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FOREWORD 

To misquote the closing line of a classic movie: there are mil-
lions of stories in the city, here are just eight of them. Non-fic-
tion means that all the stories are true whether it is history or 

personal experience. The creative element can be compared to music, 
where the artist takes up an idea or theme that already exists and per-
forms their own unique riff on it.

True to the philosophy of its founder, George Birkbeck, that ed-
ucation should be open to all, the college draws its students from a 
broad range of backgrounds and experiences. This diversity is reflect-
ed in the works we have selected for you. 

There is a journey, geographical, related with verve and wit by Jer-
emy Curtis, and one of a more spiritual kind offered by Wölf Marloh 
just as humorous. Bruce Coker moves deftly from a disturbing per-
sonal experience into the history of superstition. This is a story to read 
with the bedroom light on. There are great lives, stories of pioneers 
in charity, in science and medicine, brought to us by Zoe Anne Ross, 
Nydia Hetherington and Sian Shaw. They remind us of the frailty of 
humanity and its capacity for improvement: though there is disease 
and death there isn’t despair. There is more history from Stephanie 
Ogden-Taylor whose family were witnesses to the turbulent birth of 
modern Pakistan. To complete the virtues (we have already Faith and 
Charity), Charlotte Bowden brings Hope and good news out of Africa. 

Publishing this journal has been both a pleasure and a privilege 
for its editorial team. It’s a pleasure to read such a diverse and interest-
ing collection of writing, and it’s a privilege to be able to present the
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finished product to a public audience.
Our aim was to produce a journal full of pieces that are both chal-

lenging and enlightening. We think we have, and we hope you will 
enjoy them as much as we did.

The Editors, 46 Square
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THE OLD HAG AND 
THE IRON ROPE

 

Bruce Coker

1
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I’m woken by the sound of shouting. A half-intelligible mad-
woman is ranting demonically outside my bedroom win-
dow. Her high-pitched voice is as clear and sharp as a cracked 

mirror, going on and on about… something, but in my sleepy 
state I’m not quite capable of figuring out what. Her rhythms 
and intonations are as familiar as my own, but after listening for a 
few moments it turns out that I was wrong: she isn’t half-intel-
ligible. Nowhere near. Her yelling is utterly incomprehensible. 

And I realise that I’m wrong about something else. She’s not out-
side after all: she’s right here in the room with me. 

My befuddled mind runs a quick inventory of all the women I 
know that I could possibly expect to turn up in my bedroom, shouting 
gibberish at me while I’m trying to enjoy a peaceful snooze. Needless 
to say, my visitor’s voice belongs to none of them. But that doesn’t 
seem to bother her. Quite the opposite. On she goes, and on some 
more, and if her guttural belligerence is anything to go by, she really 
isn’t happy about something.

Around this point I start to understand that despite being wide 
awake and completely coherent, with all my senses in full working 
order, I am in fact dreaming.

It isn’t much of a dream, all things considered. Like most of us, a 
lot has happened to me in my dreams over the years. I’ve been chased 
down fog-bound Victorian alleys by top-hatted, knife-wielding mur-
derers; peered through smoke-dark windows at sights too terrifying 
to name; revisited the homes and schools and friends and secret plac-
es of my childhood; conversed with the dead. You name it, it has all 
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happened under the cover of night. But now, faced with perhaps the 
only chance for my rational, waking mind to enjoy the show, all I get 
is shouted at by an angry intruder. 

The one difference between what’s happening now and those oth-
er dreams is that this time I’m fully conscious. And although I know 
for certain that I’m dreaming, I’m equally convinced that there really 
is a madwoman shouting her head off in my bedroom. Or so I entire-
ly believed in that moment, as – it turns out later – have most of the 
countless millions of other people who have been visited in the night 
by this woman, or someone very like her. 

From accounts of similar experiences I discover that, far from 
being unique to me, my visitor even has names. In Newfoundland, 
where she appears with remarkable frequency, they call her the Old 
Hag, although had I known that when my visitation began I would 
have considered the term excessively pejorative. My visitor doesn’t 
sound especially old. And I don’t feel that her anger is directed at me 
personally. It’s more as if she just needs to let off steam and I happen 
to be in the vicinity. But it transpires that the Newfoundlanders used 
to get a much harder time from her than I did: their literature is full of 
tales of her sitting on people’s chests and trying to strangle them.

She’s left her mark in Europe, too. In Scandinavia and Germany 
she’s known as the Mara; Middle Dutch speaks of the Māre; in Ser-
bia and other Slavic countries, she’s the Mora, who is clearly a close 
relative of the Polish Zmora. Variations on this linguistic form occur 
throughout the major European languages. You’ve probably noticed 
the striking similarity with our own mare which as well as being a 
female horse is, according to the OED, ‘a spirit believed to produce 
a feeling of suffocation in a sleeping person’. Even the common term 
nightmare used to take the definite article, and referred to ‘the feel-
ing of suffocation… during sleep’. In other words, to the experience 
that modern science calls sleep paralysis: an archetypal phenomenon 
which appears to respect no cultural or international boundaries, hav-
ing affected just about every society in human history that has ever 
bothered to write anything down, as well as many that haven’t.

Back in my dream, with my mind beginning to function more 
normally, I discover that I’m at least partially prepared for the expe-
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rience. I’d even go as far as to say I’ve been waiting for it for most of 
my life. This is thanks largely to Carlos Castañeda, writer of the widely 
discredited counterculture classic The Teachings of Don Juan: A Yaqui 
Way of Knowledge.1 Many years ago, as a young and impressionable 
investigator of the supernatural, I read Castañeda’s theories about the 
Seven Gates to Total Awareness – or about four of them, at any rate 
(knowledge of the remaining three is apparently reserved for initiates) 
– and with my visitor still shouting in my ear, I find these memories 
beginning to surface. 

I remember that according to Don Juan Matus, Castañeda’s guide 
to the world of Yaqui sorcery, the gates are only revealed during sleep, 
and they provide an opportunity for the sorcerer to locate his or her 
‘energy body’ and thus gain the ability to pass into what Don Juan 
describes as ‘other realms of perception’. I appear to be standing at the 
first gate, the one where I become consciously aware that I’m dream-
ing, and to my surprise I find that I can even put a name to what’s 
happening to me. The phrase lucid dreaming pops into my mind from 
nowhere, and I begin to feel, despite the strangeness of everything, 
that perhaps this is not entirely unfamiliar territory. 

I also remember that the only way to deal with the situation is to 
take control of it – to exercise what Don Juan calls intent. His advice, 
I recall, is that I must attempt to look at my hands. Then I’m supposed 
to look away, and then back towards them again.2 Apparently, when 
you can do this – when you can maintain sight of something ‘real’, 
repeatedly and with control – you are well on the way to traversing the 
first gate. Remembering all this, I brace myself and make the attempt 
to seize the initiative.

The experiment doesn’t go well.
Indeed, I must be a very poor student, because I don’t get an-

ywhere near accomplishing the simple act of pulling my hands out 
from under the covers and raising them towards my face. When I try, 
I discover that my hands simply will not move at all. It’s as though my 
arms have been bound to my sides with fat and unyielding steel cables. 
I’m utterly incapable of moving either them or anything else.

That’s when the first wave of dread arrives.
Had it ended there, I would probably have shrugged the entire ex-
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perience off as a night-time oddity without a second thought. But hav-
ing discovered that I couldn’t move, and finding myself in the grip of 
a rising panic, I began to struggle, upon which I found myself falling 
into a black abyss as deep as the universe. This was no metaphorical 
chasm. I quite literally felt myself falling off a precipice and hurtling 
towards a place of absolute and overwhelming darkness.

Compared with the first wave, the fear I experienced during this 
fall was what it must have been like for Beowulf dispatching Grendel, 
only to come face to face with the creature’s still more terrible moth-
er. And if this comparison sounds fanciful then it’s worth pointing 
out that Grendel kills and devours his victims at night while they are 
asleep, and that, other than Beowulf himself, every hero who attempts 
to slay the creature fails because of his inability to stay awake.

Words are simply inadequate to describe my dread as I plum-
meted, beyond all control, into those yawning depths. I knew, with 
no shadow of a doubt, that if I hit the bottom I would be found in the 
morning either dead or so lost in the dark labyrinths of my mind that 
I might as well be.

A situation like that doesn’t leave much room for manoeuvre. 
And now, looking back, it’s impossible to say whether I saved myself 
by a conscious effort of will, or whether the terror was simply so over-
whelming that my mind instinctively woke itself up in order to save 
itself. Either way, in the next instant the paralysis retreated and I found 
myself fully awake and restored to the normal everyday world. Sub-
dued, for sure. Fragile and shaken. Vulnerable as a bereaved child. But 
back in the land of the living.

***

The profound fear I experienced is just one of several unifying factors 
that are present in just about every sleep paralysis event. According 
to research published by J. Allan Cheyne, 95% of lifetime sufferers re-
port feeling it.3 (Curiously, 13% of respondents report a feeling of bliss, 
strongly suggesting that some individuals are capable of experiencing 
both emotional extremes. Just 85% of first-time sufferers report the 
fear, suggesting that the Hag’s appearances become more, rather than 
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less, frightening with repeated exposure).
In addition to the dread, the vast majority of sufferers experience 

either visual or auditory ‘hypnopompic’ hallucinations; often both. 
I’m curious to note that I experienced the sounds but not the arche-
typal ‘Old Hag’ visuals, which consist of a face, commonly described 
as evil or devilish, along with an indistinct, sometimes partial, body. 

Among the other common sensations identified by Cheyne are 
the feeling of being touched or assaulted by the ‘presence’; extreme 
thoughts of death; a sense of being under pressure; breathing diffi-
culties; and a smorgasbord of other ‘impossible’ physical experiences 
such as floating, falling (falling!), flying, or leaving the physical body. 
Some people even report having deliberately cultivated the ability to 
invoke such ‘out of body’ responses, finding this can help to alleviate 
the terror and elevate the experience from one of horror to one of gen-
uine intrigue and excitement. These people, I conclude, must be far 
more capable than I am of traversing Don Juan’s first gate.

As I begin to uncover all this information in the days and weeks that 
follow my visitation, I find myself starting to feel pulled apart by what 
has happened to me. I’m assaulted by a series of conflicting emotions: 
my relief at discovering that I’m not alone with the experience – that 
there is, in fact, a serious body of scientific research which posits a 
variety of plausible explanations – is heavily tempered by a feeling of 
disappointment that the phenomenon is so widespread as to be almost 
commonplace.

How can such outright weirdness be ‘normal’? Why does no one 
ever talk about it?

I find myself looking at people in a different light. How many of 
them have been there too? How often? With what effect on their out-
wardly unremarkable personalities? And an unlikely inner compul-
sion begins to make itself known. Despite the ever-present memory 
of the incapacitating dread, I find myself starting to wish for another 
opportunity. Might I do better next time? Could I find a way to trans-
form the terror into bliss? Could I leave my body? Could I learn to fly, 
if only in my dreams? It turns out that this, too, is a common reaction 
amongst sufferers.
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In an extensive article on methods of coping with sleep paralysis,4 
James Cheyne recounts a selection of conscious attempts by sufferers 
to ‘move’ without the involvement of their physical bodies. Uncer-
tain how to achieve this, Cheyne says his own initial attempts were 
only partially successful. Trying to ‘roll’ out of his paralysis, he says he 
found himself ‘separating from the upper half of my body by turning 
to the right, but felt stuck in my lower torso and legs.’ Reassessing the 
situation, he abandons rolling and instead attempts to ‘spin’ in place 
(I must admit to not being entirely clear about the difference between 
‘rolling’ and ‘spinning’), upon which he ‘slid out, floated down the bed, 
and ended up hovering across the foot of the bed… in a horizontal 
position, a couple of feet above the bedroom floor.’ Various attempts 
at ‘floating’ and ‘flying’ afford him a degree of control over his dream 
body, which he takes advantage of by ‘flying’ through the closed win-
dow of his bedroom, whereupon he finds himself ‘outside’ the house 
in which he had grown up many years earlier. Fully conscious, and 
simultaneously aware that he is dreaming, he proceeds to lower him-
self to the ground by means of a conveniently-positioned ivy vine and 
wanders around his old neighbourhood for a while. He finally finds 
himself on board a ship, where he attempts to seduce a ‘pretty girl in 
a dark overcoat’, resulting in sufficiently erotic imaginings as to drag 
him, somewhat reluctantly, out of the dream and back to conscious-
ness.

Though fascinating in itself as an insight into the mental processes 
of dreaming and the destructive effects of sexual arousal on so-called 
‘astral travelling’, what strikes me most forcefully about Cheyne’s ac-
count is the light it sheds on so-called out-of-body experiences, which 
are routinely ascribed by those experiencing them to mystical or mag-
ical causes. 

As a scientist, Cheyne is no sorcerer: he makes no claim that what 
he’s experiencing is actually happening in any real sense. He knows 
he’s not doing witchcraft; he’s dreaming, and is simply struggling to 
find a way of converting a terrifying experience into a manageable 
one. But reading his report, I’m reminded once again of Castañeda 
and Don Juan. Viewed from within the Yaqui cultural context, an 
experience such as Cheyne’s would have been regarded as far more 
 
14



than just a dream. A society that believes in spirits, demons and magic 
would regard it as not just real but as potentially dangerous. As Don 
Juan warns his pupil in all seriousness, ‘one may sink to mortal depths’. 

This train of thought makes me begin to wonder how differently 
I might have responded to my own encounter with the depths were I 
not living in twenty-first century Britain.

It is inevitable – indeed, obvious – that my subjective reactions are 
heavily influenced by my own culture and values. I inhabit a society 
dominated by atheism and rationalism, in which a ‘medical’ explana-
tion is favoured for just about every physical or mental phenomenon, 
however outlandish. And despite my misgivings about the ethically 
questionable ends to which the scientific method is often directed, I 
have strong personal convictions about its value in establishing the 
facts. In this regard it is demonstrably preferable to superstition and 
unreasoning faith. But I’m also strongly aware that my beliefs are al-
most entirely shaped by this culture; that my demythologised under-
standing of ‘reality’ is little more than an accident of birth. 

What’s so interesting about sleep paralysis is not just how, as a 
physical, mental and emotional experience, it appears to be almost 
universal, but how heavily any particular interpretation of it appears 
to be influenced by the cultural context within which it occurs.

The nocturnal battle rages in the metaphors of literally hundreds 
of languages as diverse as Mandarin (gui yā shēn – ‘ghost pressing on 
body’), Persian (bakhtak – a ghost that sits on a dreamer’s chest), Yoru-
ba (ogun oru – warfare against a demon at night), Shona (madzikirira 
– ‘pressing one down’), Ethiopian (dukak – a spirit who possesses peo-
ple during sleep), Catalan (Pesanta – a huge black dog who sits on a 
sleeper’s chest), and Japanese (kanashibari – ‘to tie with an iron rope’). 

As I gradually uncover the extent of these cultural connections, 
an unexpected series of suspicions begin to insinuate themselves into 
my mind. The phenomenon of sleep paralysis is virtually universal, 
the blame placed ubiquitously on ghosts and demons. But I begin to 
wonder whether the truth might not be the other way round. Perhaps 
it is the dreams themselves, these ubiquitous experiences of night-
time visitation and dread, which have shaped our collective under-
standing – or misunderstanding – of spirituality. How many people 
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must share a hallucination before it is accepted as the truth? And is it 
possible that, as our scientific understanding of the world has grown, 
our interpretation of our hallucinations has changed to reflect the 
technological age in which we live?

***

On 26 December 1985, horror writer Whitley Streiber was spending 
Christmas with his family at their isolated cabin when something ex-
traordinary happened. In his best-selling book, Communion, Streiber 
reports waking up suddenly in the dead of night with the sense of hav-
ing heard a ‘peculiar’ sound. ‘The noise,’ he says, ‘didn’t make sense.’5 
He goes on to say that he felt ‘wide awake and in full possession of my 
faculties.’

Streiber’s wakefulness, like my own, offered no protection against 
what was about to take place. He reports seeing his bedroom door 
swing open. A small, strange figure, about one metre tall, edges 
around it. ‘I had to assume that it was a dream,’ he says. Following a 
period of ‘blackness’, Streiber next finds himself conscious of being ‘in 
motion’ yet ‘profoundly paralysed. Although I wanted desperately to 
move, I could not.’ A period of further blackness follows, after which 
he wakes once again to find himself outside in the woods, surrounded 
by strange figures and unable ‘to move my head, or my hands, or any 
part of my body save for my eyes. Despite this, I was not tied.’ He is 
moved once again, and finds himself inside an unfamiliar room where 
he becomes ‘entirely given over to extreme dread.’ ‘The fear,’ he says, 
‘was so powerful that it seemed to make my personality completely 
evaporate. “Whitley” ceased to exist. What was left was a body in a 
state of raw fear so great that it swept about me like a thick, suffocating 
curtain, turning paralysis into a condition that seemed close to death.’ 
Here, the strange figures perform a series of invasive experiments on 
the writer’s inert body, including the insertions of an extremely fine 
needle into his brain and an ‘ugly’ wire-covered triangular probe into 
his anus – a procedure he likens to being raped, and which he says 
made him angry. I can only imagine it would.

As a fantasy writer, Streiber is a curious subject, whose account 
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raises a number of questions to which it is only possible to offer the 
most tentative of answers. The first thing to say is that he himself ex-
plicitly rules out sleep paralysis as an explanation for his experiences, 
of which the December 1985 event was by no means the only one. ‘I 
was not asleep, nor in a hypnopompic state between sleep and waking,’ 
he says. The denial is forceful but, as we have seen, the difference be-
tween the states of sleep and wakefulness is not as clear-cut as it usu-
ally appears. I, too, was wide awake – but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t 
dreaming when the Hag came calling.

Streiber’s denials aside, what strikes me is the extreme similarity 
between his language choices and my own. Reading his descriptions  
– the noise didn’t make sense; in motion yet profoundly paralysed; ex-
treme dread; a condition that seemed close to death – and remembering 
my own terror, I feel the hairs begin to rise on the back of my neck. 
But one thing that distinguishes his account from the vast majority of 
others I have read is the complete absence of supernatural elements. 

In fairness to Streiber, he makes no attempt to hazard any ex-
planation for what has happened to him. But the symbolism of his 
descriptions is a world away from the hags and ghosts, the spirits and 
demons that litter the semiotic landscape of the mare. In contrast, he 
draws upon a modern lexicon dominated by technology and futuristic 
themes. And, accordingly, his tales of encounters with figures he terms 
simply ‘the visitors’ have been seized upon by proponents of alien ab-
duction and related phenomena as primary evidence for their cause.

First-hand accounts of alien abduction are full of events that have 
much in common with Streiber’s. Yet they bear an even greater simi-
larity, in their essence, to the countless records of sleep paralysis that 
have accumulated over the years. ‘I woke up to feel a presence in the 
room,’ goes one typical account, collected by Nicholas Spanos, Patricia 
Cross, Kirby Dickson and Susan DuBreuil in a paper entitled Close 
Encounters - an examination of UFO experiences.6 ‘My strongest emo-
tion was fear,’ the respondent goes on. ‘I heard shuffling footsteps. I felt 
a tremendous weight on top of me, all over. My eyes were open... I felt 
paralysed... I heard a voice... It was distinct, clear, but... it wasn’t speak-
ing any earthly language.’ This description would be entirely at home 
in a collection of sleep paralysis accounts. Indeed, in most respects it 
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is almost indistinguishable from my own.
One element which stands out in the accounts told by Streiber 

and other ‘abductees’ is the strong focus that is placed on physical, 
often sexual, violation. Abduction accounts are full of tales in which 
victims have implements inserted into their ears and nostrils, or –  like 
Streiber – are pierced with needles, or fitted with various types of im-
plant, or examined with anal or vaginal probes, or seduced, or raped, 
or forced to violate other human abductees, or violated by other hu-
man abductees, or impregnated as part of breeding programmes de-
signed to produce alien-human hybrids. Some abductees even claim 
to have been introduced to such hybrid offspring. 

In one account, an American woman named Amy reports being 
visited in bed when she was seventeen by some kind of shape-shifting 
reptilian alien, who ‘caused me to want to have sex with him’. This 
‘tall and muscular’ alien was ‘very seductive’, and Amy says she ended 
up ‘pretty much begging him to keep going’. She says that at first the 
alien told her she was pregnant with his baby, but later retracted this. 
Another anonymous fifteen year old girl reports being compelled to 
have sex with a middle-aged male abductee. Initially her alien captor 
appears to violate her telepathically – ‘He’s making me feel feelings, 
sexual feelings... He’s making my body do things’ – after which a man 
is brought to the edge of the table where the abductee is lying. ‘I have 
the idea that I’ve just ovulated,’ she says, before describing a ‘jolt of 
power, and all of a sudden I’m... overwhelmingly sexually excited.’ The 
man proceeds to rape her, after which her captors ‘stick something up 
where he was, a metal thing.’

Yet another abductee reports being brought into what she calls an 
‘incubatorium’, where she sees ‘lots of new babies... lying in boxes... I 
think they’re little embryos, or big embryos, or foetuses, or whatever... 
They’re breeding us... These are embryos they’re taking from human 
women.’

Disturbing and horrific as such recollections are, and leaving 
aside the very real probability that they exemplify the kind of false 
memories frequently associated with genuine cases of rape and sexual 
abuse, it is almost impossible to ignore the way they seem to bring us 
full circle in their similarity to one of the darkest of all the manifesta-
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tions of the Old Hag. The incubus (Latin: incubāre, ‘to lie upon’) and 
succubus have been widely known in Europe since their emergence as 
features of medieval Christian demonology.

The origins of these sexually voracious demons may be traced 
back still further, to the ancient Jewish legend of Lilith, for example. 
This myth appears in many forms, but according to some versions, 
Lilith – whose name has been translated as ‘night creature’ or ‘night 
demon’ – was Adam’s original wife (one of God’s more unfortunate 
errors), but proving too strong for him and refusing to be dominated, 
she leaves the garden of Eden and gets it together with the archangel 
Samael. Their offspring, the Lilin (‘night spirits’), grow up to become 
incubi and succubi, demons that adopt male and female forms respec-
tively and have sex with mortals during the night. In an obvious paral-
lel with modern abduction myths, incubi were commonly believed to 
impregnate women, leading to the birth of hybrid offspring known as 
cambion. These creatures appear human in most respects, but they do 
not breathe and exhibit no pulse. 

In a further twist – a bizarre echo of the medical procedures com-
monplace in abduction accounts – succubi were often said to extract 
sperm from their male victims, which they would pass on to incubi 
who would in turn use it for their impregnations.

In cultural terms, there would seem to be a direct line connecting 
these cambion, succubi and incubi to Lilith, herself perhaps the arche-
typal Hag, and from there to our modern alien ‘abductors’ and their 
sexually abused victims.

Faced with such horrors, I find that I can only count myself for-
tunate to have suffered nothing worse than a passing terror, however 
intense, and my ever-diminishing, ultimately benign recollections.    
For me, night terror is a curiosity. Something to explore, to discover, 
to write about.  For many others, it has quite literally shattered the 
foundations of their lives.

***

Looking back, it’s hard to believe the path I’ve travelled since that 
spring night when I woke to the sound of unintelligible shouting. It 
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has turned out, to my astonishment, that almost everybody I speak to 
has experienced some form of sleep paralysis and its associated ter-
rors, or knows somebody who has. I’ve also learned that it’s one of 
those things that nobody ever talks about, at least not in my social 
circles.

But there is one society which seems to have arrived at a unique 
accommodation with its night demons.

In Japan, a land where ghosts and spirits continue to lurk just 
below the modern, technologically sophisticated surface, kanashibari 
has become an everyday cultural meme, appearing in numerous news 
articles and blogs, and being used as the subject of any number of 
films and TV shows. In one of the latter, the media celebrity Kitano 
Takeshi was chained to a chair in a ludicrous parody of the phenom-
enon and left to beg for help, while in the film Suteki na Kanashibari 
(‘A Ghost of a Chance’), protagonist Emi Hosho uses sleep paralysis 
as a defence against a murder charge. A version of the Old Hag myth 
also features as the inciting incident of Haruki Murakami’s short story, 
‘Sleep’, in which the insomniac female narrator describes the terror she 
feels at being woken from a dream to find an old man standing at the 
foot of her bed and her limbs paralysed.7

Possibly as a result of this high level of cultural exposure, many 
people in Japan, especially the young, seem to have become almost 
blasé about the terrors of sleep paralysis. Some even commit evil acts, 
disrupt their own sleep cycles, go to sleep on their backs or take spe-
cial items to bed with them in a deliberate attempt to invoke ‘the mag-
ic of Fudoh-Myohoh’, the fearsome deity who uses his powers to bind 
people as if with iron ropes. Japanese social networking sites are full of 
excited descriptions of sleep paralysis, and dedicated kanashibari sites 
have even started to spring up in celebration of the horror of it all.

Reading these Japanese accounts, I find myself genuinely unsure 
how to react. Part of me is appalled by this diminution and commod-
ification of one of humanity’s most profound experiences. Yet I also 
find myself wondering whether the Japanese response is really so dif-
ferent from any other attempt to come to terms with the inexplica-
ble. Indeed, perhaps in its attempt to strip the Hag of her power to 
frighten, it is among the more rational. And it would be the rankest 
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hypocrisy on my part not to acknowledge that there is, in Japanese 
people’s attempts to recreate the experience, more than an echo of my 
own desire for a repeat visitation. Terrifying as she is, I miss the Old 
Hag. I would welcome her return. And even Don Juan himself speaks 
at length about techniques for deliberately entering the dream world, 
though he would no doubt laugh scornfully at the methods currently 
popular in Japan. 

The more I think about all this, the more I find myself liking the 
idea that a connection exists between these modern young urban 
dreamers and Don Juan, living his simple desert life with his peyote 
and his rituals and his elaborate belief systems. A connection across 
space and time, binding them not only to each other but to me as well. 
Me, and everyone else who ever woke in the night to find themselves 
paralysed and suffocated by a unique yet universal horror. 

In a time when, as a global species, we appear determined to focus 
increasingly on the differences that divide us, I find myself reassured 
by the idea that something has the power to bring us together. Even 
if that something is our collective and ancient fear of the creatures of 
the night.
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WHAT WAS I THINKING? 
(sitting a ten day silent Vipassana retreat)

 

Wolf Marloh
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I have a headache. I rest my elbows on the table, and close my eyes. 
Around me, I can hear feet shuffling on the linoleum floor and 
spoons digging into breakfast cereals. I can hear breathing, cough-

ing, the occasional sneeze; the squeaking of the swing doors to the 
kitchen. It’s 6:30am, I’m in the dining hall; it smells of toast, coffee and 
tea. Fifty men are having breakfast around me, but nobody is speaking. 

A man sits down opposite me. I open my eyes, but don’t look up. 
I move my elbows off the table. I try to keep my eyes down, not be 
distracted by what’s going on around me. 

The man across has a three-musketeers-beard, perfectly trimmed, 
his wavy hair combed back. He looks like Joseph Fiennes in ‘Shake-
speare in Love’. His breakfast is a piece of art: bran flakes, prunes, 
raisins, a dollop of yoghurt, a drizzle of honey, and sunflower seeds 
which, I imagine, he twisted on to the arrangement with a smug flour-
ish of his manicured hand. My own bowl sports a grey splodge of por-
ridge, its lacklustre pallor cut with a small brown pile of boiled prunes. 

Shakespeare has also brought an orange. I pin my eyes on my 
porridge but track his movements in my peripheral vision as he care-
fully peels it. His nails are short and the skin on the orange thin. As he 
pushes his finger under the rind, juice splashes from a segment onto 
my plate. He looks up – he’d want to say ‘sorry!’ – but he can’t. And of 
course, I can’t say ‘don’t worry!’

Orange peeled. He rests his right hand on the table. Juice is run-
ning down his fingers. All I want to do is go back to bed, but I start 
eating my porridge.

A short weasely boy with a shock of blond hair walks around 
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with a plate looking for somewhere to sit. He’s dressed head to toe 
in winter-proof Gore-Tex, but he can’t fool me – he might be in his 
guise of snowboarder right now, but come summer he’ll be surfing 
in Cornwall, sitting on the beach listening to Laura Marling. Yes, you 
know three chords on the ukulele. Now go away. But he circles my 
table like a tired bluebottle. There are scores of pockets to hold ski 
passes and gloves and hats and smart phones, and energy bars, and 
strings dangling off him like tentacles everywhere to tighten sleeves 
and neck and base and belt and legs. ‘Billabong’ it says in large letters 
across his jacket. 

 He pulls back the chair next to me and sits down, bashing into 
me as he does, spilling tea over his toast. He has a runny nose, pulls 
up snot, then sneezes, lifting his hand just a little too late. A phlegmy 
projectile crashes into my porridge. I recognise the noises Billabong 
makes. He is the guy who sat right behind me during the introductory 
session in the meditation hall last night. I want to tell him that really, 
in the dining hall, he’s welcome to sit far, far away from me, but there’s 
that noble silence thing.

What was it again that made me go on a ten-day silent retreat? 
For one, I like silence. Life has been stressful of late and I’ve been wak-
ing up in the middle of the night with panic attacks, a feeling like a 
heavy weight on my chest was constricting my breathing. A retreat 
with no phones or contact to the outside world and all the cooking 
done for you sounded like a wonderful thing. I couldn’t even be put 
off by the daily timetable: we get up at 4am and spend the day sitting 
in meditation for about 12 hours. There are three group sittings when 
all students assemble in the meditation hall. At all other times we can 
sit in our rooms or in the hall as we choose.

What attracted me most was the ‘noble silence’: no interaction 
whatsoever with other course participants – not even eye contact or 
gestures. It is meant to help you still your mind.

We had an introductory talk last night during which the practicali-
ties of the course were explained. Afterwards, a man who looked like 
Derek Jacobi turned towards me.

‘I didn’t understand a single word of that, did you? I think I had 
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my hearing aid switched off.’  Before I could answer, he continued: 
‘And what do you do?’

‘I write.’
‘Oh you do, do you,’ he said, ‘E.M. Forster was a close friend.’
He proceeded to give me a discourse on ‘A Passage to India’. I 

soon wished I too had a hearing aid I could forget to switch on. Noble 
silence was to begin soon – a first meditation session was scheduled 
for the evening. I couldn’t wait. If I didn’t have to listen to another per-
son talking, everything would be fine. Or so I thought. Because people 
might stop speaking, but they can still sneeze in your porridge. 

I scrape my half-eaten breakfast into the bin and go for a stroll. There’s 
a field, and a wooded area. I overtake a very slow man with a head 
of curly hair and a beard. I heard him last night describing to anoth-
er student in a ponderous voice how he’d built a cabinet with a place 
for all his woodworking tools. Now he is crawling along as if walking 
on the moon. I guess he is doing what in Buddhist practice is called 
‘mindful walking’.

I stride along a path through the woods and along three sides of a 
field and go back into the woods. I make the round several times, pass-
ing Walking-on-the-Moon on each lap. If you looked at it from above, 
it would look like a minute hand passing an hour hand on a landscape 
garden clock. Only on the inside, I feel jittery like I’m counting milli-
seconds on a broken quartz.

The gong is sounded in the distance. Along with my other valu-
ables I left my watch in a locker at the start of the course, but I have 
an alarm clock in my pocket. It’s 7:50. The day’s first group sitting is 
at 8am.

I sit down on my cushion and cross my legs and wrap myself in a blan-
ket. I take a deep breath. Then I feel an ache under my right shoulder 
blade. Already! Last night seemed so much easier. I re-cross my legs 
the other way. The ache is gone. I fish the alarm clock from my pocket 
and check the time. It’s a couple of minutes to eight. Everyone around 
me seems to be sitting completely still. Everyone, that is, apart from 
Billabong behind me. He’s sniffing and rustling and coughing.
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I close my eyes and try to observe my breath. I have focused on 
about two breaths when Billabong sneezes right onto my neck. Has he 
been sent here to test me? Is he employed by the centre, like a mystery 
shopper, to test my equanimity? I pull the blanket up so it covers my 
neck. I probably won’t die from his germs, I tell myself. But maybe he 
will die if he keeps sneezing on me. 

I can feel an ache under my left shoulder blade. I check my alarm 
clock: 7:59. 

The assistant teacher comes in. He wears thick glasses and a car-
digan with elbow patches. He looks dusty, as if he’s been kept on a 
shelf in a storeroom for the past year. He will deal with any day-to-day 
questions – there are interviews every lunchtime. He is referred to as 
an assistant teacher. The actual teacher is a man named S.N. Goenka 
who has been teaching Vipassana meditation since 1969. 

Only, Goenka isn’t here. There’s a speaker system though, and an 
iPod with a recording of him teaching the course. His voice starts and 
gives us instructions for a few minutes. We will spend the first three 
days practising a type of meditation called Anapana. You simply fo-
cus on your breath as it goes in and out of your nose. If that’s beauti-
fully simple, it’s also ridiculously difficult. Because that is all you do, 
for hours on end. If anything pops into your mind, thoughts, images, 
music, ideas, plans, feelings – you ignore them and go back to your 
breath. Goenka’s voice stops and we are left to ourselves for the re-
mainder of the hour. 

The effect of the silence and the hour-long Anapana sessions is 
much like closing the lid on a pressure cooker. I can feel a myriad of 
things rising up, but I try to keep going back to my breath. It seems 
almost impossible. Whenever I manage to do it for a breath or two 
Billabong seems to move or sneeze, and I have instant visions of doing 
away with him in the woods.

My back still hurts, but I’ve been sitting still for some time, proba-
bly about half an hour. With any luck it’s longer. Maybe another twen-
ty minutes, and the hour will be over. 

For some time, the hall is completely still. Then, an alarm clock 
goes off. It’s near me. I cannot believe someone would have brought 
an alarm clock into the hall and left it set to ‘on’. What an idiot. And 
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who gets up this late? Can’t have a proper job. Some good-for-noth-
ing lay-about. Got to be Billabong! I expect to hear him rummaging 
through his pockets, but nothing moves. Nobody moves. I feel indig-
nant – surely the teacher needs to say something! 

Then I realise it’s my own alarm clock. Once I have found it under 
the layers of blanket, and just before I switch it off, I notice the time. 
8:07am.

I’m sitting in the hall in the afternoon when it starts raining. The sound 
of the drops hitting the corrugated metal roof is amplified through the 
hall. It’s been some time since I’ve just listened to the sound of rain. 
London seems to disconnect you from the seasons and the elements. 
Wrapped in my blankets I feel warm and comfortable. All of a sudden 
I realise I’ve had it with London. I’m going to move to the country and 
build my own house. It must have overhanging eaves under which I 
can sit and watch it rain. It needs a comfy chair and a table so I can 
have breakfast there. But the main purpose is to watch the rain from 
under the roof while smoking a pipe. I don’t smoke at the moment, 
and I’ve never smoked a pipe, but once I have this house I’m willing to 
start on a pipe.

The hour is over. Everyone gets up, rubbing their knees, legs and 
feet, joints clicking everywhere. It has stopped raining, and outside 
the bright April sun sits in a deep blue sky speckled with fuzzy little 
clouds.

Give a London taxi driver a simple instruction and he will start by 
taking you down some lovely straight roads. Suddenly, he’ll take a left 
down some godforsaken alleyway, speed through an abandoned park-
ing lot and someone’s back garden before re-joining the main road 
when he notices you look bewildered. So it is with my mind. I take 
note of my breath, air passing my nostrils: in...out...and repeat, in-
hale...exhale...it’s going well...and bang! I’m in Burkina Faso. 

Intrigued at how it does this time and again, I decide to track 
at what juncture my mind veers off. While part of me observes my 
breath, the other lies in wait as it were, watching from an unmarked 
car parked by the side of the road, holding an upside-down newspaper 
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with a hole in the middle. 
But of course, the mind is cleverer than that and it sneaks out the 

backdoor, creeps up from behind and quietly slips into the passenger 
seat. Sometime later I find I’m driving my mind down Brooklyn Bridge 
listening to Bobby Womack, three pandas sitting on the backseat. 

There is no watching the mind. Who but the mind is watching? 
Really, all I can do is go back to observing the breath when I realise my 
thoughts have drifted off. Because trying to work out how I drifted off 
is just another way of drifting off.

It takes me about a day and I have decided to buy a sports car. Also 
my girlfriend is wrong for me. It’s time to break up. A day later, I’ve 
changed my mind and am planning how to propose to her. On day 
three, I feel indifferent on the subject of marriage and the idea of a 
sports car is abhorrent. It’s like I went through a time-lapse midlife 
crisis.

In my mind, I have started drawing a floor plan for the house 
I’m going to build. It needs a large plot of land with a view of the sea. 
I don’t want any neighbours. I want to be able to smoke my pipe and 
look at the sea while it rains, particularly if there are thunderstorms. I 
do enjoy a good thunderstorm. And then of course I’m going to sit in 
my little study and write my Booker prize-winning novels.

First I’m thinking this will be in Devon, but then I decide it’s 
got to be Malibu. It’s always warm in California. When there’s rain, it 
makes the news. I’ve got friends north of San Francisco, so I‘ll drive up 
the coastal highway and go for walks with them in the redwoods or go 
skiing in the Sierra Nevada. Also I’ll get a gun and shoot people if they 
burglarise my house. Nobody shall get their hands on my priceless 
manuscripts! I’ll need a sniper rifle of course in case Billabong comes 
and surfs in front of my house. 

On day two, my thoughts have turned towards the practicalities of 
settling in California. I need a green card. How can I talk an American 
girl into marrying me? If I meet her in the US, she’ll be too American – 
she might not even have a passport! If I meet her here, she’ll only want 
to marry me so she can stay in Europe, the selfish cow. Also she’ll try 
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extra hard to be British and say things like luvvly-jubbly or embarrass-
ingly malappropriate rhyming slang such as I can’t Adam and believe 
it. Or worse! She might try and sweet-talk me with German words like 
Bildungsroman or Götterdämmerung.

She needs to be sympathetic to my pipe smoking in the rain un-
der the overhanging roof, not scared of thunderstorms, and ideally 
of independent means. Best if her dad is an oil billionaire from Texas 
but ideally he’s popped it so I don’t have to play golf with him. She 
definitely mustn’t have an American football-playing beefcake broth-
er called Biff who’ll want to wrestle me to the ground every time he 
says hello. She’ll be so excited by the quirky novels I’m going to write 
that she’ll happily squander the family fortune on constructing our 
Malibu home and our frequent research trips to exotic places. Ideally 
of course she’s a novelist too. Or maybe a screenwriter! She’ll turn my 
novels into multi-million dollar films, and then frankly who needs the 
family fortune, and probably it’d be OK for her to have a brother called 
Biff and yes, maybe I will play the occasional game of golf with her 
dad.

There goes another hour. 

In the evening I find my mind doesn’t seem to be drifting quite so 
much. I’m able to focus on my breath with reasonable consistency. But 
the moment I close my eyes I’m seeing abstract shapes, landscapes, 
objects or people. Some of them are disturbing: scenes of desolation, 
creatures I remember from childhood nightmares.

I  remember a talk by another Vipassana teacher called Jack       
Kornfield. 

‘There, he’s sitting still, let’s get him!’ I hear him say.
When you sit still, all the things you run away from come and 

find you. I’ve learnt to keep myself so busy I have hardly time to sit 
and reflect, and now I feel like a sitting duck while I’m assailed by my 
demons. 

Day four has come. We will be taught Vipassana meditation today. 
Last night, for the first time, I managed to sit through an entire hour 
without moving. I feel ready. 
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Goenka asks us to move our attention to the top of our heads and 
to observe whatever sensation we find. I can instantly feel my blood 
pulsing through my scalp. We survey the entire scalp area in this way. 
After this we move on to the face, scanning the forehead, the eyebrows, 
eyes, nose – systematically moving over our face and noting the dif-
ferent sensations. And like this, we move down the body: arms, tor-
so and legs, going through it inch-by-inch before starting again from 
the top. We are not to react to the sensations (for example by shifting 
position to alleviate an ache). ‘Whatever you find, just observe it,’ he 
keeps repeating. Like a doctor taking someone’s temperature, with an 
‘equanimous mind’. And we will notice, he says, how the sensations 
are forever changing. We will experience events in our life with the 
knowledge that ‘this too shall pass.’

The theory of impermanence is at the heart of Buddhist teachings: 
it posits that all suffering is due to our attachment to things. We gener-
ate craving for what we want, and aversion to what we don’t want. But 
as we cannot control what surrounds us, there will always be things 
that cause us suffering. When we realise that everything around us is 
impermanent, we naturally let go of this attachment and we become 
free from craving and aversion. Creating a detached awareness of the 
sensations in our body is key, because we experience changes in our 
own body, and without doing anything else, our attitude changes.

At this point all of us have been sitting for more than an hour. 
There’s certainly no shortage of sensations now – particularly my back 
and legs hurt. And I’m feeling far from equanimous. 

But there’s one place in my body where I don’t seem to be able to 
feel anything: my chest. Every time I pass it, I go through the entire list 
of sensations Goenka suggested one might feel, but it just seems like 
a block of ice.

Then, as I pass through it for the fifth time, there’s movement. I 
feel my chest heaving, expanding, sucking in air. It feels warm, as if I’m 
pressing a hot water bottle against it. Under it, ice seems to be melting. 
I get teary. Something is taking place that I have absolutely no power 
over. I’m keenly aware of everything, but immersed in it at the same 
time. For a moment, I feel spooked, panicky almost; then I start to cry.

The tears seem to come from the chest, not from my eyes. My chest 
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is pushing the air out in jerks. Floods of tears are pushing through my 
closed eyes, running down my cheek. Snot starts streaming out of my 
nose and over my closed lips. I am trying to sit with it and not move. 
My nose is now blocked and I open my mouth.

I feel a terrible pain in my chest. It’s not a kind of physical pain I 
have encountered before. It’s more of an ache, akin to homesickness, 
a thwarted longing. Has this to do with the panic attacks, the weight I 
have been feeling on my chest?

I move my legs. Whatever else happens on this retreat, something 
major has just unblocked. 

I sit, my elbows resting on my legs, my head in my hands. The 
sitting is over. Everyone is leaving the hall. But I don’t want to move. 
I can still feel my chest heaving, like waves now; it’s warm, and fluid. 
Something has de-iced.

If during the first days, this pressure cooker was about to explode, I 
find that in the ensuing days, the pressure seems to subside. The con-
stant stream of imagery has ceased. I go through lengthy periods dur-
ing which I can focus on my breath and observe the sensations in my 
body.

There was a flapjack for dessert today. I’ve wrapped it in a napkin and 
taken it outside along with a cup of Ovaltine. I take it to the walking 
area and sit down on a bench overlooking the field. The wind is strong, 
pushing clouds hurriedly across the sky, but in-between there’s the ex-
pectant deep blue of spring, and an eager sun beaming through. The 
flapjack is the most delicious thing I’ve ever eaten.

Several others have lain down on the grass. I find myself a spot 
and look at the clouds and the deep blue around them. I imagine I’m 
not looking up but down, my back stuck with Velcro onto the bottom 
of the Earth. 

When a cloud covers the sun it gets a little chilly; otherwise it’s 
toasty. ‘Impermanence!’ I think – this is what Goenka is talking about, 
and how it feels when I’m meditating... sometimes there’s a cloud, and 
then it’s gone, and it just keeps changing, and I have no control over 
it, I’m just here, with a huge mountain of food in my stomach, a flap-
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jack and a cup of Ovaltine, but the clouds keep pulling past, and it 
gets warm, and that’s nice, and then it’s a little chilly, and that’s not so 
nice, but it keeps going on and I’m still here and I’m fine. It seems a 
profound realisation, and yet there’s already a voice that says ‘oh you 
starry-eyed hippy what’re you gonna do next – hug trees?’

I’ve still time to walk for a bit before the break is over, so I get up 
and walk the usual round. In the woods I notice the outline of a man 
among the trees off the demarcated path. He’s got his arms wrapped 
firmly around a beech tree. I feel a little embarrassed on his behalf. A 
man, hugging trees?

The next morning, I’m out in the walking area before anyone else. The 
sun isn’t even over the crest of the hill yet. I stand in the woods for a 
bit, listening attentively. There are no sounds apart from the birds. I 
step towards a likely looking tree, take a deep breath, and hug it. I rest 
my face against the bark. This feels nice. I don’t want to let go of the 
tree. The birds around me seem to be singing just for me. I have never 
heard them sing so beautifully.

I hear steps coming along the path. As the person is walking he 
farts twice, in sync with his steps. They sound a bit wet. Better here 
than in the hall. I take a peek over my shoulder. It’s Shakespeare in 
Love. I hope he can’t see me. The steps continue and subside. I’m only 
just listening again to the birdsong when I hear another set of steps. 
More farting! Several short bursts; slightly dryer, more economic, 
stingy even.

A theme seems to have been set for the day. Lunch was baked potatoes 
with coleslaw, humus and beans. My stomach has been gurgling con-
tentedly since. During the evening sitting, I can hear this isn’t limited 
to me: everyone else’s tummies are also rather chatty. There almost 
seems to be a conversation going on between the bellies. I’m certain 
mine just answered a query by a stomach in the row in front of me. 

Someone right up towards the front keeps burping. He’s trying 
to keep them down, but eventually the pressure gets too much and 
they force their way up, escaping in short bursts of staccato growls. He 
sounds like a tiger with indigestion.
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Now someone else has joined in. His burps are more hesitant, a 
slightly melodic lament, an out-of-tune viola played by a lazy-eyed 
novice. The two are definitely conversing. 

This is now a regular concert – a base level of stomachs grum-
bling, the tiger burps and the burp-lament. A woman’s regular sneeze 
has joined in from my right. It sounds metallic, like a pair of small 
cymbals. 

I’m determined to be equanimous and concentrate on my sen-
sations, but a smile has taken hold of my face. I can hear someone 
fighting a giggle near me.

And then it happens: back at the front, the two principle inter-
preters have re-joined the theme, perfectly timed, as if a conductor 
was waving a stick: a long lament, the movement picked up by two 
staccato tiger burps – and punctuated by a sneeze to the far right. A 
brief silence. I can feel the whole hall has taken a sharp breath and is 
just about holding it together. Then someone behind me farts as if he 
couldn’t take the pressure any longer. It’s the sort of fart you do with 
your mouth trying to make kids laugh.

The person next to me is now giggling. I squint and have a sneaky 
look around the hall. People are bent over, their bodies shaking slight-
ly. The girls are giggling too. I am trying hard not to let myself go and 
am breathing in deeply, my face scrunched up, my lips tight. The entire 
hall had been simmering and is now at boiling point. 

For the first time in the middle of a meditation session the teach-
er speaks:  ‘Honestly, if you can’t keep it together, please go outside.’

He sounds highly offended. Obviously, burping like a tiger and 
farting in a meditation hall is not funny. At all. 

That does it. Several girls burst out into howls of laughter, quickly 
get up and leave the hall. Tears are running down my cheeks. 

This too shall pass.

To make best use of the two remaining days, Goenka has instructed us 
to be aware of our sensations at all times, not only while we are medi-
tating. As I’m walking outside I feel the cold wind in my hair, the fab-
ric of my trousers brushing against my skin, my feet in my shoes, the 
surface of the ground pressing into the soles of my feet; I can feel my 
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heart beating, my breath travelling through my nose into my lungs, my 
eyes blinking. For brief moments, I seem to feel everything at the same 
time, and hear and see and smell everything around me, a heightened 
peripheral perception.

Walking to the sleeping quarters after the evening meditation session, 
I realise I’m not thinking about anything altogether. No words, no 
sensations register in my head. It’s as if I’ve shifted the gearbox of my 
brain into neutral. A panicky feeling sets in. What if I’ve dislocated 
my brain? Within an instant, the thinking machine cranks back into 
action. In spiritual teachings, the self is not thought of as the part that 
does the thinking, but the part that is aware of it.

So now that I was aware that I wasn’t thinking, was that my true 
self? Or is that thought in itself another thought, therefore not myself, 
but merely more thinking? I feel like Bruce Lee, trapped in a room of 
endless mirrors.

We have just had our last group sitting before the silence ends. I don’t 
know this yet, but this means the retreat is all but over. People around 
me are getting up, and the moment they are out of the hall they are 
starting to talk. Laughter spills from everywhere into the hall. I remain 
seated. I don’t want to talk. The silence was so lovely; I’m not ready to 
break it with inane chatter. 

Slowly, the voices subside a little. There doesn’t now seem to be 
any movement in the hall. I open my eyes a little. There are another 
ten or so people seated, including a male and a female course manager. 
I close my eyes again and keep sitting. I go over the past nine days. It 
seems like the hardest thing I’ve ever done, and the best. I can feel my 
chest moving with each breath, and it feels like I’ve been given back a 
part of my body that had been lost. I feel an immense sense of achieve-
ment, and I feel very calm. I spend some more time going through my 
physical sensations.

I’m the last person to leave the hall. I peer through the windows into 
the hall’s anteroom. There are a few people standing outside in conver-
sation. I spot Billabong. I realise that halfway through the retreat, he 
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seemed to have faded from my awareness. He still seems to have his 
cold – I can see him blowing his nose. I’m sure he is still rustling his 
Gore-Tex. 

Keeping my eyes on the ground I make a beeline for the toilets – and 
walk straight into my roommate. His face lights up.

‘Hey, roomie!’ he says.
I smile at him. I’m still resisting opening my mouth.
‘I’m Jay,’ he says, ‘we never got to speak before, so we couldn’t ar-

range about light in the room and alarm clocks, and I hope I didn’t get 
on your nerves, I was trying my best to be really quiet and not disturb 
you.’

‘Oh not at all,’ I say, ‘it was all perfect... I was worried I disturbed 
you – apparently I talk in my sleep, so I might have broken our vow 
of silence!’

Jay smiles. ‘Yes, you spoke sometimes in your sleep. First I thought 
you were on your phone – you seemed to have a very earnest conver-
sation!’

‘Well I hope I didn’t say anything too disturbing – several girl-
friends have complained about me talking in my sleep.’

I’m thinking mostly of an ex-girlfriend’s comment that in my 
sleep I had sounded like a 70s German porn movie.

A big smile from Jay. He looks down.
‘No, you only said nice, positive things. Any girlfriend of yours 

would be very happy,’ – his smile widens – ‘to hear the things you say.’
Thanks Jay.
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The Foundling Hospital was established in London in 1739 by 
Captain Thomas Coram. He had previously been a shipwright 
and sailor in the New World of America. On his return to Lon-

don, Coram was so horrified by all the discarded and dying children 
roaming the streets that he spent seventeen years campaigning for the 
existence of a Foundling Hospital. King George II agreed to sign the 
Charter for the Hospital, dedicated to the ‘Maintenance and Educa-
tion of Exposed and Deserted Young Children.’1

It’s hard to imagine a life more forgotten than that of a foundling. 
My own parents adopted my brother Luke when he was given up by 
his biological teenage parents, aged just three weeks. I was inspired 
to choose a foundling to research as I realised that, had Luke been 
born in the Georgian era, he may have been destined for a Foundling 
Hospital. 

On visiting the Foundling Museum near Russell Square, I’d been 
touched by the many stories of children given up to the Hospital. So 
intrigued, I requested access to the archives, which are kept at the Lon-
don Metropolitan Archives (LMA) in Clerkenwell, ten minutes’ walk 
from where I live. This proximity made me feel as if it were destiny, as 
until then I’d thought my first trip to an archive would be at Kew or 
outside London.

Initially, searching their online records, I found the name and a 
few details for one single foundling, Mary Green, a tiny example of the 
data held at the archives on twenty thousand children, data which is 
not digitised. So I paid the LMA a visit, was granted a History Card, 
and began my research into individuals. I decided not to pursue Mary 
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Green, as being mentioned online meant she wasn’t truly ‘forgotten’.
I started by sifting through reels and reels of microfilm, simply to 

select twenty children’s names at random – half boys and half girls – 
in order to begin the process of finding an interesting case to explore. 
Although fascinating to examine these eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
tury records, I was daunted to realise that it would surely take months 
to complete my research – time I didn’t have. I discussed this matter 
with one of the archivists, a punctilious, eccentric gentleman without 
the expected white wispy beard, but with a mad scientist gaze. He said 
there were no shortcuts to the stages of research into selecting a child, 
and left me with a pile of books. 

But then there was a moment of serendipity – when from no-
where a woman appeared before me saying she was a researcher who 
had published material on a few foundlings and had done the initial 
stages of research on about two hundred children. She gave me the 
names and details of three foundlings, although it turned out there 
had already been publications on those children, so they’re not entire-
ly forgotten. However, she e-mailed me later with the name and barest 
details of a girl, Lucy Ogden, whom nobody had researched or written 
about.

I discovered that the children were left at the Foundling Hospi-
tals with what were called ‘tokens’, sometimes trinkets, coins or half 
a locket, many times ribbons or a scrap of cloth, which the hospital 
pinned to their page in the billet books. Each child’s billet contained 
a list of clothing worn by the child when surrendered to the hospital. 
Some didn’t appear to have any clothing at all. The billet was a means 
of identifying the child should the parent be able to reclaim them later 
on. The Hospital would change the name of the baby, whether or not 
they were already baptised, partly so as to protect them in future from 
the stigma of being an illegitimate child.

I saw an original note token in the archives pinned to Lucy’s billet. 
The faded page in a fragile old book held her basic details. It showed 
that she was born on the 3 September 1757, the ‘Bastard child of Mary 
Sherrard Single Woman,’ and baptised Elizabeth. Just four days after 
her baptism on the 29 September, she was accepted into the Foundling 
Hospital in Hadley (now part of Barnet). Lucy’s mother was from the 
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Parish of Freiston in the county of Lincoln (now Lincolnshire). Lucy’s 
billet included a respectful request from the Freiston churchwardens 
to take Lucy into their care, signing her away as though a cheque and 
not a child.

In some cases, the note tokens were composed by one of the 
parents and were a plea to care for the child until such time as they 
could return. While leafing through two original billet books at the 
archives, I came across one case of a christened girl, who had a note 
token pinned to a ribbon on the billet page. I asked an archivist if I’d 
be allowed to unpin it, but was told it was too delicate. I e-mailed the 
details on the billet to enquiries, asking for a conservator to examine 
it and transcribe the note for me but didn’t receive a reply. Though it 
wasn’t Lucy’s billet, my hope was that it may have accompanied an 
emotional plea from a parent and, as such, I was curious to read its 
words. 

It’s interesting that, in Lucy’s case, the church and not her mother 
wrote the note. Perhaps Mary was young or illiterate, and her parents 
persuaded her to let the church take care of the matter. Maybe she 
pleaded with them to place her baby in an institution where it would 
be possible to reclaim the then Elizabeth, if Mary were to marry at a 
future date. The Foundling Hospital was the only such place. 

I consulted the website Ancestry.co.uk which, for the most part, 
brought zero results for Lucy, possibly due to Lucy Ogden having had 
her name changed from Elizabeth Sherrard. I searched under both 
names, but also under Lucy Osmond. I’d seen on the Apprenticeship 
Register that she started an apprenticeship aged eleven with a Mister 
John Osmond, supposedly continuing until she turned twenty-one.2 
An archivist informed me that, in those days, lucky apprentice chil-
dren could be treated as part of the family and adopted in an unofficial 
way, changing their surnames. John Osmond was a dyer at his home, 
Leadenhall Street, Parish of St Catherine Cray in the now City of Lon-
don. I’ve no idea why he himself doesn’t appear in any online census 
records, unless he deliberately avoided them. When I looked online to 
see if he’d mentioned Lucy in his will, I couldn’t find one that could be 
attributed to him.

All that came up for Lucy Osmond on the Ancestry site was in 
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the Parish Registers 1538 to 1812. There was her burial date, of 31 July 
1802. If it’s the same person, she would have been forty-five when she 
died, in the Parish of St John the Baptist, Pinner, Middlesex. So did 
she move areas? And more to the point, did she marry someone in 
her Master’s family? I found that a William Osmond, son of William 
and Lucy Osmond, was baptised on the 8 October 1750 at the Parish 
of St Mary, also in Middlesex. This would have made Lucy thirty-three 
soon after her son’s birth, and she would have lived to see him turn 
twelve, if indeed this is our Lucy. With such little data, it seems impos-
sible to know.

Looking back at her infancy, I can tell you that the same day 
Lucy was received into the Foundling Hospital (on the 29 of Septem-
ber 1757) she was sent to a wet nurse in Hadley. She was returned to 
Barnet Hospital on the 12 January 1763, when she would have been 
almost six years old. Settled in the Foundling Hospital for the next 
five years, she would have had a regimented life and been educated 
in music as well as traditional subjects, such as English grammar and 
arithmetic. It was the best option for otherwise abandoned children, 
but of course they didn’t receive much if any love. 

I returned to the archives to look at the original Minutes of the 
Governors from circa 1778, when Lucy would have turned twen-
ty-one.  An archivist had told me that her case would have been re-
viewed if she ever returned to the Foundling Hospital after her ap-
prenticeship. Most did, if they were still alive, in order to collect their 
fee plus a document of ‘Guidance and Advice’ on making their way in 
the world. Many foundlings stayed in close contact with their Hospital 
throughout their lives. My fingers were crossed for Lucy; I was hoping 
she hadn’t died during her apprenticeship and that the Lucy who mar-
ried and had a son turned out to be her!

I consulted four or five original books of minutes; the General 
Court Minutes, Committee Minutes and Sub-Committee Minutes, 
which contained an index of foundlings’ names.3 As I couldn’t read 
the flowery 1700s handwriting in these particular books very well, I 
solicited the help of an archivist with a trained eye, who could not find 
any mention of Lucy. We then checked the year that the Petitions of 
Apprentices for Gratuities began, which turned out to be 1800. I was 
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told that that year could be when records began, or else only the start 
date of surviving records. In either case, it didn’t further my research 
as I was looking for material from circa 1778. At that time, Lucy would 
have been twenty-one and at the end of her apprenticeship. I had no 
way of knowing if she did indeed return to the Hospital to collect her 
fee and Advice and Guidance document. This meant that, if she didn’t 
have her name changed by her Master’s family, she could have died 
before the age of twenty-one. However, consulting Ancestry.co.uk, I 
saw no death recorded for a Lucy Ogden; only Lucy Osmond’s burial 
date in 1802.

I discovered at the archives that the first national census was in 
1801, which could explain why I found no record of Lucy’s Master, 
John Osmond. However, googling ‘dyer’, I found the PHD thesis Re-
cruitment, training and knowledge transfer in the London Dyer’s Com-
pany 1649-1826 by Roger A. Feldman.4 It’s a study of apprentices in 
the Worshipful Company of Dyer’s of London which, from the 1600s, 
became known as the Dyer’s Company. London guilds maintained ap-
prenticeship records for nearly three centuries, offering the possibility 
to study the transmission of knowledge from master to apprentice. 
They each specialised in a certain fabric; linen and wool, cotton or, the 
most lucrative, silk. Trade decreased in the 1730s for dyers in London 
and, unless it had improved greatly by the 1760s and 70s, it’s possible 
that John Osmond lost his job. Even if he were a silk dyer (there were 
very few in London at the time), he may have worked for one of the 
five silk dyers who went bankrupt. This could explain him and his 
family leaving Leadenhall Street in the City and having to move fur-
ther out to Middlesex, although I’ve no actual proof. 

Listed in the thesis were a number of Dyer’s Company registers, 
including the Dyer’s Company register of apprentice binding,5 1649 to 
1826 and the Dyer’s Company registers of freedom admissions, 1735 to 
1826.6 On another trip to the archives, I saw these registers again in 
the Livery Company Membership Guide. However, it was written that 
you must go to the Guildhall Library in the City to consult the records 
themselves. At this point, I asked again for the guidance of one of the 
archivists, who said that none of these Guildhall records will even 
mention the apprentices. Lucy would only be recorded there if, hav-
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ing been fully trained, she became a member of the Dyer’s Company 
herself. As a woman, this was highly unlikely although not impossible; 
apparently very few women became members. I was further told her 
master would only be mentioned as being on the register, with no ex-
traneous details. In the future, I may be inclined to take out member-
ship with the Guildhall Library and look for him and Lucy. Wouldn’t 
it be amazing if she turned out to be one of the select few women who 
were fully recognised dyers? 

 There were a small number of foundlings whose parents re-
turned for them when their financial circumstances improved, or 
when the mother married. Almost no-one was reunited with their 
parents as an adult. Tom Mackenzie was the only example I could 
find. He was the last registered foundling, born in 1939, and was given 
up by his unmarried mother aged just nine weeks. Twenty years later 
he found both his parents, who it turned out had never stopped lov-
ing him or wanting him back. In 2013, when he was seventy-four, he 
wrote his autobiography called The Last Foundling.7

I was told by an archivist that, once a child had been apprenticed, 
it was almost unheard of for a parent to reclaim them. This was due to 
their advancing age, normally between eleven and fourteen. However, 
on occasion the parents would ask for their own children to be ap-
prenticed to them. As we know, this wasn’t the case for Lucy and there 
are no records showing that Mary Sherrard returned for her. I saw on 
the Ancestry site that there was a Mary Sherrard born in 1737 in the 
Parish of Freiston, Lincolnshire, where Lucy was born and baptised 
Elizabeth. If it’s indeed her mother, this would have made her twenty 
years old at Lucy’s birth, a plausible age. There was also a record of her 
death in 1821, aged eighty-four. The record had her burial place as St 
Marylebone, Westminster in London. So it’s possible she was living 
fairly close to her daughter when Lucy was apprenticed at Leadenhall 
Street in the City. I can’t know if she was aware of this, as the archive 
records don’t show whether a parent ever made contact with the Hos-
pital, unless they were reclaiming their child. In my imaginings, Mary 
could have suffered the absence of her child throughout her life, espe-
cially as the Mary Sherrard I saw on Ancestry never got married. She 
was born and died a Sherrard, so could have had sixty-four years of 
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missing her daughter. 
My own mum and dad were introduced to my brother’s biological 

teenage parents, whose story was not so dissimilar to many foundling 
parents’ situations. They were from up north and unmarried. His fa-
ther was Jamaican born and his mother English. She told my parents 
how they had moved to London and she’d kept her pregnancy a secret 
from her father, as he would have disowned her had he realised that, 
not only had she conceived out of wedlock, but a black man was to be 
the father. And this was in the late 1970s!

Had my brother been placed in a Foundling Hospital in the Geor-
gian era, he would have had no chance of being apprenticed, due to 
his Autism. Instead, he would probably have been sent to a lunatic 
asylum, as his condition was, until quite recently, so little understood. 
Lucy, on the other hand, had a future. For a young, poor girl of her 
time with no family, being apprenticed gave her prospects. I was nev-
er, at any stage of my research, depressed for her. Rather, I mentally 
fought for her and held onto hope.

Much of my research into Lucy led to speculation, as there were 
not enough intact records at the LMA or online to piece together a 
life set in stone. It made me itch to uncover more facts, for instance 
at the Guildhall Library. I felt as if she were watching over me from 
above, encouraging me and feeding my new addiction to this type of 
research. Weaving together threads of her journey was a compelling 
experience. Lucy’s predicament – given up by her mother as a baby, 
nursed at the Hospital and apprenticed at the age of eleven – was mov-
ing to witness. Indeed I seemed to be a privileged witness to her pre-
viously forgotten life.
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My mother once told me that it had been her deepest desire 
to become a mortician. But after failing her 11-plus she end-
ed up, at varying times, a telephonist, cleaner, school dinner 

lady, until she finally made her way up, through obvious aptitude and 
perseverance, to the role of school secretary. It is to her eternal sorrow 
that she has never managed to get her hands on the dead. I wonder 
therefore, if my passion for cemetery strolling, my own fetish for the 
objects of the dead is actually a genetic thing? Am I predisposed to 
my graveyard wanderings? Or are we just a family of ghoulish freaks?  
Maybe it is not, as I have frequently told myself, simply the search for a 
moment of quiet in an unquiet and often sad mind. It has indeed been 
in my most profound moments of sadness that I have found an almost 
perfect not comfort exactly, that is not the correct word – although 
there is certainly comfort in it – maybe calm is a better word, a neutral 
calm, from sitting amongst old cemetery monuments.

Maybe I should blame The Smiths. No, that’s too easy and more im-
portantly, erroneous. Of course it is true that the jingling gorgeousness 
of Messrs Morrissey and Marr, with their 1986 clarion call to meet 
them at the cemetery gates, did nothing to harm my passion and in all 
likelihood helped to solidify my conviction that sitting reading books 
(or pretending to read books) amongst the dead was a higher and bet-
ter thing to do than hanging around the local bus stop shouting at 
strangers. But even before I heard their message, I was hooked.
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I am currently passing through my local churchyard, a now familiar 
detour when I have to make my way to the nearest supermarket, post 
office or local coffee emporium. It is not on the way to any of the plac-
es I need to get to, I have to go up the hill to come back down again 
simply to pass through here. But I always do it, even on cold days. And 
here is Anne. Today I linger by her headstone, jotting these few sen-
tences down in my note book, but mostly I pass her by, acknowledge 
that she is here for the fraction of the second that my eyes flash upon 
her name, and continue on without reflection or heed to the dearly 
departed loved one of someone long ago. The thought strikes me now, 
that standing here in front of her headstone is like a kind of time-trav-
el. I can trace the contours indented into the stone with the tips of my 
fingers, feel the very ridges which were made over a hundred years ago 
by the skilled hands of a stone mason (I wonder who he was? almost 
certainly a he), to signify this woman’s passing. What am I hoping to 
find as I search and scan these stones? Ghosts of a time gone by? Fleet-
ing moments from the long ago lives of the now forever forgotten? Am 
I still in need of the solace of the dead, after all this time? Maybe I just 
really like gravestones. And here in the churchyard of All Saints Parish 
Church, Upper Norwood, Anne’s is my favourite.

 

Sacred
To the Memory of

Anne Head
Daughter of

Michael and Anne Head
Late of West House

County Durham
Who died on the12th day

Of September 1863
Aged 71 years.

 

There is no reason for you to be my favourite, Anne. Your Headstone 
is much like the others in the churchyard, ‘Sacred’ being spelled out 
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on top of the other few words proclaiming your demise, like a banner. 
The engraving is still nice and clear, unlike some of the other head-
stones close by, the weather has been kind to you it seems. I like your 
name; Anne Head. You could’ve been the romantic heroine of a nine-
teenth-century novel, or the consumptive poor cousin of the romantic 
heroine of a nineteenth-century novel, spitting blood as you cough, 
dying in penury for lack of love and fortune. You were obviously un-
married, a spinster (a hideous word, loaded with negative connota-
tion). In the end you are just another name on just another stone, and 
goodness knows I have seen many over the numerous years of my 
cemetery meanderings. But I have decided to feel a connection to you. 
Maybe this is because you are not a famous or glorified person. There 
is something wonderfully standard about your headstone and despite 
my high musings over your name, it is such a beautifully usual name. 
I think this is why you are my favourite. So here I am, my feet treading 
upon the ground in which your bones have been resting, nourishing 
the earth within for one hundred and fifty years as I scratch your name 
into my notebook; Anne Head, Late of West House, County Durham.

I grew up in what I often refer to as the ‘arse-end’ of a northern city. 
Our street was something of an oddity, being as it was a solitary artery 
just off the M1 motorway turn-off. It had been, at one time, part of a 
bigger community of red bricked, front yarded two-ups/two-downs, 
bookended by blocks of identical terraces at one end of the street and 
the old Victorian ‘Stourton Village’ on the other. The ‘Village’ epithet 
being an overly-grand name for what was a cluster of tiny back-to-
back houses surrounded by one row of larger, more draughty abodes, 
most of which still had outdoor toilets when they were finally razed 
to make way for a car-park in the early 1980s. So our street, now grav-
elled and delicately re-named a Cul-de-Sac stood alone, odd looking 
amongst container bases, disused factories, the roar of articulated lor-
ries and the clatter of trains. But at the top of the street was the motor-
way bridge. And over the bridge was another world.

Dogs and dirty children roamed free over the bridge. There was 
the smell of life (and dogs), a shop where The Daily Mirror was or-
dered to be delivered by besacked boys who didn’t go to our school, 
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penny chews purchased and if we were lucky, a quarter of midget gems 
or the strangely unpleasant but longed for cough candy might even be 
bought as a special treat.

There was always a gaggle of people over the bridge, hanging 
around their many streets and houses, lounging on low walls, chatting 
loudly whilst their children played between parked cars and their dogs 
ran the gauntlet, unleashed and terrifying. When we passed them I’d 
press against my sister, pushing into her shoulder for whatever protec-
tion her eighteen months seniority could provide, aware that here, it 
was we who were the interlopers, the ones from The Other Side of The 
Bridge (cue dramatic music). But more than all of this, much more 
appealing than the promise of black-jacks and fruit-salads, was the 
cemetery. Or to be precise, I should say the cemeteries, for there were 
two; one facing the other with the seam of a road running through, a 
noisy disruption to the stillness of death.

This was the 1980s and I was a teenager; a goth, a freak, a loner, a 
dreamer, an adolescent nightmare incarnate and I loved the cemetery. 
Not the modern one; a lawn cemetery on the left hand side of the road, 
the one where a friend of my sister was buried, cut down in her infant- 
hood by a nasty fall on a school excursion through the woods, with its 
low hedges and neat little rows of gleaming headstones. But the other 
one. The old one. The one with high, wrought-iron bars, fighting to 
hold back overgrown foliage and hemming in ancient-looking trees. 
Thrilling. 

On entering the somewhat grandiose gates of the old cemetery, 
one was immediately greeted by a path, in the centre of which stood 
a hexagonal plinth, accessible by a series of steps. On top of the plinth 
was a tall stone cross which rose proudly up and stabbed at the air; 
an emissary from the Christian God whose name declared itself on 
many of the monuments and stones scattered in seemingly haphazard 
fashion around the grave-yard. There to guard, no doubt, against any 
heathen thief who might wish to pass by and make-off with the souls 
of the wretched dead. I was scared by this God and his imposing nun-
cio, but the dead didn’t bother me so much. Once past the stone cross, 
strangely clean and intact, the beauty of decay could finally take hold. 
Peopling this city of the dead were grey moss covered monuments de-
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picting broken angels with their hands off and faceless cherubs whose 
features had been worn away to nothing but blind, flat stone. They 
bore their ancient injuries impressively and with a weathered grace. 
Much in the old cemetery was broken and everything old, although 
there were signs of a modern life-of-the-living; crisp packets and pop 
cans entangled themselves in the masses of dying bracken that skirted 
the railings and there were names and messages scrawled in perma-
nent marker and felt-tip pens on many of the gravestones.  I’d tut at 
them as I walked passed, feeling ever so superior to my fellow, shallow, 
youth.

It wasn’t the dead that attracted me to taking walks through and 
idling my time away in the cemetery, although they were (and still 
are) indisputably present. I have no morbid fascination with death, 
no more than any of us do, the occasional shadow induced fear-filled-
thrill and heavy pumping heart are for me a mere consequence of such 
wonderlands. No. It was the architecture of the place that I loved, the 
beauty of decay, of age. And in the old cemetery over the bridge, my 
first ‘Dead Centre’, it was the way it hid itself away from the road, shy 
but glorious, concealing its earthy smell, its sanctuary and pure peace 
in what seemed an otherwise confused and desperate time. For a sen-
sitive working-class teenager, with admittedly a ‘woe is me’ fixation, 
Thatcher’s Britain was not a happy place. The need to fight, to kick 
against the pricks, was a powerful rising force which fed burgeoning 
feelings of frustration and powerlessness. I needed a space for craved 
solitude, for some sense of communing with nature or a least some-
thing other than the confines of a small chaotic and claustrophobic 
world. And this necropolis, as strange as it may seem, with its history 
and its rot, offered this in seeming abundance. Not even the glue-sniff-
ers from the new estate over the way could persuade me away from 
the oasis which was the old Hunslet Cemetery. In any case they were 
too concerned with plastic bags to bother about a lone teenage weirdo 
from The Other Side Of The Bridge.

Here, back in the All Saints Churchyard, my latest Dead Centre, I stop 
again by your grave. I don’t know who carved your name into your 
headstone Anne, who slowly marked letters into stone to declare your 
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time on earth. But I can imagine the hand and the tools, the tapping of 
metal on metal on stone, the etching and scraping. I do however, after 
doing my own scraping around, have a fair idea of the man who dug 
your grave; Mr. H Penny, by all accounts a tough, prodigiously ener-
getic man who lived to see a new century and died only after reaching 
well into his nineties. I can see him, working through the morning 
hill-mist of a crisp September day, hands upon the once smooth, now 
worn handle of his spade, digging. I can hear the crunch of the wet 
earth, the rhythm and patterns as he splices and cuts into the soil. 
Around him the sound-scape of bleating crows and cackling magpies. 
He stops only once, to take in a lungful of bright air and wipe the 
beads of sweat from his forehead, then continues to dig you a meas-
ured hole with his perfect percussive timing. Maybe he whistled an 
air or popular song of the day as he went about his business? By all 
accounts he was a jolly man. Maybe you knew him? after all he was 
the local post man.

 

(Mr. Penny) was in the employ of the post office for 41 years 
and nine months1. 

In addition to his duties as postman he (Mr. Penny) was ap-
pointed grave digger and sexton at All Saint’s Church on the 
1st of September, 1859. At that time there was no other burial 
ground. He had helped to bury 1,600 people. Some of the 
most notable among them being Dr. Hetley (and) Admirals 
Fitzroy and Carey.2 
 

The post office stood not too far away from the church, being as it was 
at the top of Gipsy Hill, the sorting office remains on the site to this 
day. He was among eleven men employed by the District Post Office. 
He is said (mostly though, it was he himself who seems to have said 
this) to have walked 18 miles a day for ten or twelve years3 in his job 
as postman, which may in some way go towards understanding his 
longevity. Mr. Penny’s assertion that he helped to bury 1,600 people in 
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the small churchyard at All Saints seems something of an exaggeration 
when standing here looking at the small burial ground around the 
church. But it appears that in 1869 Mr.Penny and the then vicar of All 
Saints Parish Church were involved in a sort of cover-up to conceal 
the amount of bodies that were actually buried, by cooking the parish 
books, enabling them to bury even more corpses, leading to some-
thing of a local scandal.

 

...it was found that 3,025 had been buried in the church-
yard, and not about 1,900 as had been stated (in the books)... 
(which) would give 1,368 grave spaces in the whole church-
yard, so that...there was already an average of two and a half 
dead bodies buried over the whole of the churchyard.4

The consequence of this scandal and its following enquiry is that there 
are no gravestones in the churchyard marked after 1869. New burials 
seem to have ceased.

Of course, I can’t be sure whether it was Mr. Penny himself who 
dug your grave Anne, It could’ve been one of his assistants, but I like 
to believe it was and there is no real reason to suppose otherwise. One 
thing is for sure though; Mr. H Penny was certainly the man who dug 
the grave of your most famous resident here in the churchyard. He 
must’ve taken extra care when digging the final resting place of the 
ill-fated aristocrat and meteorologist, Vice Admiral Robert Fitzroy.

 

The wind blows to the south and turns to the north; 
Round and round it goes, ever returning on its course.

Ecclesiastes 1.6
 

So says the plaque, erected by the Meteorological Society, at the foot 
of the grave of Vice Admiral Robert Fitzroy5 first head of the Mete-
orological Office who is buried here, only steps away from your own 
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resting place, Anne. You were already two years buried when the Vice 
Admiral joined you in the earth of All Saints Churchyard. What would 
you have thought of this illustrious and tragic new resident? who, in 
a strange twist, was the 1841 elected Member of Parliament for Dur-
ham, the place of your birth. What did you know of him? He was cer-
tainly a well-known figure in Victorian society. You would have been 
aware, no doubt, of his office as Captain of The Beagle’s second and 
most famous voyage.

Robert Fitzroy was a surveyor, hydrographer and pioneer of 
modern meteorology, bringing into common usage the now almost 
banal concept of the weather forecast, and a man of great sensitivi-
ties. On 25th June 1831 he was appointed, on the recommendation of 
his friend and hydrographer-to-the-admiralty Francis Beaufort6, to be 
Captain of The Beagle, which would allow him to continue his expe-
dition of Tierra del Fuego and The Southern Cone. I wonder what you 
were doing on that day Anne. What everyday tasks did you perform? 
To whom did you speak? The butcher? The baker? Did you scrub the 
steps and beat the carpets ? Although you lie in the same earth now, 
steps away from each other, toes pointing to toes, it is not difficult to 
see how very different your lives would have been. Even if you were a 
woman of means, something that I cannot guess at by merely reading 
your headstone, your life would have been worlds away from the priv-
ilege that Fitzroy’s birth into an aristocratic elite and indeed his gender 
allowed him.

Fitzroy was a man who possessed, what the armchair psycholo-
gists of today might like to call, ‘demons’. Prone to bouts of great mel-
ancholy and extreme flares of temper, he was highly conscious of the 
strains a command such as Captaincy of The Beagle could bring.  
The loneliness of the post was well known to him through, amongst 
others, the suicide by gunfire of his predecessor, Captain Stokes7. Fitz-
roy, understanding his own possible frailty in such a position, decided 
it would be a good idea to ask his friend Beaufort to find him a suitable 
gentleman’s companion for the voyage. It would have to be someone 
who, like himself, was also a scientist, a naturalist, an intelligent man 
with whom he could speak over dinner as an equal and someone who 
could be a true friend throughout the perils of an expedition at sea. 
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Beaufort recommended a certain Charles Darwin8, Fitzroy eventual-
ly accepted and the rest (as they say) can be found in history books 
throughout the world.

Although the two men got on well, Fitzroy’s temper would not 
escape Darwin’s attention over the five years of the expedition, and 
they would eventually be divided by their opposing views on evo-
lution. Fitzroy originally supported Darwin in his work and indeed 
wrote the first two volumes in a trilogy of books by the two men, the 
third of which was eventually published as The Origin of The Species. 
But it became increasingly clear to Fitzroy that he could not continue 
to champion Darwin’s work on natural selection. As a deeply ortho-
dox Christian (he most genuinely believed that the Mastodon became 
extinct because it was too big an animal to fit into Noah’s arc)9, he 
became tormented by his role in Darwin’s findings and regretted any 
part he may have played in them, to the point of publicly standing 
up against the book, becoming one of its chief negators, much to the 
ridicule of what he must have seen as his own scientific community.

There was, of course, more to the man than his captaincy of The 
Beagle. In fact (not unsurprisingly considering his ridicule and deep 
feelings of regret) this most famous incident is not recorded anywhere 
on his gravestone. His headstone reveals only his family origins and 
dates of his and his wife’s births and deaths, accompanied by three 
biblical quotations.

The part of Robert Fitzroy’s story I like best is of when, in 1843, he 
was appointed to be first Governor General and Commander-in-Chief 
of New Zealand, primarily to sort out the mess of settlers’ land claims. 
He, being a fair and virtuous man, concluded that The Maori claim to 
land was in fact just as sound as those of the settlers and even went to 
some lengths to procure and establish Maori rights within the area10. 
This was not the expected outcome of his antipodean sojourn. He was 
recalled from the post in 1845. This would no doubt have led to some 
people, whether publicly or privately, adding more burdensome ridi-
cule to the man. But demons or not, this episode served to soften my 
heart to the Vice Admiral, and here in the solitude of the churchyard 
over 150 years later, I like to tap the iron railings which surround his 
grave, give him a smile and a moment of thought, perhaps in the ster-



ile and faintly ridiculous hope that somehow this could go, at least in 
part, towards making up for his torments. It’s in moments like this that 
I start to think how silly we are. How egocentric to think our thoughts 
could reach into the earth and touch the bones and rot of the long 
dead. And yet I have spent a life time wandering around graves do-
ing exactly this, proving perhaps that imagination is a much stronger 
force than so-called reality.

On the 30th of April 1865, Robert Fitzroy rose from his bed at 
140 Church Road, Upper Norwood. He crept into his daughter’s bed-
room and, as any loving father might do, lightly kissed her on the 
head. He then made his way along the landing, pushed open the door 
to his washroom and with a soft tread, so as to not wake his wife and 
children (who he believed to be soundly sleeping), went inside. Once 
safely within the confines of his personal bathroom, he calmly took up 
his razor and cut his own throat11. He was buried here some days later, 
the funeral was quiet, although it was noted that his wife was in the 
most terrible state of grief.  At almost sixty years of age Fitzroy’s once 
vast fortune was all gone, having spent every last penny of it funding 
his meteorological research. Friends and well-wishers immediately set 
up a fund for his wife and daughters, to which Darwin donated £100 
and Queen Victoria gave special permission for the remaining Fitz-
roy’s to live in an apartment at Hampton Court. 

The great value of Fitzroy’s work, especially that of the storm 
warning system which he developed to predict when and where a 
storm might appear, thus allowing ships to be alerted to possible dan-
gers, was finally acknowledged after his death. The greatest tribute to 
the man and his work must surely be when in 2002, the Met Office 
renamed the sea region of Finnisterre to that of Fitzroy12. 

Using All Saints Churchyard as I so often do as my own personal 
thoroughfare of momentary calm, a place to get my regular graveyard 
fix, I often stop by Fitzroy’s monument, which, having been restored 
stands out somewhat from the other headstones. As my boots make 
patterns in the mud around his grave, I can’t help but wonder about 
this man’s terrible sadness. Does such a sadness as Robert Fitzroy’s 
remain in the air? in the earth? Are my feet slopping through the rem-
nants of his despair? even so long after his physical self has decayed? I 
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am, perhaps surprisingly, not a spiritual person. In fact, I cannot abide 
mystical musings. Nevertheless, these are the sorts of things I end up 
thinking when I’m here. If ever such a thing should come up in con-
versation for example I would openly and loudly declare “Tish! What 
Tosh!” Maybe this is another reason for my cemetery walking; to allow 
me the space to think things I would normally perceive to be unthink-
able. I heard somewhere that a small boy once swore he’d seen Fitzroy’s 
ghost in one of the bedrooms of his former home on Church Road. I 
don’t believe in ghosts, certainly not in the spirits-of- the-dead sense. 
But sadness is a thing which I know exists. It is a huge thing, a sticky 
kind of thing, and as such, maybe it can hang about a place. Could this 
‘ghost’ have been an echo of the man’s terrible torments? Maybe. But 
as hard as I try I cannot give myself over to such thoughts. Tish! and 
indeed Tosh!  As far as I’m concerned Anne, the dead are merely dead, 
so let them be buried. ‘Oh really?’ says Anne, as I stand here talking to 
her in the confines of my own head, my invisible voice conversing with 
an invisible dead person. ‘Go figure’ she laughs.

On Sunday afternoons, when I was a child, my dad and I would aban-
don the Cul-de-Sac and go for a walk, leaving my mum and sister be-
hind to make the dinner or whatever it was they did on these occasions. 
We never actually went into either of the cemeteries over the bridge on 
our Sunday walks, but we did pass by them. The old brooding grave-
yard on the one side and the neatly privet hedged modern one on the 
other. And as we passed, my dad would always say ‘Look, dead centre 
of Leeds that’ and chuckle to himself. So that now, in what I like to call 
my almost middling years, I cannot pass through a cemetery without 
thinking ‘Look, the dead centre of...’ and give a little silent laugh.

This little area in South London is not a bad place to live for a grave-
yard stroller. Not only do I have my frequent visits to Anne and the 
Vice Admiral, here in the churchyard, but if I make my way down (as 
often I do) Beulah and Knights Hill I find myself at the gates of a gothic 
beauty. The Glorious West Norwood Cemetery with its catacombs, se-
pulchral monuments, mausoleums and Greek Orthodox Necropolis, 
so reminiscent of my beloved Cimetière du Père Lachaise in Paris13. A 
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place I spent much time exploring during my years as a Parisian.
West Norwood Cemetery is one of the aptly named Magnificent 

Seven14, for magnificent it truly is. Designed by William Tite, who also 
happened to be a company director for The South Metropolitan Cem-
etery Company, one of eight joint stock companies to emerge after an 
act of parliament to create A general Cemetery Company for the intern-
ment of the dead in the neighbourhood of the metropolis15 was given 
royal assent at the apex of a cholera epidemic in July 1832. An attempt 
to deal with the unsanitary problems of overcrowding in Churchyards 
such as All Saints. The Victorian mind-set was that of any corporate 
company worth its salt in modern-day terms and death, it seems, was 
not just the domain of the poets, it was big business.

Of course the most magnificent of the seven must be Highgate 
and I have many stories to tell of my adventures there (like the time 
I found a dead woodpecker, perfect in every way, with its beak still 
stuck through a slither of bark like a rusty nail through timber, lying 
on its back in the middle of the path, legs pointing skywards. Looking 
for all the world as if some careful hand had placed it there ‘just so’), 
and in so many wonderful cemeteries, not just in London, Leeds or 
Paris, the three main cities that have at one time been my home, but 
around the world.

As inciting as it is to visit the graves of the famous – and to this I am 
myself no stranger, having had many a pilgrimage far and wide to visit 
the final resting places of my own personal heroes and heroines – it 
is still the unknown names, the crumbling stones hiding in an under-
growth, names barely visible, that hold the key to that solitary calm 
that I have found and come to treasure from being a necropolis ram-
bler.

Not so long ago, I spent some time searching through old Par-
ish archives, through census records and internet databases, but could 
find no mention of you or your family, Anne Head, nor of your death. 
Days flew by as I scoured page after page of local history documents. 
I tried the records of West House, County Durham as well as all the 
London Boroughs, in an attempt to piece together some kind of pic-
ture of your life, of who you were, to find some clue, perhaps, as to how 
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you came to be at rest so far south from your place of birth. But all to 
no avail. If it weren’t for this simple stone, your life, like those of so 
many buried beneath broken old headstones, would be long ago erad-
icated from human history. Yes. This is why I love to wander through 
cemeteries. It is to feel the calming influence and comfort of history, to 
feel a connection to the past, touching earth and stone that have been 
touched by feet and fingers of people from long, long ago. To somehow 
be a part of what has gone before. To be at the dead centre of things.
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SOWING HOPE, 
PLANTING PEOPLE
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“If your vision is for a year, plant wheat,
  If your vision is for ten years, plant trees,
  If your vision is for a lifetime, plant people.” 

        Chinese proverb

Michael, why did you decide to go to Senegal and plant trees?”
“Jesus! Actually, I was praying about going to the Philippines, 
but then during prayer I felt like God said go to Africa and 

either go with Jean or this other guy I know in London called Joe, who 
was going to Kenya or Uganda.”

“So why go with Jean?”
“I don’t know.”
“Just tossed it up in the air and decided Jean?”
“Yes.”
Michael Rayner, Jean and I live at the Youth with a Mission 

(YWAM) campus in the Midlands. YWAM is a Christian organisation 
with around nineteen thousand staff of different nationalities working 
worldwide in evangelism, training and mercy ministries to make God 
known. The Midlands campus offers training courses, and operates so 
God’s word can be taught and put into action around the world. Serv-
ing within YWAM is a faith-based life, which means we don’t receive 
a salary but trust in the goodness of God to provide through friends 
and colleagues.

Michael works in maintenance at the campus and helps locals in 
the nearby town whose homes are neglected, as they lack the ability 
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or funds to care for them. With or without a paintbrush in hand, he 
spends his life telling people about Jesus, because he believes Jesus is 
the only way to heaven and everyone needs to know.

“Had you ever been to Africa before?” I ask him.
“No, first time.”
“So, what were your experiences of going out there for the first 

time?”
“It was raining very heavy when we got there, which I wasn’t ex-

pecting.”
“And yet, you had gone out in the rainy season.”
“Yes, well that’s the whole point. I didn’t think about that.  It only 

rains one month and that’s the only time we had to plant the trees, so 
yeah. I should have worked that out, but I’m not the sharpest tool in 
the box.”

“So where did you plant the trees?”
“Senegal – somewhere; I’m useless at names and geography.”
The first seed was sown in Senegal in 2008; it was the start of an 

immense plan to plant a great wall of trees, fifteen kilometres wide and 
7,775 kilometres long, through the eleven countries of the ‘Sahel’ re-
gion:  Senegal, Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, Nigeria, Chad, 
Sudan, Eritrea, Ethiopia and Djibouti. The Great Green Wall is a pro-
ject supported by the African Union. Currently, the desert overtakes 
valuable grazing and agricultural land at a rate of fifty kilometres per 
year. Planting, what appears to be a straight line of trees across the Af-
rican continent, should stop the Sahara encroaching southwards, slow 
down the effects of climate change and contribute to feeding those 
eleven million people in the Sahel, where, according to the United Na-
tions Food Programme, malnutrition is severe. Poverty is known to 
be much higher in the rural desert areas where the tree planting takes 
place. There are around two million trees being planted each year in 
Senegal, and around 50,000 acres of seedling trees fenced off from 
animals, so they can grow into healthy specimens. Ficus ingens (Red 
Leafed Fig) is one of the fast-growing species being planted. It has a 
large root system that help it to withstand drought, and mammals and 
birds, along with people, enjoy its fruit.

I talk to Jean Gapalbe in his small two-bedroomed flat, where he 
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lives with his Chilean wife and two children. He makes us both a cup 
of tea before settling into the sofa, his long legs curled beneath his 
body. He holds a good-sized mug in both hands, and takes occasional 
sips during conversation. There is a slight French-Cameroon accent to 
his excellent English.

“A few years ago, it was 2012 and we were in our second trip. 
We were in a taxi in Senegal, and I was talking English with Curtis 
and other people and the driver and I were chatting too, and his first 
impression was that we are tourists in Dakar coming to have fun. He 
was beginning to complain and say how far it was he was taking us 
and how much transportation costs in Senegal. I understood straight-
away that he thought we had lots of money because we had come from 
Europe, and he was trying to overcharge us, so it led me to ask him 
this question: Why do you think we are actually here? We are not here 
to have fun. We pay our own money to come and plant trees in your 
country and we’re not getting any payment for that. When I said that 
to him, it changed everything. He turned and he looked at me and I 
can see from his eye that what I said hit him so hard. We start talking 
and he says ‘trees, yeah, everybody needs trees and if we don’t plant 
these trees here, we will all die’, and from that point there was a con-
nection that was started.”

Jean joined the Planting Together team in 2011, as the African 
Network Co-ordinator. The YWAM project was started only a few 
years before by Curtis Clewett, an American living in Barcelona. The 
small team partners with the Great Green Wall (GGW) project, by 
liaising with government officials and organising groups from around 
the globe to travel out to designated areas, currently in Senegal, and 
plant trees. The Cameroon environment is similar to Senegal, which 
has helped Jean form a good relationship with government officials 
there. He hopes to gain contacts in other African countries along the 
Green Wall route and invite teams from around the world to plant 
trees.

The GGW is busy throughout the year collecting seeds, sowing, 
and producing the several million trees, with local people to water 
and look after them. Planting takes place for one month in the short 
rainy season of August. During this time the roots receive abundant 
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rainwater to absorb and establish themselves in the soil, which means 
the trees have a higher chance of survival. Planting zones originate in 
remote areas, such as a village called Widou in the district of Louga, in 
the north of Senegal.

Big trucks are needed to transport the Planting Together helpers, 
which create their own routes through rough terrain, as there aren’t 
paved roads in the farming areas and villages where planting takes 
place. A large village like Widou may have around one hundred to 
two hundred people living there; then there might be a smaller village 
three miles away with around twenty-five people, then a similar sized 
community in a further three miles.

The people in Widou are mostly nomadic, rearing animals such 
as sheep and goats, which they move from area to area as the grass is 
eaten. Jean took teams to Widou in 2011 and 2012, and then in 2013 
they went to another remote planting station still in the north, called 
Mbar Toubab, which means Tent of White People or Tent of Europeans; 
apparently named because that was where the European people set 
their tents and the locals had first contact with them.

Michael was on the Planting Together team in the summer of 
2013.

“What was your experience there?” I ask.
“I loved doing it because I love practical work. Just put a shovel in 

the ground, take the dirt up, cut the bottom of the plastic, put the plant 
in and take the plastic off. I was expecting people to be friendly and 
nice and they were. I was expecting to plant trees and I did.”

“Did you chat to the local people?”
“Outside of planting I got to chat, although it was hard as I didn’t 

speak French or the local dialect.”
I wonder if the language barrier had been as much a surprise to 

Michael as the rain.
He loved that whether people were Christian, Muslim, from Sen-

egal or other countries, they were all working together to plant trees 
and invest in Senegal. He spoke to those from other countries who had 
come to help: Hong Kong, Spain, Holland and the UK, and he used 
Jean as a translator to speak to a few locals and youth who had come 
from French-speaking Mali.  He is still in contact through email with 
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Emmanuel, a fifteen year old Christian from Mali.
“It’s really hard to understand what he is writing as he is trying to 

write English,” Michael says, laughing.
“So he could improve his English through his correspondence 

with you.”
“We have problems understanding each other, but in time, who 

knows.”
Michael’s highlight was meeting Colonel Sarr, a technical advisor 

and man in the field, working with the general director for the Great 
Green Wall project, Colonel Sisi. Colonel Sarr emphasised to the one 
hundred and ten helpers how critical he believes the tree planting is. 
He thought at one time there would have been lush forest in the area, 
until people came and destroyed it. They needed wood for building 
houses and making fires for cooking.   They didn’t replant, but just 
left and moved to another area. He emphasised that humans are caus-
ing the desert to expand but tree planting brings life back into the 
once dead area. Colonel Sarr is the man who decides on the best trees 
to grow in each area. All are chosen because they can withstand the 
harsh, dry, sandy environment, many being native to the African con-
tinent, so they have a higher rate of survival. Some contain medicinal 
properties, and in the long term they can have economic benefit for 
the local people. Salvadora persica (Toothbrush tree) is useful because 
chewing the small twigs or roots reduces tooth decay, plaque and gum 
disease. The fruits are edible and oil can be extracted from the seeds.

The planted trees provide natural protection to the soil from the 
ultraviolet rays of the sun, which contributes to retaining moisture. 
The important micro-organisms in the earth are back in action, recy-
cling dead leaves and fruit into fertiliser and interacting to renew the 
once dead dust, giving hope and life. Seeds in the ground that have 
been lying dormant for years are given a chance for survival.

“Hello,” they say, and with the next influx of rain and some sun-
shine, up they come and start growing.

A mass plantation of trees can have an effect on climate change. 
Rainforests, where there are large expanses of trees, are known to have 
the highest rainfall in the world. Nutrients are restored into the soil, 
so people don’t need to keep moving but can grow fruit and vegetables 
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in one area and provide food for their cattle. This is already happen-
ing with local people starting their own vegetable plots, growing for 
their families and to sell in the market. With the new growth arises an 
invitation to bugs, birds, insects and anything else that desires to join 
in the environment and mingle together in the party of biodiversity.

Whatever happens in any one part of the world has the potential 
to affect the rest of the world. For the foreigners that go to Senegal, or 
any other country in Africa where the wall is being planted, their ben-
efit is that they have achieved something lasting. They have contribut-
ed into re-writing the story of Africa. Rather than taking away natural 
resources like their ancestors did, they are actually returning natu-
ral resources by planting trees. When they introduce trees from the 
Fabaceae family of plants they are putting nitrogen into the ground, 
which contributes to healthy and fertile soil. Acacia senegal (Gum Ar-
abic), another member of this family whose roots produce nitrogen, 
also yields a sticky type of glue in its fruit which many companies in 
parts of Africa use to produce rubber.

Jean was born forty years ago, in a hospital established by Christian 
missionaries, in a little village in the northern part of Cameroon called 
Maroua. Later his father moved to another village, Kaillie in the far 
north, where Jean attended primary and secondary school. Later he 
went to a small town to attend teacher training and worked as a pri-
mary school teacher for three years. He enjoyed his job but wanted 
to work as a missionary so, aged twenty-six, he joined a Christian or-
ganisation he was in contact with: Youth with a Mission. People came 
from around the world to train and work with this organisation and 
this was where he met Yvette from Chile, who he fell in love with and 
married. They worked with Youth with a Mission in Cameroon, then 
in Chile and are currently based in England, where it’s easy for Jean to 
liaise with the Planting Together team and travel to and from Africa.

Jean’s experience of living in Cameroon and travelling in other 
African countries, is that local people get involved in foreign projects 
based in their countries, purely for financial or materialistic interest, 
thinking here is someone from Europe who has money. Jean’s hope is 
to change that way of thinking.  The Senegalese often ask him:
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“Why are you coming to a country that is not yours and planting 
trees that you are not going to benefit from?”

He tells them it is their responsibility to look after their land, 
which wasn’t the case in the past. People come from abroad because 
they want to help plant trees for them, but the villagers are the ones 
who will benefit if they look after them. Jean has discovered that when 
the villagers realise the distance people have come to dig a hole and 
put a tree in it, they want to understand how important it is to have 
trees. So, nomadic tribes in areas of Senegal are gaining knowledge 
and more understanding about plants and the environment. Balanites 
aegyptiaca (Desert Date) is a valuable species that can withstand de-
sert soil, occasional flooding, forest fires, and large herds of cattle, al-
though it does need protection as a young whippersnapper. It produc-
es edible fruit, even in times of drought, and its leaves are beneficial 
for animals. The wood is used to make household items and if used for 
firewood, produces almost no smoke.

When farmers moved from place to place, as their cattle grazed 
on grass and bushes, it contributed to barren land and expansion of 
the desert. The plants didn’t stand a chance growing back with this 
overgrazing. Chiefs of some villages now organise parts of the land 
for feeding animals and other vegetation is left to grow, so they don’t 
use all the land at once. Jean sees that strategy and solutions are put 
in place through education, so land is regenerated and people more 
settled.

Wildfires are one of the hazards in the environment and can 
sometimes be caused by lightning. Jean recalls a person in a village 
who threw a lit cigarette into the dry grass. A whole village was burnt 
down in this small way and the consequence was catastrophic, because 
thousands of animals didn’t have food to eat. Although education to 
prevent accidents like this is a necessity, the species Ziziphus mauriti-
ana (Chinee Apple or Indian Plum) is precious because it will regrow 
even if a fire breaks out. Animals and birds eat the yellow or orange 
fruit and seed, which are similar to our cherry. They excrete the seed 
in ready fertiliser as they travel, so contributing to more trees.

Jean sighs, like he has a heavy burden on his heart, as he talks 
about Africa and his desire to see a change in the minds of those peo-
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ple he has come into contact with.
“The idea of changing mentality has been in my heart for many, 

many years already. Yeah, I would say ever since I finished secondary 
school I was very interested in the area of influencing people positive-
ly.”

“Do you mean becoming Christian?” I ask.
“Change of mentality doesn’t mean becoming Christian. I think 

it is being open to new ways of thinking, being open to try some-
thing that you haven’t tried before; also being able to question your 
ways of thinking and having the willingness to accommodate other 
ways of looking at things. Africans in general have a certain pattern 
of thought.  People say: ‘What can we do about this situation? It is 
because we are poor in Africa, because our resources have been taken 
away from us during the time of colonisation.’ You can sit down with 
that mind-set for the rest of your life and nothing is going to change.”

He speaks until he has finished the question and then stops. He 
takes another sip of tea.

“Sometimes it is very difficult for me to take what I have in my 
mind and convey it to you. It’s really very difficult to express it. But, 
yes, I think that is the general pattern of Africans, looking at them-
selves as victims with things having to do with slavery or colonisation. 
There is truth to that but you would not build the future or build your 
life by looking at misery, but by thinking of moving forward. What has 
happened in the past has happened, and there is no benefit in invest-
ing your energy moaning about it, and taking the mentality of victim 
about it.”

Jean thinks deeply. He is apt to speak for the whole of Africa. His 
desire for change is for the whole of Africa. I realise that the past is far 
more deeply ingrained in the minds of the people he has known than 
I could ever have imagined.

I realise Jean’s passion originates from how he was brought up. 
He grew up having no shoes and one shirt; if he needed to wash his 
shirt, then he’d sit under the shade of a tree until it was dry and he 
could put it back on. He lacked hope when young, thinking this was 
his life, and although he wanted to travel and live a different life to 
his parents, he felt this was impossible. Through meeting other people 
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from abroad his life changed. He understands people who have a sim-
ilar background to his, who lack optimism for a future. He desires to 
inspire confidence in anyone from these small villages or towns, who 
lack hope that their lives can be different.

I think about Britain and the people in areas growing up on ben-
efits. People who know no different; people who see no point in edu-
cation because they think their situation is hopeless; people who have 
no confidence in gaining a career; people who have tried to get a job 
and given up because of constant rejection; people who see no point 
in bothering and rely on crime and drugs as their life; people who 
Michael makes a point of spending time with, helping them clear their 
gardens of rubbish or painting their homes, talking to them about Je-
sus.

“Michael, why do you spend so much time talking to people 
about Jesus?” I ask him.

“I was in Florida, just working, living the life. I had a chequered 
past, you know, drugs and everything, but I worked with this Chris-
tian guy and he said you need to repent and turn to Jesus and get right 
with God. It’s the first time someone told me that Jesus was the only 
way, so I went home and prayed and that was it. I stopped smoking, 
stopped drinking, stopped drugs, and gave my life to Jesus. No with-
drawals, no comedowns.”

“Were you a drug addict?” I ask.
“I don’t know. I used to do drugs all the time. I was more of an 

alcoholic. I used to smoke about twenty to thirty a day and do recrea-
tional drugs at weekends.”

“And then you completely stopped everything in a day?”
“Yeah, I prayed that night and just stopped.”
“So your whole life changed overnight?”
“Yeah.”
Michael and Jean didn’t seem so different, both desiring to help 

others experience change in their lives through their own wisdom that 
life can be better.

Jean ponders thoughtfully every question I ask him. No words of 
spontaneity come from his lips, everything he speaks appears consid-
ered.



“There are people with joy, people with initiative, people who do 
things, there are entrepreneurs in Africa,” he says.

He relates the potential that there is in the whole of Africa and 
the natural resources that exist in this rich continent, such as oil, gas, 
gold, many precious metals and stones, just to name a few. He hopes 
people will think about the amazing resources that they have and do 
what they can to see their country flourish. He believes that every vol-
unteer with Planting Together goes out to Senegal with the intention 
of seeing prosperity happening there with integrity, rather than out of 
selfish desire. He sees the team of all different nationalities working 
together as partners with the locals from Senegal, who then take own-
ership of work that is done. He sees it as crucial that the young people 
realise that this is their project, to benefit their land and environment, 
and desire not just to be involved but lead, so the planting can multiply 
across the continent. He hopes to see business opportunities open up, 
with young people from abroad linking up and partnering with locals 
in the countries where trees are planted.

“I am an African and the thing that is really driving me into this 
here are these western people going to my continent to do something 
utterly awesome, and I cannot be sitting there and watch it happen. I 
want to be there.”

“But you’re mostly in England, Jean,” I say. “What are you do-
ing in England, if your heart is for helping people living in Africa? 
Shouldn’t you be over there?”

He pauses and thinks over what he feels is a difficult question.
“Africa is very much in my heart, and so my long-term vision is to 

see that transformation happening in Africa. Now in our global world 
today you don’t necessarily have to be in a particular geographical lo-
cation to affect parts, so I can still be in the UK and be investing or 
pouring myself into Africa. But you are right; I would be much more 
effective when I establish myself with my family in Africa.”

Seeds can take time to grow if the conditions aren’t right.  The 
government in Cameroon pays people who claim to have five or six 
jobs, but actually never work. They earn large salaries meant for work-
ers who died maybe twenty-five years ago, but the government is una-
ble to track them down. Then there are hundreds, thousands of young 
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people who are unemployed. Jean has friends who have a degree from 
university but were not able to get a job. They tried and tried and end-
ed up selling peanuts and fruit on the street. In Cameroon now, many 
young people see no point in wasting their time at university when 
there won’t be a job afterwards. He believes the conditions are the 
same for other African countries.

“The leadership is so careless,” he says. “There are people living 
in poverty, villagers whose lives can change through different ways 
of thinking, through their understanding of the environment, grow-
ing crops and caring for animals. Then there are those who have de-
grees, or the potential for a degree who want to work and do well but 
are unable to. It seems overwhelming, but when I’ve sown a seed and 
watched it grow up, in time it has produced thousands of new seeds 
and potential new plants. Hope, like a seed, is a good place to start.”

Jean knows his country, he knows his people. He knows about 
sharing information and inspiring ideas, and how some basic infor-
mation that he can find on the internet in the UK, can have monetary 
value for a person in his country. He mended a friend’s Apple laptop 
by putting the motherboard in the oven.  

“What temperature?” I ask.  
He laughs, and says “I put it at two hundred and twenty-five de-

grees Celsius, for about ten minutes.”
He then explains, in detail, the process of taking the plastic off the 

motherboard, and putting it in the oven to solder the aluminium if a 
computer shows signs of a loose connection. He is slow in his talking, 
as in his thinking, always searching for the point he wants to convey.

“Is this a normal way to mend computers in Cameroon?” I ask. 
He smiles.

“No, I found the information on YouTube.”
Jean knows his people, and he knows that there are some who 

have the information and power to change lives but would rather see 
people in extreme poverty, because of their pleasure in having control 
over people.

“So what about talking to the officials and planting a seed in 
there?”

“Yes, I think that’s one of the things.”
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He has already spoken to the minister for the environment in 
Cameroon about planting trees. The minister told him that Cameroon 
was not part of the Great Green Wall project. Jean told the minister to 
look at a chart. They looked at the area of Chad being eaten away by 
the desert and heading towards Cameroon, the top of which is now 
becoming desert.

“If we don’t do anything in Cameroon, soon we will become like 
this,” he told the minister. As a result of that conversation, the minister 
is liaising with Jean and reviewing the possibility of planting trees in 
north Cameroon.

Jean has been in contact with churches and Youth with a Mission 
in Mali with a view to plant trees in that country.

“Isn’t Mali a bit unstable?” I say.
He agrees that it might not be the right time yet for them to move 

in and take a team of young people there. Youth came from churches 
in Mali in 2013, and he hopes more will come to plant trees in Senegal 
in years to come and experience what is happening.

Jean’s desire is that all the countries of Africa, which are affected by 
the desert, would be acquainted with what is happening with Planting 
Together, and the governments would be interested in inviting them 
to their country. He wants people from Burkina Faso, Cote d’Ivoire, 
and Niger, to join them in Senegal, so they can experience the vision 
of planting trees and the expertise from the Senegalese, who have been 
running this initiative for some years. Jean is in discussion with the 
government in Senegal to organise for trainers to travel, explain the 
work they do and show their progress to other African countries.

I listen as Jean reflects on beautiful stories of going back to an 
area where he had planted and pruned one year and then returned 
the following summer and seen the trees and eaten the fruit from a 
papaya tree he had planted. It gave him such a sense of satisfaction. He 
feasted on the type of grass he had consumed as a child, as the taste 
had remained with him for thirty years. He remembers seeing an area 
dry with bare soil, and going back to see it green and so beautiful and 
saying goodbye to the local people who ask: “When are you coming 
back?”

“You realise the impact, how a tree can bring people together. I 
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think it’s amazing,” he says.
Jean admits the living conditions were tough growing up in a 

small village in Cameroon, but he took joy in the beauty of nature.
“You are so natural. Even if you don’t have that much, you cele-

brate life with the little you have. It’s like, it doesn’t make sense to cel-
ebrate life by eating grass, or by eating a type of wild fruit, you know? 
But when I go back to Africa it really revives those memories. I don’t 
refer to them as miserable memories, but rather a time of joy and tast-
ing the flavour. I think going back to your roots is something beauti-
ful.”

“How feasible do you think it is that the GGW will accomplish 
this plan of planting trees across the African continent?” I ask.

“It is a very big project and I think for that amount of trees to be 
planted, according to the experts, it is going to take more than a hun-
dred years, but that depends on many factors like how many people 
are able to be involved, and if we have politicians embracing it with 
integrity and making it to become a nationwide project. In Senegal 
you can already begin to see the impact of that on people. I think it all 
comes to how people respond to it; how the local people respond to it.”

It does seem a massive project, moving through famine and war-
torn countries, but it also seems to me that this peaceful planting of 
life, that has already impacted lives, livestock and land, could well 
prove to have a massive impact on the environment and on all the 
people involved from every area of the globe.
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Tensions were high between Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs. An air 
of suspicion, acrimony and hysteria dominated the Indian land 
and the minds of its people. Humanity itself was tested. Indeed, 

the true values of the human spirit emerged and people protected one 
another. Unfortunately, only minimal accounts of the positive survive, 
and the true cruelty of the animal within the human was unleashed, 
with brutal consequence. 

***

As a five-year old child, my grandmother, Beryl Baines (nee Moor-
house), lived in what is now Pakistan, but was then India. At the age 
of twenty-three, my great-grandmother, Lillian Moorhouse, wife of 
2047460 Corporal T B Moorhouse, was presented with the opportuni-
ty of a lifetime. Having been separated during the Second World War, 
the British Army granted Tom, who was stationed in Peshawar on the 
Indo/Afghanistan border, permission to have his wife and children 
join him. 

It was January, and Britain was experiencing its coldest winter on 
record. Snowdrifts swept in from mainland Europe. The railways were 
shut down; coal was not transported to power stations. Everything, 
not just food, but electricity and even newspapers, was rationed. Mo-
rale was low. It didn’t take much for Lillian to accept the Army’s offer 
and travel to India with her two young daughters, Patricia (Patsy), six 
years old, and Beryl (known affectionately as Tojo), almost five. 

The neighbours considered Lillian very brave. But having a hus-
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band who had survived a prisoner of war camp, Lillian knew this wasn’t 
brave. This was – as she later referred to it – a holiday of a lifetime.

***

The year was 1947. 
In a stuffy cabinet office, Lord Mountbatten stood by the open 

window, breathing in the sweet, thick air. Sucking on his cigarette with 
a casual grace, he turned his head towards Sir Cyril Radcliffe, who was 
struggling to pin his giant map to the wall. A thick, red line cut across 
northern India like a jagged, bleeding wound. 

‘And you’re sure there isn’t a more simple way?’ Mountbatten 
asked.

Radcliffe looked up at the line. His gloomy face betrayed his fal-
tering belief in what he was expected to sell. For over a thousand years, 
various communities had lived in harmony. Religion had never inter-
fered with social relations to any great extent. Muslim landlords had 
Hindu tenants. Hindu industrialists had Sikh managers and Muslim 
workers.

The unifying force of geographical entity, historical and cul-
tural influences, extending over a period of ten centuries, had 
welded the various elements into a homogenous force. Rela-
tions were free from suspicion, bitterness or any kind of hostil-
ity on the groups of religion. Unity in variety has been insisted 
upon as a peculiar characteristic of India.1

‘It is the best I can do given your timeframe, Louis.’
The line took no care of humanity. ‘It zigzagged precariously 

across agricultural land, cut off communities from their sacred pil-
grimage sites, paid no heed to railway lines or to the integrity of for-
ests, [and] divorced industrial plants from the hinterlands where raw 
materials were grown.’2 

‘Quite a number of people, especially educated people, might be 
expected to migrate,’ Choudhry Khaliquzzaman, a leading member of 
the Muslim League told the Cabinet Mission delegation.



 
85

Sikh leader Tara Singh threw his fists down onto the table. ‘My 
people face extinction if they do not start shifting eastwards in the 
Punjab.’

Mountbatten remained unmoved. He continued to watch the city 
streets bustling below him. 

‘The thought of entire intermingled populations being systemat-
ically weeded out and completely shorn of minorities is preposterous,’ 
he said.

‘That is precisely what Jinnah will stop at nothing to achieve,’ said 
Jawaharlal Nehru, leader of the Indian Congress.

Mountbatten flicked his wrist, sending a whirl of cigarette smoke 
swimming towards the giant map. ‘It is simply too far-fetched for me 
to contemplate. The British will quit India on their day of Independ-
ence.’

 
An example of the mindlessness of the Radcliffe line was made appar-
ent at an irrigation plant on the Punjabi borderline: the new border 
ran directly through the plant.

It seems extraordinary that there had been no one to impress 
upon Lord Radcliffe the importance of including principal 
protective works in the same territory as the head works. This 
could have very easily been done as the area involved was un-
inhabited, and for the most part, uncultivated. I fondly im-
agined that this absurd error would be quickly rectified. It nev-
er was.3

***

Aboard the SS Chitral, a requisitioned troop carrier, Lillian, Patsy and 
Tojo sailed from Southampton, and enjoyed a sun-kissed journey last-
ing for four weeks. The weather improved as they journeyed south and 
the days, long and warm, consisted largely of impromptu concerts and 
sing-alongs. Deck quoits was a favourite game and Beetle drives were 
held for the children.

One bright morning the children ran up to the front of the ship 
and, squealing with delight, thrust themselves against the railings. 
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They watched the wonderful, tall minarets of the mosque at Port Said 
rise out of the desert land. Tiny boats pulled alongside the Chitral and 
brown men wearing fezzes swarmed up ropes and hopped on deck. 
They sold trinkets and charms, and dazzled the children with their 
conjuring tricks. As the ship travelled on through the Suez Canal, the 
family was amazed to find themselves in a water corridor through the 
sand. 

Having reunited in Bombay, the Moorhouses sailed onwards to 
their new home city of Karachi: a bustling civic community that had 
previously only been considered a provincial town when compared to 
cities such as Bombay or Delhi. By the time of the Moorhouses’ arrival 
it had become a richly complex city. 

Tom was an officer in the Royal Scots Battalion. He drove his family 
to their new home: a purple bungalow with a veranda that ran all the 
way around the outside. This kept the rooms inside shaded and cool. 

The British Army was generous to the Moorhouse family and 
supplied them with two manservants. They had a lakri wallah,4 called 
Om, who chopped their wood for the kitchen stove. He was a gen-
tle old man with sparkling black eyes that shined with wisdom. He 
worked from dawn until the day’s heat made work unbearable. In 
the afternoons, he would rest under the palm leaves and lie against 
the bark reading his Qur’an. Patsy took Om to be her favourite as he 
would read passages from his Qur’an to her, and she would bring her 
books outside and spread them around Om, encouraging him to sit 
with her and look at the pictures. 

Their dhobi wallah5 was named Rishi. Younger than Om, but still 
an old man as far as the children were concerned, Tojo enjoyed watch-
ing him soap and thrash the sheets against a special dhobi stone and 
hid amongst them as they hung, drying in the hard Indian sun. She 
delighted in hopping around in the bubbles and when his work was 
over, Rishi would sit with Tojo – he called her Tojo Bibi – and taught 
her to speak Hindi. He started out with a few simple words and num-
bers, but soon they were chatting happily about birds and flowers. 

Inside the purple bungalow were two bedrooms, a big sitting 
room and a small kitchen. The bathroom had a rough, concrete-bot-
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tomed shower and the toilet, whenever flushed, annoyed the copper 
pipes in the bowels of the bungalow. After an afternoon of playing in 
the soapy bubbles and completing their chores, Lillian exchanged one 
child for another in the shower. Lillian was in the girls’ bedroom vig-
orously towel-drying Patsy’s hair when they were disturbed by Tojo’s 
screams coming from the bathroom. Lillian rushed to a shocked Tojo 
who stood with eyes tightly closed and mouth as wide as a cartwheel 
twopence,6 backed into the corner of shower.

‘What on earth’s the matter?’
Tojo pointed towards the plughole and there was a small, green 

snake, his head calmly raised behind the waterfall, watching the dis-
turbance. Lillian lifted Tojo from the shower basin and began thrash-
ing at the snake with the mop. She turned off the taps and the snake 
withdrew in a snap. 

***

Of all the horrors of the Partition, the experience of the women is the 
most harrowing. A new wave of warfare emerged, and for the first 
time (in India at least), ‘rape was used as a weapon, as a sport and as 
a punishment.’7 When the Sindh government allocated ten thousand 
acres for the construction of a Bihari colony in Karachi, the massacres 
there were termed a ‘war on women.’8 ‘Four thousand girls were ab-
ducted in the Patna district [of Karachi] alone.’9 

Rape was the unspoken fear at the back of many minds by the 
summer of 1947[…] Women feared for themselves and their 
bodies, men feared for the shame and honour of the family and 
the wider community. The women themselves now became 
mere shell-like repositories […] used to prise families from 
their homes, to punish, mark out and terrify. 10

***

Karachi itself was a beautiful city. Elphinstone Street (later renamed 
as Ali Jinnah Street) was lined with very grand buildings. Lillian and 
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the young girls took much needed shade under the palm trees as they 
looked with wonder at this new world going by.

‘Look!’ said Patsy, with an extended finger raised towards a pass-
ing camel. The ungainly saunter of the alien animal caused the young 
girls to burst into a fit of laughter. This amused the old man riding the 
camel. He brought it to a steady halt and the camel protruded its giant 
head down towards Patsy and Tojo with equal curiosity. It extended its 
long, black tongue and licked the side of Tojo’s face. The girls squealed 
again, and ran towards the safety of the bazaar. 

‘We’re in Aladdin’s cave,’ said Patsy with wonderment. The girls 
wandered through endless alleyways sparkling with every colour re-
fracted through a crystal prism. Golden slippers and sandals ran up 
walls from the floor, dazzling saris hung from the rafters, and rugs 
were stacked high, just waiting for take-off.

‘It’s magical,’ said Tojo, as she ran her fingers across a pile of silk 
pashminas. 

Lillian, a talented seamstress, was buying cloth from which to 
make the girls some dresses, when a brown skeleton of a man hobbled 
towards her. 

‘Madam. Madam. See my shop.’
Lillian never minded this ethnic form of harassment and always 

looked for the opportunity to discover something new. The man guid-
ed her to his shop, which consisted of a bench and an iron anvil out-
side of another man’s shop. He gestured for her to sit down and took 
her foot in his hands. Lillian was surprised; she’d expected his hands 
to be callous and worn, but they were as soft as the leather he wrapped 
around her ankle.

‘Girls, come over here please,’ Lillian said.
The girls obediently put down the objects they’d been cherishing 

and sat down on the floor beside the bench, eyes fixed upon the old 
man as he set about making a pair of Cinderella shoes especially for 
their mother’s foot. 

‘They’re beautiful,’ Lillian said, as she looked at herself in the mir-
ror. Snakeskin shoes were the height of fashion, and she was most de-
lighted. ‘Imagine their faces when I turn up in Shipley wearing these.’

Tom did not work in the afternoons, though he was frequently 
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on duty in the evenings. Tom and Lillian would cycle – with a child 
perched on each crossbar – for twenty minutes out into the desert. A 
cluster of palm trees gave way to a huge swimming pool. Many a late, 
humid afternoon was spent splashing around and floating about on an 
inflated truck wheel’s inner tube. Lazy picnics were had on the pool-
side grass, edged against the sand. Tom and Lillian were both strong 
swimmers and insisted that the children learn while they had the op-
portunity.

Before Tom had to return to the NAFFI,11 or his station, he would 
take his family out for supper. Karachi had many fine restaurants, and 
he and Lillian had a taste for different cuisines. One afternoon he took 
them to a Chinese restaurant.

‘May I have the lobster salad?’ Tojo asked the waiter. The waiter 
beamed down with delight at the well-mannered British girl. 

He rubbed his hand on her curly, dark head as he replied, ‘Of 
course.’

After they had finished their meal, Tom said, ‘I have a surprise.’ 
He placed a small box wrapped in blue tissue paper onto the table. ‘It’s 
a present for all of us.’

Patsy and Tojo leaned in with eager attention while they watched 
their mother carefully unfold the paper. She opened a box and lifted 
out a small black object.

‘What is it?’ asked Tojo.
‘It’s a camera,’ said Patsy.
The meal arrived and was eaten with pleasure. The family looked 

out of the window and down onto the grand street which stretched out 
before them.

‘Indian life suits me,’ said Lillian to Tom. 
‘It suits all of us,’ chimed in Patsy.
At this moment, Tojo burst into tears. The waiter, with an armful 

of empty plates, jumped with concern. ‘What is the matter?’
Tojo pointed up to her plate that the waiter was holding. 
‘No dear, you can’t take the smelly, empty lobster shell home,’ said 

Tom. This only enticed Tojo to roar more furiously.
After leaving the restaurant in a hurry, Lillian flagged down the 

best opportunity she saw to soothe her grieving child: a pony and trap 
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trotting down Elphinstone Street.
‘Hello, Sir. Please,’ said Lillian, waving the driver to a halt. The two 

girls climbed in, but before Lillian followed, she paused to capture the 
moment with her new camera. 

***
 
The gamut of the old riot conventions had not included attacks on 
women. Rival men were the main victims, but traditional women-only 
areas were set aside and rarely invaded. But the arrival of Partition set 
in motion a shift in the collective subconscious. ‘The female body had 
become a symbol for community pride and honour, making it vulner-
able to hostile disfigurement.’12

The voluntary and enforced suicides of women and the mur-
der of relatives by shooting, poisoning or drowning was not 
uncommon as it was, in some cases, preferable to the life worse 
than death, which, it was believed, was certain to follow after 
rape.13

There are numerous eyewitness accounts of the maiming and 
mutilation of victims. The catalogue of horrors include the 
disembowelling of pregnant women, the slamming of babies’ 
heads against brick walls, the cutting off of victims’ limbs and 
genitalia and the display of heads and corpses.14

In a mass migration and civil war created out of a loathing for each 
other’s differences, the men divided by Partition failed to see that they 
were united in their treatment towards women. Gandhi, with disap-
pointment inking the very fabric of his soul, claimed women as ‘the 
chief sufferers’ of Partition. 

***
‘Girls,’ said Lillian from their bedroom. 

Patsy and Tojo leapt up from their schoolbooks and ran towards 
the door. Their eyes gleamed; spread out on their beds were two 
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matching green taffeta dresses with petticoats, and lace collars. 
‘Get dressed,’ said Lillian with matching excitement. The wife of 

an officer in the Royal Scots had called with an invitation to join her 
for tea at the Mountbatten residence. The lady was the only Indian 
woman to be married to a British officer. She had long, black hair and 
her kohl-lined eyes shined like sapphires. She wore a red sari embroi-
dered with gold thread and a gold chain ran from her nostril to her 
earlobe. 

‘How do you do?’ she said to Patsy and Tojo, extending her 
henna-painted hand towards them with effortless grace. 

‘Are you a princess?’ asked Patsy.
The lady laughed, flattered by the compliment. 
‘What precious children you have, Lillian.’
The table in Lady Edwina Mountbatten’s parlour was piled high 

with scones and cucumber sandwiches. The girls feasted on raspberry 
jam and clotted cream, while servants poured black tea from china tea 
pots into delicate teacups painted with flowers.

‘Do you know, Radcliffe’s not taking a penny,’ said Edwina, hold-
ing her glass aloft to be topped up with Gordon’s, ‘feels wretched about 
the whole ghastly affair. Louis says it will be done and dusted in a mat-
ter of weeks. Then we’re heading to Gibraltar.’

‘Do you know, my Lady,’ said Lillian.
‘Call me Eddy, please.’
‘Do you know, about the –’ Lillian dropped off, suppressing her 

emotions.
‘About the women?’ said the princess wife. ‘I’m sorry dear, but I’m 

afraid of what you are speaking is likely to be true.’
‘Oh, but what about the children?’ said Lillian. 
The women paused and turned their heads towards Patsy and 

Tojo, whom, subconsciously hearing the silence, looked up, licking 
their berry-kissed lips, and saw three pairs of eyes fixed gently upon 
them, transfixed by some strange sadness.

***

Fearing the women of their family to be raped, men would pressure 
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their wives and daughters to commit suicide, ‘lest they “taint” their 
family’s honour.’15

Rapists often mutilated their victims’ skin with knife scars or tattoos 
that reflected the perpetrators’ political or religious affinities to further 
‘shame’ the women, aside from physical torture, such as the slicing off of 
their breasts and genital mutilation, which in many cases led to death. 
Women were generally believed to be held in esteem, when in fact 
they were just vessels for honour. Once vilified, their value in society 
was lost. They became unwanted. One of the few sad options left open 
was to marry their rapist, as many did, and they never saw their fam-
ilies again.

***

The mid-morning air was cool, so Lillian sent Patsy and Tojo to the 
garden to do their chores. The girls scooped up wet sand and rubbed 
their hands against the stainless-steel cooking pots and skillets. The 
abrasive rubbing of the sand brought the pots up to a brilliant shine. 
Once their chores were done they would sit and play with their favour-
ite wallahs. 

Tojo skipped towards Rishi. Playing in the bubbles was her fa-
vourite time of day. But Rishi was in no mood for playing. Tojo won-
dered why he was so upset.

‘Lina’, Rishi cried. ‘Lina. My Lina.’ 
Rishi buried his face into the wet sheet he had been whipping 

against the dhobi stone. ‘They were supposed to protect her, my broth-
er’s family. She has been… she has been gutted.’

Tojo did not understand. She tentatively stepped towards him 
again, but Rishi snapped. 

‘Away, Tojo Bibi.’ 
Rishi kicked over the bucket as he leapt towards a clearing in the 

palm trees, leaving Tojo alone in the soapy puddle.
That evening, after supper, Patsy and Tojo sat at the table with 

their books. Patsy was reading, and Tojo was colouring a picture.
‘That’s lovely, dear,’ said Lillian to Tojo. ‘Who is it?’
‘That’s me, that’s Rishi and that is Rishi’s Lina. He was sad today 
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so I have made him this picture so he can see Lina.’ 
Lillian smiled down onto the sweet little girl as she continued 

drying the sparkling pans.
The next day, when it was clear that Om had finished his wood 

chopping, Patsy grabbed her books and ran from the veranda over to 
him. Tojo watched as they settled under the shady palm and began to 
read. With her picture in her hand, she waited patiently for Rishi; he 
did not come to do the laundry.

One hot, dusty afternoon, Patsy and Tojo were driving out to the de-
sert swimming pool when they caught up with the tail of a human 
caravan. Tens of people multiplied into hundreds as the Army truck 
rolled past. Old men and women were carried on the shoulders of 
young men. Women carried their children. Wrapped in dirty white 
robes, they trudged along, placing one chappaled16 foot down in front 
of the other on their journey towards an uncertain future.

Patsy, being the oldest, was sitting up front. 
‘Where are they going?’ she asked the driver.
The driver looked contemplative. He did not completely under-

stand the politics himself, how would he explain this to an eight-year-
old British girl?

‘They’re leaving their homes in search of new ones.’
Patsy, ever the inquisitive learner, asked why.
Why, indeed? thought the driver. He had a job, a home, a family. 
He looked down at Patsy and knew that neither of them were for 

long in Karachi and that soon he would have to turn his family on to 
this same fate. As he drove the children to the swimming pool, he esti-
mated the human caravan to be about a mile long. He wondered how 
long they had been walking, as they drove past broken-down old men 
and women, drained from the march. Some lay down in the dusty 
rubble. There they closed their eyes, and without uttering a sound, 
died, adding to the litter of bloated human corpses and picked animal 
carcasses. 

The driver shuffled nervously as he watched his world unfurl it-
self to Patsy’s eyes.

‘Please, do not look. Please close your eyes.’ 



There was no time to break and mourn for the dead. The truck 
took a turn and left the human caravan behind.

***

The communal holocaust and mass migration of minorities 
were not foreseen by those who formulated, accepted and ex-
ecuted the plan for the partition of the country. Three years 
earlier, Jinnah had declined to heed to Gandhi’s plea against a 
total separation of the country.17 

This went against Gandhi’s belief in a united India, free and independ-
ent from British rule. It didn’t help his cause that Lord Mountbatten 
was particularly fond of Congress Leader Jawaharlal Nehru. 

Each of these men, with their headstrong ambitions and un-
shakeable ideals, lent themselves in equal parts to the cause and effect 
of the largest, and most horrific mass human migration the world has 
ever seen. Mountbatten was too eager. Jinnah was too selfish. Nehru 
was too desperate. Gandhi was too righteous. So long as powerful and 
ambitious men rise to the top with corruption inside them, so long as 
they continue to delude and mislead their followers, so long will they 
threaten the integrity of mankind and deter peace on Earth.

***

The beautiful city of Karachi was soon cracking under its own weight 
of confusion. 

In the years afterwards, Lillian said she never felt unsafe, nor 
felt her children were in any danger, but the British Army deemed it 
too dangerous for the Moorhouse family to continue living there and 
moved Tom and his family to a cantonment fourteen miles outside of 
Karachi. It was not nearly as nice as the purple bungalow; the toilet was 
outside and it was a bucket in a chair seat, which the girls did not like. 
The cantonment itself was a single-story office block with legs of dormi-
tories that stretched out from a central hub. Tom nicknamed it ‘a spider’, 
which did not encourage his daughters to warm to their new home.  
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Shortly after the move, Tom drove his family into Karachi. The 
wide roads were jammed with jubilant people, all of them cheering 
and singing. As dusk turned to nightfall, a huge firework display start-
ed. The Ceremony of Partition. It was a celebration.
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My phone rumbles against the coffee table. ‘If u get the chance 
look at Inside Out London. Good piece on TB. Luv, Trish.’
Wedged in-between an item on restaurant hygiene and Lucin-

da Lambton effusing over St Bride’s church is a report on tuberculosis. 
Matthew Wright introduces the segment and tosses in a sensationalist 
line about ‘TB in London at third world levels’ and ‘incurable strains’.1 

The introduction provokes my ire and although the report is more 
even handed, with decent interviews from staff at local treatment cen-
tres, I can’t help feeling the journalist is doing his best to shock. If he 
doesn’t, is it a non-story?

The portrayal of a disease, the characterisation of it almost, and 
in particular with tuberculosis, can play a huge part in its history and 
the impact that it has on people’s lives. Everything I’ve read and re-
searched about it is tied up with numbers, percentages, infection rates 
per hundred thousand head of population, but the real story is the 
people – those who suffer and those who care for them – it is that that 
interests me most.

‘Thanks for the text last night.’
The late-morning sunlight filters through a pavement level win-

dow into the basement kitchen. The familiar smells of vanilla essence 
and fresh coffee add to my sense of ease in this home, despite the cha-
os around our feet caused by each of our little boys. This home is a 
window of sanity in my week, a place that has cushioned my recent 
crash-landing into parenthood. Trish moves from fridge to micro-
wave, her graceful steps evade the car-shaped missiles that skid cen-



timetres in front of her woolly socks, with a baby’s bottle clasped in 
her slender fingers and then dashes back to pour more coffee for us. 
Little Nora, her flame-red hair a testament to Trish’s Irish heritage, sits 
on my knee as I make cooing noises. For the first time in six months, 
since I became a regular visitor, she is actually smiling while I hold her 
instead of screaming.

‘She must be getting used to you,’ Trish giggles, a stuttering little 
laugh, and she is illuminated from somewhere inside as she does so. 
She is a person who smiles frequently. The microwave pings and she 
runs the gauntlet back across the kitchen. The boys chase each other 
in circles, both wanting the same car. ‘There’s another one of those 
upstairs, Jacob. It’s a blue one, next to your bed.’ 

The boys disappear through the door and we hear them scramble 
upstairs. They both want the blue one now. Trish lifts Nora from my 
lap and she attaches to her bottle.

‘How’s the job going?’ I ask.
‘Well, I might have to look for another one. Our funding has been 

cut.’ Trish is a Tuberculosis Contact Tracing Nurse.
‘What? You’ve only been doing it for three months.’
‘There’s not enough money.’
‘The bulletin last night said Public Health has made a commit-

ment to reduce TB. How can they cut it?’
‘Other issues have a higher profile.’
Even though the boys are out of the room, I restrain myself from 

swearing. ‘Over a million people die every year, there are drug resistant 
strains and it’s still not important enough for them.’2 Even as I speak, I 
wonder if I am as irritating as Matthew Wright.

‘It’s a disease of the poor; people outside of normal society. Out of 
sight, out of mind,’ says Trish.

‘But it’s not going to stay that way, is it? Our best defence is a 
well-financed health infrastructure. It’s the only thing that has worked. 
Bloody hell, it’s not hard to work that out.’

‘And breathe…’ Trish smirks at me. ‘I know but that’s how it is. 
It’ll need someone high profile to get it before they take it seriously. 
Anyway, I managed to dig out that letter about my family. Do you 
want to see it?’
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A week later and I am still poring over three handwritten pages by 
Trish’s Grandma. This history includes details of Trish’s great-great 
grandfather, Philip Martell, who gave up a comfortable life in France 
to become a doctor in a poverty stricken part of Ireland. His speciali-
sation was also tuberculosis.

The handwriting is not unlike my own grandmother’s, full of 
curls and flourishes, and yet a little unsteady. On the first page there 
is lots of space but by the bottom of the page she is regretting being 
so generous with her first lines, they have become squashed together 
with each word fighting for space. She has written how she must have 
spoken, taking in multiple subjects and running on with commas. It 
goes on for three full pages without a single full stop until I am strug-
gling to make sense of it.

“Philip Martell, who was born and reared in France, his par-
ents, who lived and reared there family on the profits of there 
vineyard, which they cultivated and sold the wines they made 
themselves, and later their well-known brandy, this was how, 
at that time, they made there living, it must have been a com-
fortable one because they had one of their sons educated to 
become a doctor who, when he qualified, he had a desire to 
go and treat those that needed his service most, and thought 
of the high TB illness that was heard of in Ireland at the time, 
and desided it was a good place to start his practice, he was 
not short of money, as his parents had opened a generous 
bank account for him when he desided where his service was 
most needed was in Ireland at this time, so when he arrived 
in Charleville, County Cork he went into a public house to 
inquire of an address as to where he could stay that provided 
full board, but at that time there were very few places that 
catered for this…” [sic]3

Philip would never have inherited the family business – he was not the 
eldest son, but coming from an affluent family he could have estab-
lished himself in a profitable business. His deepest desire, in an egali-
tarian and post-revolutionary France, was to help others and particu-
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larly those with tuberculosis. Acquiring a medical degree had required 
a lengthy education and extensive finances with no guarantee of a re-
turn on either investment. ‘Professional guides warned young men that 
medicine did not offer many opportunities for fame and fortune.’4

The existence of tuberculosis is recorded throughout human his-
tory but it reached epidemic proportions in Philip’s lifetime due to 
urbanisation. It is thought the infection rate in European cities was 
between seventy to ninety percent and, of those that developed an ac-
tive infection, nearly eighty percent died.5

So little was understood about its cause that it was not considered 
to be an infectious disease at all but instead a constitutional condition. 
In his training, Philip experienced some of the very early techniques 
for treating tuberculosis; bleeding patients from the arm; highly re-
strictive diets; artificially collapsing a lung in order for it to rest – at 
a time when anaesthesia was barely used – but these often had little 
impact on disease progression. Philip and his fellow medical students 
became disgruntled by their tutors’ continued assertion of the disease’s 
hereditary nature.

Advances in understanding tuberculosis began in the 1860’s with 
the French leading the way, when it was posited that it might be a bac-
terial infection. It was also a period of relative calm without any con-
frontation either within or beyond French borders. Whilst war and 
conflict often create advances in surgical techniques, peace enables an 
exchange of ideas with neighbours. Perhaps that played a part in Phil-
ip’s decision to go abroad.

In the summer of 1860, as the late afternoon sun warmed the 
rough limestone of the great house, Philip Martell sat on the veranda 
of his parents’ home. His eyes were drawn down the long rows of vines 
to the fortified walls of the estate. In centuries past, they were designed 
to keep those that were unwelcome out but now they felt like they were 
keeping him in. He took a large sip from his brandy glass, feeling its 
warmth chase his courage back down into his chest, and rose to walk 
the short distance to the distillery. He took a deep breath before de-
scending into ‘Paradis’, the word carved out in the stone lintel above 
his head, and entered the dim arches of the cellars. Fine hairs on his 
arms rose as the heat of the day evaporated from his skin. Dust-lad-
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en cobwebs swayed in the shadows around him. Velvet-black mildew, 
discoloured by the fumes from the ageing barrels, crept along in the 
corners and crevices.

At the back of the cellar, his father drew a brandy-thief from an 
ageing cask. The caramel liquid to escaped into a glass as he released 
his thumb from the vent. He plunged the brandy-thief back into the 
barrel and pulled another snifter for his son. Together, they inhaled its 
fiery scent and drank each other’s health. Philip convinced his father 
to loan him yet more money for him to depart for County Cork in Ire-
land. Neither comprehended they would never see each other again.

Industrialisation was late arriving in Ireland and current locals 
describe the area as having been, ‘dirt poor.’ He cannot have believed 
that he would ever make a living treating patients in Charleville. There 
is something about the altruistic nature of Philip Martell’s desire to 
care for tuberculosis patients above all other concerns that appeals to 
me; perhaps I see it as an echo from the past that is being replayed in 
Trish’s life now. 

I spent weeks researching the lives of French medical students and 
the history of the Martell family. It was fascinating and it’s not even 
my family, so I wonder what Trish is making of it. It is quiet as I walk 
down from the first floor bathroom back to the basement: her children 
have been in bed for over an hour. I pause to look at the picture frames 
– montages of family photographs – that line the stairs. Trish’s smile is 
unmistakable even though she is unrecognisably gawky in her school 
uniform. There are photographs from throughout her life. The most 
poignant are those from her childhood, with the colours fading into 
sepia memories, of her mum and dad. These images are all that remain 
of Trish’s parents. Both of them had passed away by the time she was 
twenty-five, and it is only through these photos that her children will 
have the chance to know them.

We’ve exchanged coffee cups for wine glasses. Trish turns the 
stem of her glass between her fingers as we return to our conversation, 
‘From what you’ve discovered, Philip sounds like he was a very deter-
mined individual.’

‘And very compassionate, so that’s at least two more things you 
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have in common.’
‘I am not sure I’d say I was determined. It took me a while to work 

out where I was going.’ She remembers sitting in her school uniform, 
a forkful of food poised in front of her open mouth, as scenes of the 
Ethiopian famine visited her living room via the television and won-
dered whether she should consider a career as an aid worker. ‘Then I 
suppose I first thought about nursing when I was eighteen. I‘d have 
been dreadful though, far too immature.’

Instead, she took a Business Studies degree and within a few years 
was working as an Equity Derivatives Specialist in the city. The glass 
walls of her office imbued her with an overwhelming sense of life be-
ing observed from a distance, her reflection became an apparition 
over the city below. She couldn’t invest herself in the corporate iden-
tity. When a friend suggested they should go travelling she handed in 
her notice with no thought beyond getting on the plane.

A year later she returned home to find both her parents were un-
well. When she talks of them now her face is expressionless. There are 
no tears in her eyes, yet there is something so tangible about her loss 
that I can feel the impact of their absence in her life, ‘I saw the amaz-
ing way the nurses cared for them, what a difference it made, and it 
dawned on me that nursing would be such a good thing.’ 

It would be several years before she made up her mind about the 
type of nursing she wanted to pursue and discover the specialisation 
that would become her vocation. 

In the early hours of one morning, an angle-poise lamp cast its artifi-
cial halo around the nurse’s station, while the bleeps of heart monitors 
played disjointed music to the unconscious patients in Critical Care. It 
was quiet now but the evening had started badly. Trish had to attend 
as the consultant gave a family the news that their seventeen-year-old 
son was technically dead following a car accident. There was nothing 
more that could be done for him or for them.

Three more hours of her shift left. The sun would be up by the 
time she went home and gone again when she returned. A new set 
of patients would require her care and the current ones would all be 
transferred. 
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Her colleagues went to fetch coffee. As Trish leafed through a pe-
riodical a job advertisement caught her eye. She read the details with 
increasing excitement. The role met her desire to provide long-term 
care and work with diverse communities. Even in her position as a 
nurse, she had yet to fully understand the significance of resurgent tu-
berculosis but the challenge associated with the disease fascinated her.

She shrugs her shoulders and smiles. ‘And, I’ve never looked back.’
‘Do you remember when you first heard about Philip?’
‘Years ago, I don’t remember who or what was said. I was talking 

about my love of French things… god, does that sound really poncey?’
‘Well, only a little.’
‘I kept discovering things I liked were French; jewellery, furniture, 

textiles and I’d loved the language since school and the films. Then 
my aunty said my great-great grandfather was French and I wanted to 
know more about him.’

‘Did she give you the letter then?’
‘It was a year later when she sent over my grandma’s writings. 

I couldn’t believe it when I read about his interest in TB. I’d say my 
grandma was the same type of character as Philip; life wasn’t easy for 
her in Ireland. My dad’s memories of life in Charleville were not par-
ticularly good ones.’

Ireland had drawn Philip’s attention when news of the Great Famine 
was reported across Europe. There seemed to be no place and no com-
munity in greater need.

The craggy and undulating landscape around Charleville mes-
merised him. There was desperate need for a local doctor but the abil-
ity of the population to pay was doubtful, ‘the countryside practitioner’s 
financial position was certainly inferior to his social importance.’6

Philip leant his penny-farthing against the wall of the farmhouse, 
though what he really wanted was to throw it in a ditch. It had been 
easy enough to get on it from the stone horse-mount outside the pub-
lic house on Broad Street in Charleville but it was treacherous to ride 
on the unmade lanes outside of town, and he’d almost turned his an-
kle as he dismounted in the yard. He raised his hand to knock on the 
widower’s door and paused to brush at the mud that had sprayed from 
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the large wheel onto his doctor’s frock coat. It was no use. Mr Dono-
van, his new landlord, would have to take him as he found him. He 
knocked.

As the door opened, the sunlight illuminated a mane of flame-red 
hair. Johanna Donovan took one look at the young man and laughed. 
Philip’s mouth gaped open and shut again as he groped for an appro-
priate response in English. He looked down at his buttoned boots and 
pinstriped trousers splattered with mud and a faltering chuckle erupt-
ed from him, and then another.

Within a year, Johanna and Philip were married. They purchased 
a former pub on the High Street in Charleville and a horse and cart 
with what remained of the money Philip’s father had provided. While 
Philip tried to establish his practice, they used his experience of family 
business and Johanna’s local knowledge to support themselves as egg 
merchants.

Tuberculosis was reaching its peak, exacerbated in Ireland by 
poverty and malnutrition. Philip felt frustrated as nineteenth century 
society continued to romanticise and idealise it. Lord Byron, the idol 
of his generation, is said to have commented, ‘I should like to die of a 
consumption… because all the ladies would say, “Look at that poor By-
ron, how interesting he looks in dying!”’ 7 His contemporaries followed 
his lead; from this point the portrayal of tuberculosis in literature 
bore very little relation to the agonies of its reality. Yet, the disease 
surrounded the artists and writers of the time, either suffering from it 
themselves or nursing their loved ones; its horrors can’t possibly have 
escaped their notice. Balzac, the majority of the Bronte family, Eliz-
abeth Barrett Browning, Burns, Chekov, Keats, Kafka, Robert Louis 
Stevenson, Thoreau, Gauguin, Chopin and Paganini – to name just 
a few – all died of the disease around this period. Contraction of the 
disease became synonymous with heightened artistry and sensitivi-
ty. It was in their poetry and opera, their novels and artworks. It im-
bued the afflicted with an aura of purity and spirituality. It became the 
height of fashion to appear consumptive, pale and thin. Society fell in 
love with death while Philip and his peers dealt with the unacknowl-
edged reality: most tuberculosis patients died, and if they were poor, 
they all died.
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After twenty-two years in practice, Philip held Michael’s hand clasped 
between his own. It was featherweight, only the calluses gave any in-
dication of a life lived in toil. He listened to his patient breathe and 
watched the rapid rise and fall of his chest. Philip’s fingers moved to 
find a pulse and took out his pocket watch for perhaps the thirtieth 
time that morning. He counted the rhythm until his eyes fell upon 
six pairs of shoes. Michael’s family, a wife and five children, had filled 
this two-roomed shack with the noise of laughter, squeals, chatter and 
shouts barely a year before. Their shoes, donated by the church, were 
still lined up on the dirt floor next to the door just as Breida, Michael’s 
wife, had left them; her pair first, then each pair decreasing in size to 
the smallest. They’d belonged to the only boy, five-year-old Thomas 
Michael, impish darling of his family, who had been the first to die.

Philip sighed into the cotton mask across his face. He remem-
bered the first time he’d met Michael. He’d asked his own son, twelve 
year-old James, to start unloading the cart when he noticed Michael 
standing at the roadside. Michael wore his Sunday jacket, wrists pok-
ing out below sleeves that were bagged and worn at the elbows. Philip 
told him he should go to the dispensary at Mallow workhouse, but Mi-
chael shook his head. It was nearly twenty miles south of Charleville, 
and he had no way of getting there.

Michael had a mild fever, the sunlight hurt his eyes and there 
were specks of blood when he coughed. But, his real concern was that 
his boy was showing signs of fever too. Philip and Michael walked 
down the lane to Michael’s home, a flimsy hovel built of wood with a 
tin roof, no bigger than one of Philip’s outbuildings.

As the disease spread small muscular tremors shook Michael’s 
body and the light sensitivity developed into flashing lights. He 
couldn’t work. Their already impoverished state diminished further. 
As the infection eroded Michael’s lungs it gained access to the pulmo-
nary vein and progressed to his heart. His heart became the gateway 
for the infection to spread. The children still played around him and 
climbed upon him. They hadn’t understood their father was unwell, 
a mother and father are infinite and immortal, so they still wanted to 
play, cuddle and wrestle. Contagion happened through the inhalation 
of droplets from his breath. The bacterium passed through the laby-
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rinthine passages of their lungs and took seed. For those with a weaker 
immunology, like children, the bacilli breached the blood-brain bar-
rier and attached themselves to the delicate layers of parenchyma and 
meninges that protect the brain and central nervous system. One by 
one, the fever and night sweats took hold. The sick should have been 
sent to the infirmary in Cork city; Philip pleaded with Breida, but she 
refused to have her family taken knowing full well it would be the last 
time she would see them.

Visual and auditory hallucinations increased. Michael grew con-
fused. There was some intermittent loss of function in his limbs. Even-
tually, he became paralysed and his once-strong body rotted from the 
inside out. He watched himself decay before the papilloedema8 took 
his sight. 

Breida nursed and mourned each child on her own. She died not 
long after the last of her girls. Michael lapsed in and out of conscious-
ness in a bewildering silence before falling into a coma.

Silence. There was no more breath. The pulse had disappeared 
underneath Philip’s fingertips. He picked up Michael’s boots as he rose 
and placed them next to Breida’s. 

The sun was dipping in the sky as Philip went out and pulled the 
door closed. He’d send word about the body to Mallow in the morn-
ing. His feet thudded into the damp earth leaving shallow impressions 
to mark his progress. He glanced up. Johanna’s hair shone as she hov-
ered in their doorway clutching a newspaper. He hurried to her. She 
thrust a week old copy of the London Times into his hand. ‘This has 
come from my cousin in Cork. You’d best read it.’

His eyes absorbed the information as they scanned across the 
lines. On 24th March 1882, a ‘methodical little German doctor, Robert 
Koch’9 had delivered a lecture in Berlin. He had proven beyond doubt 
that the cause of tuberculosis was ‘not bad air, not just a weakness of 
the infected human being’s immune system, not any of the myriad of the-
ories that had filled the puzzled heads of his audience all their working 
lives… but a bacterium.’10 As Philip read about the details of the exper-
imentation he learned what he had always suspected, that the deaths 
he had witnessed could all have been prevented.

Philip continued to provide care for the poor of Charleville un-
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til his death in 1897. Never knowing, but always hoping, that a cure 
would be found.

Koch’s discovery had an impact upon society’s perception of tuber-
culosis. It went from a condition that imbued the sufferer with spirit-
uality to connotations of impoverishment and filth. Patients were sent 
to isolation wards, local by-laws were brought in about spitting and 
it became socially unacceptable to sneeze or cough without using a 
handkerchief.

After World War II, the Bacillus Calmette-Guerin (BCG) vaccine 
was widely adopted across Europe but it was not universally used. It 
was only the discovery of Streptomycin and other antibiotics that be-
gan to turn the tide.

 It took until 1960 for a three-pronged attack to be devised by Sir 
John Crofton. Cities were targeted for the disease with mobile chest 
x-ray vans, universal vaccination and multiple-antibiotic therapy for 
those with an active infection. At that time, there were thirty-seven 
find and treat tuberculosis vehicles in London. Today, there is just one.

“…today, as in the past, tuberculosis manifests itself with ex-
treme violence and destructiveness when it attacks popula-
tions newly exposed to it, or any group of people compelled 
to live under conditions of physiological misery.”11

In the periphery of her vision, Trish sees Alice hover at the open door 
not knowing whether to come in. ‘Hello, Alice.’

Alice takes a tentative step across the threshold. Trish rises and 
kicks away the rubber wedge that holds the door in position. Alice 
watches the closing mechanism as it pulls the door into the frame.

‘Where’s Rudy today?’ Trish asks.
‘Del’s got him out the front. Silly dog, I got home and he’d chewed 

through the cushions on my armchair. Are you sure I can’t bring him 
in?’

‘Sorry, Alice, they don’t allow dogs inside the hospital. Now let’s 
check you out. Left arm, please.’ Trish slides the blood pressure cuff into 
place past the history that is written on Alice’s arm: over the blurred 
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edges of homemade tattoos on knuckles and wrist, an ode of unrequit-
ed love to her mum and dad; across the interlaced lines of thin scars 
that were not just a cry for help; and around the elbow where dozens 
of pin-prick lumps are a tell-tale of an old addiction.

‘You’ll feel a bit of pressure. OK?’ Trish pulls the cuff tight and 
smiles.

Alice nods. The regularity of their routine is a comfort.
Blood pressure, good – they run through the checks – heart rate, 

good too. Breath sounds, weaker on the left but that’s to be expected. 
Samples now. Sputum, urine and… ‘I need to take some blood today. 
Did you remember? What time did you eat last?’

‘Last night, not late. Not much either.’
‘Nausea?’ 
Alice nods at Trish.
‘Any visual impairment or hearing loss? Any pain in your lower 

back or trouble passing water?’
Alice shakes her head, ‘No.’
‘I’ll put a cannula in so you’re ready for your IV. Saves us prod-

ding you twice, hey. Is the nausea bad?’
‘Never felt as rough even when I was coming off junk. Least then 

there was always something I could do about it. Ow.’ Alice winces as 
Trish finds a vein on the inside of the right forearm.

‘Sorry.’
‘It’s all right. You’d think it wouldn’t bother me by now.’
‘I’ll ask the doctors to have a look at your anti-nausea meds. They 

might be able to increase the dose or try something else.’ Trish takes 
the last test tube of blood, seals the cannula, then leans over her desk 
to make a quick note about the meds. When she turns back there are 
tears splashing onto Alice’s jeans. 

‘I’m so fed up of feeling sick all the time.’
‘Oh Alice,’ Trish takes Alice’s insubstantial hand within her own. 

‘I’m sure they’ll find something to make it better.’
‘I never thought it would be this hard.’
‘Everyone struggles with the meds, MDR-TB12 is a really serious 

condition. Most people couldn’t manage a course of antibiotics for a 
week; you’ve done it for eighteen months, that’s nearly two thousand 
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pills. You’re doing brilliantly.’
‘I just don’t know how long I can keep going.’
‘You’re through the worst of it, and the alternative is not worth 

thinking about.’ Trish rummages in her desk and pulls out an empty 
packet of tissues.

‘I know, it could come back. I could infect people. I could die.’
‘Nobody needs to die from tuberculosis these days. Think about 

everything you’ve achieved; you’ve come off drugs and stayed off, you 
got through the bilobectomy,13 you’ve sorted your housing and you 
rescued Rudy. I’m so proud of you. We all are.’

Alice reaches a hand inside the sleeve of her oversized Nirvana 
t-shirt and uses it to wipe away her tears, ‘I don’t know what I’d have 
done without you. In some ways, having TB is the best thing that hap-
pened to me. Having the support, it helped turn my life around.’

‘I wanted to ask you something. Now you’re settled and it’s getting 
towards the end of your treatment, do you think you and Rudy could 
do some volunteering for us?’

‘Volunteering? What would it involve?’
‘Helping out on the Find & Treat van. Convince people to come 

in and get screened. Some people are vulnerable and scared, they don’t 
always want to know when we turn up, but if someone who’s been 
through it could speak to them maybe they’d be willing to give it a try. 
It’s just a few hours, one day per week. What do you think?’

‘Yeah, I’d like that. It’d be like giving something back.’
‘You’re my last patient today. Do you want to come back for a 

cuppa after your IV and we’ll have a chat about it?’
‘I’d better get off. Rudy’ll be driving Del bonkers.’
‘OK, we’ll talk tomorrow. Sue’s got your IV and meds down the 

hall. See you soon, Alice.’
Alice pauses with a hand on the door, her eyes watery again. 

‘Thank you.’

Trish is still wearing her uniform, I’ve never seen her wearing it before 
and to me it looks incongruous. It gives her the universality of her pro-
fession but without altering my perception of her caring demeanour. 
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She buttons her coat over it before we go out to collect our kids from 
nursery. 

It feels as though we have come full circle. My research is almost 
at an end, I understand something of the social history of TB, but 
there are a couple of questions I really need to ask. ‘Why does your 
team do this job?’

‘They’re passionate about it. The disease is complex and the peo-
ple it affects have difficult medical and social needs. The nurses, doc-
tors and support workers all tap into the patients – they want to sus-
tain them over their treatment.’

‘What about you? Why do you do it?’
‘One patient who used to be homeless said to me today, “having 

TB was the best thing to happen to me.” It really saddens me that TB, 
and other illnesses, affect the most vulnerable. So, if the contribution I 
give helps in any way, I feel I am doing something worthwhile.’

We round the corner and the spring sunshine warms our faces. 
It’s funny but I am certain if I were able to go back and ask Philip Mar-
tell the identical question, he’d say the same thing.
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Amid Panama City’s traffic and pollution, we spent our last days 
in Central America in a whorehouse. This was not initially ap-
parent, but the rent was cheap, and it was handy for downtown. 

Each time we went out to the hallway to wash our smalls, a different 
mini-skirted young woman was exiting one of the other rooms, fol-
lowed by a middle-aged man a moment later, avoiding eye contact. It 
became clear that the hotel rented rooms by the hour, but was happy 
to rent us ours for three days, it being at the front of the house, where 
the son of the proprietor worked on his rust-bucket car day and night, 
revving the engine whilst singing along to bad Latin American pop 
music. This was the time of The Ketchup Girls and their big hit, and 
its vapid catchiness was inescapable. Another favourite was Eminem’s 
latest, the title of which escapes me. That music always takes me back 
to a small room in the tropical August heat, closer to the equator than 
I had ever been, with its lack of air conditioning, leaving us a stark 
choice of either sweltering away the boredom or wandering the filthy 
streets without anything to do as we waited for our flights to Cartage-
na to come through. The alternative was to leave the small barred win-
dow open and choke on the exhaust fumes, and the proclamations of 
the man from eight mile, and the bubble-gum pop of Cordoba’s finest: 
y la baila! y la goza! y la cantaaaaaaaa!

Wednesday afternoon we fled the Panamanian whorehouse, and 
flew by way of Copa Airlines to Colombia. The flight took an hour 
and I breezed through customs at Cartagena’s tiny airport. I had just 
finished putting my luggage back together when, turning around and 
expecting Fiona to be just behind me, I saw her and a customs officer 
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at loggerheads, forehead to forehead, arguing over her visa or, as it 
turned out, her lack of one. This was the time of the Northern Irish 
peace process, and the big news story before we left England had been 
that three or four former IRA volunteers had been arrested in the jun-
gle, accused of providing training to FARC1. The Colombian govern-
ment had issued stringent visa requirements for anyone in possession 
of an Irish passport, but at the time we had been in either Nicaragua 
or Costa Rica, and hadn’t heard about it. Copa or Avianca had told us 
that Europeans didn’t need visas to travel to Colombia. I tried to butt 
into the conversation in my pidgin Spanish, explaining that anyone 
travelling for the purposes of terrorism would not be doing so under 
their real names, and even if they had, being from Northern Ireland 
they would have had UK passports. Fiona told me in plain English to 
sit down and shut the fuck up.

An hour later, the sun getting lower in the sky, there were no more 
flights coming in or taking off. Fiona was still trying to explain some-
thing to the customs officer: her Spanish was very good, and I could 
only understand the slower bursts of it: the one-week crash course I 
had taken with a war widow in Guatemala was fading fast. I could say, 
puede hablar más despacio por favor, café solo, dónde están mis ami-
gos, mi duele la cabeza, mi brazo está roto, but that was it. Useful for 
emergencies but not, as it turned out, for an emergency such as this 
one. All I really caught from their conversation was esto es ridículo, 
donde está su jefe, somos turistas, somos huéspedes en su país, necesi-
to el baño, quiero llamar a mi madre ahora, alongside an awful lot of 
rapid-fire stuff. The customs officer wasn’t saying much. Eventually a 
representative of the airline arrived. A visa was available to he said, 
but only from the Irish embassy, and at a cost of $150. Not having 
gained entry to Colombia, Fiona couldn’t visit the embassy, and didn’t 
see why she should pay the $150 in any case. We had the money, but 
the mistake was theirs, it was up to them to put it right. She didn’t 
want to back down, and now she had become a stateless person, or 
at least a person suspended between states, like a liquid gas. She had 
left Panama but had failed to gain entry to Colombia. These were the 
facts. I had left Panama and had succeeded in entering Colombia. This 
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was also a fact, we were dealing in facts. She was on her own now, the 
customs officer told her, only they were not sure what to do with her. I 
was to see the same thing a year later in Italy, when she had purchased 
bargain rail tickets to Ravenna, an ancient Roman town, the template 
for Constantinople. When the ticket inspector came into our carriage 
on the return journey to Bologna, informing her that these were not 
bargain returns to Ravenna, these were standard one-way tickets to 
Ravenna, and we would have to pay the excess, she had again dug in 
her heels, having learned nothing from her overnight stay in adminis-
trative security in South America the year before. The very nice couple 
who shared our carriage offered to cover the fare if we had no money, 
and Fiona had said that she did have the money, had handed it over, 
looking very sheepish and embarrassed, and refused to speak for three 
hours. Her Italian was pretty good too.

Eventually the security police were called: DAS, the Department of 
Administrative Security, largely responsible for fighting FARC in the 
jungle. Apart from their jefe, who was very short and in casual dress 
– pressed slacks, loafers, a short-sleeved shirt open to the solar plexus 
– they really looked the part, like Judge Dredd power-dressed in black. 
He spoke briefly with the customs officer and then with Fiona, who 
began to argue again, then just looked crestfallen, as she would later 
in Italy. Then he came over to speak with me. His English was good.

He explained that as Fiona had no visa, but as the last flight for 
the day had left, she would have to be taken into custody for the night, 
to the police station in town, they would return her to the airport at 
daybreak. I began coming over all friendly with him, sensing a bed 
and a meal, and jokingly asked did they have buen café Colombiano, 
but he quickly showed me the palm of his hand and informed me that 
I was alright, I had entered Colombia legally, and that I couldn’t pos-
sibly come with Fiona to the police station unless I had committed a 
crime. I was about to ask him what kind of crime he had in mind, but 
seeing his expression, thought better of it. I explained I had ningún 
Colombiano dinero and nowhere to stay, that we had not booked a 
hotel in advance, and he said they would give me a ride into town and 
point me in the direction of a good hotel. I said again that I had ningún 
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Colombiano dinero and was there a bureau de change that was open, 
and he told me that if I had American dollars, then the hotel would 
be glad to exchange them for me. Did I have some American dollars? 
I had some American dollars. Well then, he said with a sweep of his 
arm, vámonos, and together we all walked out of the airport terminal 
to a large black paddy wagon with tinted windows swathed in chicken 
wire, and they put us in it, and as we wove our way into Cartagena we 
tried to look out of the window, through the tint and the chicken wire 
at the sunset, seeing the beautiful colonial architecture bathed in the 
golden glow of its magic hour and one of the paramilitary policemen 
turned and said to me, es muy bonito sí, Cartagena es muy bonito, and 
I nodded at him briefly, and then we were there.

The police station was a military fortress, with barbed wire and 
sniper towers, concrete barriers in the road deterring all parking, and 
as we got out of the van I smelled for the first time the Cartagena 
of Gabriel García Márquez, the piss, the sweat, the bougainvillea, the 
wood-smoke and I thought it a shame we would hopefully not be 
here for long. The jefe pointed to a street corner, giving me directions, 
izquierda he said, paseo, y izquierda! Then he turned and walked away 
with his heavily armed cohorts, and with Fiona, his hand lightly atop 
her right shoulder, her head down, through the security gates and into 
the police station, and they were gone. I stood and I watched them go, 
wondering when I would see her again. With my pidgin Spanish and 
my $40 American, I was alone.

I met with Fiona recently, and asked what she remembered: all the 
proof I’d ever had was a long-gone passport stamped with entry and 
exit dates.

When I bought the tickets, COPA told me I didn’t need a visa. 
They were looking at my passport, trying to type in ‘Europe’. 
It was just a little desk you could walk through. The guy was 
baffled. ‘I can’t understand what’s wrong,’ he said, ‘it won’t let 
me put in an Irish passport.’ He called his boss. They called the 
head of security, and he said you need a visa if you’re Irish. He 
kept saying ‘why are you trying to enter Colombia without a 
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visa?’ I said, ‘I’m not…’ Initially he believed me, then he started 
getting arsey, saying, ‘what are you doing in Colombia?’ I said, 
‘we’re on holiday,’ and he said ‘what do you mean?’ I said, ‘does 
nobody ever come here on holidays?’ Then I wanted to speak to 
the Irish consulate, and they laughed and said there’s no Irish 
consulate here.

Then what happened?

They told COPA, ‘you let this person on a plane without a visa.’ 
COPA were pissed because there was a fine, $1000 for every 
day I was there. They said, ‘we can’t send her back because 
the flight has gone, we’ll do it tomorrow.’ Then they said, ‘we’ll 
have to bring you to the police headquarters, you can’t stay 
in the airport, your friend can stay in a hotel.’ I said, ‘I’m not 
leaving without him!’ Finally they agreed they’d bring you in 
the car too…

It was a car?

It was a police car, yeah.

Not a big black truck?

No, it was a car.

I found the hotel quickly. Outside children played in the street, music 
came from an upstairs window, Julio Iglesias sang begin the beguine. 
A water main had burst at a leisurely pace and the children, in bright-
ly-coloured shorts and dirty vests, played fútbol through the cascade, 
shrieking and laughing. I thought of a pension balcony in Cuba, 
where in July I had leaned out in a torrential downpour, taking a break 
from José Saramago’s the gospel according to Jesus Christ, and watched 
similar children playing fútbol in the rain, shrieking and laughing. I 
stepped around the water and the game and walked up the steps and 
into the reception of the Pension Oriente.
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Inside, an old man with hair growing out of his ears was kicking 
back in a rickety office chair, his legs stretched out on the counter, 
reading a copy of El Universal and smoking a battered cigar. From 
time to time he glanced up at a television mounted on the wall be-
hind him, playing either Salomé! or Entre el Amor y el Odio. Both are 
Latin American telenovelas, the cheesiest soap operas you will find 
anywhere in the world. Each day there is a new divorce, two freshly 
resumed affairs, and at least one fatal traffic accident: their sheer mel-
odrama and rapid character turnover would put Hollyoaks to shame. 
They are made in Brazil in Portuguese, then dubbed into Spanish: a 
fact that, even if you are a monoglot not au fait with any of the ro-
mance languages, only adds to their comic appeal. As I approached 
the counter the old man removed his feet from it and stood up quickly, 
brushing cigar ash from his slacks. After drilling into one ear with the 
small finger of his left hand, then examining the residue and wiping it 
onto his vest, he picked up a remote control from the counter, turned, 
muted the television, and asked how he could help.

¿Hablar ingles?
No, señor.
We were at least on a level playing field.
In halting Spanish I asked after a room, attempting to explain I 

had only a few American dollars with me. I wanted to ask if there was 
a cashpoint nearby but I couldn’t remember the word for it, then I 
struggled to describe with sweeping hand gestures what I thought a 
robot bank teller must look like the world over, before it occurred to 
me to spell out the letters, ATM. Ah, he said, ATM, no señor, los bancos 
están cerrados. He asked how many American dollars I had. I told him 
I had forty American dollars, and he said, vale, todo bien, es bastante. 
There was a room at $30 per night, it had hot water and a television, 
and he would change my remaining $10 into Colombian Pesos. I 
asked if there was any food on offer in the hotel, saying tener apetito, 
and he looked at me strangely, scratching at his belly as his eyes glazed 
over, then squinting as he wiped sweat from his forehead. There was 
a silence. I cleared my throat and tried again, this time instead telling 
him tengo hambre2, and he looked at me as though something had 
suddenly dawned on him, and explained slowly that this was a hotel 
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and not a restaurant, but if I left the hotel, turned right toward the pla-
za de los coches, then wandered around the corner I would find street 
vendors, selling buena carne Colombiana, el mejor. He took my pass-
port and gave it a cursory glance before opening a register and writing 
down my details. He put his pen behind his ear and handed back my 
passport, turned the register around and pushed it across the desk at 
me, indicating a biro secured to the desk with yellowing sellotape and 
string. I signed my name and handed over the forty American dollars. 
He turned, crouched, opened a safe next to a small pile of dirty linen 
behind his chair, then came back with some banknotes and change, 
and a towel. He repeated the directions to the plaza, then went back to 
either Salome! or Entre el Amor y el Odio, turning up the volume with 
the remote.

The windowless room was up three flights of unlit stairs. No 
sound was coming from the other rooms, and I thought again of the 
Panamanian whorehouse and Fiona, now getting settled into a cell in 
the military fortress around the corner. I hoped she was getting a good 
meal and that her bed was soft, that they had given her something to 
read. Having deposited my luggage, I went back downstairs, left the 
hotel and turned right. Outside, it was dark. I remembered a simi-
lar hotel in El Salvador, a converted service garage with small cells 
built around the perimeter of a large forecourt roofed with corrugated 
plastic to let in a little light, the admissions desk in the middle of the 
floor, like the reception centre at a compulsory re-education camp. 
There, the two clerks carried pistols in the rear pockets of their jeans, 
the handles lightly covered with the tails of their pristine white shirts, 
just so you knew they were there. They explained to us that it was very 
dangerous to wander after dark in San Salvador unarmed, and escort-
ed us to a local eaterie, where we ate fried and unidentifiable meat in 
unbuttered stale rolls, and drank copious amounts of instant coffee.

I walked back past the children, still playing at their fútbol in the burst 
water main. As I passed them the ball went high into the air and I 
stopped, turned, traced its arc, before attempting a swing kick back 
at them. But just as the ball fell to my feet, I slipped on a loose curb-
ing stone, caught the ball a glancing blow, and fell arse over tit into 



 
122

the flow from the burst main, into the gutter. They were on me in an 
instant, helping me up, brushing me down, asking if I was norteamer-
icano and whether I had any caramelos.  No, I said, soy Inglés, but they 
didn’t seem to understand the distinction. I reached into my pock-
et and evenly distributed half of my Colombian centésimos between 
them. They seemed pleased at this, then went back to their game, bid-
ding me adios gringo mojado.

I found the street vendors just shy of the square. There were three of 
them in a line beneath a colonnade, about to pack up for the night. 
They were identically dressed, like the jefe at the airport, like the Sal-
vadorian garage forecourt clerks, clean white shirts open to halfway 
down the chest, fading bluejeans, loafers. One of them had his back 
to me and was throwing a damp towel over his brazier to extinguish 
the coals, the next raking through his own with a machete. The third 
smiled as I approached and asked me, ¿qué paso señor? He began 
stirring some dark meat in a wok, then looking up he asked, ¿tienes 
hambre? Tengo buena carne Colombiana para usted, señor, la mejor en 
Cartagena. I nodded and held up two fingers as he reached beneath 
the brazier and pulled out two bread rolls, deftly splitting each one 
with the blade of a pocketknife. ¿Café? he asked,  as he went about his 
work. I nodded again and my meal was soon ready. He poured coffee 
from a vacuum flask into a Styrofoam cup as I handed over a couple of 
Colombian banknotes, and he raised his eyebrows and told me, per-
fecto señor! Then he turned around without making change and began 
to pack up his stall.

I didn’t want to go back to the hotel yet. I knew that this was all I would 
see of Cartagena and I wanted to tell Fiona about it. Down on the 
square the bars were beginning to get a little busy, the sounds of cum-
bia3 spilling out through their doors and windows into the plaza, but 
the plaza was deserted and nobody was dancing. Perhaps the evening 
had yet to get going, but Cartagena seemed like a ghost town with a 
centuries old sadness all its own. I walked to the end of the colonnade 
and leaned against the wall.

There was nowhere to put the coffee, so I hunkered down and ate 
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the rolls slowly, as the juices dripped down my chin. The coffee, the 
first I had tasted since Panama, was like tar, with plenty of sugar. As 
it hit my stomach I felt my gut begin to burble. Finishing the rolls, I 
stood up and skipped the short distance back to the hotel, the vendors 
glancing at me without interest as I passed.

Inside, I threw myself onto the bed, but my stomach was in re-
volt, and the room began spinning. I sprinted for the bathroom. I felt 
as though I were purging the events of the day, and although I knew 
that when I was done nothing would have changed, it was comforting. 
But the plumbing system of Cartagena was not on my side either. I 
watched the brown soup swirl around itself, the bowl filling. I took a 
couple of steps back and put my hands together in silent prayer. Final-
ly it began to slow, but a pool of effluent had formed on the tiles, and 
began creeping toward me. Finally there was a rattle from the cistern, 
and the level in the pan began to subside. I picked up the towel and 
threw it down there, retreating to the bedroom.

I noticed a television fixed to the wall, high in one corner. I picked 
up the remote and turned it on. There was no sound, and I played 
with the volume and mute buttons, trying to get audio. Nothing hap-
pened. I hit the off button, retrieved a book from my backpack, and 
collapsed onto the bed. It was Wilkie Collins, The Woman in White. 
Its description of the English countryside brought me a psychological 
relief, mixed with feelings of homesickness, but as I read on I found 
myself in Honduras, and the spell was broken. I threw the book at my 
backpack, killed the light, and crawled under the sheet. There was no 
need to undress. I wouldn’t be here long.

Next morning, I walked to the police station. Despite appearances, 
security was lax. A young conscript in a sentry box waved me through 
without looking up as I flashed my passport. Upon entering a large 
room furnished with a couple of couches and little else, I found Fiona 
asleep on one of them, looking twisted, but peaceful. I crouched be-
side her and nudged her awake.

‘Fiona. It’s me. It’s ten o’clock.’
‘Ur fumffer urgh!’



‘You sleep alright?’
‘Oh, it’s you.’

I went to find a bathroom to fetch some water, but beyond reception 
the police station was a rabbit warren of bricked-up exits. When I re-
turned, I saw a notice board on the wall. On it were press clippings, 
and some black and white photographs of men in uniform standing 
over corpses, in what looked to be the jungle. Then the jefe appeared, 
clapping his hands together.

‘Entonces… ¿al aeropuerto?’ I said.
‘Si señor, vámonos al aeropuerto ahora.’
Three stocky men dressed in plain clothes appeared: brown 

leather jackets, jeans, black boots.

‘Vale, vamonos ahora. Sigame, por favor.’

We followed him down a corridor, then outside. Several yellow taxis 
were waiting. The jefe and his minions argued over how many cars 
they should take. Eventually it was decided we could all fit into one, 
and we were squashed into the middle of the back seat, between two 
of the plain-clothes men. Another walked ahead to open the gate, the 
jefe driving, then we were out into the streets.

What I remember most is the heat. I had no water, and wanted 
to take my malaria tablets. He opened this door to a cell, there 
was a hole in the ground to piss in, a bench carved out of the 
wall. I said, ‘I didn’t do anything illegal, I’m not going in there.’ 
They put me in an office, locked the door.

Some boy with a submachine gun came, because I was ham-
mering on the door, saying ‘I need water,’ they said, ‘we don’t 
think you should drink the tap water.’ That was one nice thing, 
somebody got me a bottle of water. In the morning, they let me 
out, they said ‘just sit there,’ and I lay down and dozed. Then 
you came and they put us in a car… …we got there and there 
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was a flight that afternoon. They sorted out boarding passes. 
Afterwards I realised I should have felt more vulnerable in the 
police headquarters without you… 

There was a connecting flight in Panama. We arrived in Quito 
late – it was lovely after the heat in Cartagena.

Colombia is one of the most beautiful countries on earth4, but I can 
tell you this largely because I’ve read about it. When I finally read One 
Hundred Years of Solitude and Love in the Time of Cholera, in Peru, I 
missed it all the more, but there is no substitute for experience. While 
I remember our taxi ride to the airport in the morning, arriving there 
and getting on the plane is for some reason a complete blank. Fiona 
seems to remember it, but she spent the night in a fortified police sta-
tion. We spent another four months in Latin America, and although 
these were pleasant and undramatic, incorporating the big heads of 
Easter Island, the Parc Nacional Torres del Paine in Chile, the 100,000 
penguins of the Strait of Magellan, there was a distance between us 
borne of our separate experiences of that one night in Cartagena, a 
thing which was never mentioned again, and we returned to a damp, 
cold London at the end of 2002. 

There was to be one final trip to Marrakech, then a road trip across the 
Atlas Mountains into the Sahara desert in the company of Bedouin 
tribesmen and some alcoholic medical students from Sheffield. Sleep-
ing between the dunes was difficult, but when Fiona finally dropped 
off she mumbled of boys with submachine guns and tossed and turned 
a lot. She lives in Paris now. Some countries you don’t come back from.
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In and Out of Colombia in 23 Hours
1. FARC are a Marxist guerilla group, at war with the Colombian government since the  
    1960s, and said to be involved in racketeering and the international supply of  
    cocaine. United Nations Regional Information Centre for Western Europe, 
    http://bit.ly/1qFXNGk
2. While tengo hambre means I am hungry, tener apetito roughly translates as ‘I need to  
    eat immediately but not just any old food’. I have no idea where I picked this up.
3. Cumbia is a mixture of Spanish, Native Colombian and African music, and the style  
    of dance is designed to recall the shackles worn around the ankles of slaves. 
    http://bit.ly/1gzieya
4. The official government tourism website describes Colombia as ‘the country with the  
    highest diversity of birds in the world’, and ‘…a country for exploring, resting…  
    falling in love… and learning a multitude of things’. PROEXPORTCOLOMBIA,  
    http://bit.ly/1evE89Z

 
129



 
130

CONTRIBUTORS 

BRUCE COKER
Bruce generally writes from personal experience, 
and prefers the sound of his own voice to that of 
any fictional narrator he’s ever created. He’s also a 
great believer in the power of the story. Creative 
non-fiction therefore feels like a natural habitat; 
one in which he can relate powerful narratives 
from a straightforward first-person point of view, 
whilst exploring the wider relevance of these sto-
ries. He’s interested in approaches that sit uncom-
fortably within the constraints and conventions 
of fiction. He’s currently working on an extended 
novel-like work, Divided Island, which combines 
elements of fiction and non-fiction.

WOLF MARLOH
Wolf Marloh was born in Germany in 1971 and 
has lived in London for the last 20 years. He takes 
portrait photographs for a living. Wolf is currently 
writing his first novel, Among Tigers Wild, which 
is a magical-realist love story with a dark under-
current set in New York, London and the bottom 
of the ocean. He loves writing this novel, but also 
can’t wait to finish as there are two other novels 
eagerly knocking on the doors in his head. And by 
God they are impatient.
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ZOE ANNE ROSS
Zoe Anne Ross has lived in Sao Paulo and Bahia, 
Brazil. While studying Art and teaching English, 
she immersed herself in Brazilian culture and the 
Portuguese language, growing to love the country 
as her spiritual home. She is currently working on 
a magical-realist novel set between Brazil during 
the dictatorship and the 1987 storm in England. 
Themes on the notion of home are interwoven in 
her poetry, prose fiction and creative non-fiction. 
A sense of displacement is alluded to in Forgotten 
Life of a Foundling. Zoe aims to give her foundling, 
Lucy, a long-lost voice.

NYDIA HETHERINGTON
Nydia Hetherington is a trained clown, although 
she hung up her little red nose some years ago. She 
lived in Paris for many years where she did thea-
tre stuff and now lives in London where she does 
writing stuff. She’s had a few short stories, extracts 
and articles published in online magazines and a 
short story highly commended at the Bristol Short 
Story Prize. She is writing a novel which she hopes 
to complete this year (honestly!) and she loves her 
cat (a lot).

CHARLOTTE BOWDEN
Charlotte Bowden was born in London and cur-
rently lives in the Midlands, where she works in 
the Biblical Department of the worldwide Chris-
tian organisation, Youth with a Mission. “In the 
beginning was the Word”, and words continue to 
engage our minds and hearts in all their glory. As 
a trained horticulturist, plants and the miracle 
of creation regularly crop up in Charlotte’s po-
ems, fiction or non-fiction writing, along with the 
theme of God’s love for all people.



STEPHANIE OGDEN-TAYLOR
Stephanie is a writer who takes her inspiration 
from recent and historical world events. She pri-
marily writes for performance and is in the ear-
ly stages of plotting a new series, which has been 
picked up by HBO. Stephanie lives in London and 
is currently on holiday.

 

SIAN SHAW
Sian Shaw is a writer of non-fiction and sci-
ence-fiction. She is currently working on her first 
sci-fi novel, Salvation, and will be commencing 
an MA in Creative Writing (Non-Fiction) at City 
University London in September. She previous-
ly spent fifteen years working in the Television 
Broadcast industry, but gave that all up to become 
a mother to one small boy and a crazy cat.  

JEREMY CURTIS
Jeremy Curtis is an up and coming young writ-
er working in all fields; but not advertising. He 
is currently working on a collection of vignettes 
about Swindon in the 1980s, when everything 
was free, as well as a narrative non-fiction piece 
on the penguin gang. His dad could beat up your 
dad, easy. During the 1990s he had some success 
in the small press, but everything is connected and 
nothing means anything, so he concentrated on 
his drinking instead. He was very good at it too, 
but now he’s back. Random samples of new work 
can be found at http://antsy-pantsy.blogspot.com/
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