising the publisher’s life support. Who would suspect him? But he chickened out and tried to get me to do it as usual, then his girlfriend, Claire. She hesitated. He and I were very passionate about fiction!

Shuffling a deck doesn’t strike me as much of an innovation. I’m not even sure about cut-up and I champion Burroughs to this day. Most randomising methods were of no interest to the majority of us. We were looking for disciplined forms of fiction, nothing else. We wanted to make sturdy structures which would take the weight of many narratives at once, without need of rationalisation. Images designed to serve many narratives, which would engage readers without any need for linearity. The neo-modernists, drawing on the same two or three experiences fleshed out with a familiar story or two, some over-familiar characters and a current item of dinner-table scandal stirred them up and called that an experiment. In short, we despised them. Trying to mine fool’s gold from exhausted seams. Structure could be achieved through a colour palette and codes, repeated line or certain words, selected rhythms and so on. False alchemists, bad magicians.

Later a new generation found ways of condensing many narratives into one while at the same time expanding their technical range. Alan Moore, for instance, in his literate graphic and graphic literary novels, or Iain Sinclair, with his high punk language, amalgams of myth and reportage, a New Beat equivalent of Northern Soul. You can find us on YouTube, chewing the fat at posh venues. Peter Ackroyd reached back into London’s past for subject matter, refreshing old techniques. We all appeared on stage together, part of the same restless agency.

We were of course lazily imitated, sometimes by writers who just couldn’t write character or narrative. Our images, our titles, our fundamental ideas were imitated by comics, TV, movies and other fiction, stripping the surfaces of our work and presenting it as novelty. Marvel or DC plundered our ideas, sentimentalised them, perverted them. Our carefully considered images, our symbols, were dragged off to the scrapyard where we were soon buried under a million xeroxes and I could be told by teenagers that my fantasies used all the familiar tropes of the dark fantasy genre, when there had been no such tropes before Elric, influenced by the nineteenth-century Gothic, thundering with purple prose done for the love of it, Jerry Cornelius, a response to the myths of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries trying to create new language and narrative structures. Few copies had the same resonances. How could they have?
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