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Subsistence

Walking from Rame Head in Cornwall towards the mouth of the River Tamar on an unusually cool May morning, I think about the season to come, the long stretch of summer nights and the promise of adventure, relaxation, happiness on tap. Cornwall to many is where dreams, even just for a week, really do come true, but for me that couldn’t be further from the truth.

As I stroll, I am reminded of my destructive adolescence, when I spent most of my formative years in and around this particular peninsula, running from one village to the next, drinking to excess and getting into bar fights that ended either in tears or in stiches, both outcomes offering a good story to tell the following weekend.

Living in the country had its particular set of difficulties, especially the remoteness, the echo of your own voice mingling with the sound of cliffs slipping and waves crashing out to sea. Growing up without a family car or public transport to take me places beyond my small village, the isolation had me wondering if the pains of coastal existence were the same for my big coastal-city counterparts, those urbanites who, in my mind, were way luckier because they had plenty of clubs to join and places to learn a new sport, make friends, hang out, see and be seen by people their own age. I wondered if they, too, felt the weight and drag of poverty, the burden of being rooted in place no matter how far you tried to stretch for the stars or the horizon, because there simply was no other way out.

Were they happy with their lot? Were they satisfied with what little was on offer? Did they have organisations and charities to help them in the discovery of new directions, or did they yearn to leave home in their youth in order to search for greater opportunities, the same way I did – only to return to their community, years later, to find it had changed beyond recognition, each house doubled in size, rebuilt with giant glass balconies, car and boat ports and swimming pools, familiarity flipped and neatly clipped so that it no longer looked like home? Perhaps they found themselves pushed to the outer limits of their home town, slowly priced out of the housing market until their working-class community was dispersed into suppressed ghettos of concrete and neglect.

I wonder how their children and their parents live now, whether their forefathers’ stories have stayed the same. What has happened to their working-class communities? Have their towns declined in the same way as the one where I grew up, the waning of a way of life that pretty much follows the same pattern for most of those living in poverty along the coast of Britain – the one long struggle? A fight to survive one minute and then the next, one day and then the next, with no rainy-day savings, no emergency fund or contingency plan, no path to follow except the stumbling, litter-scattered one you’re on.

Looking across the river towards Plymouth, the first city that I got to call home after moving out of my childhood village, I’m reminded of all my young dreams and all the mistakes I made that dashed those dreams. I remember how the best and the worst of me hung out at the riverside Edgecombe Arms pub in the small hamlet of Cremyll with my best friends of many years, stealing wine and fists full of cheese from the restaurant and writing poetry in the woods by the riverbank, falling out of friendship, falling in love. To all the world we might have been seen as the lucky ones, country girls with our whole lives ahead of us, but we were poor, had no money and zero prospects, and, because of that, we were thought of as just ‘council-house trash’ working-class kids.

Whilst we burned through our adolescence, other teens our age, the ones we went to school with but didn’t talk to because they had already worked out the social pecking order and didn’t talk to us first, were spending holidays with their relatives in London and planning worldwide adventures, gap years for when they finished their A-levels.

I wonder now, as I wondered then, if I was forever destined to live my life in societal deprivation. If I and a couple of my friends (the other ones that got away) weren’t so dogged in our determination to do better and be better than what was expected of us, where would we be now? Living a life dictated by a rhythm that went hand to mouth, hand to mouth, with no change in sight, surviving, just about.

 

Subsistence is a part of irregular living. It is the bare minimum of what it takes to endure, it is scarcely sufficient food and shelter and all the things that are considered necessary in order to support and sustain life.

For our family, it was fruit picked from the hedgerows and unsuspecting trees, cabbages and cauliflowers gifted from our neighbouring farmer, and mackerel caught by our own rods at the weekend. It was also the gift of big hearts and helping hands, each of us connected through the simple act of compassionate thinking, followed by practical action.

I think about all this as I wait for the Cremyll ferry, walking down the tiny inlet that runs beside the slipway so as to plunge my hand into the murky river water of the Tamar, imagining again the dappled backs of fish swimming by, a happy childhood memory of all the hours I spent at sea, despite other things that happened in my past.

The small passenger ferry that brings me from Cremyll in Cornwall across the River Tamar and into the ancient port of Plymouth takes roughly eight minutes, the backdrop of Plymouth Sound breathtaking as it opens up like a clam. The way the ocean stretches out at the corner of my eye and the sight of ships awaiting their orders to the west. The waterside cityscape unravels as the ferry makes its way from the soft comforting fields of Cornwall and Mount Edgcumbe Country Park towards the beautiful blunt boundaries of Royal William Yard, which used to be the major victualling depot for the Royal Navy, where vital food and supplies were an important accessory to Devonport Dockyard. This, then, the City of Plymouth, is my first port of call on my coastal adventure. I know that the harbour’s operational history has long since passed, but hope to find some semblance of coastal community still amongst the fancy art galleries and yacht masts.

Passing through the main gate on Cremyll Street, I’m reminded of a story an elderly neighbour of mine once told me. It concerned her father, who had worked at the yard for many years, and how he used to pocket a few bars of the squaddies’ chocolate for his daughter, who subsequently sold them to the other children living in the tall terraced houses that lined nearby Durnford Street. It’s hard to imagine those scally kids playing out on the street today. So much has changed in eighty, ninety years, and every window now opens up on to yet another restaurant, and every door leads to an exclusive apartment.

Plymouth has always been very close to my heart. The blue-collar navel city took me into its arms at the age of nineteen, when I left home for the first time – in the name of independence, frustration and curiosity to experience what living in a city was really all about.

The city scoops up ten miles of the South West Coast Path, but is not what most hikers imagine when they think of that famous route. Narrow streets wind their way from the waterfront of Stonehouse, through Millbay Docks and on towards Jennycliff. Not every street is ocean-facing, but the smell of seaweed and the sound of ship horns are a constant reminder that the ocean is not too far away. This urban view of the path takes in the Channel-hopping ferry port, home to Brittany Ferries, then on towards the expansive ocean-facing plains of The Hoe (Old English, meaning ‘High Ground’), where Sir Francis Drake played bowls while the Spanish Armada approached.

Being flanked by the river on one side and the English Channel on the other, it was inevitable that Plymouth would become firmly lodged in both fishing and naval history. Its importance to British naval power dates back to 1670, with the construction of the Royal Citadel on Plymouth Hoe. The city’s origins can be traced back over a thousand years to Saxon times, modest roots that grew into a port city known for its role in exploration, naval power and global trade. But that growth is long stunted now.

Most of the city’s early trade was in buying and selling fish, a business which continues in some capacity to this day. Growing up, the intricacies and complications of fishing were never far from our door. Many of the men in our community were fishermen, but we kids fished too, mostly at weekends and in the Easter and summer holidays, gifting our catch to our mums or the older residents on our council estate in exchange for home-made cakes and buns. At the time, it was just something we did, a kind of childish bartering, but now I realise a lot of our community fished to feed the family, something on the table better than nothing.

Subsistence fishing, as it’s now popularly called, is the use of low-tech ‘artisanal’ fishing techniques, carried out by people all around the world who are very poor, not primarily to sell but to feed their family. The fishing occurs relatively close to shore, using small boats with low-power engines and traditional fishing gear such as hand reels, so its impact on the environment is minimal in comparison to large-scale commercial operations, which use larger, more powerful vessels and giant trawler nets.

The necessity to provide for your family whilst surviving poverty: my mother and the families on our council estate knew all about this.

Of course, the gravity of day-to-day survival didn’t captivate me at the age of nineteen, when I moved with friends into my first home in Plymouth, a terraced basement flat in the city centre. Back then, my thoughts on community were less about my childhood council estate and more about who I shared a two-litre bottle of scrumpy with. But now, on my return many years later, I’m reminded of the meaning of the word ‘subsistence’ when I sit down on a quayside bench on the Barbican waterfront and start up a conversation with a fisherman who has taken up the arduous task of fixing his nets.

We exchange the usual West Country greeting of ‘Alright’ – a greeting that to most outsiders is considered a question, but to us locals it’s just a word that dangles precariously between a friendly hello and a resentful grunt of recognition.

‘Good catch?’ I ask.

‘Middlin’.’ He pulls the last of his trawl nets into the stern and stands to fiddle with the boom.

‘Dogfish,’ I say, peering down at a couple of miniature shark-like fish. I look up and smile, but he ignores me, and I wonder if he wants me to fuck off. I sit up, making to go.

‘No,’ he says suddenly, ‘not middlin’. Truth is, it’s been shit.’

‘The fish?’ I ask.

‘All of it.’ He shrugs.

I know the industry is in a bit of a mess, not just because of overarching reasons like globalisation and environmental collapse, but because, growing up in Cornwall, it always seemed to be that way. Fishermen liked to moan, but, even then, the absence of small-scale trawlers out at sea was noticeable. When we occasionally visited the harbour down at the Barbican as kids on lucky fish ‘n’ chips days, where it had once been chock-a-block with colourful boats, these had been replaced with floating beer cans and bored battered-sausage seeking gulls.

‘Brexit, that was the start of it, then the auction closed. End of an era, if you ask me.’

I settle back into my seat, wondering if I should ask more about the hellion word, but this old bloke seems to want to talk – for one thing, he’s started to roll a fag.

‘So, Brexit – you vote yes or no?’ I ask.

‘Bleddy voted yes, dint I, like a bleddy idiot.’

I shrug, a part of me wanting to agree, but I know well that, when life’s shit, you’re more likely to believe in anything, the vague hope of change leading you on, even if it is a pack of lies.

‘ “Take back our waters”,’ he continues, ‘that’s what we was promised!’

I always wondered what ‘taking back our waters’ would actually look like. Would it be a flotilla of boats holding an undulant line against European fleets, Union Jack and St George’s Cross flags tangling together in the wind in a fight to be seen? Or would it be a barbed barrier that went leagues deep in order to keep the fish in ‘our bit of ocean’?

‘What’s happened to our waters?’ I ask.

‘Paperwork, inspections and investigations, fuck’s sake – we were hoodwinked.’ He lights his cigarette and looks towards the horizon. ‘EU was our biggest trading market; now, that ship’s well and truly sailed.’

‘How much did exports fall?’ I ask.

‘’Bout 83 per cent.’

‘Shit,’ I say.

‘ “Shit” is right. Dunno how long any of us can continue.’

‘Any other work?’ I ask.

‘Don’t be daft. Fishin’ is the only thing I know.’ He looks at the tip of his cigarette. ‘Left school at thirteen to work alongside my dad and his brothers. It’s all I know.’ He flicks the half-smoked fag into the water and steps off the boat and on to the quay.

‘It’s shit,’ I repeat. ‘Must make you angry.’

‘Nah, my love.’ He looks across at the mobile coffee shop and I remember that you used to be able to buy pots of winkles there. ‘Just sad.’

When he walks away, I notice the weight of that sadness still sitting beside me on the bench.

 

Sustainable development aspires to leave no one behind, apparently, but there’s no doubt that limited attention is paid to small-scale fisheries and their importance in eradicating poverty, hunger and malnutrition. The vast majority of the world’s seafood trade is under the control of just a handful of greed-fuelled companies, whilst small-scale businesses try their hardest to stay afloat, often through community-based management, traditional practices, such as periodic no-take zones to conserve fish stocks, and quota systems designed to meet community needs. But still, no matter how hard the small fishing businesses work, more often than not, the big corporations get 90 per cent of the quota.

This dominance by the ‘Codfathers’, as these companies are sometimes called, has increased year on year, and has mostly been ignored year on year. It’s a massively unequal and badly managed system, where a tiny minority of wealthy families control huge swathes of fishing rights, damaging coastal communities and leading to unsustainable fishing. Plymouth-based Jan Colam and family, for example, worth an estimated £130 million, own Interfish, the second-largest quota holders in the country, with 7.8 per cent of the UK total, according to a study by Unearthed, Greenpeace’s investigative unit. Although Interfish claim the majority of their vessels are operated by local fishermen and that their crews promote responsible and sustainable fishing practices, Unearthed raised questions about its health and safety practices. There’s no doubt that this company is integral to the local economy, but at what price?

Our government’s perceived selling-off of British waters to these big companies is seen by many on both sides of the political spectrum as an economic, social and environmental disgrace. Brexit had its hand to play in the downfall of sustainable fishing, too, and definitely hasn’t offered the result that most fishermen expected. During the UK’s debate over leaving the European Union, fishing was held up as an example of what Britain stood to gain outside of the bloc and the constraints it faced within it. Despite the industry’s relatively small size – in 2021, the sector contributed around 0.03 per cent of the country’s economic output – this drove a significant part of the public debate. Brexit meant the UK and the EU had to come to a new agreement on access to each other’s fishing stocks. The UK initially wanted the EU to give up 80 per cent of its existing catch share in UK waters, which the EU countered with an offer of 15–18 per cent, until finally the two sides agreed that the EU would return 25 per cent of its catch share. The deal agreed in 2020 as part of the Brexit negotiations expires in June 2026, so it will be interesting to look back at this short period in history to see if the UK, as an ‘independent coastal state’, was truly able to control the level of access foreign boats had to its waters, as voters were promised.

Growing up on the coast, pretty much everything was connected to fishing in one way or another, whether it was the absence of men and then the stink of them on their return, or the meals that were mostly fish and potatoes at the end of the month when the money ran out. There was also that time my mum worked in a crab factory for a while, and all the endless summer days that started with an early-morning mackerel-fishing trip in and around our bay and ended with us cooking our catch over a driftwood fire.

Whilst walking through the narrow cobbled lanes of the Barbican today, I stop at the fish-and-chip shop where my grandmother occasionally brought us. I order a bag of chips and watch the young man standing over the fryer as he works the tongs with a deft hand. When he takes two steps towards the counter, his eyes catch mine and he smiles.

‘You could do that with your eyes shut.’ I nod towards the large cod and chips he’s mummifying.

‘I do.’ He smiles. ‘Do it in my sleep, too.’

‘That’d be somethin’,’ says the customer, an elderly man who I guess comes here for his fish supper every Friday. ‘Been working here a long time, ain’t you, boy?’

‘Since I left school.’

The old man takes his meal and passes over the correct change. ‘Fourth generation, this lad is. Can you believe that? The family business ain’t dead yet!’

The lad shrugs and, from the look in his eye, I can’t help but wonder, given the fate of small independent businesses, if actually it is.

 

I think about this as I walk towards the Mayflower Steps, where the Pilgrim Fathers left England aboard the Mayflower. I think about the coast not as a place of arrival (like many who head off on their holidays do), but as a place of departure, a place of leaving. I picture myself climbing on board with a hundred or so others, looking for a cramped corner in which to sit out the two months of rough seas and heavy storms, a journey through time, with nowhere to call home, with no bed and little food, departing the known world for somewhere better, hope the only thing to keep us warm at night.

I walk on towards the intricate Sutton Harbour footbridge and wait for it to let a small yacht into the port to dock and then swing back into place, thinking about the local economy as I pass a group of kids out on a school trip this balmy summer morning, excitedly messing about outside the giant glass doors of the Marine Aquarium. What impact will the continued decline of traditional blue-collar trades in our coastal towns and cities have on our children? What will be the consequences of both landward and seaward pressures on our communities, and what path will our kids have to bushwhack and dig out for themselves, making a new trail, like a guiding line in the sand, in order to survive more than merely hand to mouth?

I lift my face towards the sun as it makes its way out across my home bay, journeying westward into Cornwall as I’ve seen it do so many times over the course of my life. Every day we will cross paths, but never again at this time and place, the juncture of my life looking back and looking forwards, the past, present and future me saying goodbye to old ways, greeting the new and hoping one day to belong again, but in another place.
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Isolation

It is said that animals don’t feel lonely in the same way we humans do. They’re too busy hunting, being hunted, just surviving. But, in reality, this couldn’t be any further from the truth: many animals are social, too.

Every single one of us will at some point likely feel the distress of separation from a loved one, the stone-cold heartbreak of homesickness, the pain of bereavement and the anguish of unrequited love.

Nobody likes being lonely, but some people don’t have any choice but to be alone. Perhaps you feel like you’re not in your exact right place, that you don’t quite fit in with the people around you, or the landscape that surrounds you is unfamiliar. Maybe you have memories of another time or a place you once lived that was somehow a part of you, or your childhood, or ‘better times’, and the thought of that other time makes you lonely.

We have made the decision to move to Ireland, living alongside my partner’s relatives in a country town whilst I write this book, returning to Britain for chunks of transient time, during which at best I float around and at worst I sink into a deep cavern of existential dread as I wonder what it is I’m doing with my life. I am on a small journey in comparison to most. My timelines are muddled but I do believe there is an end in sight; I’m moving with small circling steps whilst my investigation takes great strides – coast to coast to coast to coast – English Channel, North Sea, North Atlantic Ocean, Irish Sea. I have never felt so alone.

Whilst my Irish partner starts the search for a new place to live, I feel the slow slip of something lost, something I know I will never get back, even though I don’t want it – my old life. I’m not lonely for family or community, but merely the place I know in my heart so well, the place where I was born and raised and where my ancestors come from, the place I guess I will always call home.

I grew up in a village where I pretty much knew everybody. We kids went to primary and secondary school together, and our mothers worked as cleaners and ‘chambermaids’ in the local hotel, whilst the men fished or worked in the painting and building trades. Everyone hung out in the village together, but now that village has very much changed and is almost unrecognisable to me. With every house extended and ‘upgraded’, my home village has little in common with its old self – the swathe of unimaginative architecture makes it look the same as every other village around the coast.

The community I knew has all but disbanded, the elderly who were the stalwart of our council estate now dead and their homes sold on and built upon and then sold on again (a recent sale listing informs me that the going price for a semi-detached house on our estate is £350,000). My fellow working-class locals have been pushed and pushed from the coast until they are long gone – either inland or, like me, they have found themselves displaced to another country.

House prices are a key factor in why so many people are priced out of their community. This is not unique to Cornwall; it is the norm in every picture-postcard location. Those of us who are coastal rural become isolated when we can’t afford to live where we were brought up; we are unmoored from what we know, left floating out to sea. This is and will always be my paradigm of loneliness, but to those who live in large towns and cities, their experience of solitude can be very different.

Isolation, by its very definition, is the state of being in a frozen place or situation that is separate from others – it is the condition of being singular, set apart, segregated in some way. It is both a detachment from self and the state of feeling alone and without friends or help. In simple terms, isolation, chosen or thrust upon us, no matter if we live in rural or urban locations around the coast, sucks.

We are all part of an island community, no matter how big we believe our country to be, and an island is an insular environment, with terrestrial ecosystems that remain inaccessible from the continent, separated from us by the sea. We are geographically isolated from other landmasses. This, then, is also us as a people – detached, diverse and interconnected within the peculiar circle that is this island, which, by the nature of islands, is isolating in itself.

 

That everyone in Britain lives relatively close to the ocean lays bare our insignificant smallness and may underline our sense of isolation, no matter our age or sex or ethnicity, but especially for working-class communities.

Within the places I visited, isolation took on many forms for many different people: transient loneliness, which is a feeling that comes and goes like the tide; situational loneliness, which occurs at certain times, like a Sunday morning stroll in winter along the beach; or chronic loneliness, which feels like the overwhelming sensation of being lost at sea. Or, in the case of an elderly lady that I find sitting on a bench overlooking the pier in Southend, it is the combination of many things – the loss of companionship, community and your old life.

‘Nice day for it.’ I smile when she looks up suspiciously.

‘Bloody cold,’ she replies.

‘I could do with a coffee.’ I glance at the line of neat shopfronts that runs the length of the beach across the road from us. I notice a cafe, but it is closed. Luckily, next door is a fish-and-chip shop with the door propped open. ‘Would you like one?’ I ask. ‘A cup of coffee or a cup of tea?’

‘Don’t buy from them, my love,’ she answers.

‘Why not?’ I ask.

‘Kicked me out for loitering, last week.’

‘Loitering?’

‘That’s what they said – loitering, taking my time over a pot of tea, and biscuits.’

‘That’s not right; you’re a customer, you bought them.’

She looks at me and I notice a twinkle in her eye. ‘Just the tea. The biscuits I carry with me. They’re my supply – rich tea, cheapest there is.’

This makes me smile.

Despite her instructions, I cross the road to the forbidden shop (because it’s the nearest) and buy myself a coffee and a cup of tea for my (hopefully) new friend, and return to see she has budged along the bench and is waiting for me.

‘What’s your name?’ I ask.

‘Joan, just Joan.’

‘Joan.’ I nod and place her tea on the bench beside her, watching whilst she rummages in her giant handbag until finally she finds what she is looking for – the packet of biscuits.

‘Two left.’ She looks up and smiles. ‘Want one?’

‘I’m fine, thank you. Not long had breakfast.’

I wait for her to finish eating, watching the lines on her face crack and crease into a tight knot as she chews on the dry biscuits.

‘Are you on holiday?’ she asks, when she has finally cleared the sticky mass from her gums. ‘You look like you are.’ She points at my hiking boots.

‘I’m writing a book,’ I say, ‘about the coast, about communities, poverty, that sort of thing.’

‘Bloody hell, why you want to do that?’

‘Sometimes I wonder.’ I shrug, meaning it.

‘Who wants to know about being poor? I could tell ’em a thing or two.’

‘Loneliness,’ I tell her. ‘I’m writing about loneliness.’

‘Know a bit about that and all.’ Joan starts to laugh, but the sadness in her eyes tells its own story. ‘Used to live along the road, there – one of ’em three-storey buildings above the amusement arcade.’

I look to where she is pointing: a white-washed building from the seaside Regency period, its elegant Georgian style lost in a flash of cute candy colours and funny flappy flags, looking out of place in winter.

‘But when my husband died, I couldn’t afford the rent. Kept putting it up, see?’

‘That’s shameful,’ I say.

‘That was eight years ago.’ She keeps looking at their old house, her home.

‘How old are you, if you don’t mind me asking?’

‘Eighty-eight and a few days.’ She looks at me and sits up straight, tidies her shirt collar. ‘Not bad, eh?’

‘I thought you were about sixty.’ I smile. ‘Did you do anything for your birthday?’

Joan pinches the last of the crumbs and waves the empty packet at me. ‘Bought myself a pack of chocolate biscuits!’

‘Good woman.’

‘Small wins.’ She looks back at the house. ‘So, anyway, I had to move to a flat, out of town.’

‘Landlords . . .’ I shake my head, lost for words for once.

‘Eight years ago,’ she repeats.

I am about to ask her where she moved to, but she continues to talk.

‘Used to know everyone round here, but not anymore.’ She turns to look at the cafe next to the fish-and-chip shop. ‘We used to meet there, every Wednesday, at 11 a.m. – me and the girls.’

‘Friends?’ I ask.

Joan nods and looks at me for added effect as she says, ‘All dead now.’

She glances back at the pier, at a group of school children excitedly waiting to walk the boards and spend some cash on the amusements, then turns her disposable cup upside down to indicate it has all gone.

‘Would you like another?’ I ask.

‘Only if you’re bothering.’

‘I am.’ I smile, knowing that she probably doesn’t want to say much more than she already has, but perhaps still has something on her mind. ‘I’ll get you that cup of tea,’ I tell her and cross the road to the fish-and-chip shop. But, when I return, she has gone.

Loneliness, I realise, isn’t necessarily a general absence of people from your life – sometimes it is a specific absence. For Joan, it is her husband, her friends, her community.

 

If the lack of care and support for the elderly is at one end of the spectrum, at the other is the shortage of youth groups and sports schemes. Young people feel isolated and left out of society for many reasons, without anyone to talk to or confide in, often feeling misunderstood or that they don’t fit in, comparing their abilities, family background or the way they look to others in their age group.

We all know this feeling of isolation comes with the territory of being young, to a certain degree, but there are many factors that can worsen the experience and have a detrimental effect on a young person’s health. For example, the lack of social support in times of need, be it from family, friends, neighbours or community members; many young people don’t have anyone to offer encouragement, or even just to sit and listen. Support could also be the loan of a few quid or a lift someplace – those small acts of kindness that can mark the difference between thinking you’re all alone in the world and knowing you are not. Young people rely on social media for a reason: it can connect them with each other, building their own community outside of school and family, offering them a place to express themselves. Additionally, it can provide a source of community for those who may feel marginalised offline, keeping them connected to support networks and shielding them against outside stress and abuse. Social media can offer vital connection, but it can also exacerbate feelings of isolation.

Anxiety, loneliness, depression, poor body image and the fear of missing out can push young people online, but it is also online social networks that encourage them to constantly compare themselves with one-dimensional imagery, whilst limiting in-person communication. The sense of being connected through social media is present for one or two brief plugged-in moments, but ultimately the companionship and understanding that you get in real, live, face-to-face relationships is absent. Like everything, there needs to be a balance, but when you are lonely, reaching out and communicating virtually is often the only thing that helps to make you feel less isolated.

The community organisation Fighting Chance is a charity working in Middlesbrough to improve youth mental health. Set up in 2022, they offer classes and one-to-one sessions to help children and young adults who are struggling with some aspect of their lives, through the power of kickboxing. Funded by generous donations from institutions, businesses and individuals, all their sessions are free to their users. The organisation provides the facilities and trainers to enable youngsters to learn both the discipline and focus of a martial art, working particularly with those who have disengaged from school and mainstream services.

This approach helps children in the community, who often feel isolated and lost, to develop self-confidence, offering them positive role models and a family of folk who can help them navigate their lives in a close, nurturing environment.

Standing outside their building in the snow, watching the kids come and go, reminds me of my time as a school librarian in Devonport, the working-class dockyard-flanked area of Plymouth. The library had become a hub for all the kids who felt isolated in some way: the bullied, the outcasts, the quiet kids and the ‘too loud’ kids, the kids that just liked to read and the ones who had run from persecution in Iran with their families. They all jammed into one room because they felt safe, less deserted, each of them a part of our raggedy underfunded library.

 

According to the most recent report from the Office for National Statistics (2020), there are over 5.3 million residents living in coastal towns in England and Wales, of whom 3.5 million live in seaside towns (those with a beach and visitor attractions) and 1.9 million in other coastal towns.

Of those 5.3 million people, there are many who live in isolation, people I could have spoken to on my journey: the ones that you see sitting alone, who look away when you smile, perhaps because they have lost faith in friendliness, or because they don’t believe that anyone would want to talk to them. I wonder about all the people who spend most of their lives behind closed doors, who don’t get out, feel forgotten, or who, like Joan, have been removed from their community and feel lost wherever they find themselves washed up. These people exist in every coastal town and city, and at every age and stage of their lives.

I would have loved to have spent more time, too, with the many young asylum seekers I saw on my travels, meandering in small groups of threes and fours, together but apart from what they knew, and afraid of what they didn’t. This is probably why, when I approached them, they moved on, their isolation too fragile to let anyone in. Understandable, but a shame for me, because there wasn’t a moment on my travels when I didn’t think about their displacement from family and friends, work and community, wondering how the hell they did it, how they continued to do it.

I call up the Refugee Council to speak to them about their mission to support refugees in rebuilding their lives, integrating into communities and playing a meaningful part in Britain.

‘What does “play a part in Britain” mean?’ I ask Sofia, a young woman from Ukraine who answers the phone.

‘It means fully integrating into society,’ she tells me politely. ‘It means contributing to the communities that welcome them.’

‘Interesting,’ I say. ‘In what way? Do you have any examples that you could share with me?’

‘Working, joining in, giving back – just making conversation, if you can.’

‘That’s great, but what if you can’t speak English?’

‘Improving access to English-language provision is one of our key recommendations for government.’

‘Giving back,’ I say. ‘Brilliant, but I wonder about the things refugees have lost, the communities they’ve left behind. It must be hard.’ I briefly think about how lucky I am, how easy it is for me to return home. ‘Do they try to forget their old lives in order to build a new life?’

‘We never forget,’ says






OPF/toc.xhtml


  Rough Edges



  



  



			Cover



			Praise for Rough Edges



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			Prologue: Sunrise



			SUMMER



			1 Subsistence



			2 Community



			3 Heritage



			4 Culture



			AUTUMN



			5 Coastal Economies



			6 Gentrification



			7 Decline of Transitional Spaces



			8 Pollution (poo, plastics and people)



			9 Climate Change



			WINTER



			10 Isolation



			11 Mental Health



			12 Physical Health



			13 Substance Abuse



			14 Homelessness



			15 Crime



			SPRING



			16 The Right to Roam



			17 Education



			18 Hope



			19 Ambition



			Epilogue: Sunset



			Stay in touch...



			Raising Readers



			BookDrop











  



OPF/x.gif





OPF/cover.jpg
e T
»~ a
782\
—
A~
“~ i
=
l\* A ﬂ - N N — ;
—_— e o
is - —
= 7 :
N | 5 .
T T






