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‘He who only England knows, knows not England’
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1

FALSE STARTS AND REAL STARTS

‘To convince someone of what is true, it is not enough to state it; we must find the road from error to truth.’

Ludwig Wittgenstein*

It was quite typical of the enterprise that I didn’t even start at the beginning.

I had been buggering about for a while now, threatening to start, visiting Christchurch in Dorset where the Line starts but then crying off, telling my wife the weather was wrong or on one occasion that the trains were cancelled so I couldn’t be sure of arriving before nightfall. I was all mixed up, in the wrong headspace, in a right funk, a suitably Boy’s Own word for a Boy’s Own adventure. Except this was only a stroll, a walk in the park. Well, not only.

The Great North Line was what it was mostly about. From Christchurch to Old Sarum to Stonehenge, to Avebury, to Notgrove barrow, to Meon Hill, to Thor’s Cave, to Arbor Low stone circle, to Mam Tor, to Ilkley and its three stone circles and the Swastika Stone, to several forts and camps in Northumberland, to Lindisfarne (plus about thirty more sites en route). A single dead straight line following 1 degree 50 West through Britain – and I meant to walk it. If I could ever start.

I had found the Great North Line by accident, extending the known north–south orientation of Stonehenge and Avebury and Old Sarum upwards and downwards. The palpable pleasure and shock at discovering the Line ended at Lindisfarne, a place of mystery I had long wanted to see, convinced me then and there that I had to do this.

But then I got nervous. Wasn’t this all cognitive bias? Finding proof because it supported my point of view? In a scientific frame of mind, I drew arrow-straight north–south lines up the OS Map of ancient sites in Britain. The lines (oriented to true north) were roughly twenty miles apart. One, the line through the Uffington White Horse and the Rollright Stones, was promising: both lie on the same north–south line. But then it peters out in Lincolnshire. No other lines come close to the forty-two ancient sites of note on the Great North Line. I had some proof.

Actually I had a correlation. Nothing more. Well, I had a suggestive coincidence, in the parlance of scepticism. Could I make it bear any more weight than this? I thought I could. I was fondly hoping to develop ideas about England’s ‘primitive’ past and to point out that ancient man was just as intelligent as we are. Indeed as the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein writes of James Frazer, author of The Golden Bough, ‘Frazer is much more savage than most of his savages, for these savages will not be so far from any understanding of spiritual matters as an Englishman of the twentieth century. His explanations of the primitive observances are much cruder than the sense of the observances themselves.’**

At this point in the story, if I’m telling someone new, they usually butt in with: ‘Is it a ley line?’ As if knowing the right label will help. No, don’t get me wrong, I’m not a scoffer. I have a soft spot for strange earth energies and power places and other sundry interesting things, it’s just that even the ley line people can’t agree what a ley line is, beyond being a fairly short alignment of significant ancient sites, hills and churches. Just calling the Line a ley line doesn’t really get us anywhere.

A coincidence, a piece of anecdotal evidence if you like. But the mulch of hard science is anecdotal evidence. It was the folk cure of chewing willow tree bark that lead researchers to salicylic acid, the active ingredient in aspirin.

What headache was I going to cure? My own for a start.

To develop that earlier thought about not starting at the beginning, there should be a word for the instinct to start things in a half-arsed fashion (Farsing? Harsing?), as if starting properly will jinx the enterprise, set it up on too high and unachievable a pedestal. The instinct to start in a half-arsed way for fear you’ll never start at all.

A couple of weeks earlier I had been down at the real start, at Hengistbury Head, fully loaded with my gear. This was another dry run where I was ‘testing’ my umbrella – I mean how can you test an umbrella, really? The umbrella as a backpacking essential was a new departure for me, brought up as I was in 1980s cagoules. Various people and a trip to the Himalayas had convinced me that a brolly, lightweight with a sawn-off handle, was a very useful aide; but we’d see. It was OK on my walk into town, but what about on a breezy mountainside somewhere up north? I’d nearly been blown off a cliff while wearing a poncho that inconveniently turned into a giant hang glider (or one of those suits that resemble a flying squirrel) when an onshore wind suddenly switched 180 degrees; wouldn’t an umbrella be a similar liability? Another piece of kit that might need to be curtailed in high wind was one I was particularly fond of: the rain kilt. Made of super lightweight and 100 per cent waterproof Cuben Fiber (developed for racing sails and probably hang gliders too), it hung around the waist like an untucked shirt. When it rained you dragged it down to make it into a kilt that didn’t look too bad. You could always roll it up again going into shops and pubs. If you remembered.

Why was Hengistbury Head the real start? Because it was where Christchurch (the southernmost town on the Line) hit the sea. Walk a short distance from the beachside of the Head and you are in the town, the home to an ancient priory, and a perfect Norman motte-and-bailey castle.

The Head strangely mimics Lindisfarne, which is three hundred or more miles away at the opposite end of the Line. Both are peninsulas reached by a causeway, which is tidal in the case of Lindisfarne (making it an island for half the day). Both show signs of inhabitation since the earliest times. There are Palaeolithic remains on Hengistbury Head that predate the end of the last Ice Age by a few thousand years. Then, the English Channel was the outflow of a great river fed by the Rhine and the Thames, and was 120 metres lower than it is today. The Head, with its modest sandy peak, would have been one of the first landmarks you’d see approaching England on foot, or later, by boat.

Hengistbury Head also has the most expensive real estate, per square foot, anywhere in England. But not houses – beach huts. Hengistbury huts sell for hundreds of thousands. Five went in 2015 for a million pounds. This is for something you’d normally store garden tools in. But, then, as ancient man knew, Hengistbury Head is special.

There is an impressive double dyke protecting the bulk of the promontory from attackers. And numerous Bronze Age burial mounds have been detected. Now the place is favoured by long-boarders as the windy paths that curve gently downhill make for easy skateboarding fun.

My parents agreed to drive me to Christchurch railway station, which I had designated as the new start point, being two kilometres from the real start etc. etc. My 79-year-old parents. Me in the back, a fifty-something cuckoo in a rather comfy nest; on-board Wi-Fi and GPS. Sign of the times: modern man seeks adventure while remaining an eternal child cossetted by Ma and Pa. Here at the station I would meet two other modern men: Nigel and Joe, who had both been on an earlier trip with me, crossing Canada in a birchbark canoe some years before.

Snug in the back of the Nissan Note, I was reminded of other camping adventures in which my parents had kindly involved themselves long after what would have been considered normal by the more conventionally minded. Quite a few starts and a few ignominious rescues too; they never held my failures to finish the Cleveland Way, the South Downs Way or even the nearby Ridgeway against me. Always there with a smile and a car that didn’t need MOT-ing.

Joe and Nigel were on time and fully loaded with their own gear. Gear is always a big deal at the beginning of an expedition, even a modest one like this. The whole trip threatens to pivot on single bits of kit that you’ll probably chuck away much later or completely disregard. Things like special waterproof towels, mosquito head nets or spare mess tins. And of course you’ll completely overlook some piece of kit that is of crucial importance. There is a certain kind of walking book that revels in not mentioning kit or blisters or other workaday aspects of hiking – all of which play a huge part in the first days of a walk. If you’re averagely fortunate, you gradually solve the physical problem of moving forward under your own steam and you start to think about other things. So by the time you write the book you’ve forgotten the hardship and pain and the gear you put so much pathetic hope in. Well, in this book the pain will not be forgotten.

You can get very close to certain key items of kit. One of the most moving passages in Reinhold Messner’s book about climbing Everest solo without oxygen is when he realises he’s lost his old friend his rucksack, and then, to make matters even more tragic, his ice axe. He breaks down and cries, not because he can’t climb any more – he can – it’s the emotional loss that sears his hypoxic soul.

I had lots of gimmicks and gizmos including a new very fancy sleeping bag (which I suspected was too small, had slept indoors with, had asked for a refund, been refused, so hoped wasn’t) and a very lightweight and also new tent – but tried and tested boots (or were they too old?). Nigel had new footwear but was borrowing my old sleeping mat as his son was using his. Joe lived in Canada and had scavenged some rather ratty old stuff from UK-based friends. He never got blisters, and I suspected it had something to do with his high-arched walk, almost on tip toes.

Neither was coming for the entire walk, which would take several months; they were just coming for as long as they could stand it, or me.

I had seen neither of them for several years. There was an air of reunion about the car park, and my parents didn’t hang about; they had never cramped my style, even now, when I wouldn’t have minded them doing so. We laughed and shook hands and cracked jokes and set off with big rucksacks for the River Avon valley, tramping down empty suburban alleyways well signposted with anti-dog-fouling signs and new roads through industrial estates; there is something quite thrilling in such a mundane start. Of course you feel a tad overdressed when you have to lumber off the pavement for a mum, her pushchair and the kids coming home from school, but, like an astronaut in his reflecting helmet and clumpy boots, you feel elevated, different, alien, a privileged visitor and not just another poor sod living in the real world.

We left Christchurch at lunchtime and by the afternoon we had reached Ringwood. Walking too fast (I didn’t want to hold up the group … yet) past St Catherine’s Hill, I noted the odd fort-like construction deemed now to be a Stone Age animal pound. Such constructions that mimic the design of forts and camps and henges yet seem too small (or even too large) would become a common sight as I went up the Line. But I had nothing really to judge this first one by: a ditch, a circular bank, not much to look at, move on. I was able to tick off the first ancient site on the Line but it left me a little troubled about the way the adventure would unfold. Would the shamanistic heritage of such places infect our journey in a useful way, maybe driving us all a little crazy but in a good way, or would each element of the walk remain aloof and separate and fail to connect up? Well, you plod on, ever hopeful.

And then, in a development that would surely have cheered Jack Kerouac, who was always suffering from poor footwear, after only eight miles of walking I already had the hot foot prickle of new blisters. I had show-off stridden through the flooded fields either side of the Avon. Nigel had prevaricated, angling for a dry path; looking about with his head tipped back and prominent Adam’s apple, he looked like a heron scouting for prey. Then he and Joe had tiptoed their way through the lush grass floating wave-like in the water. In these flooded meadows there was birdsong, even if I couldn’t see the birds. ‘Peewit,’ said Nigel, staking out his role as team ornithologist (every group has to have one). ‘Curlew.’ Not only did he look like a bird, he loved to see and hear them, drawing some kind of solace from their very existence, but at the same time demonstrating that oddly solipsistic effect I’ve noticed with other bird watchers who somehow convey that a perfect world would be just birds … and bird watchers. No one else allowed. And why didn’t I know he was such an expert already? I couldn’t remember him knowing much about wildlife before. With old friends you assume they are in aspic or suspended animation until you meet again. They aren’t supposed to change even if you do. Meeting them can be a rude awakening, like those pop-up messages that demand valuable time to update a computer program you were quite happy with before and want to use right now. The old one worked, wasn’t it good enough?

And how had Joe changed? I would find out soon enough. Both lads were just as fit as they used to be; I probably wasn’t but that didn’t really matter. Joe, I was especially careful with. Two previous expeditions with him had been riven by strife and discord, so now I was friendly, maybe too friendly, but cautious. The discord had been before I had children of my own, and dealing with Joe had been a little like dealing with a teenager prone to tantrums. Anyway, I was a little more aware of what causes kids to get stroppy – transitions, for example, which is something you never suspect when you start out as a parent.

But the first incredible revelation was that Joe, now thirty-eight, had four kids … by three different mothers. Nigel and I (both fifty-four), both on a standard issue two-apiece from one mum, were both moderately gobsmacked. It was the kind of news I wasn’t used to hearing in my rather sheltered life. Last we heard, Joe was the reluctant father of one … That said, I should describe Joe a little more fully. Born in the UK to a Canadian mother and an English father, Joe had been a child acting star at seventeen, a Magnum photography trainee at nineteen, and had been offered a lead role in a feature film when he was twenty (which he turned down). But Joe had a dark side and whenever success came too easily he ran away from it. Finally he had settled down in Toronto as a tree surgeon and was highly successful, with several trucks and a team of employees. I remembered him as a confused 25-year-old tree planter – and here he was, sorting accountancy problems out on his phone deep in the Hampshire countryside. Wow – Joe could do stuff I couldn’t!

And the second revelation was that Nigel was depressed. He was on medication and in therapy. I had an intimation of this, suspected things weren’t quite right. Over the preceding months, I’d learnt to recognise the signs in others: another friend had told me he was on medication for anxiety; a third had tried to commit suicide, failed, tried again but was now stable. He was also on meds and in group therapy.

The world, my little part of it, could no longer be assumed to be rising, on the up and up. Part of it was going down. For a long time I’d thought the mental health crisis was ‘out there’, affecting others, not people I knew. Encouraged by Nigel’s revelation, Joe, too, told us he had been through depression a few years back. He’d taken these meds that allowed him to drink as much as he liked without getting drunk, plus causing the dangerous side-effect that he thought he was invincible. It was during this upsurge of invincibility that one of his children had been conceived in the US – and not Canada, where he lived, which made it even more inconvenient.

I hoped without saying as much that this walk would be a cure of sorts for Nigel. He told me he’d taken time off for it from his therapy (which he said he needed very much), managing a cheery smile you couldn’t help examining for signs of strain. None seemed that apparent in the car park in Ringwood, where I gamely offered to fill up our water bottles in the public loos.

The loo was modern, even high-tech; it had a hot water tap that extended out of a tank above the basin. I couldn’t find the cold water. Hot water would be fine. When the bottle was half full, I thought gosh this water has some kind of natural fizziness, maybe a local mineral water supply – but oh no, I had filled it with soap.

How could I have made such a mistake? Some sort of performance anxiety? Intent on ‘being helpful’, my brain had skidded over what was right in front of my eyes. Now I had to scrub out and clean the soapy bottle. And no matter how many times I did this (loads, having found the water button was activated by holding the bottle in the right place), the taste of soap lasted for at least a week afterwards.

I didn’t tell Joe that I had part-filled his bottle with soap too. Not as much as mine, not by a long chalk. I didn’t want to upset him. Joe had that effect on you.

Wittgenstein wrote: ‘[T]oo little is made of the fact that we include the words “soul” and “spirit” in our own civilised vocabulary. Compared with this, the fact that we do not believe our soul eats and drinks is a minor detail.’ Never mind the ups and downs of the walk, this was just as powerful a motivation: nothing more than an exploration of the England that used to believe in souls that ate and drank. But not a bookish exploration, not another perusal of the library shelf; the evidence I was after would be intuitive, fleeting, known because of a sharpened sense of knowing, sharpened by the walk itself. The intellectual case for this strengthened every year. Evidence had been mounting slowly in the last two decades, through the work of such archaeologists as David Lewis-Williams, David Pearce and Jean Clottes, that the roots of knowledge in prehistoric man lay not in random superstition but in working shamanism. Earlier writers such as Mircea Eliade had hinted at this, but the new writers were more academically respectable and mainstream.

By unpicking the experience of modern shamans still operating with indigenous peoples from Siberia to South America, Lewis-Williams presents a case that explains the truly bizarre rock art, monuments and artefacts of ancient man. And he explains it in a way that has no recourse to those tired old chestnuts ‘fertility doll’, ‘fetish’ or ‘ritual sacrifice’. In other words, for the first time, ancient man is made believable and understandable – because he, or she, is no longer presumed to be a child. He or she is assumed to be just as intelligent and several yards wiser than we are.

The Line was an alignment of ancient sites. Alignment is a key aspect of shamanism. It refers to the need to be in accordance with nature, your environment, your future and your past. I increasingly saw people who had all kinds of symptoms as basically misaligned. I know I was. Walking up England, my land, was about finding the wisdom of this place, wisdom buried by the ancients when they built the Line …



* Ludwig Wittgenstein (trans. A. C. Miles and R. Rhees), Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough (Byrnmill, 1979).

** Wittgenstein, Remarks.
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FIRE AND WATER

It should be easy finding water in a damp place like England. There’s water everywhere. Too much, half the time, what with flood plains being built over and run-off with nowhere to go. Yet, funnily enough, finding water is a problem when walking through England, sometimes more so than dryer but remoter places. The problem is societal rather than geological. In the past, every village and town had water troughs for draft animals and water fountains, pumps and springs for the populace. In the last fifty years these have all but dried up. Privatised water companies put the final nail in the coffin: where’s the money in maintaining a communal water supply? Bastards!

Paranoia about chemical run-off, liver fluke, bovine tuberculosis and other nasty stuff puts you off taking a long cool slug of river water unless it’s treated in some way. But filtration is fiddly and Puritabs don’t work if there is floating matter in the water. Boiling is usually your best option, but again you need to be sure nothing is floating around in your water.

Asking farmers for water used to be what walkers did. I often obtained water and even milk as a boy walking across Derbyshire and the Lake District. But the spread of rural crime in the last few decades and the increase in the trendiness of walking has changed things a little. Though most farmers remain friendly, there is a greater separation between farm folk and town folk, and all walkers are assumed to be townies now. It’s like the weird distinction in North America between rednecks and urbanites. Two tribes.

I feel I belong to both. My grandfather was a farmer. My mother started driving a tractor during harvest when she was twelve. I grew up spending my holidays on a farm, one that oddly enough lies on the Line, yet when I walk across a stranger’s farm and see the growing number of ‘private’ and ‘keep out’ signs, and the farmer zooms by on his quad without a greeting, just a beady-eyed look in my direction, I can’t help feeling a little out of place. Increasingly I like to tell myself that long before there were farmers and landowners, England was full of communal agricultural land. It is our land by right, even if quadbike man is making a profit out of it. Land is a funny thing: it’s a constantly growing store of monetary value, and that adds another wrinkle – walking across it is like sightseeing in someone else’s bank vault. But you can’t take it with you and, after all, as Tolstoy’s famous story puts it: how much land does a man really need?1

So this increasingly complicated relationship between landowners and those who walk across it makes asking for water a bit of a pain. Not that I imagine you’d be turned down, but the possibility of it happening means you explore easier avenues first.

Like buying the stuff in big plastic polluting bottles. Unless you own a Sawyer bag-filter. A water filtration system with no moving parts, it works by squeezing a super-strong bag to force the water through a filter that takes out everything you need be worried about. I’ve used the Sawyer everywhere from Himalayan villages to dodgy hotels to even taking water from a puddle. No problems. At all.

But it does take a little time (fifteen minutes a litre with all the mucking about) and it does look weird. So, again, something that’s easier in remote spots than built-up ones. Until, like all truly acclimatised street people, you lose your inhibitions about performing domestic tasks in full view.

First water, then fire. You can’t go camping without a fire. And this walk, past all those old stones, those ancient sites, needed the elemental, so the element of fire should not be excluded.

You bond better round a fire. Slinking off after a gas-cooked ready meal just isn’t the same. The fire can be small, even symbolic. I’ve sat with Bedouin late into the night round embers that are barely glowing. Beside the Zambesi river, a hollow scooped into the sand with three large candles protected from the breeze sufficed as a true campfire; I don’t think any of the canoeing group noticed the difference. But tonight we wanted a real fire, I think, reminiscent of our Canadian trip when we burnt poplar logs, the gnawed-off remains washed down from countless beaver dams, heaped high to make great bonfires on the beaches of the rivers of Alberta and British Columbia. A nostalgic fire.

And sitting round a fire is an act of nostalgia. It connects you to the past, to all fires you’ve ever experienced, all fires you have ever seen, and the most ancient and primordial fires of our ancestors. To deny the camper and backpacker fire is a little mean to say the least … As for all those forest fires, well very often it turns out that arson and arsing about with petrol and lighters are the cause – not a sensible backwoods campfire. The solution, as I see it, is a fire-making course for all school children, preferably involving flint and steel or a hand drill, to teach them a real skill rather than the laptop lunacy of desperate teachers: introductory MS Office or GarageBand … I jest, but only just.

In the wonderfully titled The Psychoanalysis of Fire, Gaston Bachelard writes persuasively about the impossibility of being objective about fire. The way we have studied it and conceptualised it, our experiential attitude to it, is conditioned by our time in the cave. Which is most of the human story. His mockery of early science is fun too, though, I understand, riddled with errors; tant pis: Bachelard is an author who liberates the sense of the poetic from the musty-scented confines of Emily Dickinson’s stocking drawer, out into the fire-scorched, water-drenched, windblown reality of living.

Now we were on the fine uphill section to the plateau of the New Forest it was growing closer to dusk. We toiled up a long bracken slope close to the village of Mockbeggar, then up Summerlug Hill and past the Pillow Mounds, burial barrows shaped like big lumpy pillows. That barrows are omnipresent in our landscape, thousands of years after they were made, is extraordinary in itself. It’s hard to go on a walk through the English countryside without seeing evidence of our distant but direct ancestors. Walking through America or Canada isn’t the same. Anything ancient there belongs to an entirely different group of people, maybe native folk we have abused in the past. Archaeology is always mixed with shame in conquered lands. All that is too far in the past here. And, cosy irrelevance though it is, I am a native. As an aide to empathy, and a counterbalance perhaps to inflated ideas of self, knowing you share DNA with the people in those ancient graves is a help.

Mockbeggar and Summerlug: old English words that convey their meaning without further research. You can know too much, it can get in the way. On this walk I’d be speaking the poetry of the names, not looking them up on Google. And now we are on the darkening moor, beside the New Forest but not, in a strict legal sense (checking the map here), in it; the nasty no fire rules don’t apply to us. In only a few yards, the common we are upon feels instantly wild and ancient, in the way that happens all the time in England. One minute you’re on a manicured road of houses backing on to a golf course, or an A-road avoiding the steady stream of slick campervans and shiny Mercs; and the next minute, stepping over a drystone wall, across a boggy field, dodging a few cowpats and over another stile and you are here: seemingly pristine wilderness. There are no house lights on the horizon, the forest reveals itself in the distance as successive layers of dark, like subtly graded flats in a theatre. It certainly feels wild.

As if to confirm this, a large herd of fallow deer (the wilderness being defined by profligate quantities of wildlife in groups, herds, swoops, murders, batches, troons, zardars) spreads out on an opposing bracken hill, cheekily close to us – in fact unafraid either through over exposure to walkers or because they are protected and have never been fired on in anger.

‘That’s a white hind,’ said Nige, always the first to notice things. I couldn’t see it myself, then did. Joe too.

‘A white hind,’ we repeated dutifully, hoping by this archaic locution for some of the obvious magic and symbolism to rub off on us. And indeed, despite their constant movement, the others in the group by some sort of self-organising instinct surround this animal, like ancient Japanese bodyguards with an utterly precise instinct for maai, distance and space, so there was always an aesthetically correct number of brown deer encircling the majestic white hind.

‘It’s almost as if they’re protecting it,’ said Nige, and because we said nothing it was obvious that we all agreed – and this was a good omen with regard to the forthcoming camp.

Though, to be honest, nowhere looked promising. We’d left Enid Blyton land somewhere back on the common and now were in a work by Tolkien, darker and more mysterious. As if to confirm this, a sparrowhawk flew overhead. Nige saw it first of course, just as he had spotted the red kite earlier prompting the usual red-kite diatribe – spreading everywhere, those red kites. As the light grew dimmer, and not being in a pub but perhaps wishing we were, we bandied more pubtalk about the ethics of releasing birds of prey.

‘They crowd out other species,’ I said.

‘Kites eat songbirds,’ said Nigel.

‘But they also eat roadkill,’ said Joe, and we all laughed with warm nostalgia because on our Canadian trip we’d been asked if we ate roadkill by some tourists we met and Nigel had honestly answered, ‘Where we’ve been, there aren’t any roads.’ But after laughing now all we wanted was a fire and a place to put up tents.

In the gloom up ahead was a stand of pine trees, elderly and with good gaps between them. No paths, but no path was needed. We blundered into the middle of the wood and found a pile of dry branches left by a group of would-be survivalists or kids building leaf shelters. Old branch and twig shelters are great firewood. There were even logs to park our tired butts on. It was perfect.

But before we could build a fire we heard voices, carrying clear in the still twilight and then the creaking of pedals and the ticking of gears, as a group of mountain bikers laboured up the slope and stood in black silhouette on the edge of our wood. We looked out and they looked in. But after a moment’s wait they went on their way without seeing us, we knew. Then came some children, invisible although we heard their laughter in the leaves, quite a gang of them. It was like being in some Dennis Potter play where the adults play children, and vice versa; then they too were gone and everything was silent except for the hooting of owls.

I lit the fire quickly with birch bark off a rotten trunk; the bark, saturated in resin, lasts much longer than the wood, and the resin is what causes the fire to catch so easily. Breathing in the oily black smoky flame, I shoved the burning scrap of silvery bark into the pyramid of twiglets and – fluff-pfoof – we had fire.

The flames were soon double burning. Down in the embers and then about two feet above, a secondary ignition of gases released by the lower heat; this is when the fire becomes a work of art in which extravagant changing faces appear in the isolated licks and squiggles of flame, floating above the fire like the genie released from the bottle. Ghouls and shape shifters – all are there in the flames, all hovering in a quite separate magic above the embers and lower parts of the fire. And so Nigel began to tell his tale. It started with something I knew already – he had cheated on his wife once too often. But now she’d reacted, told him to leave. They shared a business; that was dissolved. They shared a house; that was sold. Two sons, grown up, one still trying to get them back together. It was heartbreaking just to hear it, never mind live it.

The harsh would say it was all his fault. Why couldn’t he have been faithful? I looked into the fire which promised answers, especially as we had now broached the rum. (Alcohol + fire, that double-edged sword, promising enlightenment but also accounting for an astonishing 70 per cent of all accidents in the wild.) I drank on. Marvelling again at how quick a bottle can go down when you pass it round, swig, swig, swig and back again. At first it seemed simple but now Nigel’s problem seemed very complicated. Normally I’d have been looking for ways to decide once and for all. Now all the subtleties of the situation started to take over. The fire offered up connections I would not usually make; the fire created a backdrop of nuance and empathy. Nige was not at fault; no one was, the world was, but not this world, where we were right now, but the world out there, the one we were avoiding.

Unequal to all the alone time, the down time, all the time in the world in a room he rented off a man he knew from the squash club, Nige had gone from being married with a home and business to being a lodger in someone’s house, a couple who thought they were doing him a favour though he was paying them good money. Not surprisingly Nige began to spiral down. Antidepressants helped him battle the dark thoughts and therapy gave him a structure of sorts, got him out of bed.

Joe and Nigel then had a quick and knowledgeable discussion about antidepressants. Some were good with booze, but, speaking personally said Nige, alcohol had not helped. Joe told us about the antidepressant that had allowed him to drink without any hangover: ‘I was Mr Party. I was out of control. It hurt my business. Messed up my life. I thought I could do anything.’ I secretly liked the sound of this particular pill. Perhaps one now and then wouldn’t hurt. Maybe on a significant birthday. But a moment’s reflection on the chaos it had brought to Joe’s life diminished its attraction considerably.

As the firelight, our only light, played across our faces and the night wore on, it’s true, I learnt a few new and interesting things, but most of the time I was studying the fire in its infinite variety of commentary and nuance. Everything looks different, everything sounds different when the visuals are altered and given subtle life by fire. Writers like Huysmans, who insist that they must write by the light of two ecclesiastical tallow candles, know a thing or two. I might even try it myself. When that thought, or one like it, ended I would stare back into the fire for more inspiration. We all looked into the fire at the same time, from time to time, all three of us synchronising our looking, which left a poignant question mark hanging over the whole proceedings. This subtle rhythm of matching silence with fire, focusing on the penumbra of ever-changing light, suggesting lives more changeable than suspected; we looked into our lives and listened to what was reflected back, which surely had in its own right a therapeutic effect.

Some fires keep a good warm glow along the diminishing darkening path to emberhood. Others don’t. Fires made with hardwoods and resinous pines are usually better than softwoods; aspens and sycamore are fairly crap. If you’re picky about choosing fine hardwoods and good pine then I speculate you’ll be rewarded. But almost every fire I’ve had in the wild has been a scavenged affair, pot luck with the fallen boughs and branches. Now that we had burnt much of the shelter, we scrounged off into the dark to get more wood, any that we could find. I was somewhat drunk now and blundering into face-lashing brambles and trippy-uppy withies that can never be slashed away with a knife without it being way more effort than it’s worth. I gave up wood collecting after a while and took a long leisurely piss illuminated by my head torch – this pleasure was diminished by realising my batteries were fading. But not before I was reminded for a moment of a water feature at a pool party long ago, at night, abroad. Long ago. And so, finally, to bed.

Backing out of the tent in the cumbersome fashion you do after a chilly night of moderate to extreme discomfort, I forced myself to stop obsessing over the fact that a too small sleeping bag is crap, however fancy and expensive it may be. I fumble-fingered the ‘pac-a-bac’ on. It was raining. A little like a poncho with arms, the pac-a-bac had a huge bulge that went over the rucksack and kept it dry. Something of a specialist item, it made you look a bit like a Mutant Ninja Turtle. I loved it. It was big and airy enough to stop the tight little build-ups of steam that cause so much distress when walking; sweat and condensation are your enemy here more than rain. It was also properly waterproof, unlike many ‘breathable’ garments I had worn over the years.

I also put up the umbrella and instantly re-evaluated its stunning ordinariness as a great discovery. The slow build-up of damp as you potter about camp in the pouring rain, always gets into crevices and cracks over time; it’s there that it annoys the most and causes the most discomfort. With a brolly you are dry with no leaks at all.

My final bit of kit in the war against wet was my Buffalo Special Forces top made of Pertex nylon and pile fibre, a design unchanged since the 1980s for a very good reason: it was superbly efficient. The Buffalo worked on the brilliant principle of dynamic rather than static waterproofing. Most of the time we are not standing still in pissing rain, we are walking. And generating heat. So why not use this to evaporate moisture out of the garment we are wearing? This is what happens with the Buffalo, which also retains warmth even when wet. By attacking a fundamentally different problem – how to stay warm rather than the related but different problem of how to stay dry – Buffalo had invented a great garment that is not ‘waterproof’ unless you are doing something in it, which of course you are, most of the time. When I wasn’t I could hide under the pac-a-bac, which also made a handy ground sheet.

In such wet, slightly hungover conditions, the WindBurner stove came into its own. If I sound like I am advertising this stuff, I am not – other stoves work, but I find them to be slightly more hassle what with their draft excluders and need for priming. The WindBurner also appealed on an aesthetic level. Though ontologically a gas stove, it seemed to me to owe something to the design of the V2 rocket, the cutaway one I remembered on display at the Science Museum; made from titanium, with heating and cooling fins and a sort of heat pad instead of a flame, noisy as a V2 on take-off with a built-in pot, it was high-tech but in a good way: it worked. Even in a gusty wind, it brewed our coffee in minutes.

Rather than make porridge, we dunked French bread in our coffee like disgruntled German soldiers contemplating another difficult day in the last retreat through the Ardennes. Talking was at a minimum: too much had been done the night before. Yet when later we walked through a town with an off-licence, Joe sprang inside for another bottle of rum; evidently there was more talking to be done. But not now, not at 7 a.m. Packing up the camp took ages, as it always does on the first few days. We all moped about picking up saturated tents and leaving them in forlorn bundles and wandering back again and finally screwing them up in the kind of haste designed to help you forget that they will never dry out miraculously in your pack. The others be-hooded and with dribbly foreheads, me wanly smug and snug under the brolly. The fire long out, damp black water running away between sodden lumps of charcoal; the giant log we sat on, shiny with wet. There was a trace of melancholy, always there when parting, assuaged by a last pointless hunt for tent pegs and water bottles you know you’ve already packed. The rituals of parting; the terrors of transition.

Walking through drizzly mist. First shit off-piste, surrounded by tick-harbouring bracken, getting used to it, burning the paper – very satisfying and eco-friendly too. The others keep going in diplomatic haste. I have to run after them when all buttoned up again; kerplonk, kerplunk goes my rucksack as I hoof along.
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