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For Rory




Introduction

FROM THE SQUAT CONCRETE BRIDGE, humming with Saturday traffic, we took the towpath east along the Forth and Clyde Canal. It was mid-morning, mid-November, and the air was chilly and damp. I guessed we would get rained on before our walk was done. The clouds had that look about them: dark around the edges, like eyes in need of sleep.

Beyond a busy marina, packed with cruisers and narrowboats – some lived in, some swaddled in tarpaulin for the winter – things grew quiet. A few joggers, dog walkers and a cyclist or two, but we were mostly on our own. Shoulder to shoulder on the narrow path, my partner, Roxani, took the side with the trees and grassy banks, and I took the side with the water.

I like canals, as a general rule. I like the way they are not quite one thing or another. In form, they take the shape of rivers, but in habit and as habitat they are lakes, stretched out across the landscape. Few things we humans build for our own convenience do much to assist the natural world. But canals, cleaned up, have become an exception. Insects, amphibians, fish, birds and mammals all make their homes in and around the water. Canals once helped sustain the industrial economy of this country. Now they help sustain other kinds of life.

This one, as its name suggests, connects the Firth of Forth in the east to the Firth of Clyde in the west, bisecting Scotland at its narrowest point. Thirty-five miles in length, it was opened in 1790, joining sea to sea and city to city. Glasgow lies at one end, Falkirk at the other; and until 1933, a series of locks provided a further link, through the Union Canal, to Edinburgh. Today, the Falkirk Wheel does the same job, but with added drama.

At the water’s edge, thick beds of bulrushes and reeds provide cover for birds. Not many, on that day, just a few pairs of mallards, idling in the shallows, and a mottled grey cygnet, begging for bread. On the opposite bank were moorhens, emerging and vanishing among the vegetation, announcing themselves testily with brassy toots and honks.

Like a lot of the walks Roxani and I take together, this one was partly an excuse to be near water, and that proximity was an excuse to look for and wonder about the lives within. Almost everything along the canal led the eye in the opposite direction. The trees pointed upwards, and so did the spires of rushes and dried angelica. There were the flocks of fieldfares that came and went in gusts; there was the young buzzard that flapped one way, and the female sparrowhawk that coasted the other. Even the water faced away from itself, the still surface reflecting the bare branches on the other bank and the pallid sky above. Like all mirrors, it was hiding as much as it revealed.

Beyond a second bridge, a man with two fishing rods on the bank, lines already in the water, was casting a third as we passed. Attached was a chunky white float, and dangling beneath it, a fish. Silver and finger-length, it was long dead, most likely. There are pike in this canal – ravenous hunters, always looking for an easy meal – for which that would be the perfect bait. The man flicked the rod gently over his shoulder, and fish and float came down with a splash.

A little farther along, we passed another angler, just setting up. This one was accompanied by a young woman, hunched by the water in a canvas chair, staring at her phone. He, meanwhile, was threading line unhurriedly through the eyes of his rod, a carton of maggots open at his feet and a joint clenched between his teeth. He grinned at us as we passed, and the sweet stink of marijuana sprawled out along the towpath.

I had read up before we got there. I wanted to know what kinds of fish lived in the canal, even though I wouldn’t be fishing. I wanted to be able to imagine, to look at the water and wonder. In truth, I would happily have stopped to watch one or other of the anglers, just stood and waited for an hour or two to see what they caught; but I suspect neither one of them (and nor, perhaps, Roxani) would have approved. As we walked, though, I searched for evidence, scanning for signs of life below. A single, subtle ‘rise’: the concentric ripples that appear when a fish takes food – an insect, most often – from the surface. A necklace of bubbles, belched by a tench or bream. A shuddering among reeds, which could, really, have been almost anything. Each hint, each detail, brought a momentary lurch of excitement, a thrill that had me peering, heron-like, into the murk.

That urgency of the almost-seen is with me whenever I am near water. It is like the aftermath of a shooting star, as your eyes clutch at the darkness for another, or like the last moments of anticipation for long-deferred news. It is waiting, questioning, hankering.

The appeal of angling is sometimes explained away as a ‘hunting instinct’, as though such a thing, if it truly existed, would be a simple matter. But I am not convinced. For me, the desire to catch fish is the opposite of simple, and at its root is not an eagerness to kill or to capture at all. If forced to pare it down, I would point instead to a quite different instinct: an intense, focused curiosity. What I feel beside water is the urge to uncover what is hidden, the urge to see and hold what is otherwise only glimpsed, or else never seen at all. It is the longing to look through that mirrored surface and to know for certain what is down there. That longing can transform a life. It can turn all water into a place of wonder.

Between one and two million people go fishing in the UK each year, and in the United States the numbers are much higher: around 35 million anglers annually, according to the US Fish and Wildlife Service. That’s a significant proportion of the population of both countries, for whom the lure of the aquatic is at least occasionally irresistible. Some of these people, naturally, will be once-only anglers, dragged along by an enthusiastic parent or partner. But for many of them, fishing is something very important indeed.

I am an angler, and I have been an angler since I was young. Few other labels sit so comfortably with me. Few can be applied, as this one can, without qualification. Angling is tangled in my memories, my daydreams and my ambitions. It has shaped the way I look at and notice the world, and the way I think about my place within it. It is the childhood obsession that failed to fade, the youthful fervour that never fully let me go. While almost everything else has changed in the years since I first went fishing, I can still find that same surge of adventure that drew me in and hooked me, more than three decades ago. Angling – and thinking about angling – has been a precious constant in my life, even at times when I’ve fished less often than I’ve wanted to. Like listening again to the songs I loved as a teenager, each return to the water feels like a return to myself.

The poet and novelist Jim Harrison once wrote that ‘fishing is the activity that ensures my sanity’, and I know pretty much what he meant.1 Angling has a steadying effect for me, not just when I am there, casting or catching, but at other times too, remembering, imagining. It offers a connection to place that feels more intimate and multifaceted than most, and an engagement with the natural world that is knotty and compelling. It is an engagement of attention, certainly, but also an involvement in the lives – and sometimes the deaths – of those creatures the angler pursues.

Like all hobbies, angling is both a way of wasting time and, simultaneously, a way of generating meaning from that time. Ailm Travler has written that ‘fishing is folly: useless, unreasonable, irrational, and without purpose’.2 But she doesn’t mean this as criticism. After all, how many of life’s great pleasures are likewise useless? How much of what is most important is also without purpose? As Travler puts it, ‘fishing is folly precisely because it makes survival harder than it already is, and by doing so, turns survival into an art’. It isn’t necessary to feel certain about that word, ‘art’, in order to take her point: that angling creates its own kind of meaning, its own kind of significance. It is, she concludes, ‘evocative beyond thought – the rings of water after a rise’.

This book is an attempt to trace some of those rings, to follow them outwards and to see where they go. It is an attempt to grasp some of that meaning and that significance. This is a book about angling, but it is also about rivers, lakes and canals, and the things that live in and around them. It is about beauty, about hope, and about how freedom is sought and sometimes found. It is a book not just for those who already fish and who therefore understand what it is to cast a line, but for those who are curious, and who wish to know more about the places that fishing can take you.

There is a long-established relationship between angling and writing, the end product of which are the countless books that have been published on the subject, and that continue to be published today. Few pastimes, surely, have attracted quite so many words over the centuries. The most famous of these books, without question, is Izaak Walton’s The Compleat Angler, which first appeared in 1653, and which is reputed to be the third most reprinted book in the English language, after the Bible and the Book of Common Prayer (though I have yet to see evidence for this oft-repeated claim).

Walton’s treatise was written in the wake of the English Civil War, in which he, as an Anglican and a Royalist, was on the losing side. It was a violent, tumultuous time, and Walton had put his own life at risk, smuggling one of the Crown Jewels to London after the Battle of Worcester in 1651. Yet, in his book, he turned away from the turmoil of the world towards the peace and the joyfulness that he found beside water. ‘No life, my honest scholar,’ he wrote, ‘no life so happy and so pleasant as the life of a well-governed angler.’3

Walton believed that angling was a virtuous activity – ‘the most honest, ingenuous, quiet, and harmless art’ – and that, in turn, it promoted good virtues among its practitioners.4 No wonder, he argued, that Jesus picked four fishermen to be among his disciples, for they were ‘men of mild, and sweet, and peaceable spirits’.5 Indeed, the ultimate conclusion of the book’s many (and occasionally somewhat tiresome) philosophical and theological digressions is that fishiness is next to godliness. Or something like that. And the source of angling’s virtue, as far as Walton was concerned? It is an action that promotes contemplation, that provides, indeed, the ideal balance between body and mind.

I’m not certain whether angling has made me a better man, whether it has lifted my morals in any meaningful way. I’d like to think so, but I fear Walton was mistaken. Deluded, even. His efforts to justify the sport, though moderated by the cheerful humility that was his hallmark, have a definite air of defensiveness, and of sanctimony, too. Walton was a man who, having just lost a war, was desperate to win an argument. Or at the very least to convince himself that God was on his side.

He wasn’t wrong about contemplation, though. As any angler knows, something happens to the mind while the body is engaged in fishing, a strange marriage of focus and free rein, not entirely unrelated to mindfulness, I imagine. Thoughts wander and you pull them back. Each moment gains its own kind of inner expansiveness.

This contemplative side to angling is, I assume, the main reason the activity has spawned so many books. There’s a lot of time to think when you’re fishing. A lot of time to wonder what on earth it is you’re doing, to consider the ridiculous as well as the sublime. That deep focus is helpful too. It lends itself directly, pragmatically, to writing. The poet Ted Hughes once said that the skills required to concentrate his thoughts on a poem had not been taught to him in school. Instead, he learned them while fishing, his eyes centred on a float, his mind turning circles around that bright tether, that trembling quill, where the real and the imagined meet.

Time, focus, curiosity: these are the essential ingredients of both angling and writing. And of reading, too.

Books about fishing are usually centred around one of two questions: How or Why. They offer technical advice or elaborate self-justification. Even those that amount to mere fishy tales, accounts of what’s been caught and where, are really stories about motivation. A rare few – and The Compleat Angler is one – have things to say about both, but for the most part, authors keep these enquiries separate.

This book falls quite comfortably into the latter category. Though it isn’t asked directly throughout, that question, Why, lies behind almost everything here. Why is it that this activity provides so much pleasure, so much fascination, to so many? Why is it that, of the infinite number of ways I could waste my time, I keep choosing this one? Why is it that, for me, angling can make the world feel bigger, richer and more complex?

I wrote previously that my identity as an angler needed no qualifications, but that doesn’t mean that no qualifications can be made. I am, for one thing, a fly fisher primarily, and I cast for brown trout more often than for any other species. I am also, undeniably, an angler of middling talent. I have been fishing for a long time, and am competent within a limited set of circumstances, but beyond those I quickly, sometimes happily, descend into ineptitude.

I have chosen to ask Why rather than How, therefore, partly out of necessity, because it is the only question I am even moderately qualified to tackle. What little I have to offer by way of technical advice is not really worth writing down, and would probably be best ignored. But Why is also the question that matters most to me, the one to which I keep returning, again and again.

I have written this book for two simple reasons. Firstly, angling interests me. It occupies, intrigues and confuses me. When my mind is not doing something else, it is usually drifting towards water, and I am usually content to let it go. This movement, to and from the waterside, is one of the underlying rhythms of my days, and it is echoed here in these pages. This book leapfrogs between locations and times, from my childhood to the present day; but the organizing principle is that rhythm. The chapters alternate between those that are centred around a place and those that are centred around an idea or subject. It is a kind of cast and retrieve, if you like, back and forth, from action to contemplation.

My second reason for writing has been expressed most succinctly by the novelist and angling author, W. D. Wetherell. ‘I write about fly fishing,’ he explained, in One River More, ‘because I enjoy writing about delight.’6 I began this book in the summer of 2020, six months into the Covid-19 pandemic, a time in which delight felt harder to come by and therefore more urgent than ever. Writing it, I turned to what has been the most consistent source of joy and consolation in my life, and I found myself asking, Why?
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Scaland Wood

East Sussex, 1989

ALL ANGLERS HAVE ORIGIN STORIES, a place and time from which their interest, their obsession, springs. Some are dulled by inevitability: the familiar tale of a hobby passed from parent to child. But the best of them are entirely improbable, events that really ought not to have happened. Such stories insist on the rather dizzying idea that, had things gone another way, had this one random moment never come, an entire life might have been different.

The reason these stories are so prevalent, and the reason they carry such weight, is because fishing is not like football; it’s not part of the day-to-day background noise of popular culture. Nor is it like tennis, or golf, with high-profile competitive events to attract attention. And though there are similarities between the two pastimes, fishing isn’t like birding, either. Whether we choose to notice them or not, birds are a presence in our days (the act of noticing being the first step towards becoming a birder). By contrast, the objects of anglers’ attention generally go unseen. To look at fish properly, you really need to hold one in your hand. There is, therefore, something of a paradox – a catch-22, if you’ll forgive the pun. To become bewitched by fishing, you have to go fishing.

Which means, usually, that someone else has to take you.

I don’t remember a great deal about the man who set it all off, this decades-long fixation. He was known as Paddy, I’m sure of that. But I’m equally sure that it was not his real name. He was a man from Northern Ireland, living in England at the end of the 1980s, and Paddy, back then, was just what people called him.

I remember that he wore a moustache, and that he smoked a pipe. That’s how I see him, at least, and I hope that recollection is correct. He was an acquaintance of my parents, but not someone they knew well. It’s possible that he and my mother had come to know each other because she was the only other person from Northern Ireland in town. What I know for sure is that on the day he took us fishing – my brother Rory and me, aged seven and eight – Paddy was essentially a stranger, a man with whom we had never spent time before. I have tried to imagine how this came about, this unlikely scenario, but I can’t come up with anything that feels entirely satisfactory. I could, of course, ask my mother to tell me how it happened. It’s possible she would remember. But sometimes it’s better not to contaminate the haze of one’s own memories with the awkward air of someone else’s.

Whatever the reason, Paddy picked us up on that morning and he drove us through Jarvis Brook, a village on the edge of Crowborough, in East Sussex, where we lived. We arrived at Scaland Wood and found a space at the edge of a little lake, its banks congested by trees. There was just room enough there for Paddy to sit in his folding chair, with Rory and I perched on the ground on either side of him. There was no one else at the lake at all.

I can see that space now, tucked in beneath branches, and the view outwards over the clay-brown water, with a clarity that seems implausible after more than thirty years. What I also see are the lily pads gathered to the left of where we cast, the narrow, orange-tipped float, beneath which our hook and bait were hanging, and the fish we caught: silver roach, with pale red fins, and crucian carp, of burnt-butter yellow. What glittering, enchanting things those fish were, drawn out from beneath that murky surface. Even their very names seemed to carry a kind of magic. Crucian: can there be a more sublime word than that?

What I remember more clearly still, though, was a feeling I had never experienced before, a feeling of taut anticipation, of thrilling stillness. Watching that float, waiting for the moment it would dip and disappear, I had the sense that something monumental was happening. For the first time, I seemed to understand that the world held astonishing secrets, and that if I could only spend my time searching for them, I would be happy. That knowledge, that sensation, has never left me.

Both of us, Rory and I, were ecstatic on our return home, and from that day forward I was gripped by a fervent obsession. Fruitless attempts to repeat our success, using bamboo canes, bent pins and string, did nothing to dissuade us, and so, a few months later, my uncle Joseph took me to buy my first proper fishing rod, at an antiques shop just up the road from where we lived. It was a strange building, always dark inside, no matter how bright the day, and there was a courtyard at the back, with clear plastic sheets to separate the indoors from the out. I remember dirt on the floors, and near-chaotic clutter. In a gloomy corner, at one end of the shop, was a barrel with half a dozen rods jumbled inside. I took one of them home. It was old, but certainly not an antique. Made of muddy-brown fibreglass, it was heavy and unwieldy, and I could not have been more delighted.

It’s curious that this stuff comes back to me, and so clearly, after all these years. Curious that I should retain such sharp recollection from a time in my life that is otherwise almost gone. Ordinarily, my memory isn’t up to much. It is distinctly net-like, in fact, letting loose far more than it carries. Yet I remember fishing. I remember lakes I haven’t seen in nearly thirty years. I remember afternoons spent on boats and piers and rocky shores and heather-smothered banks. I remember numberless days in which nothing remarkable happened, except that I was searching for fish. Looking back, my life is illuminated by water.

There is a kind of presence I feel when fishing that is unlike other kinds of presence. Even when my mind wanders, as it does, I am entirely resident within a particular moment and a particular place. And in any day’s angling, there are always times – a few minutes, an hour, maybe more – when all attention gathers inside its own instant, when sensation and thought are held right there, right then. When that happens, there is nothing else.

This deep attentiveness to time and place, this undivided presence, is one of the reasons that even uneventful days can be imprinted so profoundly. The details that accumulate in such moments give to them a bulk that outweighs mere drama. What they have, these memories, is a lavish specificity, combined with a quietude that is more profound than almost any other we experience in our lives. The days we spend fishing, as Ted Leeson has written, are ‘small stillnesses in the incessancy of the world’.1 That stillness and specificity endure.

Of course, the passion helps as well. The obsession. The total preoccupation. The turning things over in your mind. The reliving of catches and losses. The endless dreaming. In those first half-dozen years after taking it up, I was fixated by fishing. I trained nearly all of my childhood fervour in that direction. I read about fishing, talked about fishing, thought about fishing, and whenever I could, I went fishing.

It’s not quite like that now. Such fervour doesn’t often survive one’s teens. It simmers down – and that was certainly the case for me. The obsession dimmed to mere enthusiasm, with occasional relapses as the years went by. It happens to most of us, I guess. Youthful passion gets squeezed by the self-consciousness of our teenage years, then squeezed further by the various burdens of adult life. If we’re not lucky, it gets snuffed out completely.

Though I never stopped fishing, I do feel the want of that single-minded zeal. Like other things I have lost along the way, it’s still there, waiting, when I look back. And when I think about it now, that’s part of what fishing is for me: a looking back, a longing, a reaching for unreachable things. It is an active, corporeal nostalgia. Chris Yates has said that ‘all anglers are still children’, but that’s just wishful thinking.2 What’s true, rather, is that angling is an attempt to rekindle something that burned brightest in childhood. It is an attempt – in vain, of course, but irresistible nevertheless – to return to that moment when an angler first found themselves enthralled, that moment when they first were struck by the mystery of what lay beneath the water’s surface, and by the desire to uncover and submit to that mystery. Every cast made as an adult is aimed backwards.

Throughout my life I have been trying to retrieve something of that early encounter with wonder, that overwhelming feeling of excitement, of discovery, of possibility, of awe. Every time I pick up a fishing rod, even now, I am trying to go back to Scaland Wood, to experience again the thrill of learning that the world can be coaxed into such glorious disclosure.
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A Fleeting Thing

THERE’S A LAKE THAT I think about sometimes: a long, narrow-waisted stretch of water, hugged between mountains, somewhere in the north of Vancouver Island. I’ve been there only once, aged fourteen, when we visited my mother’s Canadian relatives for the first time.

The lake was high up in the hills, a long way from the nearest town, and the only obvious evidence of human habitation that I can recall was the campsite at one end where we stayed for a few days, the three adults sleeping in a campervan, my brother and I in a tent. My mother’s cousin also brought her cat along. It spent part of each day wandering fearfully among the trees, and the rest of the time gazing out over the water.

The Canadians were well equipped for life outdoors (as Canadians are apt to be). In addition to the campervan and the tent, they had all the barbecue gear you could ever hope for, and a rowing boat, with a tiny outboard engine, so we could get out on the water. For my brother and me, that boat was a wondrous thing. Twisting the throttle, feeling the air strike our faces as we skipped over the ripples, it could hardly have been more exciting. Even the little orange lifejackets, strapped so tight around us we could barely breathe, did not restrict our enjoyment.

We had fishing rods with us on that trip, of course – one each, for my brother and me – and there were trout to be caught. Each evening, they would come to the surface, their rises piercing the stillness. But try as we might, we couldn’t catch them. We couldn’t catch them from the boat and we couldn’t catch them from the shore. I remember one night, Rory and I standing alongside each other, casting into the dusk, our fly lines swishing back and forth as bats flustered over the water. We feared they might mistake our artificial flies for real ones, and we wondered what we’d do if we accidentally hooked one. But we needn’t have worried. The bats were no more susceptible to our efforts than the trout. We were both still learning to fly fish back then, and our technique left a lot to be desired. We had few ideas about how to fool these fish, and none of them worked.

It didn’t matter, though. Not one bit. We could hardly have been happier. And that happiness derived not just from the freedoms we were allowed there, but from the place itself, which was surely the most beautiful lake I had ever seen. Maybe it still is, if I had to choose.

I’m not sure if beauty is something children think about all that much. It’s not really part of how they judge the world. They are sensitive, of course, to the inner urgency of wonder, and they develop a recognition of prettiness that is at least partly determined by popular culture – and by television, most of all. But a sense of beauty comes more slowly. It builds on both of those perceptions, combining them with something like taste, a gradual accumulation of responses to what is seen, which ultimately settle into certainty.

I don’t remember having been struck quite so forcefully before that trip, with the clear conviction that a place was beautiful. But it struck me then, and hard. Why? Well, who knows? Perhaps some golden ratio of mountain, sky and water was at play, a formula even my youthful eye could recognize. More likely though, the lake appealed to something already inside me, some yearning I had for wildness, and for landscapes entirely unlike those I had known before. This, together with the knowledge that our stay would be brief, and that we might see this place only once in our lives, gave it an ethereal quality, a perfection granted only to what cannot last. So while the judgement was directed outwards – the lake is beautiful – that thought, in truth, said as much about me as it did about the water.

This experience, this certainty, shaped me. In one way or another, every place I’ve visited since then has been measured against that one. And though it was not a view I could immediately articulate, that trip left me with the peculiar idea that beauty might have something to do with fishing, or that fishing might have something to do with beauty. Nothing in all the years that have passed has persuaded me otherwise.

I took a photograph, just before we packed away our tent. That’s what you do when faced with perfection; you try to take a slice of it home. I have it still: a small, square image, of which water makes up the bottom half. Above, two pine-clad slopes, one on either side, like the snouts of glaciers, almost meeting in the middle. Beyond, the sharp-angled outline of a mountain peak, and a wedge of blue-white sky. I dug the picture out of a cardboard box the other day, and was pleased to see it had faded, just a little, the whole image veiled by that haze of age that seems only to prove the distance between then and now.

There is another picture of that weekend, too, a larger one, painted in oil by my mother’s cousin. The view on that canvas is almost identical to the one in the photograph: the lake, the hills, the mountain. The difference between hers and mine – other than the medium – is the boat she painted out on the water, and the two little boys within, each in orange lifejackets. In the foreground, surveying the scene, sits a cat.

Like birding, like hiking, like climbing, like wild swimming, the appeal of angling cannot be fully separated from the places in which angling happens. For a particular kind of person, the most beautiful places are those that contain water, and the most











































TRANSWORLD

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Transworld is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Doubleday
Penguin paperback edition published 2023

Copyright © Malachy Tallack, 2022

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover design by Marianne Issa El-Khoury
Cover illustration © Chris Wormell

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

The author and publisher would gratefully like to acknowledge The University of Chicago Press for permission to quote from A River Runs Through It by Norman Maclean, © 1976 by the University of Chicago.

ISBN: 978-1-473-59945-1

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.




Footnotes

Keep Out!

fn1 These demographic barriers do not extend, it seems, to those with disabilities. According to the National Angling Survey of 2012, nearly 20 per cent of anglers have an illness or disability that affects their physical activity. Many commercial fishing venues, which might not otherwise be accessible to those with limited mobility, offer wheelchair access to the waterside.

In the Way of Wildness

fn1 In the summer of 1997, I was on a train from London, heading to the Glastonbury Festival with a friend. The two of us sat down together at a table, where we were joined by a well-dressed and well-spoken old man who seemed eager for company. I remember someone not yet drunk but working on it. A bottle of champagne stood on the table between us and was steadily emptied as the train moved westward. Between Paddington and Castle Cary the man regaled us with stories of people and places we knew nothing or little about: of Francis Bacon, the artist, with whom he had been friends, and of Soho in the 1950s. We listened, too ignorant to say or ask much meaningful in return. But the man seemed glad to have an audience, and for the length of that journey we were glad to be it.

It was not until five months later, when I saw his photograph alongside an obituary in the newspaper, that I learned who this man had been. Daniel Farson: prolific author and television presenter. And it was not until several years later, when I read Negley’s memoir, The Way of a Transgressor, that I made the connection between father and son.

Both men, it turned out, drank themselves to death.
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