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And every sound that meets the ear is love 

John Clare, from ‘A Spring Morning’
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Author’s Note

John Clare is presented differently by his various editors. Some publish Clare’s work exactly as his manuscripts appear, with his misspelling, idiosyncratic punctuation and gaps in his text to represent pauses. Others standardise his spelling and punctuation. To reflect these approaches my quotations from Clare appear as each editor has published them. 

My poems in this book travel back to Clare’s experience in July 1841, in order to depict a different approach to his walk. I use quotations from Clare’s journal as epigraphs for a series of poems that speak in Clare’s imagined voice and in the dramatised voices of people Clare met on his journey.



Preface

Sunday, 14 April 2019

This morning I walk beside my favourite stretch of sea in Brighton’s Kemptown, with the pier twenty minutes ahead and the waves on pebbles fifty feet below me. Sky marries sea, while the little metal flowers of the wind farm edge the horizon miles away, and four lanes of sporadic seafront traffic drive towards Shoreham, towards Rottingdean. 

Today is the anniversary of the first day of my eighty-five-mile trek from Epping Forest to Northborough over four days. Twenty-four years ago I had this daft idea to retrace the walk John Clare made in 1841, when he escaped from High Beach Asylum to walk home. I think of the man I was then, setting out on my expedition with a head full of troubles, weighed down by a rucksack, speaking into my Dictaphone. What better way to celebrate the changes in my life than this morning’s easy stroll along the prom? I feel like shouting with D. H. Lawrence: ‘Look! We have come through!’ as if the world should see my changes.

One early morning yacht shows a sail sharp as a cuttlefish bone. There’s a stiff breeze. My shadow walks with me in the sun, while a refuse collector trundles his trolley. I must return to my desk soon, explain why it’s taken twenty-four years to finish writing this book. What took me so long? Life and exhaustion from my full-time job in social work kept interfering. Self-doubt stuck its oar in repeatedly. This book (which I sometimes dared to imagine might become a real book in my hands) spent various drafts and too many years moving from tabletop to bottom drawer to tabletop again. It wouldn’t let me go, nudging forward inch by inch, nagging me to find enough faith in myself to finish it. Stepping away from the manuscript (for five years when I moved to Brighton) helped me return to it with a clearer eye. I learned the value of persistence, like the journey I was describing.

One long bank of cloud is waiting like a train above the pier. A jogger in an orange top pounds towards me. The crazy golf, the playground and the beach volleyball court below are empty, too early for punters. Memoir’s a baggy, commodious form and there’s chutzpah in using what Clare called that little personal pronoun ‘I’ … such a presumption ambitious swaggering little fellow. But if I don’t respect my story enough to claim and share it, who else will? I tried to write previous drafts as if I were Adrienne Rich or Mark Doty, until I hit upon the revolutionary idea to write as myself. My hunch is that there are thornier hedges to jump, unique barriers of doubt, questioning and even self-erasure for working-class writers, which is one reason why Clare’s example is so remarkable. I feel sure those obstacles added to the twenty-four years, alongside facing the unhappy man I used to be and letting him speak freely. It became a sacred duty to myself, to face the past and find words for it. 

The past often feels present, elbows its way through – like the immediacy of grief – so I wanted to honour the man who followed Clare’s walk and make his experience present on the page, having Clare as my elusive torch-bearer, guiding my path. With no one setting deadlines, I could choose whatever pace felt right (while juggling other commitments) and write it for myself, almost in secret. Building the house of the book one brick, one word, at a time deepened my understanding of my life and the people in it, as well as giving me longer to consider the meaning of my walk and the significance of Clare’s writing. My lines weathered with the years taken to write them. I couldn’t have written them any other way. 

This morning a few sparrows cheep in the bushes and under occasional benches along the prom, while gulls make their noise on turquoise-and-rust railings. I’ve already passed the bearded homeless man I’ve seen here for weeks. He uses a Victorian shelter bench as his bed, and stuffs his sleeping bag under it during the day, when he trudges around Brighton’s streets. Coming closer behind my ear a young couple laugh with each other, catch me up, stride past. The waves change colour restlessly, shrugging their shoulders, giving themselves up on the beach below, always ready to be replaced. A Jack Russell trots past with a ball in its mouth. I’ll reach the pier in ten minutes, say hello to the tide again and hurry back to my waiting desk. There’s work to do, a book to finish.



Preparations

10 February 1995

I spread out four Ordnance Survey maps edge to edge on my front-room carpet. I’m trying to find John Clare’s route from the asylum in Epping Forest back to his home in Northborough, near Peterborough. In July 1841 Clare escaped from what he saw as a prison and walked for four days over eighty-five miles to get home, sleeping rough, with little to eat or drink, no money and no map. For the past few months I’ve been hatching a crazy plan to retrace his walk. My belly’s on the maps now. My elbows dent the paper, and my finger’s sliding over roads and gradients to find the names mentioned in Clare’s account:

Enfield Town

Stevenage

Potton

Buckden

Stilton

Peterborough

Walton

Werrington

They’re simply words to me. They don’t mean anything yet. I follow a jagged heart-line with my finger, reaching towards Clare’s home. I admire his achievement, but I haven’t learnt how to read the roads and I’m no seasoned walker.

I fold the maps away, like four paper concertinas. I’m a little dispirited by the challenge I’ve set myself. Who am I trying to kid? I sit in my home in silence, with my children asleep upstairs and my wife out tonight. Why do I plan to leave them, to walk back to them? Why should I, an unknown poet and social worker from the East End, with three young kids and a marriage in trouble, choose this time to ape John Clare, a great Northamptonshire poet and agricultural labourer? Why does his life and work speak to me, like some sort of kindred spirit, as if I’m lonely for brotherhood across a hundred and fifty years? We both strayed into writing from non-bookish families, misfits hoping poetry might solve our lives, but our circumstances are so different. I’ve no right to claim kinship. Yet I’ve got it in my head to copy his walk this Easter, the nearest gap of four days I can find. So far the only thing I’m clear about is wanting to discover some of what Clare went through on his walk by putting myself through a trial of miles, thinking I might capture a tenth of his experience, his shine might rub off on me. What else am I hoping to prove? 

9 April

I drive the route of Clare’s journey with my friend Ian and my seven-year-old son, Joe: a reconnoitre, as if this odd enterprise has developed into a planned campaign. Ian takes notes of the route in his barbed-wire artist’s handwriting: an idiot’s guide I’m bound to need because of my problem with maps. ‘Left at A112 to Chingford. At A110 junction take right to Enfield across reservoir.’

As we speed through Potter’s Bar I notice I LOVE YOU painted on a brick wall. Neat white capitals over two feet high. I imagine a man wrote that message, decided he would paint it carefully, painstakingly, one night to declare his feelings to whoever lives opposite, leaving it unsigned. I imagine a woman woke to read it the next morning, but I can’t work out what she thought. I see her opening her bedroom curtains to it today and every morning, until the message loses its novelty, grows stale. Is that always the way with love?

In the late afternoon we reach Glinton near Northborough, and park the car. We want to find the footpath where Clare would have walked a hundred and fifty years ago. Joe is tired and lolls on the backseat chewing toffees. He’s had a long day. 

Ian and I stroll to the footbridge over a river among fields and go no further. We check the map and stand talking in the air for a while. Ian praises the usual simple sights around us – sights Clare would have known well – elms under a sea-colour sky; celandines by ploughed soil; this idea of eternal England that Ian paints and still believes in, with all its standing stones, morris dancers and ruined abbeys, rounded off by the sharp detail of a scythe leaning against a dry-stone wall and The Lark Ascending as its soundtrack. He’s enthusiastic. I’m feeling sceptical and unsettled, slightly daunted by the task ahead. Walking through six counties next week might at least give me a glimpse of how much this chunk of England has changed since Clare’s walk, whether any echoes of Ian’s eternal England may still be left. 



First Day

Friday, 14 April 1995

It’s 11.30 on Good Friday morning. My wife Dee and the kids dropped me off a minute ago and have driven away, wishing me luck and waving from car windows. I murmur into my Dictaphone, keeping track of whatever I see. To help me on my way the kids each said, ‘Good luck Dad’ into the Dictaphone, with a few excited giggles and my nine-year-old son Isaac saying, ‘Hope you make it in about five days.’ Dee took a photo before we parted, like I was an adventurer setting out on my grand expedition. Will we all be changed when I get back?

I’m at the edge of Epping Forest, by Lippitts Hill Lodge, the site of Dr Allen’s High Beach Asylum. The Lodge is surrounded by a high wooden fence, but I can see the slate roofs of the painted sandstone buildings behind, and assume it’s part of the asylum run by Dr Allen when it had ‘gardens, pleasure grounds and sixteen acres of fields’. It now appears to be a private house or business, hidden behind tall black gates; a place of privilege. 

Opposite the Lodge I imagine I’m seeing the view Clare would have seen. Wide shaggy grass moves towards brambles and cow parsley, ivy, nettles and heathland under a pearly grey sky. I hear bird calls: a cat’s cradle of chirrups and whistles, trills and flutes looping between and around each other from hedge to twig to branch. Light flickers on all the leaves: green ovals, hearts, spades and feather-shapes. Clare called it the green variety. For a minute no one else walks this tarmac road, its white SLOW signs under my boots. I might almost glimpse Clare here, a man in russet clothes dodging between the trunks, dipping below branches, deciding it was finally time to leave. 

After two doctors had signed a certificate to confirm his insanity, Clare was moved from his home in Northborough to High Beach private asylum for four years from 1837 to 1841, until what he calls my escape from the madhouse. Clare later told Dr Allen the greatest annoyance in such places as yours are those servants styled keepers who often assumed as much authority over me as if I had been their prisoner & not likeing to quarrel I put up with it till I was weary of the place altogether so I heard the voice of freedom & started. 

When he first walked away from the Lodge, Clare would probably have tried to appear as casual as possible to avoid suspicion, as if he was merely repeating one of his strolls through the forest. On one of those earlier strolls, when he was feeling very melancholly Clare had struck a deal with some Gypsies to be hidden in their camp. But that plan was going to cost him – he promised a Gypsy fifty pounds to help him escape, although of course he had no money to speak of. It’s no wonder the Gypsy did not seem so willing. When Clare returned to the site of their camp two days later on Sunday 18 July the Gypsies had cleared out, leaving an old wide-awake hat & an old straw bonnet of the plum-pudding sort.

I pass Lippitts Hill firearms training camp, with its bolted green-barred gate, chain-link fence, raised white barrier and a small blue sign saying Lippitts Hill Camp – Metropolitan Police. It’s opposite The Owl pub, which looks as if it was rebuilt in the seventies, so has only retained the name from when Clare lent Miss Fish at The Owl his copy of Byron’s Don Juan. On the pub sign above, an owl’s moony eyes follow me. On the grass below a robin dips for a worm. A white horse gallops free in the riding school, no saddle or rider on its back. I think how it would feel to be that horse, let loose at last, to jump whatever fences are placed before me. 

Bluebells uncurl while daffodils fade. A tortoiseshell cat under a hedge watches as I walk past. Nettles are rising six inches now, a blackbird flickering from branch to branch. A smashed television is dumped beside the knotty feet of trees with the usual Coke cans, and a scrappy porn magazine spreads itself under the hedge.

Is it Clare’s voice of freedom in my head or mine in my own? The mad poet sent to save or ruin me. Clare’s voice of freedom must have felt instinctive. He couldn’t stop himself from escaping the identity of a patient, where madhouse traps still take me by the collar. I admire the way he snatched control of his future back into his own hands, decided he was going to write it himself rather than have his life story written for him: another mythic story of a man going home. Walking away from the forest feels like a moment when his body understood it was no longer necessary to stay where he’d been put. He wasn’t doing as he was told.

If Clare was walking home, can I say the same? These past six weeks have shaken my foundations. I’m forced to re-examine them while they crumble round my ears, but what better way to test where home is than against my skin? 

After sixteen years my marriage is collapsing. I moved out of Holly House in our Northamptonshire village six weeks ago, only a fortnight or so after I opened those maps on our front-room carpet. Our separation has been years in the making. It’s a ten-a-penny tale: initial happiness gradually replaced by increasing arguments, distance and differences, until we barely knew each other – or ourselves – any more. It wasn’t a happy place to bring up children. Despite occasional good times, there was (for both of us I imagine) an unappeased sense of disappointment about the direction our marriage had been taking. The two-hundredth crisis one night in late February led to our agreement that I should move out, at least for a while. 

After an unsuccessful session at Relate, Dee was advised it would be a good idea to make it clear to the children that our separation was now a permanent arrangement. So, on the journey down, we stopped the car at Epping to say as clearly as we could to the children that we wouldn’t be living together again. The three of them in the backseat of the car – Isaac nine, Joe seven and Amy two and a half – watched our faces intently, warily, for unspoken clues. They didn’t say much. I tried to explain that we loved them, but this was the best solution, because it was silly us being unhappy together, and I’d always be seeing them.

They’d already experienced six weeks of me not living at Holly House and seeing me every other day. I hoped they might be starting to get used to staying with me some weekends and Wednesday nights in my rented room in Rothwell, ten miles away. Every time I tried to make spreading the sleeping bags on the carpet an adventure for the boys. 

This morning, as I stride purposefully past forget-me-nots and a fallen silver birch, I flinch at our crass timing: confirming our separation to the children an hour before I disappear for four days. I’ve thrown a bomb into their lives and walked away.

When I was six – younger than Joe is now – my mother’s husband Tommy (the man I saw as my father) sat in our bedroom after school, quietly explaining he was going to leave and take our older adopted brother Peter with him. This felt like something big and desolate that the grown-ups had decided. Things would be different and we couldn’t change them back. I understood enough to cry as I stared through the first-floor landing railings at his Ford Anglia, watching them drive away. Now Dee has driven away, taking my kids with her.

The houses I pass in the forest ooze money, set back from the road behind hedges, narcissus and imposing fences. Occasional walkers and plodding horses with placid riders cross my path. I avoid a sloppy pyramid of horse dung in the road. The flowers of a horse chestnut sway like a host of candles. I’m plucking petals by the roadside: she loves me – loves me not – loves me. Stuck with she loves me not.

This morning, in the early hours, I woke alone again in my rented room and understood there was no going back. I’m facing this unfamiliar new fact in my life, with no moral associations of bad or good; a certainty as simple as my two legs. I’m learning what I should have always known. We’ve been separate from each other since the night we met twenty years ago, as individual and different as each other’s bodies. Now, living apart from her, I’m starting to recognise those differences more clearly, as if the river between our two countries has begun widening into a sea. 

One of Clare’s delusions was that he’d been imprisoned at High Beach Asylum for bigamy, mistakenly believing he’d married his first love Mary Joyce before his actual wife Patty Turner. Part of the motivation for Clare’s journey in 1841 was to return to his first love, but the reality was that Mary was no longer there, having died three years earlier in an accidental fire. I can find no evidence that Clare had been informed of Mary’s death while he was at High Beach. So he walked back to her and returned home to news of her death. Years earlier he wrote: my first feelings of love was created at school even while a boy  a young girl, I may say a child, won my affections not only by her face which I still think very handsome but by her meek modest and quiet disposition … her name was Mary and my regard for her last(ed) a long time after school days was over but it was platonic affection, nothing else but love in idea.

I met Dee when I was eighteen, on our first night at university. Her first words to me were: ‘Can I say hello to you?’ She stood smiling before me at a freshers’ party, with her long straight hair, gold wire-rimmed glasses and shabby but glamorous black astrakhan coat. In a room full of strangers hers was the first friendly face. 

I tell myself I’m not returning to her. I’m walking back to the East Midlands where she and our children live, but I expect her to be where I left her, as if I could fantasise that she’s waiting for my return, still wanting to say hello. Are Clare and I both returning to women who are no longer there? Perhaps I can use this walk to unravel the knots of love in idea, this danger of romantic love, mixing up the woman I love with myself, until I can’t imagine how my life might continue without her, can’t conceive of my life outside of being her husband. Clare made up a marriage to Mary in his head, while his real wife Patty had to suffer that humiliation. Why do men create fantasies of living women and confuse the two? How much of the woman I loved, in this useless romantic way, was a fantasy I moulded onto my wife’s real skin?

If T. S. Eliot thought April was ‘the cruellest month’, Clare saw it in The Shepherd’s Calendar as

The fairest child of spring

And every hour that comes with thee

Comes some new joy to bring

The trees still deepen in their bloom

Grass greens the meadow lands

This walk might help me find out if Eliot or Clare’s version of April is more accurate, if coming alive again after winter means cruelty or celebration. It could be both. 

An orange butterfly settles momentarily near my boots. Towards Sewardstone, facing me, a field of oil-seed rape trembles yellow heads. Blackthorn blossom is out, white sprigs flowering next to thorns. Leaving the forest, I say farewell to birdsong and brambles, to what Clare called being hid in a palace green. I walk facing the traffic now, bowed under my rucksack’s weight. Cars will be my companions for some time. I turn left on the A112 towards Chingford, no music in headphones to distract me. I want to test myself against the discipline of solitude, as if I’ve slipped under webs and nets by leaving this century’s trappings behind, as if that could bring me closer to something more ‘authentic’, The Clare Experience. It’ll only brush the edge of what he went through, yet paying attention to my senses – to what I see around me, a commentary walking through my head – might almost bring me closer to him. 

Why has Clare hooked me? Why does he seem sometimes to talk directly to me? It’s the intimacy of his voice, but I also feel he’s flitted through aspects of my life, so it’s high time to face him. When I was fifteen, I began writing the journal I’ve kept until now. Within a week of starting it there was an entry about my art teacher lending me a book of Clare’s poems. I wrote: ‘I must admit I have never heard of him before. I read them and realise that this is true poetry, and how much I would like to write like that.’

What did I mean then by true poetry, wanting to write like that? Clare called it real simple soul-moving poetry and compared it to childhood. I was a bookish teenager in a Whitechapel council flat, with ambitions to become a writer. Apart from the notable exception of D. H. Lawrence, I had no example of working-class writers before me, until Clare arrived with the ‘peasant poet’ publicity that still hangs around him. If Clare could manage it against all those odds – to publish true poetry, make a name for himself – I might have a chance of doing the same. But the other publicity hanging around Clare was his madness. It felt like a warning to any working-class teenager with arty aspirations, ideas above his station, as if the peasant poet and madness were indelibly connected, and madness became a punishment for trying to step outside his class with his writing. ‘If you’re not careful this is where writing gets you, Mr Arty Teenager.’ In my journal I said Clare was ‘betrayed’, but didn’t go into detail about who or what I thought might have betrayed him. I was probably too confused about his biography then, as if ending up in a madhouse must surely be someone’s fault, the result of forces stacked against him. 

In a neat front garden, a woman in her sixties in a black top and dark blue skirt fills a black dustbin-liner with grass cuttings. I imagine she’s recently widowed, hence the sombre clothes, and that filling a dustbin-liner might be part of her resolve to survive. 

When I walk past the garden I admit I’ve no idea what’s happened to her. All I know is my own resolve to survive includes a four-day walk over Easter that’s as meaningful as filling a bag with grass cuttings. Anything that gets me or the woman in the garden up in the morning gives us a reason to live.

As a working-class teenager with writerly aspirations, I was lucky enough to have an ally. My schoolfriend Clifford crowds my teenage journals with his opinions, his jokes, the books he read, the artists he liked and his anxieties. We felt easy in each other’s company. We discovered and explored an incredible new landscape together, peopled by exotic creatures like Virginia Woolf, T. S. Eliot, Katherine Mansfield, Matisse, Henri Gaudier-Brzeska and Rembrandt. Our plan was that Clifford would be the artist and I would be the writer and we would both make a splash in our respective worlds, show middle-class wankers who occupy art and literature what ‘true’ art looked like. We would shake them up. We clubbed together and felt stronger, less isolated by doing so. 

Clare was less fortunate. Although he enjoyed friendships, his writings about his early life show few allies in poetry to keep him going. He wrote I made but few close friendships for I found few with the like tastes inclinations and feelings. When he walked with his friends in the fields I often try’d their taste by pointing out some striking beauty in a wild flower or object in the surrounding senery to which they woud seldom make an answer, and if they did twas such as ‘they could see nothing worth looking at’ … I thought somtimes that I surely had a taste peculialy by myself and that nobody else thought or saw things as I did.

Clare’s right that nobody thought or saw things as he did. Isolation for him becomes celebration for his readers. Education cost money. Edward Storey notes that Clare’s parents (particularly his mother, who was illiterate) were keen on Clare’s schooling: ‘It cost Mrs Clare a few pence each week out of her own purse to keep her son at school … seldom a year passed without Clare getting ten or eleven weeks’ schooling each year until he was nearly twelve.’ So, following his meagre formal education, Clare was largely self-taught. This also set him apart. He writes powerfully about feeling different from his fellow villagers, being part of a class where writing poetry was not meant to have any place, chilling damp with fear whenever I thought of it, the laughs and jeers of those around me when they found out I was a poet was present death to my ambitious apprehensions for in our unlettered villages the best of the inhabitents have little more knowledge in reading than what can be gleaned from a weekly Newspaper.

As teenagers Clifford and I wanted to be connected to that arty world from which we felt excluded. We met as eleven-year-olds, on our first morning at Parmiter’s, one of the last grammar schools in Bethnal Green; a couple of hand-picked working-class boys who’d been offered a chance to use selective education to climb away from our background, if we wanted to take it. Of course, we didn’t understand that possibility then. We were simply two bright boys from fatherless families, who felt we’d pleased our mothers by being chosen.

The register had just been called before lessons started, and Mr Robinson, our squat, balding form teacher, had temporarily left the classroom. Boys around us began to whisper and snigger at first, talking more boldly as the minutes dragged, eventually squabbling and lobbing paper aeroplanes, pencils or rulers across the room. We’d been seated alphabetically beside each other at two scarred and scribbled desks, with empty holes for thimble-like white china inkwells in the top right-hand corners. Among the chaos, the silence between us grew more awkward the longer it progressed, but I was too embarrassed to break it. Clifford cracked first.

‘What’s your name then?’ he asked. 

Before I could answer, Mr Robinson barged back into the class shouting, ‘Right, shut up you lot. Let’s get down to work.’

During school holidays we would often catch a bus from the East End to the West End, and wander round Foyles and the Charing Cross Road second-hand bookshops, the National Gallery and the National Portrait Gallery, where we saw William Hilton’s portrait of Clare, in his brown jacket, his leafy gold and steel-blue cravat, dull yellow waistcoat. That luminous expression on his face, staring past us slightly upwards towards inspiration in the distance, lips parted and tousled auburn hair, every inch the starry young poet. It was painted on his first trip to London, commissioned by his publisher to boost publicity for this peasant poet making his name in the capital. It’s no wonder he’s looking inspired. The world’s eyes are on him. 

Clifford loved opera, so we improvised and recorded a sung version of The Waste Land on cassette, using his battered red-painted piano and my voice. On his bedroom wall he painted Don Quixote and Sancho Panza. Once at the Tate we saw Henry Moore with his walking stick gradually circling Rodin’s The Kiss, admiring it with a few hangers-on. It seemed to us like an ageing hero had descended from some higher place of art to breathe our air. One morning beside St James’s Park we slipped unnoticed into an ICA exhibition of Picasso’s erotic etchings. We must have arrived before the exhibition opened, as we had the gallery to ourselves. All those finely drawn etchings of the artist and his nude models, minotaurs and nymphs, flourishing intricate penises and vaginas looked thrilling to a couple of teenage boys, however artistic our inclinations, as if they represented another magical world from which we were – at that moment – excluded. 

A man sponges his car, suds dribbling across the roof and on to the windscreen. Couples pull out from driveways into queues of stalled traffic. I wonder where everyone’s going, to which good place. I imagine what it might be like to live inside a routine again: to plan to wash your car on Good Friday morning, before taking your wife and kids out for a drive. 

I’m miles from how my kids are spending the rest of their day, feel sorry for them having a father who’s left and appears to be walking away. 

It felt as if I met Clare again when I met Dee at eighteen, and I associate Clare with her. When we were falling in love as English Literature students, she told me about reciting his sonnet ‘First Sight of Spring’ in a local elocution competition as a child:

The squirrel sputters up the powdered oak

With tail cocked o’er his head and ears errect

Startled to hear the woodman’s understroke

And with the courage that his fears collect

He hisses fierce, half malice and half glee …

She dramatised her reading to me, wide-eyed, showed me how as a girl she would have relished that lovely dialect word ‘sputters’ to describe a squirrel skittering up a trunk. I was over head and ears in love, as Clare describes it. I’d never met anyone like her. I was a city boy swept away by the thought of squirrels sputtering up trunks; by her teaching me how dead-nettles don’t sting if you look out for their creamy flowers; how goose-grass clings to the shins of your jeans if you walk through it; how cuckoo-spit hung on the intersections between stems and leaves like clusters of caught snow. I’d never noticed before. 

When we travelled to her home in Northamptonshire I remember her poking a grass-spear into cuckoo-spit, though the insect hidden inside had already disappeared. She found little yolk-yellow flowers tinged with red she called ‘eggs and bacon’, and low-lying tiny blue flowers she called ‘grandmother’s eyes’. The roadside and meadow flowers had names that sounded like poetry: campion, bird’s-foot-trefoil, cranesbill, periwinkle, vetch, herb Robert, shepherd’s purse, where she split open the heart-shaped purse and showed me money-seeds inside. She taught me the proper way to use a kissing gate, with a kiss over the slats to allow you through. Once she taught me about peeling back the dirty pennies of honesty after flowering, to unwrap their ghostly coins. There was a wider world than London, a different England, and I was discovering it through her.

King George’s Reservoir stretches along my right, with four tower blocks, a line of pylons and a gasometer behind it. There’s barely a flicker of any rural views that Clare might have seen, apart from a donkey nipping grass on the slopes up to the reservoir and a chaffinch flying from bush to tree singing as it flies. Three young men ride past on bicycles baa’ing at sheep. They get one reply. 

Before it disappears behind the slope, the surface of the reservoir’s calm as linen, with Pick’s Cottage Carp Lake on its opposite side: two slabs of grey water. Men sit for hours beside their rods, staring into reflections, where they can’t see carp flicking lazy tails, ignoring the maggot, avoiding the hook.

Describing the start of the first day of his walk on 20 July 1841, Clare wrote in his journal Reconnitred the route the Gipsey pointed out & found it a legible one to make a movement & having only honest courage & myself in my army I led the way & my troops soon followed. No one followed Clare from Epping Forest, even if he felt he was setting out to battle, captain of an army in his head. 

The five pages of Clare’s journal are, in Iain Sinclair’s words, ‘one of the wonders of English prose’, describing ‘one of the great English journeys’. When I first read it last autumn I was stunned by its pathos and exhaustion. Last week I visited Northampton Library to study the microfiche of Clare’s manuscript. His looped and twirly handwriting is close-packed on the pages. Brown ink blotches over three-and-a-half sides of crowded lines, sloping down without punctuation towards the right and narrowing as his account progresses, like there’s a rush to express his escape: get the words written and journey done, taking gulps of breath as he goes. 

I’ve been walking for an hour and it feels much longer. Sweat presses cold on my back against the rucksack. A magpie flies uphill.

I’m in a residential street approaching Enfield Town. Clare got lost around here. His journal says, I missed the lane to Enfield Town & was going down Enfield Highway till I passed the Labour in vain Public-house where a person I knew coming out of the door told me the way.

I pass bay-window houses with stucco ivy leaves over their doors and a few satellite dishes on their walls. A young woman watches her boyfriend vacuum the car. Daffodils are browned off beside wheelie-bins in scuffed front gardens, a few with For Sale or Sold hoardings on posts by their fences. I count endless cars, white vans and double-decker buses. I’m walking no faster than an old woman in a turquoise knitted cardigan lugging shopping on the other side of the road. If it’s meant to be a race, she’s winning.

Clare’s sense of home was enshrined in the fact that his birthplace, childhood and adult home were the same building. He called the cottage of his birth my own old home of homes and didn’t leave his birthplace – moving four miles from Helpston to Northborough – until shortly before his thirty-ninth birthday. Staying where you’ve been born was common enough for Clare’s class. What does that continuity do for a poet? It must have given him focus and precision, time to notice. In an early poem ‘Helpstone’ he writes of lost roads leading every where but home; yet he turns the end of that poem towards home, as if it’s a divining rod twitching his pen:

Each hated track so slowly left behind

Makes for the home which night denies to find

And every wish that leaves the aching breast

Flies to the spot where all its wishes rest

He became a homing pigeon loosed from his cage of twigs in Epping Forest, flying back to Helpston, his birthplace, or Northborough, his recent home, or even Glinton, Mary’s home, two miles from Helpston. Those three villages and surrounding heaths and fields enclosed his emotional terrain, his homeland.

Copying Clare’s journey means I’m walking past my childhood flat towards the house of my adulthood. Yet I walked away from that flat in Whitechapel years ago. I admitted to Dee when we married that I wanted a change from London. The move was a shift from city to country, and I relished the rooms of my marriage nestled in the dip of a hill: fields, trees and hedges outside my writing window at Holly House. I don’t belong in London any more, yet as a child and adolescent I thought London was the centre of the world. When Clifford and I imagined storming the ramparts of the writing and painting fortresses, we assumed they were built in London.

Clare’s two-up two-down childhood cottage – occupied by his parents, his maternal grandmother, he and his younger sister Sophy – became my happy spot. In ‘To My Cottage’ he writes:

While the fond parent wound her whirring spool

And spared a sigh for the poor wanderer’s lot.

My childhood home meant my parents, my two brothers and our two-bedroom first-floor council flat at Gascoyne House in Hackney, with me – the middle child – literally feeling safe in the centre of it, unassailable. But after Tommy left when I was six, taking my adopted older brother Peter with him, it felt like a room with the wall ripped away, as if we were exposed to the elements now, yellow curtains flapping in the wind, boats on our blue bedroom wallpaper tossed on an uncertain sea. We were exposed to the weather of my mother’s moods, as if one evening after school she might follow her husband to a mysterious place miles away where we’d never find her, if I didn’t behave myself, if I and my younger brother Stephen weren’t good boys. My mother never made such threats (it was probably the last thing on her mind) but trying to be a good boy
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