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‘We must not always talk in the market-place of what happens to us in the forest.’

—Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter



Tough.

I’m going to talk in the market-place of what happens in the forest. For a start, no one belongs in the forest. Everyone gets lost here. That’s what forests are for; they’re for getting lost in. I’m lost now. It’s not that I’ve lost my way, lost my bearings, lost my place on the map. It’s worse than that: I’m lost.

I’ve been lost before. Lost at school, which I hated; lost in work; lost in lack of work; lost in dismal relationships; lost in secret; lost in public; lost in grief; lost in love; lost in a world without meaning; lost when the meaning became overwhelming.

And here I am again, wherever ‘here’ is.

On the face of it, I’m the least qualified person in the world to write a book about being lost and not belonging. After all, who could possibly belong more than I do? I’m belonging personified: you find me, a privileged, straight, white man. I’m a vicar in the Church of England, for heaven’s sake. If that isn’t belonging, I don’t know what is.

Before being ordained priest, I was a freelance screenwriter. I worked all over the place, and my shoulder-bag was my office: laptop, drafts of screenplays, a toothbrush, a packet of fags. Now I live and work in a cluster of country parishes, and my bag holds a prayer book, an old palm cross, pencils bound together with a rubber band, a little bottle of holy oil, vapes.

The change has been a profound blessing. (Maybe not the vapes.) And yet it’s come at a cost, as all blessings probably do. Before, there was no question of my belonging anywhere. I went from contract to contract, job to job. The faces were always changing. If I felt like an outsider, that’s because I was one. If I felt I didn’t belong, that’s because I didn’t. Now I live and work within an ancient and hallowed institution; and I don’t have a contract – I’m in holy orders. I have colleagues and congregations, and a calling. I’m called to belong to this place and to these people. But how do I belong? I’m an old dog, I suppose, and this is a new trick.

It’s a trick I’ve tried to master, not entirely without success, but the better I’ve become at belonging, the more mysterious the whole thing seems to be. Gnawing away, old dog that I am, on the bone of belonging, I’ve begun to question what a sense of belonging might actually be. I’ve looked for answers, but the search has served only to deliver up further uncertainties and doubts. Have I ever really belonged? Is belonging something I do, or is belonging something done to me, something expected of me? Is belonging the same as ‘fitting in’? Is belonging always a good thing?

And the deeper I’ve delved, the more preoccupied I’ve become. As I’ve searched for solutions, the world has changed around me. Covid came and went, confusing everything. My old world of screenwriting beckoned me back, and I wavered. My children left home for university or jobs or travelling. Their rooms are now spare rooms. And suddenly I no longer know my way around.

None of this singles me out as odd or special. We all know what it is to feel lost, to feel we don’t belong, that we don’t fit in with this family, this tribe, this company, this organization. To say, ‘I suffer from impostor syndrome,’ is just to say, ‘I’m not a sociopath.’ And let’s get this straight from the start: I’m not a pariah, I’m a parish priest. I recognize, of course, that the two aren’t always mutually exclusive. But I haven’t been ostracized. What happened to the writer of the psalms – ‘You have caused my companions to shun me; you have made me a thing of horror to them’ (Psalm 88:8; NRSV) – hasn’t happened to me. I’m not on the run, and I haven’t gone rogue.

Like the kneelers in the churches I look after, I’m woven into the fabric of the rural communities I serve, stitched into the landscape around me. And by ‘landscape’ I don’t just mean the coombes and ridges of the chalk downs and the ancient forests, or the flint-built churches; I mean that, as the vicar, I’m invited into farmers’ kitchens, care-home day rooms, intensive-care units, parlour bars, bishops’ studies, scruffy vestries, the British Legion car park, and tatty village halls with their dartboards and fluorescent lights and cheap beer. I’m welcomed, generally, into all these places.

And I love this. I love the parishes I serve; I love passionately the people I’m called to care for. But the question hasn’t gone away. And, searching for an answer one day, I made the mistake of wandering into the forest.

Mistakes, it turns out, can be very revealing.
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In the 13th century, Savernake Forest stretched widely across the Wiltshire downland, covering 390 square kilometres (150 square miles) or more. For centuries it was a royal forest, a hunting ground for kings and courtiers, full of wild boar and bears and herds of deer. Back then, the villages and parishes I know so well would have been deep in the forest, the lanes just tracks and hollow ways through dense woods. You could really get lost in this forest, never find your way out.

No longer home to wild boar, or none that I’ve come across anyway, the forest these days is drastically reduced in size, hemmed in by roads, criss-crossed by Capability Brown’s avenues and laced with winding paths. Now there are conifer plantations where the air is always cool and comes with a resinous tag; Hereford cattle have been reintroduced into the forest so that in places the ground is churned and tussocky. The herds of deer are very much still in residence. Just off the Grand Avenue is an arboretum and occasionally you come across a cottage, or a long-abandoned ammunition dump from the Second World War, all plushed with moss. These days, Savernake is maintained by the Forestry Commission. It may be smaller, managed, but the forest has not been subdued. There remains something protean and primordial about Savernake, untamed and feral. You can still get lost here. I do, all the time.

And there’s a bear. Trust me, there’s a bear.

As much as forests are cherished places in our natural landscape, they also shadow our cultural imagination. Shakespeare’s lovers are lost and enchanted in the forest. Hansel and Gretel are abandoned in the forest and have to use all their ingenuity to escape its horrible clutches. Lost teenagers in The Blair Witch Project are led nightmarishly round and round the forest before succumbing to what lurks at its heart. Hester Prynne and Arthur Dimmesdale, the adulterous lovers in Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, dare to dream in the forest, impossibly, of a life together. And Trisha, the nine-year-old girl in Stephen King’s The Girl Who Loved Tom Gordon, is lost in the forest, where she must confront and overcome her worst fears. The forest is a place of disorientation, danger and dreams, but also of encounter and transformation.

And the reason for going in is always to find a way out.

I’ve come here pretty much every day over the last couple of years hoping for a way out, for enchantment, hoping to be transformed. But I’d be lying, or insincere, if I tried to make the claim that I came into the forest an ugly duckling and left a beautiful swan. I’m as ugly now as I ever was. Nothing’s changed. I wandered in with questions, and I did not come out with any answers. Instead, I emerged with a sense that, when all’s said and done, questions may prove preferable to answers, that my doubts could be more fruitful than my certainties, and that sometimes it’s better to be lost than to know exactly where you are.

While we’re on the subject of ugly ducklings, you might suppose that Hans Christian Andersen’s story ‘The Ugly Duckling’ would be a good starting point for us. After all, the story tells of a hatchling who feels lost from the very beginning, who doesn’t belong in the nest, in the company of those around him, or wherever he goes. He’s an odd one out until he finds his true identity as a swan. Rather than a story about being lost, ‘The Ugly Duckling’ is actually about being found; it’s a hymn to belonging. You’ll belong somewhere, the story reassures us, you’ll fit in and be accepted as beautiful when you’re just like those around you. But this is not what I want to say at all. Like all ugly ducklings, like everyone, I’ve searched for my tribe, yearned for them to recognize me as ‘one of us’. The trouble is, it’s been on those occasions when I’ve felt included and admitted into the tribe that I’ve felt most lost, most ugly.

[image: ]

Stop. Look around.

After this morning’s rain, sunlight puzzles through the canopy of early-autumn leaves above me, green and warm. Hazel and holly and a dense coppice of silver birch to my left, and the path twisting ahead of me through the beeches and oaks.

I’ve walked this path hundreds of times, I think. And yet … where am I?

In the course of his Gifford Lectures, delivered in the late 1920s and later published as Process and Reality, the British mathematician and philosopher Alfred North Whitehead said, ‘A traveller who has lost his way, should not ask, Where am I? What he really wants to know is, Where are the other places?’1

Whitehead seems to be suggesting that, when we’re lost, we should try to start not from me, but from everywhere else. It’s actually harder to do this now than it was when Whitehead was giving his lectures. Our satnavs and mobile-phone apps allow us to track one another, and to be tracked. More, they keep us locked in the same place, in the centre of the screen while the world moves and scrolls obligingly around us and along with us. Where am I? I am at the centre of everything. Copernicus cancelled. In the past, I had to trace my way across the map. There was a gainful humility in this, I think. And it strikes me, as I stand in the forest, looking around, that getting lost has something quaint about it. Thanks to smartphones, our children rarely get lost. And maybe that goes some way to explaining why so many of them are lost in profounder ways.

One of my earliest memories is of being lost. Travelling on a ferry with my family in Scotland, I lingered too long in the cafeteria, staring at the ice creams behind the curved Perspex counter – Mivvis, Fabs, Funny Faces – and managed to miss my grandmother, my parents and my little brother as the crowd of passengers began disembarking. Carried along on the tide of strangers heading for the exit, I turned this way and that, straining for a glimpse of them ahead of me or behind, but I couldn’t see them anywhere. I panicked, elbowing and shoving through the sea of people. Then, suddenly, in the crush on the sloping stone jetty, I spied my mother’s legs – she was wearing salmon-pink corduroy flares – and I rushed forward and clasped her to me: safe at last.

It wasn’t my mother.

Hard as it may be to believe, pink flares were quite common in the 1970s. In that moment, the world that hitherto had seemed more or less biddable and predictable was revealed as indifferent, perhaps even hostile. It had a stranger’s face. My wants and needs are not automatically accommodated; there’s no plan. Or if there is a plan, it’s not Colin’s.

‘Hello, little man, and who might you be?’ asked the stranger to whose leg I was clinging.

Who might you be? I’m still trying to find an answer to this grizzly bear of a question. Perhaps we all are. And perhaps that’s what this book is really about. It’s the bear at the heart of the forest, the bear that fell to pursuing me the moment I set foot in here. Who am I? Where do I belong? And where should I look for an answer to these questions? There’s an obvious place to start the inquiry, I suppose. In English Grounds: A Pastoral Journal, Andrew Rumsey says ‘belonging is the inarticulate theme of childhood’.2 This is surely right. And, as I’ve wandered in Savernake Forest these last couple of years, it’s on childhood that I’ve found myself reflecting a good deal.

As a little boy, whenever I’d travel with my family to stay with friends or to go on holiday, I’d always wake early and peek through the curtains of my bedroom window to check my parents’ old Peugeot 504 was still parked in the driveway, that they hadn’t driven off in the middle of the night and left me behind.

Belonging: I’ve never had the knack.

From up on the dockside in the ferry terminal, my mother called me. I turned and caught sight of her through the crowd. In that instant I hadn’t found her; I was found. This first experience of being lost and found has stayed with me ever since.

It’s a feeling we’ve all known at points in our lives. And when we’re confronted by the reality of ‘I’m lost here’ or ‘Now I’m really lost’ we struggle to locate ourselves, to orientate ourselves, to be found.

But what if we set off in search of ‘the other places’ instead?

What if it’s only in the experience of being lost, out of our depth, when we don’t know which way to turn, that the question ‘Who might you be?’ can be answered?
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On my first visits to the forest, at a fork in the path, or when I didn’t know where I was, I’d stop and consult a map. But after a bit it felt silly, and it conflicted somehow with my need to be alone. The map was an overlay, an unwanted reminder that others had passed this way, followed this route. I had a place on the map, but it didn’t show ‘the other places’. Of course, I was under no illusion that I was actually exploring. There’s nothing intrepid about my trips into Savernake Forest. Beyond a sausage roll, I took no supplies; beyond a pencil sharpener, I took no equipment. I had no desire to explore the forest anyway. I wanted it to explore me. And so I began to leave the map behind, and get lost.

This book is an invitation to get lost.

Lost in the forest and pursued by a bear: let’s be honest, it doesn’t sound like an invitation you’d be minded to accept under normal circumstances. But there are two reasons why I think you should reconsider. Firstly, I’m not convinced that being found is all it’s cracked up to be. And secondly, I have a few friends I’d like to introduce you to.

Each chapter in this book is named after a friend, an oak in Savernake Forest. All these trees have, in one way or another, been helpful to me in my wandering, not offering solutions, but offering solace. Old Paunchy and Green Fluted, Spider and Duke’s Vaunt will take us back to our roots. If we belong anywhere, it’s here, surely? In our bodies, in families, at home, perhaps at school. But even here, it turns out, belonging can be bothersome.

In their different ways, Pointing Oak and Amity and the King of Limbs will confront us with the core of the problem of belonging. This is the trunk of the tree, and the spine of this book. These oaks will ask us to reflect on how we belong behind borders and boundaries, how our belonging is a matter of knowing the ropes, knowing our place in the pecking order, knowing how to make ourselves useful and play by the rules. Cathedral Oak, as you might expect, will take us to church, where belonging has become something of an idol. And then Librarian, Crockmere Oak and Big Belly will confuse matters still further by revealing how belonging breaks down in complexity and vagueness, in the niceties (or nastiness) of language, and in irresolvable but glorious differences.

And all the while, that bear is on our tail, dogged and drooling.

Since we’re lost, there’ll be plenty of diversions and detours along the way, and wrong paths taken, lots of tangles and obstacles and dead ends. We’ll be distracted by rats and frogs; we’ll get into arguments and muddles; and we’ll find, ultimately, that all searching is soul-searching.

Nor can we ever lose track of the fact that we’ve lost the track. To be lost like this is no joke, believe me. Except you don’t need to believe me; you know already. Your first day in a new job or standing at the school gates; surveying the college canteen; those ‘icebreakers’ to begin the seminar or meeting; signing on for Universal Credit; at the conference reception full of strangers. When we don’t belong, or can’t belong, we feel forsaken, abandoned, hung out to dry. But like Lord Kitchener in the First World War recruitment poster, society has its finger pointing at you. Belonging is expected of you.

And because failure in this regard is painful and discomfiting, we bury deep inside ourselves any sense we might have of not belonging, of feeling lost, that we don’t fit in. We try to disguise the frustration, the sense of defeat, to mask it. From others, and from ourselves. We’re running up against society’s gaslighting here.

But what I’ve learned over the course of my wandering, lost in the forest, is that this feeling of lostness, of not belonging, of being an odd one out, might be precious, like a pearl is precious. A pearl is the product of worry, of anxiety and irritation. It’s an oyster’s itching. It’s formed by a grain of sand or grit finding its way under the oyster’s shell and lodging in the soft tissue of the mollusc within. To protect itself from the foreign body, the oyster secretes substances that form a hard casing called nacre. A pearl. When we feel we don’t belong, when we’re lost or out of our depth, then we’re making a pearl.

We’re going in search of pearls. This book is not a forensic analysis of ‘belonging’ as a concept. We’re shucking. I want to dredge up my experiences of feeling lost and ‘at sea’ as a child, as a husband and father, as a priest, to open up the shell of my life and expose the pearl I try to keep hidden. If it doesn’t add up to a coherent whole, that’s fine. I don’t add up to a coherent whole either. And nor do you. But one thing we all share is soft tissue; we all experience the bruising tidal surges and tumble of life. And however tough and tight our shells may be, bits of grit get inside.
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‘How much do you think he drank?’

I snatch the empty bottle of strawberry-flavoured f lu suspension out of Theo’s hand and hold it up to the light. Shake the bottle, shake my head. I’ve no idea.

‘Well, how much was in the bottle before?’ Emma asks.

I don’t know that either. ‘Hey, don’t blame me.’

‘Who else am I supposed to blame?’

‘What do you want me to do,’ I ask, ‘go around measuring the levels of medicine in all the bottles now, count all the tablets?’

‘You’re completely useless.’

She’s right. And to be honest, Theo could have drunk pretty much the whole bloody thing, or just drained the dregs, or maybe the bottle was empty to begin with. It’s impossible to tell.

Crusted with sugar, the top of the bottle rolls about on the bathroom floor.

Aged 18 months, Theo smiles blearily up at us.

Erring on the side of caution, and on the doctor’s advice, I drive Theo to the hospital. And after I explain how my little boy was able to find his way into the bathroom at home and neck a bottle of medicine, we’re put on an observation ward, behind a curtain. The nurses pop in now and then to see if Theo shows any signs – sleepiness or listlessness or nausea – that may suggest he’s chugged a dangerous dose of the cough remedy. Keeping an 18-month-old occupied in the small space for several hours is demanding, impossible even. I do my best, fetching magazines and toys from the stack at one end of the ward, reading the dog-eared picture books and doing Noah’s Ark puzzles with pieces missing.

But at one point during the evening there’s a commotion at the entrance to the ward. I twitch the curtain aside and peer out to see what’s happening. A woman is shouting and screaming, and the nurses are trying to calm her. She’s having none of it. Clearly distressed, she violently pulls away from them and starts up shouting at the top of her voice. At first she’s yelling for them to let go of her, to leave her alone. But then she begins screaming a question at them. Not ‘Where am I?’ or ‘Why am I here?’ or ‘What’s happening to me?’ – these expressions of confusion would have been upsetting but understandable. What she’s shouting, though, her eyes darting this way and that, is infinitely more frightening, and her words have stayed with me ever since. Over and over again, she’s screaming: ‘Who am I? Who am I?’

Who am I?

When you’re asked, ‘Who are you?’ it’s likely you’ll give your name, and you might add for good measure where you come from, what you do, and why you happen to be in this place at this moment. ‘Hello, my name’s Colin. I’m from Wiltshire, and I’m an irresponsible parent.’ We’ve all of us been asked, at one time or another, ‘Who are you?’

So, who am I?

Our institutions, our structures and professions, our off-the-peg identities all offer us ways of defining ourselves for anyone asking, ‘Who might you be?’ They present conveniently mapped ways back to belonging, back to connection, where we know our role in the game, our reason for being here; our reason for being – as if we need to give one, as if there is one. And in the process, we feel we come to know who we are too. Who am I? Well, I have a National Insurance number, a birth certificate, a passport, a CV, medical records. Who am I? It’s a mad question. There are answers we can give; answers we give every day. Even my phone knows who I am when it scans my face.

But the frightened woman’s screaming, ‘Who am I?’ put paid – at a stroke – to the comforting idea that the ‘Who am I?’ question can be adequately answered by listing names, jobs, places and reasons, or by facial recognition. It’s a bigger question demanding different answers. It’s the question that’ll pursue us through this book.

Enter: the bear.

Growl.

After several hours on the ward, Theo showed no signs of having absorbed dangerous quantities of paracetamol or ibuprofen or whatever, and we went home, back to our lives, back to being who we are.

Whoever that is.
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This book was written over the course of a couple of years, in longhand, mainly in pencil, and all of it in the forest. I have shoe box after shoe box of foxed notebooks filled with scrawled lines and crossings-out. Here and there the pages are wrinkled from rain, or tears. This isn’t a memoir or a field guide, or a manifesto; it’s a confession.

If, over the course of the following pages, I refer to and quote from the Bible more than any other text, that’s because it’s the text I know and love best, not because I think it’s the text you should know and love best. There’s no preaching or proselytizing here. I write as a Christian, but not expecting you to read as a Christian. This book doesn’t offer an argument, or aim to expose universal truths or to win you round to a particular point of view. I don’t have an axe to grind or a soapbox to stand on. And it’s certainly not a ‘self-help’ manual, whatever that is. Can anything be more depressing or lonely than the idea of self-help? Surely help is something we offer others, and hope they’ll offer us in turn. So it’s not a self-help manual. In fact, this book will be no help to you at all. But the forest might be.

I was helped. By a forest. And I want to tell you how.




1

Old Paunchy
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‘It is the light falling continually from heaven which alone gives a tree the energy to send powerful roots deep into the earth. The tree is really rooted in the sky.’

—Simone Weil, ‘Human Personality’



Heaven knows how old Old Paunchy is. Great rolls and eruptions of oak, bracketed here and there with plate funguses, form Paunchy’s prodigious bole. The tree looks Rubens-soft, but the flesh – when you press it – is hard, unyielding.

Higher up, Paunchy’s shoulders are decorated like a tin-pot general’s, with bracken growing out of the moss, and there’s even an ash sapling taken root up there in the accumulated leaf mulch.

And higher still, Paunchy’s leaves are shuffling the sky.

I first came across Old Paunchy by chance last autumn. There was something about this tree in the middle of a brambly clearing that felt reassuring and restorative. I’d sit in the shade, pull off my walking boots and socks, and walk around barefoot, not because this is holy ground but because I suffer from athlete’s foot. You probably feel you didn’t need to know this. Athlete’s foot is uncomfortable, unsightly, but it’s not the sort of ailment that requires disclosure. And normally I wouldn’t mention it, but Joey – my son – has recently recommended a potential cure, a way of clearing up my complaint once and for all, he says. And he bought me a bar of sulphur soap from the Ethiopian shop on Shepherd’s Bush Market.

I’m dubious. Doesn’t it smell, I ask him. He assures me it doesn’t smell.

It smells. Just a little, but enough. Ever since I started using the soap a couple of weeks ago, I pick up a faintly sulphurous whiff when I’m standing at the altar, or at the font for a baptism, or when I’m visiting parishioners in the day room at the care home.

It’s not a pleasing smell for anyone, but it’s perhaps particularly inappropriate for a priest: ‘On the wicked he will rain coals of fire and sulphur’ (Psalm 11:6). Or,


as for the cowardly, the faithless, the polluted, the murderers, the fornicators, the sorcerers, the idolaters, and all liars, their place will be in the lake that burns with fire and sulphur (Revelation 21:8).



Sulphur has … shall we say, diabolical associations? So, a little reluctantly, I’ve discontinued using Joey’s soap on my poor toes. I’ll put up with the itching instead. And hope the sunlight helps, and the fresh air.

I started coming to Savernake Forest on mornings off, and on Saturdays – just walking and walking. The physical tiredness after a day in the forest helped me sleep at night. But soon, I found I was detouring into the forest at lunch breaks too, with sandwiches bought at the village shop, or on my way back from taking a funeral, between pastoral visits or before going in to the primary school for a harvest service.

In winter, I’d invariably find myself dropping in on parishioners or helping out at parish soup lunches with a wet backside because I’d stopped in the forest and sat on a fallen branch in order to catch my breath during the course of a busy day. I’d have to brush bits of bracken off my jacket and out of my hair before going into Parish Church Council meetings, tucking my feet under the table in the hope no one would notice how muddy my shoes were. And I started to feel that as much as I was going into the forest, I was bringing the forest back out with me – that the forest followed me around.

I spent every spare minute in the forest: lost, and pursued by a bear.

But however lost I was, I somehow always managed to find my way back to Old Paunchy. I’d lean against the trunk’s bulk and look up into its branches – bare in winter, trimmed with leaves in summer – and try to gather my thoughts. In spring, anemones and wild garlic grow around the bole and between the roots. I feel an affinity with this tree. It’s not one of those ‘hearts of oak’ oak trees, staunch and steadfast; nor is it picturesquely blasted, a gothic ruin of a tree. Instead, it’s an accommodating presence, gracious. You could pour your heart out to this tree. I pour my heart out to this tree. ‘Where am I, Paunch? I mean, where am I really?’

‘Well, if you want my advice, don’t start your search from where you are now, or where you are sometimes. Why don’t you start from where you are always?’

‘Where am I always?’

‘Look down. What do you see?’

‘My toes?’

‘Exactly. Start there. Your body. You’ve never been anywhere else.’

But is this actually a good place to start? Am I not already off on the wrong foot, literally? Isn’t Old Paunchy contradicting Whitehead’s advice that I should start not with myself, but with the ‘other places’?

And why should I start with my body anyway? For George Herbert, the 18th-century English poet and priest, the body is a trap in which he’s caught. In his poem ‘Dullness’, he describes himself as lost in his body.


But I am lost in flesh, whose sugar’d lies,

Still mock me and grow bold:

Sure thou didst put a mind there, if I could

Find where it lies.1



In saying he’s lost his mind, I don’t think Herbert means us to understand he’s suffering from some sort of psychotic break or schizophrenic affective disorder. Rather, he’s expressing the view that his capacity to think, to reason is threatened or undermined by the body; that he’s lost his mind in the trap of his body’s duplicities and saccharine desires. It’s in here somewhere, he’s saying, surely, like a stray sock at the bottom of a laundry basket.

If you think about it, even for a moment, this makes no sense at all. If he’s searching for his mind then he must already be using his mind. After all, how else could he be conducting his search and then expressing that search in such beautifully balanced verse?

Herbert’s suggestion that the mind is somehow lost or incarcerated in the body has an ancient and pathological provenance: from the puritan cults of Orpheus and Pythagoras in Archaic Greece; to the body-hating Gnostic Cathars in medieval France; and on into the assumptions underlying contemporary research in artificial intelligence. In each iteration of the idea, the soul, the spirit, the mind, consciousness – whichever term you care to use – can be disentangled and released from the body.

Herbert’s poem also mirrors in some ways the thinking of his almost exact contemporary, René Descartes. Descartes’s Meditations on First Philosophy was published in 1641, just a few years after Herbert’s death. For Descartes, like Herbert, the mind is distinct from the body. But Descartes doesn’t make Herbert’s error of thinking he’s lost his mind. In his Second Meditation he concludes that he is a thinking thing, a res cogitans. This thinking thing ‘doubts, understands, affirms, denies, is willing, is unwilling, imagines and senses.’2 Presumably, it also searches. So, Herbert going in search of his mind is like a dog chasing its own tail.

These days we’re encouraged to reject as silly or superannuated the ideas that underpin Herbert’s poem or Descartes’s philosophy. We might use expressions like ‘She’s lost her mind’ or ‘He’s sold his soul’, but these are just idiomatic ways of saying ‘She’s ill’ or ‘He’s betrayed his principles’. Generally speaking, we no longer believe in a disembodied soul or the mind as a ‘glassy essence’3, as Isabella puts it in Measure for Measure. The mind, we’ve concluded, is not an incorporeal, discrete and separable substance; it is brain function. It’s not something we can lose and find. Instead, we’re urged to see ourselves as material objects surrounded by material objects. Nature, we tell ourselves, isn’t haunted by ghostly things called ‘minds’. And yet it’s still possible to feel the pull and power of Herbert’s words, to encounter rich veins of Cartesian dualism in a good deal of current discourse. The ghost in the machine is alive, well, and still haunting. We might not talk about ‘mind’ or ‘soul’ or ‘essence’ anymore, but we do talk about ‘identity’, and how our identities aren’t always precisely aligned with or pegged to our bodies. For transgender people, the flesh can feel like a forest, somewhere they’re lost, a confounding place. Their experience calls into question our shopworn materialist assumptions, that blithe reductionist identification of ourselves with our bodies.

The body might not be a trap, but it remains a predicament. And it’s not the predicament in which I happen to find myself; it’s the predicament in which I happen.

[image: ]

In 1988 I was a teenager, just left school, a little lost, and working in the post room of a promotions agency in West London. Quite often, after a night out, I’d curl up on the floor next to the franking machine and fall asleep.

That December – it was the 8th; I’ve never forgotten the date – I met some friends after work to go and see Iggy Pop play at the Brixton Academy. I’d always loved The Stooges, and the albums Iggy had made with David Bowie in Berlin ten years before.

My friends (Rachel, Joerg, Beets, Andrew, Rick) and I pushed our way to the front of the crowd. On stage above us, Iggy was a dervish, a whiplash, an unleashed power, like flexing plasma, or lightning. I think Steve Jones, the Sex Pistols’ guitarist, was in Iggy’s band at the time. But you didn’t notice anyone else. It was only Iggy. He was everywhere, a frenzied maenad. By the second half of the set, he’d jettisoned most of his clothes. And he tore great scratches in his chest, rubbing the head of the microphone into his blood and sweat. Then he lost his jeans and his underpants. But this was no striptease. There was nothing titillating or sexual in the display. It was, rather, a revelling in vulnerability, in sheer humanness. The body became something hallowed
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