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Introduction

I WAS SITTING in a treatment room with my trousers round my ankles when I asked my GP how he would account for men’s fascination with machines. He stopped writing for a moment, looked up and muttered ‘Asperger’s?’ and then continued to scrawl something down on his notepad. ‘I had one patient so obsessed with washing machines that he had to be sectioned for trying to climb inside them every time he walked past a laundrette.’

Now that was an unhealthy, although you’d assume clean, machine obsession. I pestered him a little more. ‘What about train, car, motor-bike, aeroplane, bicycle and tank enthusiasts – ever had any odd versions of those?’ The doctor looked up again, shook his head, stared intently at the red sores and flaking skin on my outer thighs and handed me a prescription for a particularly potent skin cream. ‘Who knows? Now try this. You may be allergic to oil and coal.’

I pulled my trousers up and reflected that this discovery was not, perhaps, the ideal start for my journey into man’s obsession with the machines of the industrial age (I’d spent the previous day learning to drive a steam train and had come out in hives).

It was rather like discovering you’re allergic to salt water the day before setting out on the Round the World Yacht Race. If nothing else, though, I was quite impressed by the way my body had begun to exhibit symptoms I’d previously thought were merely psychological. I’ve always been, shall we say, reticent in the presence of machines, but the knowledge that I could actually be allergic to them made a great deal of sense. That would account for the fact that I hadn’t learned to drive until I was thirty, or set foot in an aeroplane in eighteen years (having become a bit of an eco-worrier too) and had always found the slightly bizarre language of engine cylinders and speeds – whether for boats, cars, unicycles, whatever – as baffling as the appeal of those vile little dogs blonde daughters of billionaires always seem to carry.

Ever since I can remember, I’ve been left completely dumbfounded by the way men salivate over machines. I hate going fast myself. Even on swings. I don’t know what the ‘point’ of a ‘three-point-four’ litre engine is, and I don’t know what my ‘camshaft’ is, or even if I’ve got one. I’m so clueless, in fact, that I once had to call out the RAC because I couldn’t get the bonnet of my car, a Renault Laguna, to shut properly. Apart from ‘The Mighty One’, the carbon-neutral 1958 electric milk float I used to drive across England in with two friends last summer, machines and I have never got on very well at all.

On the other hand, I’m an enormous fan of enthusiasts. Anyone described as an aficionado, expert, connoisseur, authority, pundit, buff, fiend or geek is someone that I want to meet. I’ve always imagined that being an enthusiast about anything is like discovering the keys to a magical world. Life is short and if you’ve managed to find the thing within it that you use to interpret life’s meaning then you are wise indeed.

And so it was that I set out from my local chemist later that morning (lathered in a steroid cream called Betnovate) to try and bring an end to my incomprehension, not to mention psychological and physical revulsion, about the machines of the modern world.

Dan Kieran
Fishbourne, winter 2008
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