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Preface

In 2009 I wrote an obituary of a fish. In my twenty years of doing obituaries for The Economist, this marked a departure. But it was August, news was slow and the weather was hot; so, sitting in my shed at the bottom of my north London garden, I imagined myself instead in the silty depths of a lake near Peterborough.

The fish was Benson, a carp – probably a she – who was, for a time, the most famous fish in England. She weighed twenty-nine kilograms and had died, it seemed, from eating too many uncooked tiger nuts. She was a gourmand but also a paragon of loveliness. So it flowed on:


In her glory days she reminded some of Marilyn Monroe, some of Raquel Welch. She was lither than either as she cruised through the water weed, a lazy twist of gold. Her gleaming scales, said one fan, were as perfect as if they had been painted on … Her lips were full, sultry or sulking, her expression unblinking; she seldom smiled. Yet the reeds held fond memories of her friend Hedges, her companion in slinky swimming until she, or he, was carried away in 1998 by the waters of the River Nene.

Abandoned, she ate more. Cubes of cheese, scraps of luncheon meat, bread crusts, Peperami, dog biscuits and tutti-frutti balls all came down invitingly through the water. She sampled most of them. Of course she was not fool enough to think they came from heaven. Carp are cunning, a very fox of the river, as Izaak Walton said. She could see the lines, and at the end of them the trembling shadows of Bert, or Mike, or Stan, spending an idle Sunday away from the wife with a brolly and a can of beer. Often she continued to lurk, roiling the mud to conceal herself and basking in her own scaled beauty, as carp will. On hot days she would rise to the surface, glowing and tantalising, with a lily-leaf shading her like a parasol. She played hard-to-get, or the One That Got Away, nudging the line before drifting down towards the dark serene. But then, just for the hell of it, she would take the bait.

The first hookings hurt horribly, the whole weight of her body tearing her tongue like a razor blade. But over the years she got used to it, and her leathery mouth would seize the bait as a prize. Hauled to the limelight, she was admirably unfazed … She had her picture taken with Tony, owner of her lake, who confessed to The Wall Street Journal that he had ‘quite a rapport’ with her; with Ray, who caught her at two in the morning, disturbing her beauty sleep; with Matt, of the shy smile and the woolly hat; and with Steve, who ungallantly told Peterborough Today that she felt like ‘a sack of potatoes’ and was ‘available to everyone’. She was not, but at least fifty people held her, or gripped her, for a moment or so. Uncomplainingly, she nestled in their arms before she was lowered to her element again.



It was news to me that fish could be caught and released so often: that, in the end, they might even let themselves be caught. It made me look differently at the anglers sitting with their tea-flasks and nylon bivouacs by the Hampstead ponds, just waiting for the weed-or-water ripple that might give their prey away. How much easier, I thought, than my job: trying to catch human lives, week after week, in 1,000 words.

One day, I suppose, science will announce what life is and how it began – if it began. Until then I have been grappling with a mystery, perhaps the most fundamental of all: the nature of this force, which, as Shelley put it, our bodies ‘enshrine for a time’. The word ‘enshrine’ confirms that even for Shelley, who was no believer, it seemed ridiculous to think of life, that ‘astonishing thing’, as merely physiological and mechanical. It seems equally absurd to me.

Instead, I think of my work as catching souls. It is the best word I know for the unique and essential part of ourselves, our self-conscious and transcendent core. I happen to believe in the soul as a concept. Many of my subjects did not, and I would never dream of foisting that belief on them. My surmises are my own. Nevertheless, it is soul that I go looking for. Or, to put it another way, real life.

Over the years I have tried many ways of ambushing life, in long form or short, from a quick haiku to doorstop biographies. All the attempted snares and traps come in for consideration here. Many of my conclusions I have drawn from my subjects; more from life itself, as it springs surprise after surprise. One thing is certain: from our point of view, life always gets away.

And then returns. And then returns.




I



OUTBREATH




1. Possessing

The village was tranquil flint-and-brick, shaded by great trees. My friends and I had made a detour there to get a watch repaired. The house we needed stood at the bottom of a steeply rutted lane; just beyond the gate was a stand of jams and chutney for sale, with dewy bags of fresh watercress. It was mid-July, sunny and hot. The jovial watch-mender invited us to have tea outside, and we chatted for about an hour. But my attention wandered sometimes to another presence, almost invisible, silent, busy.


Before we saw her she had run away,

the little wife,

leaving a section of the watercress

in pale neat swards

among the rioting grass, blaze-dandelions, exultant birds –

Sun-dazzled greenhouse panes had hidden her,

bent with her knife

over the dancing, sparkling stream beneath

his swelling shirts –

now in the kitchen she shakes bunches out

under the spurts

of an ungovernable tap. Outside

we drink and laugh;

inside, past shelves of jam- and chutney-jars

washed, dried and shone,

she keeps her head bowed to the endless job

that must be done,

her silent life,

the little wife.



That poem was sheer presumption. All I knew of ‘the little wife’ was a stainless-steel knife left in a watercress bed; a plastic washing line; an unruly tap; and shelf after shelf of empty shining jars. All I saw of her was a dark, bent head and bird-like body, perhaps Malaysian. Yet from these few things a life seemed to form, and not a happy one. I heard years later that the watch-mender had died, leaving her nothing, and she had fled from the house and the village as if they were a prison. When I next passed the house, the watercress beds and the stand had gone. Instead there were footballs and a gaggle of ducks.

My pursuit of lives often proceeds this way. Chronologies, ancestries and even achievements may reveal curiously little about a man or a woman. On the other hand, the smallest things may offer vital clues. A brass letter-opener, a much-mended cardigan, a favourite word – a line of jars – may catch them much more sharply. The more other people are brought in, with their own assessments and perspectives and their bland praise, the more the particular life escapes. It becomes a studio portrait where the subject stands stiffly against a backdrop of mountains or sea, with the photographer’s own props on the table and a scrubbed expression, album-ready.

Life is far less formal. One friend of mine is best evoked by a tennis racket thrown on an unmade bed and an end of baguette studded with raw garlic, his favourite snack. Another, from primary school, is remembered by her leg brace, a box of thirty-two different crayons and the dance of iron filings on a magnetised piece of paper – a wonder she showed me as we perched on the fire-escape. Two maiden aunts are summed up in the immense privet hedge that towered outside their French windows, and in willow-pattern plates laid with slices of cold mutton. Hats are eloquent: the broad-brimmed bush-hat of a Zimbabwean friend, sported proudly in the Welsh rain; the snappy panama of a colleague in Virginia, worn with a seersucker suit that breathed the antebellum South; or the hard pill-box adopted by Great-Aunt Edye, complete with a veil as scratchy as herself. I like to think I am summed up in my favourite jacket, frayed away at buttonholes and elbows, collar and cuffs, because it smells of rain and the hills, and each bramble-snag records some scrape or other.

Handwriting seems a giveaway: a signature that shrinks into a corner, a bold Pentel scrawl, hungry descenders that grab the line below. But there is eloquence too in a favourite mug (Spurs, James Bond, an abstract print), the arrangement of tools (precise, graded, disordered), a pair of glasses (flamboyant, sober or wire-rimmed as Harold Pinter’s were, worn slightly askew, as if thrust on in a rage). When I think of yet another great-aunt, it is cake that catches her.


With wrinkling mouth

Aunt Fairy

blows upon her tea,

suspicious as a sheep

that steps towards the hay

heaped in a metal pen,

pulls out a strand or three –

but then shoves boldly in,

with loose lips

swallowing down before

she tastes the Rich Fruit cake

too briefly on her plate,

and butts back in for more.



I might also have focused on her hanging-down stockings, or the slanting, wide-legged walk caused by her bad hip. But it was cake that caught her: one sort in particular, sprinkled with Demerara sugar and damp with boiled fruit. She spoke the very word as if she chewed and tasted it, with a half-laugh of relish that life could contain such delicious, succulent things.

When we left that café (in Brighton, decades ago, near the Pavilion) life clung to her teacup and plate and the disarranged cushion on her chair. It tends to do so. A glove dropped in the street still trembles and gesticulates with the presence of its owner, who was fumbling in a bag or distracted by some thought as the bus drew up. A Roman perfume bottle of tarnished blue-green glass evokes not only an eyebrow, a lip, a delicate wrist, but some woman’s fantasies of beauty. A shoe, even from centuries ago, water-dark leather crushed out of shape, nonetheless preserves the weight of a foot and the care of fingers fastening. After modern disasters, when people run away, they tend to shed their footwear for greater speed. When the Israelis pursued the Egyptians in the rout that ended the Six-Day War in 1967, they came across a part of the desert littered with panicking shoes.

Another shoe, a trainer, lay for months on a half-roof in Gower Street in London. From the street you could not see it, so no one removed it. It looked like the tossed-away remnant of some fight between young bloods, but it was small; it had belonged, perhaps, to a child of eight or nine. It was not high-fashion, as the fashion was then: cut too low on the ankle, too thin on the tongue, and without a showy button to inflate it. But it looked new, with smart diagonal flashes on the uppers and the regulation trailing laces. Some boy would have put it on each morning, struggling over the knots, perhaps late for school or being urged on by friends on bicycles; he would have felt a sense of achievement as he tightened the loops, standing a bit straighter afterwards. Some careworn mother, too (ghost hovering beside ghost), would have been pestered to make this purchase, now gone for nothing. The discarded trainer still sang of all this: pride, sacrifice, waste.

On Brighton beach far scruffier fragments lie among the pebbles. Just litter, you could say: scraps not yet harvested by the man who wanders among the deckchairs with a grabber and a black bag, moving to the sounds of old Motown from the waking-up pier. Each fragment is sea-rubbed, insignificant, but each suggests a life. That unravelling piece of green nylon rope came from a fishing boat, probably attached to a lobster creel, perhaps lost overboard on some day when the sea blew up rough and sou’-westerlies were lashing the skipper in his soaked, slick rubber overalls. His frustration is in it. That blue cap came from a sun-block bottle shaken by a ponytailed girl over shoulders already too plump and pink, which would be really sore the next day, but she didn’t care. That fifty-pence piece, dull with salt and air, was part of a small girl’s ice-cream money, whose loss she wept over with hot tears while her mother scolded her. (It reminds me of another coin, darker and far older, picked up among the weeds in the Circus Maximus in Rome: a quadrans of Nerva dropped, as I instantly imagined, by a slave going for bread, desperately feeling in his tunic for it, tensing for a whipping.) Even the stones, when I pick them up, carry the grooves of past collisions and the movement of old fire.

Beyond them the sea sighs in and out, eroding, disposing: in Paul Valéry’s words, toujours recommencée,1 always starting again.
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Pontius Pilate, whose life I wrote, had to be caught from pieces not much larger than these. Gospels and histories record certain deeds, even some alleged words, of the Roman governor who crucified Christ. But of the man almost nothing is known. The volume of Tacitus has gone that might have mentioned him. His daily reports to Rome (the tedious duty of all governors) have disappeared. His career before Judaea is a mystery. The hard evidence that remains is a handful of coins and a broken dedication stone.

I bought myself one of Pilate’s coins for Christmas, from a shop opposite the British Museum. It is a prutah from the year of the crucifixion, the second-smallest of the coins he minted in Judaea; it might have bought a handful of figs. It is bronze, now turned dark green, thin with age and wear. The symbols are ones he would have chosen: on the obverse, a lituus or augur’s staff, a sign of ‘superior’ Roman religion and Roman good fortune; on the reverse, a victorious, fruitful laurel branch. On both symbols the bright, coppery bronze still gleams in places through the patina, giving them just the effect Pilate wanted them to have. This little bit of power and propaganda was all his own, and as close as we can get to the life of him. But the dedication stone, too, tells some of his story: that he described himself not as an administrator but as a praefectus, a mounted military man.

From these hints, and from common Roman things, I tried to build him up: the inauspicious days marked in red on his calendar, the faint whiff of shellfish dye in his toga, his homesickness for news-sheets and fried snacks seized from a street-stall, his joy in chariot-racing (Go, Greens! or Go, Blues!), his mouth-freshening pastilles in the morning; his superstitions, as a man who took auguries, about birds, storms, left-handedness, a trip on a step. I boldly surmised that he might have shared the Roman taste for the strange luminescence of decaying things, and for the colour of dried blood. A sort of hologram would form then, an invented existence. Yet I did not even know his praenomen, the name his mother or his lovers had called him by, whether Marcus or Lucius or Quintus: the breath that warmed him and roused him and to which he answered, his real life.

My task was scarcely easier with Perkin Warbeck, who posed as (and just possibly was) one of the missing fifteenth-century Princes in the Tower. There was one authentic portrait, though sketched much later from a painting, and uncertain faces stitched in tapestries; there were scraps of handwriting, and brief assessments by other people. Yet this was a young man with at least two alternative histories, two accounts of himself, and a multiplicity of names, depending on who was observing him. Somehow, one life united them. It glimmered perhaps in his dandified love of gold chains and particoloured hose, in a certain talent for keyboard music, his fits of proud petulance and his dread of battle, in whatever persona he was. I looked at the portrait for hours, trying to read him, with his pretty mouth and strangely lustreless left eye, which offered no communication. In the British Library I sat with a letter of his from October 1496, written by a secretary but signed by the Pretender with such flowing eagerness that he had to crowd the last few letters clumsily together. What did that show? Hard to tell. All I knew was that a thrill, like a caught breath, still came from the brown ink, the thick rag paper and the thought that his hand and wrist (probably sleeved in cloth of gold) had moved across the paper where, surreptitiously, I moved mine after him.

Such fragments had to do. They were like small dabs of paint applied to a canvas, heightening here, contrasting there, adding colour, to try to make life spring out. In another book the experiences of fourteenth-century townsfolk could be drawn closer in the guttering of a candle, the greasy pile of a fleece, the lather flecking a messenger’s horse, the tang of sealing wax. As I burrowed into the municipal documents of Rodez, in south-central France, I wandered through a neglected allotment (the subject of a tax dispute), brushing thistles and treading down brambles; felt the blushes of a girl harassed as she sold pears in the market, and the callous clumsiness of the youth who seized one and said they were bad anyway; heard a local sergeant, hampered by his rod of office, cursing and tumbling downstairs. Such details telescoped time until these distant figures seemed to jostle round me, chattering in the twangy Occitan that was still spoken in the streets outside.

In the registers of town accounts, the medieval treasurer (whose sketched hand, in the margins, would point out various names as ‘idiots’ or ‘whores’) marked his place with long straws plucked from the floor. He put several in the pages for 1348, when the Black Death had carried away perhaps one-third of the town’s taxpayers. As I read the litany of mort es, mort es, mort es, I felt half-afraid to touch the straws, in case the bacillus still crawled in them. I remember how quiet the library seemed then, with the elegant attendant yawning at her watch and the plump man to my left picking his teeth over the Dépêche du Midi, as the register seemed to tremble in hands other than mine.

Such books are still warm with life. In the London Library, some are too much so. Who was the eccentric, for example, who scribbled all through the Selected Letters of Edward Thomas his underlinings, wiggles, crosses and ticks? Or wrote out again in the margin the words that had struck him, such as ‘ghyll’, ‘firelighter’ and ‘haversack’? Sometimes he would write ‘Yes!’ and circle it. He was neat, at least; he used a fine, sharp pencil. I could picture him, young, male (his obsessiveness suggested that), thin and particular, long-fingered and long-nosed. I could see him riffling through index cards, and feeling for a handkerchief in the pocket of a tweed jacket much like the ones Thomas wore. All through the book he muttered and exclaimed away, with the occasional loud sniff.

Other books ring with old debates. Shelley loved to argue in his marginalia, in pencil that gets blacker and blunter as he goes on, sprawling sometimes across two pages to show the extent of his scorn. He lives again in every one. Various ancient books that I have found in the London Library, surprisingly on the open shelves, leather-bound and with a typeface as bold as Caxton’s, have more querulous marginalia, usually in ink. The pages are often stained, with wine or candle-wax. Immediately I see a man sitting up late in a dark study, huddled in a dressing gown and possibly a nightcap, bent close to the page to read with thick-lensed glasses. Or I am part of an argument between full-wigged scholars in a coffee house, the book open on the table and shoved from hand to hand, like a dangerous thing: a live thing.
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In the weekly round of obituaries, too, life catches on possessions. The whole existence of Naty Revuelta, the mistress of Fidel Castro, seemed to lie in two houses and their furnishings. The first was a big, beautiful villa in Vedado, the most elegant part of Havana, where the shutters opened each morning on the white scent of jasmine. This was the moment when her baby, Alina, would be taken away by the nurse to be fussed and dressed in lace. In the late afternoons, after an unsleeping siesta, her sparkling company might be sought for tennis and canasta parties. Most of the rest of her marriage was spent in darkness in this house, watching television until the moment when her husband Orlando, a cardiologist, came home and fell asleep in his chair.

Yet once she had decided to let Fidel ‘indoctrinate’ her – the word having, for him, no baser meaning – she sent him the front-door key. It was sealed in a linen envelope lightly scented with Lanvin’s ‘Arpège’, and after five in the afternoon, on most days, he and two henchmen would come to sit among her imitation French furniture and fine English teasets, plotting revolution. Her dressing-table drawer held plush cases of jewellery set with diamonds, emeralds and sapphires, and certificates of her savings; she sold them all for Fidel’s cause. He could buy rifles with that money, even if social convention stopped her fighting beside him in the mountains: kept her, for the most part, imprisoned in that impressive house.

The second house she lived in, in Nuevo Vedado, was smaller and uglier. Naty moved there when her marriage ended and Fidel, on the arm of a different woman, had ascended to power. This house too was often in darkness behind heavy metal grilles, like those which in nineteenth-century Spain enclosed the young women of the family. Here the shutters kept out robbers. The walls were built of breezeblocks, painted cream, but portraits of her past self in high society still covered both them and the sideboards. One drawer held the ration book with which, like most Cubans, she qualified for her share of black beans and rice and queued patiently to get them; yet they were served to her by her one remaining maid, Chucha, on a silver tray. She smoked long cigarettes from a gold case and sipped her strong black coffee from tiny gold-rimmed cups, the sort without handles, held lightly between thumb and fingers. And almost daily, from her lingerie-drawer, she would bring out the bundle of love letters Fidel had written to her. She kept them in a blue satin case, tied with a blue silk ribbon; one by one, she slowly unfolded them. Those letters held her lover’s weight and purpose, as well as the warm musk smell of his cigars. She would read them aloud as she sat alone. In my mind she was like a figure from the novels of Gabriel García Márquez, stilled in her chair amid vivid incongruities, like the rebels who cradled her delicate flowered china on laps that bulged with pistols and bandoliers. She sat, too, as in one of his claustrophobic interiors, against a wall of slatted sunlight and beneath a fan that hardly moved the humid air.

Many miles to the north, Bobby Fischer’s life was caught on chessboards. His mother tried to cure him, consulting psychologists and the columns of the Brooklyn newspapers, but still she could not stop the pocket set coming out at the dinner table. As a boy, he skipped school to spend his mornings in the dingy cabinet room of the Marshall Chess Club in Manhattan, reading through the file cards of nineteenth-century games. In a particular seat at the New York Public Library he sat for hours immersed in chess history. In the family’s walk-up flat, once his mother and sister had moved out, he set up continuous chess games beside each bed, ignoring the outside sunshine to compete against himself.

If you could see inside his brain, as rivals hoped to, you would find it primed to attack and defend in every way possible, with a straight-moving rook or a sidling bishop, or with both in his favourite Ruy López opening, or with the queen swallowing an early pawn in the ‘poisoned’ version of the Sicilian, or a thousand others. Chess, he once said, was life, and there was nothing more. He had never done anything else, had not persevered in school, was no good at any other subject; he had pinned every watchful minute of his existence to thirty-two pieces and sixty-four black-and-white squares. He reminded me, as I wrote, of a bird of prey hovering, ready after long thought to dart and spring: a bird solitary, perched on a chair as on a fence-post, focused on nothing but the territory before him. He dreamed of a house in Beverly Hills that would be built in the shape of a rook.

As Fischer brooded, his fingers laced like claws across his forehead to keep ruses in, and enemies out, elsewhere in Manhattan a typewriter-mender sat at his trade in his upstairs repair shop in Fulton Street. Martin Tytell was surrounded by new, wet Mylar ribbons, shiny chrome levers and pieces of type, for the typewriter in all its forms and parts composed his life. His ear was tuned to the chatter and ping! of broken Remingtons and Smith Coronas, to whom (not ‘which’, for they had souls) he offered psychoanalysis in a notice on his door. He could cure any of them, ‘whether … frustrated, inhibited, schizoid, or what have you’, treating them as tenderly as though they were human beings; for the platen around which the paper was wound, hard and dry or plump and soft, was, he said, a typewriter’s heart. After a brief while of peering with screwdriver in hand, he could tell exactly when they had left the factory, how they had been treated and with what pressure, timid or furious, their owner had hit the keys. He then set carefully to work, natty in bow tie and with a pipe clamped in his mouth, to mend them or re-engineer them to speak in different tongues, characters and notations, before leaving the convalescents to sleep in their plastic shrouds.

When his shop closed in 2001, after sixty-five years, it held a stock of two million pieces of type. The letters ‘n’ with a tilde, all by themselves, took up a whole shelf. In one dark nest of metal cabinets dwelled a full drawer of umlauts. Each typewriter was, to him, an individual; its spark did not come through a cable in the wall, but lay within. It showed in each distinguishing mark – that sluggishness in the type-bars, that particular wear on the ‘s’ – that would be left, like a fingerprint, on the paper. Those many machine-lives merged with his.

Much of my time is spent searching for such details. Leona Helmsley, sharp-tongued queen of New York hotels, carrying her Maltese bitch called Trouble in her handbag; Osama bin Laden’s love of sunflowers, and his habit of riding through the woods on Fridays on a white horse, in imitation of the Prophet; the red Gucci slippers worn by Benedict XVI under his austere white robes. Many are surprises, such as the playwright Arthur Miller’s lifelong delight in making things with wood. At fourteen, he saved up to build a back porch on the family house; in old age he made tables, chairs, a bed and a cabinet, exactly planed and balanced. To make extra-sure the angles were right, he once consulted a mathematician. Reading The Brothers Karamazov, he was amazed by Dostoevsky’s description of precisely how a window was hinged. Miller the carpenter was speaking then, his life concentrated in rule, frame and spirit-level, as well as in the making of perfectly calibrated plays.

Master-biographers have long shown how life resides in details. In the seventeenth century John Aubrey2 took pains to note that Thomas Bushell, servant to Francis Bacon, wore ‘more buttons than usuall’ on his cloak; that Bacon himself would have his table strewn with ‘Sweet Herbes and Flowers’ at every season, to refresh his spirits; that Thomas Hobbes would draw lines on his thighs and on the sheets in bed, to do mathematical calculations; and that James Harrington, a political theorist, had a fantasy that his perspiration turned into flies and bees, which he would prove by sitting in a timber shed on hot days until flies crept out of their lurking holes. William Oughtred, a mathematician, lived in poverty but entertained royally the academics who visited him, receiving them in ‘an old red russet cloak-cassock that had been black in dayes of yore, girt with a old leather girdle’. In case inspiration came in the small hours, he kept his tinder-box by him, and an ink-horn fixed on top of his bedstaff. We do not see Oughtred in dry equations, though his mind swarmed with them; we see him shabby, inky, struggling to get a light, living.

Suetonius3 did the same for the Caesars, never fearing to digress from their political and military careers for some impertinent, pertinent detail. Augustus, he wrote, liked boxing not merely between professionals, but between ruffians slugging in city alleys; he hated to be called ‘My Lord’, and his metaphor for swift action was ‘quicker than boiled asparagus’. This suggested a man who haunted kitchens, as well as marble halls. Tiberius, who disliked waste, would serve half-eaten dishes at his formal dinners, and so prided himself on his knowledge of Greek literature that he would quiz professors on, for example, exactly what song the Sirens sang. Claudius was so absent-minded that he would send for men to play dice with, forgetting that he had already had them killed. The very randomness of these traits made Suetonius’s subjects even more terrifying. They became
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