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To my family – past, present and future





Good morning, brother pilgrim,

pray tell me where you’re bound.

Tell me where you’re travelling to

on the disenchanted ground.

My name it is poor pilgrim,

to Canaan I am bound,

travelling through this wilderness

on the disenchanted ground.

– Trad.






Credo: Buzzard and Moon

I have left the others sleeping and gone out early by myself. The wet, weary buildings, heavy with rain and dreaming, are forgotten behind. There are no people awake but me. The hill grass is rough and the sky pale blue with a white flake of moon still caught there. I am in a landscape of mountains and rocky high pasture. Not that I think of it as a landscape: it is simply where I am, which for once is also where I am meant to be. Dilapidated stone walls mark what used to be fields, but now sheep flow at will through the gaps. The air is crisp and clean, like the white flesh of a perfect apple, and every cell of my body is singing the same song as the black streamlets that corkscrew down from the higher hills. I feel too alive to walk, and soon I am springing pell-mell over tussocks and loose, ankle-turning stones. Nocturnal coolness still steeps in the hollow places, but it is summer and the air is warming as it rises. The only sounds are a distant skylark, the dark beat of blood in my ears, and my rough breathing, regular except when I leap to avoid a spill of scree or an iron-hard rowan root.

Then, over the ridge ahead, a thrilling silhouette: a buzzard! It shapes closer until I can see the brown on its broad wings and a band of brindled silver across its chest. What happens next is hard to explain. It seems that the whole of the land and sky is centred in that shape, which is also like the pupil of a gigantic eye through which my own vision is magnified a thousandfold. I feel something growing inside me, a feeling that I have never experienced since with half the intensity. But it would be more true to say that I am the feeling: a pure, irrepressible feeling of belonging. I have stopped dead still on the sheep-track to watch the bird, but I feel with a certain sudden knowledge that I and she are the same. All of my attention is centred on her as she soars. I’m a slow grower. My voice has not yet broken, and back home I try to impress my parents and sister with an imitation of a buzzard’s cry. Now the force inside me takes the shape of the cry, and at the top of my voice I let out: pee-yoo! pee-yoo!

And she hears me. Her body turns, and she answers pee-yoo! I cry again, and again she replies. I am vibrating like a javelin when it hits the earth. She is not far away now, just arcing over the nearest green hill, beating darkly about the thumbnail moon, and I run again, not caring now about stone or root, and as I run I call all the time, and she answers pee-yoo! pee-yoo! I run and run towards her, but when I reach the top of the hill I see that it isn’t the top at all, and that the buzzard is in fact over the next ridge beyond. Now she is looping away, still crying, and at last she disappears over a bald summit, leaving me on the hill, legs dripping with black sedge-water, weeping like a madman, supercharged with love.

Since then, I have known, though I have often mislaid the knowledge, that my true identity is outside myself and is shared in other things. That is why, in all the paid jobs I have ever had to do, though I have not shirked, I have been withheld always in irony. Probably for my whole life since I was first taken into the Staffordshire woods as an infant, strapped to my mother’s chest, but certainly since the experience on a Welsh hillside I have just described, my allegiance has lain elsewhere. I cannot serve two masters, and my loyalty is for the venerable institution of Buzzard and Moon.




Part I

‘A man is so lost in his own life.’

– Aleksander Wat
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In March 2019, I caught a train from south Wales to Staffordshire to visit my maternal grandmother, who a week before had been taken into a nursing home. She was born in 1921 and now her long life was nearly over. Being a weekday, the carriage was quiet, and the few passengers were bent over their phones, lifting their heads only when the trolley was pushed by. I could have thought about Grandma, but my mind felt scoured blank. With each lurch of the train my temple was knocked against the cold, dirty glass that I stared through at the pylons and the waste ground heaped with shipping containers, the thickset empty chapels, the wet fields of yellow green. When sunlight thinned the clouds it made a weak shadow of the train speeding past newbuilds, and drew desultory flashes from rainwater lying in puddles beside the tracks. When it shone brighter I closed my eyes and a script of tree shadows rippled behind my eyelids. Whenever we approached a station the same effect was created by gantries, spike-topped fencing and video cameras on long metal poles. I remember thinking that it is a sad country in which such ugliness can be made and the people accept it. The train shook north and I watched as the white flowers on the blackthorn hedges crept back into their twigs. By the time I reached the Midlands the seasons had reversed. The hedges were wet and dark and bare. It was winter.

At the final station my mother waited on the platform in a blue anorak. Her hair was white and disorderly with wind, but the inside of her car was very tidy. Between October and spring there is generally a satsuma in the cupholder by the gear stick, and now there were two. I looked at them and grinned and then we set off. I have never learned to drive.

The nursing home is a grand old building with medieval-looking chimney stacks and a wide lawn embayed in gravel. It would better suit a coach and four than a Škoda. Inside, there’s a spiral staircase and, unremarkably as in a dream, Grandma is on the first floor. The nurses are kind. Grandma is alright, but they’re having trouble persuading her to eat, bless her. Grandma is lying on her back with her eyes closed, but she opens them when Mum speaks. I josh her a little, to get her to eat and because I am desolate at seeing her there. The care worker brings soup and Grandma pretends to drink some while we pretend not to notice. She doesn’t want to be here. She has lived all her life five miles away, in Eardlem, in her own house. She has given up, and is indifferent. Her face is resigned. I love her so much. We stay for twenty minutes and then Grandma opens her eyes again, smiles weakly and says, ‘Right, you can bugger off now.’

By early summer Grandma had become weaker and confused. I travelled up again and saw her a few days before she died. She called me John, my grandad’s name. He had passed away thirty years earlier. On my final visit to their house in Eardlem, Grandma told me that they had met in a department store just after the war while she was a shop assistant and he was delivering carpets. With their friends he took her to tea dances at the big house in Trentham, and they picnicked and laughed and flirted in the sun in those beautiful gardens with their fountains and clipped hedges of yew and trellises of roses that perfume the air in late summer. Then she’d taken a photograph out of an envelope in a drawer, to show me. The men all wore suit jackets and the women were in dresses. ‘They were good times,’ she’d told me. ‘We were quite carefree.’ Now Grandma was small and silent, sitting in an armchair wearing a blue cardigan. I knew I wouldn’t see her again, so before we left I held her shoulder for a few seconds through the cardigan. I’d never held her for so long all my adult life, nor seen anyone else do so.

Then it was her funeral. This time my wife drove us up with the kids. They played tag in the crematorium carpark, not knowing if they should, or what to do otherwise; but the little one, Thomas, threw handfuls of carpark gravel up with all his force, and laughed to see it come down again in hissing showers. And my eyes that had travelled up with the flying stones saw that the crematorium trees were in full leaf. Long-tailed titmice roved through the canopies, hyperactive and frail, their tails like emery boards glued onto cotton reel bodies, making sharp little contact calls that sounded like the kiss and clack of needles. Like the contents of Grandma’s knitting box come alive. She would have smiled to see them. She loved birds, and always put food out in her back garden, treading round the puddles in her dressing gown and slippers. She loved music, too. And children. She loved all pointless and incorruptible beauty.

Afterwards there was the awkward English sandwich reception in a long unheated hall in Eardlem. Amber tea plaited out of runny-nosed aluminium urns and the coronation chicken had raisins in it, like we were still in the 1980s. The hall is right by the motte of the Norman castle, where my family have so often walked. There’s a little stream up there from which I used to fetch watercress with my uncle Jack, Grandma’s brother. In the 1980s the sky was full of swallows and house martins who used mud from this same little stream to mould their nests. They streamed over the hills in the wind, and chattered to each other as they worked individually, in couples and communally to build homes for themselves in an annual ritual I expect no one thought would ever end.
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After the funeral we returned home and everyday life resumed as though nothing had happened. I was richly occupied again with family, my job, immediate duties and immediate pleasures. But in the weeks that followed I was dogged by unease. By day I was anxious without apparent cause, and each night, after lying awake for hours, I was outcast on a small, oarless boat over what I sensed was a depthless darkness, on a lake or at sea, sometimes glimpsing, sometimes only feeling how just below the surface vast creatures heaved and strove, black dreamwater slopping off their smooth, arced backs. Some nights I would dive in, wishing to get close to them, but they accelerated always beyond my sight. Then I was back in the boat, quite dry. Yet the next night the animals would return, joggling the boat with black bow waves and trailing, when they departed, long suggestive wakes. Plainly, something was trying to work its way up, make itself known; something I conjectured had to do with the loss of Grandma but belonged also to a larger and more elusive disturbance. But I couldn’t work it out, couldn’t even see the shape of it.

As has happened so often in my life, I was helped through confusion by something I read. It was an aphorism of the Scottish poet, gardener and philosopher Ian Hamilton Finlay, a strange, driven man, full of love but cussed to the world, a self-conscious exile in his own country and century, who had lately come to fascinate me. Severely agoraphobic, Finlay, with his wife Sue, had in the second half of his life bought seven acres of moorland in the Pentland Hills and over thirty years transformed it by hand into a neoclassical garden of trees, ponds, sculptures and heroic inscriptions in stone. When a commentator carelessly described the garden as a retreat, Finlay countered that it was in fact an attack: an attack on the loss of order and grandeur in contemporary life.

But the quotation from Finlay that stayed with me is as follows:

It is the case with gardens as with societies: some things require to be fixed so that others may be placed.


This aphorism had already preoccupied me for weeks, but on my return to Swansea from a trip to Little Sparta, Finlay’s moorland garden, it seemed to ground itself with new force in the truth of my circumstances. I felt that I now understood its practical value, which for me had nothing to do with gardening, but seemed to identify very accurately what I felt to be wrong with myself. Finlay’s words enabled me to understand that in losing Grandma and Eardlem I had been bereaved of precisely a fixed point of orientation. As a result I myself had become displaced and adrift, without coordinates or anything to steer by save the cryptic suggestions of the dream-beasts. Or at least this is how I had felt since the funeral, but now this metaphor of Finlay’s advertised itself as a kind of foothold and starting point to explore what was troubling me.

So I began to explore, and it was intimidating. Slowly and staccato, throughout that late autumn and early winter of 2019, I was brought to realize that in fact this process of displacement had been going on for many years, with the loss of Grandma and Eardlem only the snapping of the final rope in a long, apparently inexorable unmooring. And as I began somewhat reluctantly to examine, as it were, these frayed ends I’d been left holding, I found that they resembled in sum a single immense and tangled clew of problems, though all involving different kinds of loss between which I’d never before reasoned a connection. None of this came to me clearly. There was no question of a great eureka. In my waking hours there was barely a moment. Blatant mid-life crisis was a luxury I couldn’t afford. But Finlay’s axiom was the bright hook that slowly, nocturnally, drew up the aquatic animals of my dreaming whose function, I was now certain, was to shunt me from lostness towards some kind of identity or purpose.

Meanwhile, it was spring again, that strangest spring of the first pandemic. I lost my job, was bedridden with Covid, got a publishing deal and wrote a book about the birds I could see and hear around me in Swansea. When the schools reopened, the photographer came in to take the belated annual portraits. As we compared this year’s with the previous year’s photos, we exclaimed with parental pride but also wondered aloud at how the children’s faces were changing, their features forever taking on fresh resemblances, to my wife or me, our parents, uncles and aunts, grandparents. And most evenings between our son’s bedtime and midnight I sat abstractedly in the study while Grandma and Grandad looked down at me from a photograph nailed to the wall above my desk. They are standing in the back garden of the house at Eardlem, but the washing line goes right through Grandad’s head. The photograph is so bad that only I could have taken it.

You hear that good writers keep systematic notebooks of their daily impressions as records of experience later to be transformed into art. With me, the likelihood of writing seems inversely related to the number of pretty notebooks I buy. But from my twenties I sometimes wrote down dreams that affected me powerfully, and I knew that if I looked through my old notebooks I would find dated entries concerning the dream-beasts. They would be few, but at least something, a place to start. So one evening in my study, as a deep-red moon rose over Swansea Bay, I fetched from the cupboard fifteen or so notebooks and pads of different colours and sizes. I stacked them next to my chair and over the next two hours pored through them slowly in solipsistic fascination. I found that uneasy dreams of water went back a long way. The earliest entry was from 2003, when I had been living in York, very close to the banks of the River Ouse:

[image: ]
6 a.m. Heavy fatigue and the thick residue of dreams. I leaped from a bridge into the cold brown Ouse, and sank deep into the water, where I received a phone call from my mother. I couldn’t make out what she wanted, so hung up. I thought I was rising, but felt my feet hit the river bed. I kicked away from it, pushing back to the surface, and woke when my head emerged from the water.


There were also many animals in the dreams – chimeras and demons as well as more familiar forms. But amphibians and reptiles were the most common, as in this one from 2012, which at first I thought irrelevant to my search.

On or around the night of 20th March I dreamed that I found a painted bowl of Roman porcelain in a marsh, and that it contained various big-eyed unfamiliar amphibians, slimy and cool to the touch, about the size and texture of pelmeni [pelmeni are Russian ravioli]. The animals looked exposed and vulnerable in the bowl, and I was still deciding whether to sink it back into the bog-water or take it home when I awoke.


I suppose I had always been in haste to record the dreams before I forgot them. At any rate, I seem to have reached for whichever notebook was nearest to hand, since records from the same year were often spread over two or three volumes. I enjoyed revisiting the dreams so much that it was often necessary to remind myself that I wasn’t reading for pleasure but in search of a pattern. But it was only as I began to assemble the entries from 2017 that I began to think I had found one. The entries began in early June of that year, and three in particular struck me as related:

The maelstrom, night 2nd–3rd June: Near darkness, through which becomes visible a huge and fissured slab of coastal rock, wet and glistening black. A ship has run aground but all the men have made it onto the rock. From above and slightly shakily I see them, as though through a television camera on a circling helicopter, make their way slowly across the rock, bodies taut to keep foothold on the uneven surface in a strong wind. I know the wind is strong because I can now see a gigantic crater of violent, raging seawater in the middle of the rock. It is a maelstrom that the sea has made. The line of men is picking its way carefully around the rim of the maelstrom and then slowly away, but one man seems unable to leave the edge. As though drunk, he teeters on the lip of the crater, a minuscule figure in a vast sunless landscape. One or two of the other men turn back to help him, try to lead him away from the crater by the arm while they shout, as I somehow know, words of exhortation through the gale. Now some information comes into my mind, as though the scene were being narrated: a voiceover without a voice. I am told that there seems nothing wrong with the man; his shipmates cannot understand why he can’t walk away from the crater, and perhaps he can’t understand it himself. The voiceover stops, and for a short while longer I see the man, a tiny, hunched figure, like a wasp on the rim of a beer glass. Then I can’t see him any more. The maelstrom sucks and seethes. I can only guess that the man is lost.

30th August. All I can recall of a long, complex dream was my trying to feed a lizard some orangish mush from a silver teaspoon. The lizard was really a magician who had been reduced to this form by the effort of protecting me and others from dark powers. I pushed the spoon into his slightly open mouth but the food fell again from his lips. The lizard’s face is still vivid to me: thin, grey, wrinkled, showing great suffering, infinite resignation in its wise, tired eye and the grim set of its mouth.

Early morning of 2nd September. Aboard an old-fashioned ship. There was a grey creature like a plesiosaur in the water under the ship, and we were feeding it. It would swim to the surface of the sea to take our food. In the next scene, both the plesiosaur-creature and one of our crew had been captured and mistreated by cruel men. The animal had been confined to a small pool where it could barely swim. It had grown thin and weak from this treatment, and the man was haggard too. When the wicked men let them go, our crew-mate stood there limply with the equally flaccid animal draped around his neck and across his shoulders, the dream having shrunk the animal for the purposes of showing me this image. Both man and animal survived, however, and we began feeding them to restore them to health. The plesiosaur resumed its former position alongside our boat and we lowered food to it as before until it began to recover.


It was the themes of threat, nourishment and anxious care in these last two fragments that led me to connect them with the dream about the pale amphibians in the Roman bowl from five years earlier. But it took longer than it should have for me to realize that in each case the timing of these dreams corresponded to my wife’s pregnancies with our two younger children. At the second scan of Thomas, in 2017, potential abnormalities were detected in his growing brain, and I attributed the greater frequency and intensity of anxiety dreams that summer to my concern for him.

It seemed very plausible that the dreams of nourishment partly concerned my hopes and fears for my unborn children. Yet if that were all there was to it, how to explain the continued presence and increasing frequency of the dream-beasts since 2017? That year had been significant for at least two other reasons: it was when I had suffered a personal crisis, and also when we had moved from England to Wales, a decision that the crisis had partly occasioned. Although much about the crisis remained obscure, it had involved a loss of faith in language, in a sense of purpose, of hope and belonging, and it had taken a lot of effort and a change of home and environment to recover from the worst of its effects. In recent years I had allowed myself to think I was clear of it, and though I knew this wasn’t really so, I had been mostly able to ignore it. The dream creatures had never gone away, but in the months before Grandma’s death they had visited me seldom, and troubled me less. Now something about her loss and that of Eardlem had brought them back, drawn them up again from whatever abyss of the brain they belong in.

This was the basic but significant connection that Finlay’s epigram had helped me drag to light. The disorientation I had been feeling these last months since the funeral might indeed have been provoked by the loss of Grandma and Eardlem, but it also went back much further and was fed by anxieties that I had long half-succeeded in burying. Now I knew that I couldn’t avoid them any more. But insofar as what troubled me went beyond my grief for Grandma, I found that my efforts to think things through were meeting a stubborn inner resistance. The greater my effort to identify deeper causes, the more I suspected my mind of working against me. My enquiring will just separated itself from the problem like oil from water, and to my own surprise I would find myself on YouTube or simply gazing out of the study window to the almost invisible line where the pale-grey ocean meets the pale-grey sky. Still, I knew, somewhere, what this was really all about, or at least where my confrontation with it should begin.
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On a train between Bristol and Bath, in the spring of 2017, my mind cracked. For months I had felt an unnatural exhaustion that in moments of clarity I’d already assumed to be the front for some swelling, anonymous dread, but closer to the surface lay obvious material factors that I could at first pass off as causes. My partner and I were both working full time on insecure contracts, without holiday or sick pay, while trying to look after two children and a third on the way. I had also recently been forced to recognize that my job was making me ill. I was a university teacher of study skills, and my days and most evenings were spent skimming over essays and reports to identify problems with the writing and suggest fixes, so that students would gain confidence and pass their courses. Almost all the students were from overseas, studying subjects like management and accountancy. Their parents had paid tens of thousands to send them here so that they could benefit from the twilight prestige of a British degree and enter the business world at a lucrative level. With the rarest exceptions these students were pleasant, courteous and attentive, yet it troubled me that none of them seemed to question the motives or implied ethics of the system which assured them of this advantage. In two or three years these students would be middle- or high-ranking functionaries in the international financial and business culture, and this was for them no more than they had paid for. The few home students I taught were also overwhelmingly incurious about the wider purpose and value of what they were studying beyond its utility in landing them a Masters degree and a well-paid job. That some organizations and their human resources required to be managed, and that it was they who would do the managing, was taken as the natural way of things.

I was troubled by what seemed the evident link between the commodification of learning and the intellectual passivity of these otherwise delightful young people, and by my own role as an abettor of the system. But this was only one face of a greater anxiety. Every day the serious media reported the accelerating climate crisis. Like warning signs beside a motorway, tipping-points were left behind almost as soon as they were acknowledged. The world seemed unable to wean itself off capital accumulation and the exploitation that drives it, and it felt like nothing could be done. If there was any hope, then we were told it lay with the generations now coming to adulthood. Yet each academic year I helped feed hundreds of polite, hardworking, clever young people into the world of globalized corporate finance that was pushing everything I loved over a cliff.

The university campus was the concrete pate of a hill tonsured with remnants of old forest. In gaps between classes I would walk among the trees and try to make sense of where I was and
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