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In loving memory of Pig
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I think we did ok


‘Keep a little fire burning, however small, however hidden.’ 
Cormac McCarthy, The Road
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Prologue

Just as silver is a supreme conductor of heat, summer woods are the most excellent conductor of darkness. The moon is the shape of a severed ear, thrown down on a blue cloth, yet light does not fetch far inside the broadleaf border. Beneath the canopy, the bright pink petals of campion gutter; the luminous blue towers of bugle are extinguished, too. There are leucistic fallow deer in this wood, almost white, a herd which drew King John to hunt this ground in the thirteenth century. Yet such is the dark, they would be barely visible, even at twenty feet.

What am I doing here? I am a charcoal burner and the wood is my place of work. During the summer I spend most of my time inside its green walls, harvesting the timber I cut over winter, turning it into coal. I have two kilns. One, at the western end of the wood, sits under a broken crab apple. The Malus is disfigured, its leader ripped off by a summer storm. The kiln beneath has been cooling since early morning when I closed it down, killing its fire. Tomorrow I shall open it and shovel out the char, bagging it in brown sacks. My second kiln sits on the edge of a woodman’s ride, which cuts east-west through the wood. I loaded it with batons of hazel this afternoon, and rammed a flaming, diesel-soaked rag down one of its vents, just after four. The fire in its centre quickly took: there has been no rain for several weeks and the material is bone dry.

A charcoal kiln may seem out of keeping in a wood. A large, steel, industrial barrel, it is bold, even rude, the nose­cone of a Steampunk space rocket fallen to earth. Yet despite this incongruity, the kiln is most certainly a thing of the woods. Loaded with coppiced hazel and set alight, it becomes almost alive.

In the settled dark, I put my ear to one of its vents. There is a pitter-patter, like soft rain falling on the earth. Crouching low and peering down the vent, I watch the wood tar smoking on the ground, a satanic, black ooze. As night deepens, the light from these vents project glowing beams across the woodland floor. It is as if the kiln has swallowed a small sun. The sight is both irresistible and terrifying, for inside the steel oven there is no mercy.

During hours of burning the wood inside is transformed, reworked. Water and hydrocarbons are expelled in what seems like slow torture, the process of pyrolysis. With only a small drip of oxygen entering the kiln, the hazel inside does not burn away, but is forced to keep its shape and take the pain. I sometimes think burning it to ash would be kinder. Yet this cruelty has history behind it. Charcoal was the smelting fuel of the Bronze and Iron Age. It propped up the Romans; forged their weapons; put fury in their armies. And although we mainly use it to brown sausages now, that darkness remains.

But beyond blood, charcoal burning has always been magical, a kind of dark trick. A piece of tree miraculously reduced to carbon, atomic number 6 on the periodic table, one of the building blocks of life. Open a cooled kiln and one’s eyes fall on a dusty black ossuary, glittering bones of trees. A nugget flashes silver-grey like a jackdaw’s mantle; another is painted with a cobalt flare, edging to purple, then gold. Pick up a piece and it weighs next to nothing, the wood from which it came released from the dead weight of its water and tars.

There is a bump inside the kiln. It is the wood stack dropping as the material in the bottom burns away. The sound draws me back to the present. For most people, being alone in a wood at night is not normal behaviour. The dark rattles us, dredges up primal fears, even if it is two-and-a-half centuries since anyone in these islands had to worry about wolves. Now all the old poachers are in their graves, who in their right mind lingers in woods after sunset? But, for me, these dim precincts offer a comfort, not a threat. The smell of woodsmoke and the kiln’s gentle song, settle me. On such a night, every tree becomes sacred, a pillar of stillness. Standing under them, the dark bleeds in, then a quietness comes upon you.

I came to the woods over a decade ago. I came to the woods because there was a fire in my head.


1

My eyes rested on the hawk. It was like a feathered flame. Its head and body burned a reddish-brown and set the room’s blue-green plasterwork aglow behind it. The bird bobbed its head, trying to get a sightline on the food I was holding. In a beat, it lifted off the glove of the man standing opposite me and dropped into the air between us. One wingbeat, maybe two, and I felt its weight land heavily on my own glove. The hawk immediately set about dismembering the dead chick I held between my finger and thumb. Its eyes blazed as it tore at the small body.

The distance the buzzard had flown in that brief second was about fifteen feet, the transverse length of my living room. Across from me, in the opposite corner, stood Dave. Looking at his face, it was clear the bird brought him joy. The pair had been together for sixteen years, ever since he had found her injured halfway up a mountainside in Wales. Dave had carried her down and brought her back to Hackney to fix her. Once she had recovered, he had returned to Wales to release her, but the imprint between man and bird had been too strong. Dave described how he had let her go, jumped in the van and bolted. The hawk had immediately turned in the air and followed the red Transit down the mountain track, worrying at the roof with her talons. There was no outgunning her. After two more unsuccessful attempts, he had brought her home to London, resigned she would spend the rest of her life in captivity. With homing, she would need a name, so Dave called her Manod, after the mountain on which he found her.

With the buzzard still gorging on the chick, my eyes slipped down onto the street. A row of pollarded plane trees shrunk to a vanishing point towards Queensbridge Road. The housing stock was early Victorian; handsome, semi-detached villas with tall sashes and doorway fanlights. Their grimy yellow fascias mellowed in the late afternoon sun, the lime mortar and old London brick more acquiescent than modern materials. As Manod continued to pull at the dead chick, I felt the street’s passivity. The heat of the day seemed to have taken the edge off everything.

I had first moved to Hackney in the late nineties. Back then, every ground-floor window and nearly every front door had worn a barred grill. There had been a curious disconnect between the gentility of the architecture and such an overwhelming sense of barricade. Despite the fine housing stock, Hackney was one of the capital’s poorest boroughs and the local estates were among the worst in London. As if proud of the area’s roughneck quality, the local rag advertised itself each week with sandwich-board headlines that seemed a parody of inner-city violence: ‘Schoolboy shot in gangland execution’; ‘Man disfigured in blow-torch revenge’; ‘Body parts found in London Fields suitcase’. Most of the trouble was gang-on-gang but there was always the risk of being caught in the crossfire. After a month or two living there you became inured to the violence and just got on with it. Yet in the half decade I had called it home, things were changing. While the area was still rough, the security grills were on the wane. The early colonisers – the artists and musicians – had made the place fashionable and big money was moving in. The newly arrived bankers and lawyers weren’t going to blow a million pounds on a Victorian villa and then keep an iron grill on the front door.

Dave had seen it all. He had been in London Fields for thirty years, most of them squatting the building opposite. He told me nearly all the houses on the street had once been similarly occupied. It had been a period of great community. But not any more. As the grills and window bars came down, different barriers were being raised, ‘The sort with a watermark running through them’ as Dave put it. These days he kept a low profile, apart from the occasional ride out with his old motorcycle gang, living a quiet life with his birds and partner.

I first met Dave shortly after moving in. I had just got back from the advertising agency where I worked, a white capsule of minimalism off Regents Street. The satisfaction from my job as a writer in the agency’s creative department had long since waned and despite the buzz of riding home too fast through London’s rush hour traffic on a Japanese sports bike, I would nearly always arrive home feeling deflated. It was a warm evening in late May and I was padlocking my motorbike to the streetlamp opposite my flat, when suddenly I felt a presence standing over me. Looking up, I was met by two pale eyes. The stranger was tall and wiry, with a face like a mountain crag and DIY ink needling his arms and hands. He wore leather biker jeans and a white vest emblazoned with the words ‘Outcasts Prison Fund’ – if required, he looked like he could dish it out. I straightened up to meet him. The man had come over to explain that if I left the Kawasaki there it was likely to get stolen, that ‘the kids on the estate rob sports bikes to order.’ I told him it was alarmed and fitted with a tracker. He looked through me and said: ‘On your head be it.’ I let the moment pass. We started talking bikes and slowly the ice melted. The stranger told me he had been into them all his life and had started at eleven, on a Bantam. He explained he did airbrush graphics and was a bit of an artist, had two choppers out the back he was currently working on. I could envisage the style – lurid designs of breasts and skulls, the dark crossover of fantasy and porn beloved of old bikers. Not my cup of tea, but honesty was not what the moment needed.

After that Dave would often come outside and chat. If I was ever cleaning my bike, I could always rely on him to mooch over and chew the fat, keeping an eye on my sponge work.

At other times, I would get a knock at the door only to find him standing there, waiting to be invited in. Mostly I didn’t mind – it was nice to be neighbourly and quite un-­London like – and although he would stay for a couple of hours, I always found some pleasure in his company which blew away the cobwebs of my professional life. Sitting on the edge of the chair, rolling a liquorice paper fag, Dave would elaborate on his life.

From a boyhood in Ireland to a rambling young adulthood around East Anglia, he had mostly done itinerant agricultural work. He was good at fixing tractors, or coming to the rescue when a hay baler went wrong. But it was the working horses that had most enthralled him. On a few of the farms he had worked they had still used Suffolk Punches – willing, hard-working animals with a gentle nature. When he spoke of them you could see the best aspects of the man shine, the same love and tenderness you witnessed when you watched him handle his birds.

But there was a darker side to Dave. Much of his life had been violent. In his twenties and thirties he had got involved in motorcycle gangs and spent a couple of years inside. He had been glassed, stabbed and shot; lost friends in fights with the Hells Angels. The old biker told me he had been given his gang name – Dave Two Hammers – after his reputation of going into battle carrying a pair of lump hammers. I was glad he spared me the details.

On a few occasions Dave would knock extra early, usually on a Sunday. I would drag myself out of bed to be greeted at the front door with a freshly killed duck off Walthamstow Marshes. Dave liked to poach with his Saker falcon and Sunday mornings were the quietest. He would usually bag two or three and always threw one my way – plucked and gutted – which I would cook for my dinner. But it wasn’t all one-way traffic. Occasionally I would cross the road to his place on my own kind of poaching trip.

Dave’s home was a detached four-storey house, the tallest on the street. It would have once been a handsome building, but long neglect by its owners, the borough council, had left it in a sorry state. Grass and weeds grew from the guttering and the slate roof was broken and pitted. Despite Dave’s best efforts to patch it up with fibreglass, it had the structural integrity of a smashed poppadom. From my flat across the road, I would often see feral pigeons entering and exiting through the holes. Dave said he hadn’t used the attic for years; the stench of ammonia from the pigeon shit made it uninhabitable.

The hallway was pure Dickensian, holes in the walls exposing ancient laths and plaster. The bannister spindles were wrecked, smashed by a biker mate of Dave’s who had ridden his Norton Commando up and down the stairs while on speed. Most of the windows, especially at the back of the house, were only partially glazed. Dave explained when the wind found its way off the river, the old house would groan. Off the hallway to the right some old stairs fell away into the black hole that was the cellar. I always had a bad feeling standing there, the air from below smelled rank and evil. Dave confirmed my unease when he told me he used to play his drums ‘down the hole’, but had been so badly spooked on one occasion that he had not set foot below stairs for a decade.

Walking down the hallway and into the kitchen, the novelty of such old-fashioned privation turned to horror. The kitchen reminded me of the degradation in Don McCullin’s photographs of Bradford in the late Seventies; black and white interiors which shamed us as a developed country. A compost heap of food waste grew mould beside the old sink and yellowing chip paper peeled from the walls like ulcerated tongues. I did accept tea when it was offered, but drank it with my fingers crossed.

Despite all this, I liked going there. The squat was the perfect antidote to the polish and zip I encountered every day in the office, a vast expanse of marble and steel which left me cold. Although Dave’s may have been a health hazard, the advertising agency represented a clear and present danger to the soul. Beyond its sliding doors I often felt like a bird trapped inside a bell jar, being slowly deprived of oxygen.

When I had started out in that professional world, everything had seemed so exciting. My teachers were old school creative directors who still believed in the power of ideas and encouraged their young disciples to dream. We were the new generation, tasked not only to match, but to go beyond the brilliant legacy of our forebears, the men and women who had created ads that would get the nation talking. But in the last ten years the drive to produce great work was dying. Partly, it was that we no longer watched television in the way we used to; and partly that clients had become more risk-averse – always the enemy of anything brave and good. The occasional idea would glow and shine, but ninety percent of what I wrote ended up in the bin.

It was fair to say I was out of love with the business and that my days felt devoid of any real creativity. Plus, the office had never been my natural habitat. Most of my peers seemed unaffected but I had always been allergic. I felt only half-alive under strip lighting and uncomfortable with the warm electrical smell of computers en masse. The only time I ever forgot my surroundings was when I was immersed in a good idea, then the world lit up. Why did I stay so long? There were several reasons but the short answer was that like so many people stuck in a job that no longer suits them, I remained because I felt unqualified to do anything else. You kid yourself that the free agency bar and the parties – as well as the money – make up for the creative disappointments, but in the end you realise that such an arrangement is unsustainable and a shoddy trade-off for someone who needs to be more expansively creative. It was life and stories that really interested me – the same material which had once inspired all those great ads – and over the road at Dave’s, it was there in spades.

You could say Dave had a way of talking. And despite the distraction of being perpetually engaged in rolling a fag, the old memories would tumble out with a casual, effervescent brilliance. While Dave perched cross-legged on an old machinist’s stool, I would sit opposite on a worn sofa, and let his reminiscences flood over me. The squat was a natural storyteller’s den. Sitting in firelight with wind in the chimney, Dave would regale me with tales of free festivals in the Welsh hills, or solitary forays on his motorbike around Stonehenge with just a sleeping roll bungeed to his bike. His stories were a lifeline. They took me away from the aridity of my present and back to somewhere greener, more fertile.

It was as if a river ran through Dave’s house, a twisting, silver stream. It was the undercurrent of creativity and freedom which ran through his life. Those old hands that had once gripped a lump hammer in the service of very bad things could also fashion beauty. It was present in his paintings on the living room wall and in the leatherwork scattered across his desk; it was there in the engine block of a vintage Bonne­ville he was restoring which lay in bits on the kitchen table. Out the back, among numerous plants and medicinal herbs, it stood quiet and sober in the primitive wooden carvings he had fashioned with a chainsaw. And beyond that still, it sung in the aviary of broken birds he mended – the hawks, falcons and owls which were brought to him to fix – and would eventually be released back into the wild.

I looked at Dave’s output. It inspired me, but also made me feel guilty. When was the last time I’d allowed myself to be so playful, to be even half as creative? As a child growing up on a small farm I had always been outside making things or, if the weather was bad, drawing in my bedroom. Yet I couldn’t remember the last time I had picked up a pencil for the sheer joy of it. It all felt a bit tragic. A London adman living vicariously through his neighbour, an old biker and ex-con to boot. In my best moments as an advertising script writer, I couldn’t have come up with that.
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