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I have ditched my aliases this time to pass on the secrets of my hyper-sensitised walking.

This is walking as art, hyper-strolling, taking the ramble on a ramble, revolutionary walking, pilgrimage, extreme walking and walking for a change.

The ideas and tactics here are ones that anyone can use; whether for a stroll around the corner or a pilgrimage to a shrine that has yet to be built. Take the friend in your head, the people you love and the strangers you encounter on the journeys of their lives. This is very far from the last word on walking, but it will be mine.

Phil Smith of ‘Wrights & Sites’

(aka Crab Man, Mytho, Anton Vagus, Spacetart)

Author of Mythogeography and Counter-Tourism
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Who me?

MOST OF MY WALKS have been made in Europe, a few in Shanghai, many in South Devon in England; most of all I have walked in my own small city of Exeter. I am classified in official documentation as white, male, heterosexual, late middle-aged, mono-lingual and overweight; but all that can change… I am irrationally fearful of dogs. Where there was once a Midlands accent, now there is barely a trace.

This book is coloured by my geographical, cultural and personal experiences. If they seem remote, eccentric or painfully inhibited, then I have to leave it to you to rearrange the structures and principles here to get at the same, or much better, effects. Varying tastes may pose even greater challenges. For this ‘great walk’ is mostly about subjectivities, those individual cosmologies inside each one of us that are increasingly under assault from homogenised freedoms and fundamentalisms; besieged ruins from which we will now build the future, or not at all.

Whenever I use the word ‘walking’ in a general sense it is always intended to include wanders that involve the use of prostheses, mechanical limbs or wheelchairs; there is nothing here intended to idealise any one variation of the human body over any other, but to place each of our many kinds among that variegation which is the affordance of life.
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Superstitions

DO THEM ALL – salute magpies, dance between the cracks in the pavement, walk carefully under ladders.

 

“Try not to die like a dog.”

Ralph Richardson the tailor, handing Mick Travis a gold lamé suit, in the movie O Lucky Man! (1973)

 

Approximate translation:

“This is your chance to live like an angel.”
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What I do when I walk

BEFORE I BEGAN TO WALK, to walk in the way I do now, I had twenty years writing plays for the theatre. I did other things, of course – toured with shows, cleaned libraries, cut grass on council estates, taught in a prison, co-ordinated a community publishers, taught Symbolist Theatre to undergraduates, organised Peoples’ Fairs and helped collect food for the families of striking South Wales miners – but mostly I wrote, co-wrote or devised plays (over a hundred of them).

It was a privileged profession and I am still involved. When it goes right (only ever thanks to collaborations with colleagues far more talented than me), well, it’s hard to decently describe the intense experience of those special times: sitting in the middle of five hundred people who are responding to your dramaturgical caresses as you take them through the introductions, foreplays, revelations and climaxes of terrible returns, unforgivable surrenders and infatuations with monsters. When the to-and-fro between audience and stage, gesture followed by response, followed by look, followed by laughter, a gasp spreading across thirty rows of spectators, reaches a finale and the audience can be held (and this is only when it really works, right?) bursting to shout and cheer… and finally the flood is released. Wow.

By now around 3 million people have been to see the plays I have worked on. I have been to see them performed in theatres in Munich, Warsaw, Shanghai, Krakow and St Petersburg, in smart stadttheaters and in miners’ welfare halls. I would have to be a miserable man to pretend I have not had a blessed and happy working life, and the rest of it has been pretty fab too; serial relationships finally blossoming into twenty years of togetherness and a daughter and son. Part of the fun has been living such a life that most of my friends have no idea what I have done. I rather like not being wholly known or understood. Any transitory heartbreak along these shadowy ways has been down to my own clumsiness. Major tragedies have mostly been avoided, though I will have to face some dark memories on my walk with you; we have sat with our children in ambulances and in hospital wards a few times, but somehow and so far we got away unscathed each time. I have often been angry at the injustices done to others, but I have never had anything to complain about on my own account; and even in the midst of some bitter and occasionally violent political struggles, with a couple of very scary moments along the way, there has always been the joy of comradeship in a shared endeavour (and we won a lot of the struggles too).

It may seem odd, then, that I see walking not as a retirement from political struggle or from the sensual pleasures of entertainment, but as a further intensifying of both.

When I walk I draw upon layers of understanding that I have had to gather together in order to shape performances or to make political arguments; I am sensitive to the ways that the land and the cities are managed, owned, controlled and exploited. I am sensitive to the flows of power: information, energy, deference. I am also aware of contradictions in these places; I look out for those pressures that can, unplanned, open up temporarily free spaces, holey spaces, hubs where uncontained overlaps or the torque of bearing down in one place tears open a useful hole in another: these are places where, until we can at last all be free, we might for a while find space to act as we wish…

I would not want to pretend that there is any one right way to walk. The walking I propose here strides along beside all sorts of other walkings: walking to fetch water, rambling and hiking, walking for health, the walk of hunters, the walk of a crab across the floor of a rockpool, the walk to work and school and shops, lovers walking hand in hand. Neither does the walking I present here take only one form. You are free to use the ideas and experiences here and turn them into whatever kind of walking you wish: romantic, subversive, nosey, convivial, meditational, whatever. I like multiplicity and I think there may be some good in it – so, as long as your walking does not exclude the walking of others, I will be chuffed to think you are using any tactics or ideas here. At the same time I am giving myself the same privilege in the pages that follow: to walk the walk I want to walk and to evangelise about its qualities.

Along the way I will find it hard not to be sensitive to emblems and symbols; I know how they are used by playwrights and I use that ‘insider’ knowledge to guess myself inside the codes and secret languages of those who seek to influence. I know the secret meanings of the logos of Shell, Tate & Lyle, Magnox and the Ordnance Survey and I wonder at the mindset of companies that appropriate images of spirituality and what exactly it might be that they are throwing down a gauntlet to. To nail my symbolic colours to the mast, I am against the broad arrow of government and for the creative breath of the Awen:

The first is a heraldic steal from the Sidney family coat of arms, used to represent the authority and ownership of the British state (that is why prisoners once had arrows on their uniforms, because their uniforms were state property). The second is a symbol that turns up (appears or reappears, according to your sympathies, I am happy with its meaning either way) during the nineteenth century ‘Celtic Revival’ as a representation of both creative inspiration and the ‘breath’ that brings the universe into being.

By walking I have not denied myself the physical pleasures of performance. However, there is a more humbling aspect to walking; for it is not the walker, but the terrain, natural and built, that mostly makes the walk. The walker takes a far more powerful and experienced lover than any audience. Sun, tropical storms, traffic, snow, mists; the terrain is not your backdrop, but seizes the action as its author and agonist. The city jabs you in both eyes with its yawning inequalities pushed so close together; a sensitive walk up any High Street is a Pilgrim’s Progress.

It is not all injustices and passions, though. Even more intense for a walker can be a joy in the textures of things. I place my fingertips on an eroded red sandstone sculpture of a horse, a little of the stone comes away and in my palm I hold a 300-million-year-old desert. I run the back of my hand over a rusting name plaque and what I feel missing is the industry it once advertised; dropped so suddenly its owners had no time to take the signs down. As letters fall from old adverts and warning signs, they make a poetry for those who can recognise transformation: DANGER into ANGER. Anyone who comes to enjoy the sublime scariness of modern ruins (and you don’t need to go to university to learn this stuff, any halfway decent horror film will teach you) can take back in pleasure some part of the surplus value used to build these places.

As well as ruins I have gone in search of micro-worlds, green routes in the city, signs of power and apocalypse, things around the fringes of heritage sites, phrases picked arbitrarily from books, the tops and subterranean parts of buildings, wormholes, North, 100-year-old oak trees, vertigo and childhood holiday memories. A walk might be helped or provoked by a theme, a quest, a burden, less often a destination. But I try to always be ready to change tack if the terrain offers a new and better theme.

Some very serious people will think that my walking is escapist (sometimes I wonder if they might be right), but most of the time it feels complex to me. It feels like a fight inside the fabrics of society for access to all those things that overdeveloped economies circulate at speeds just beyond our grasp: inner life, the wild absurdities of our unique and subjective feelings, beautiful common treasures, uncostable pleasures, conviviality, an ethics of strangerhood and nomadic thinking. Walking is pedestrian. Its pace disrupts things and makes them strange; like playing vinyl at the wrong speed. What otherwise flashes by, becomes readable, touchable, loveable, available. However, The Spectacle is not stupid; it has long been ready for such old-fashioned radicalisms, laying down huge and sugary sloughs of wholesomeness and holiness for us to founder in…. The Spectacle? Yes, the enemy of the sensitised walker (and of much more than that). And what is it? How does it smell? What does it look like? At what address can we find its headquarters?

The Spectacle is the growing Nothing in the lifeblood of society. It does not have a headquarters. With the advent of mass media in the twentieth century it manifested itself first as the dominance of images over things (“sell the sizzle not the sausage” as they said in 1950s TV advertising); since the coming of digital technology that virtualisation of life has increased and spread exponentially; what globalisation globalises is the Spectacle, the dominance of representations over what they represent. The Credit Crunch was caused by a crisis of intoxicated numbers not an overproduction of things. This is not to say that things are no longer produced; of course they are. But rather that it is the production of numbers and images that predominates. The vacuum left by things’ fall from power sucks in our invisible private worlds and makes profits from them. We, the users, are the unpaid producers of vacuum-conglomerates like Facebook and Twitter: by our own labour we turn our love, opinions, intimacies, humour, lusts and family snaps into commodities. In 1990 I saw the new poor of post-Communist Eastern Europe literally selling their own underwear by the roadside; now we wash ours online. We have not all become groomed and digitised online-porn-addicted robots; we are resilient, but we are in a fight for the survival of the innerness of our inner lives, for the individuality of our individuality. The technology is not the problem. The problem is what organises most of it: a massive web of memes, ideas propagated for the sake of their own propagation, a programme for the accumulation of itself. This programme is the Spectacle: the dominance of the ideas of freedom, democracy, happiness over people actually being free, happy and democratically active; enforced by global deregulation of finance, the giant algorithms of the surveillance states, a media that has gone beyond mass to be more pervasive than gods were ever imagined to be, anti-collectivity laws and the war machines with their enemy-pals in the AK47 theocracies. Embodied and hyper-sensitised walking – with senses reaching inwards and outwards – is the antithesis of the Spectacle. The feeling body, alive with thoughts, is a resistance; theatre and insurgency combined. And what better and more unlikely cover than ‘pedestrian’?

So, as I set out on each walk, it is always as if beginning a new round in a serious game, a spectral jousting with social fabrics that arm themselves with deceptive nonconformity, the smooth spiritual innerness of lounge music, and all the invented heritage, ancestry and bogus liveries of a mediaeval knight. Disturbingly, those fabrics often deploy the same tactics as me. That’s why it’s tricky…

I am very aware that I set off into all this from a grossly privileged position; with my partner I have to earn a living for our family, but I am not walking most of each day to fetch water. So I rely on you to translate whatever is of any worth here to your needs and circumstances, judging them through the prism of mine.

The ‘great walk’ I write about here, references the Great Work of the alchemists: a comparison borrowed from director Clive Austin’s feature length movie The Great Walk in which he proposes that a more intense version of the kind of walking I am describing in this book is equivalent to the philosophical and spiritual search of the alchemists.

In my walking I seek to disrupt myself from my everyday life into all sorts of different dimensions, but then I always disrupt my disruptions and return abruptly to the everyday; I think this protects disruption from self-righteousness and helps to retain its powers to interrupt which would evaporate if interruption became a consistent principle.

Everyone will walk in their own different ways: some extrovertly and eccentrically, others in variations on what they think is a right way to walk. But to partake of a ‘great walk’, pleasure – free from obligations or commercial exchanges – is the first binding and common component, the criterion and the medium of the walk; guided less by maps and more by the intuiting of atmospheres and ambiences. It is by that intensely enjoyable (to the point of painfulness, sometimes) sensitisation to the emotional charge and change of space that I make my way.

My walking has long drawn on what I call mythogeography, with its key principles of multiplicity and trajectory. Applied to walking that means resisting routines and boundaries and treasuring the many selves you may pass through or encounter on your journey. I would always try to protect the freedom of walkers to use guises and camouflage in acts of transformation. In this cause, I sometimes find it necessary to adapt or détourn ideas and rituals taken from sacred spaces. There is always a place for an abstract or inner walk. But not to the exclusion of material interventions; hence, as I write, I am participating in the ‘ambulant architectures’ initiative of walking artists Wrights & Sites which seeks to equip walkers not only with concepts and tactics, but also with plain damned things for subtle and extravagant transformations of actually existing postmodernity.

There are a lot of ideas and images here. To keep them available as I explore, I set them in motion around me as if they and I were parts in an orrery (a moving model of the planets of the solar system) but without any sun at its centre, so each idea and tactic (and me) must find its own orbit and gather its own moons, making itself periodically available to be drawn upon where the circumstances of the road so encourage.

Each time I set out on one of my walks, I leave my home, disrupting myself from everyday life. (If I carry a phone it is never turned on; only there so my partner knows I can ring if I end up in a ditch with two broken legs.) No one knows where I am going; often least of all me. Walking out of our front door, I can go one of two ways. Either walk a narrow, stony footpath behind a terrace of houses down to a busy road, passing the ruins of a pub, in the foundations of which I can make out the flaky forms of a seam of Crackington Formation and enjoy the thought that I am beginning my walk passing over what was the floor of an ocean full of the very first sharks, some with ironing boards on their backs. Or, if I go the other way, I pass through an arch of purple volcanic rock, buried inside which, reputedly, is the body of an esoteric magician. Each of these beginnings throws a cast over my walks and I pass through their portals into an everyday already made strange and more than usually ready to be destabilised.

The walk I am about to take with you begins with a double dose of departure; because I first pay my respects to the magician and then turn the other way to slip down the path and walk across the sharks… and we are off…

“Two or three hours walking will carry me to as strange a country as I expect to see. A single farmhouse which I had not seen before is sometimes as good as the dominions of the King of Dahomey.”

Henry David Thoreau

…just before we do set off together, maybe you would like to take a rest from words and walk for a while. So put down this book and walk. Or if you need something to get you started, or keep you going…

Walk upset

Walk spoiled

Walk spilled

Walk becoming ghost

Walk winningly

Parade up your own aisle

Carry your heart for a while

Cradle a deeper organ

Turn the map inside out and chew on it

Turn yourself inside out and get into things

Walk out

Walk as blank as you can

Again

Walk hand in glove with the thing you fear most

Calm palm plain smooth

Walk with rules

Walk to Ultima Thule

Waltz with two whatevers, a prospect, three narrows, a fraction and five notes

Walk wavy against rules

Walk towards sleep

Join the dots

Walk with ‘yes’

Walk away

Murder a habit

Step off the other foot

Drop all you are

Fall

Leave

Trip yourself

Let go all you can

Step up

Lead a monster by the mind

Place each foot as if it were chosen

Walk with a companion you stitched together from body parts

Walk as if you are held together by your companion

Walk as if the road were rapids

As if your

As if

As

Praystep

Walk like water behind a dam

Walk released

Call into the grocery store as if it were your favourite museum

Walk like a breaker

Walk like a ball

Walk absurd

Walk unheard

Adopt a road as one of your major arteries

Swallow alley

Touch everything

Insert yourself into the wheel arches of wrecks, cold fireplaces, empty coal bunkers, cubicles, secretly into beauty treatment rooms, ditches, the margins of bowling greens and the gaps between buildings

Walk as if Newton were right

Then as if Einstein is

Walk like a god particle

Walk like a stand-up

Walk like an erogenous zone

Walk like a canal

Walk as if everything were free

Walk in uncertainty

Walk in, as, like a field

Walk
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Sebald walk: Taken from my notebooks

No sooner had I begun to express an interest in the pleasurable potential of walking, than I was repeatedly advised to read novelist W. G. Sebald’s The Rings of Saturn. I resisted for some years (I do not find it easy to be told what to do) and when I did eventually get round to buying and reading the book I was not wholly seized by its account of a, supposed, walk through East Anglia until I came to Sebald’s description of the former Atomic Weapons Research Establishment at Orford Ness and its surrounding terrain. I scribbled notes on every page, longing to visit these places. In Sebald’s description, always tinged by the writer’s melancholia, beneath the pall of the dog days of Saturn, I thought I recognised an extended landscape of dread: that quality of unsourced but containable panic that I had long identified as the preparatory excitement before a walk takes off into something like freedom.

In 2011 I was in the middle of research that would result in my ‘counter-tourism’ initiative and looking for an opportunity to try out various visitor tactics on a range of heritage sites. I remembered Sebald’s account of Orford Ness and found out that, since his walk there, it had been acquired by the National Trust. Coincidentally, I discovered around the same time that the town where my paternal grandfather had grown up and from where he had run away to join the army, is very close by. I resolved to replicate Sebald’s walk, visit all the heritage sites along the way and maybe track down some remnant of a man who had said very little and whose voice I could no longer hear in my head. There might already be the start of a narrative: of walking through panic and melancholia to find a freeing of something. I mapped a 17-day walking route and booked into B&Bs for early summer. The week before I was due to set off I heard, on my phone, sitting on the bed in a London hotel room, on the eve of performing a walk in the Aldwych, that my mother’s chemotherapy had not only been ineffective, but that her cancer was dramatically more advanced than anyone had suspected. I did the performance the next day and then went to be with my mother for the final three sad and joyous weeks of her lovely life.

After Mum’s funeral, I came back home and re-booked the B&Bs for the autumn.

Posting my intentions to follow Sebald’s path on Mytho Geography’s Facebook page I received the following scarifying comments from two esteemed FB ‘friends’:

“I wrote as much as I need to on Sebald in my novel “69 Things To Do With A Dead Princess” - he’s a bourgeois bigot: ‘Alan castigated Sebald for telling the reader very little about Suffolk, and what he did have to say never rising above the level of clichés and inanities.’”

Stewart Home

 

“Lugubriously arriving at melancholy points you see coming a mile off, with interchangeable winsome reflections.”

Matthew Collings

I perversely welcomed these adverse comments; though they stung at my purpose. So many of the commentators I had read, without comprehension, were reverential towards Sebald’s work. I had come to feel that I was misusing a sacred tome as pretext for a walk; now the book seemed more abject, ruined, something for me to salvage as I read it along my way.

I was deluded in every respect.

For most of his working life a lecturer at the University of East Anglia, the Bavarian-born W. G. (‘Max’) Sebald had famously rebuffed academic conventions to explore the hinterland between the equally unstable provinces of fact and fiction. Elusive of voice, methodically oblique, not writing about memory, but writing as if memory itself remembered, a phantom biographer of the history that laughs behind our backs when we think we have learned something from it, in prose woven and unravelling but not necessarily in that order, elegant and anachronistic, unsure on the boundaries where playfulness becomes deceit, Sebald seems to threaten knowledge of the reader just as he seems most out of touch with himself. The Rings of Saturn was an absurd map to take.

And I deployed it absurdly.

People had recommended Sebald’s book in the same way as others had vouched for Iain Sinclair’s Lights Out For The Territory; but only one was concerned with geography. I knew nothing of Sebald’s other work. I knew very little of his biography and understood even less of his intellectual legacy. Until shortly before setting out, for all I knew I might meet him on a quiet Suffolk lane. Without any sensible context, I was following his text with no greater empathy and no less self-delusion than a stalker following an obscure object of desire.

On the eve of setting out I read Arthur Machen’s The Terror, the narrative of which briefly crosses my own intended route at Dunwich Heath. Machen’s story is the source for horror master H. P. Lovecraft’s fictional ‘Dunwich’. Lovecraft transposes the town, a large East Anglian port mostly swept away by the sea in the early mediaeval era, to Massachusetts for ‘The Dunwich Horror’, one of the core stories of his Cthulhu mythos, with its god monster asleep in an inundated city. I had always regarded Lovecraft’s uncanny landscapes as some kind of mental map. It was only after my walk that I discovered, in David Haden’s Walking With Cthulhu: H. P. Lovecraft as psychogeographer, New York City 1924-26, that Lovecraft’s night wanderings in New York City, while deploying tactics not unlike my own (connecting ambiences, camera mind, mania, carrying talismans), had informed the writer’s invention of his Cthulhu stories, with their back story of ancient, giant and, crucially, unspeakable beings, obedient only to cosmic geometry, oscillating somewhere between geology and organic mush, asleep and waiting in the sunken city.

I wrote down some quotations from Machen’s story in my notebook, fragments that were to assume a growing significance the deeper into East Anglia I walked.

27.9.11

“I heard that a man living in Dunwich saw it one night like a black cloud with sparks of fire in it floating over the tops of the trees by Dunwich Common…”

“Land was to be bought… and secret excavations were to be made, till the country was literally undermined…”

“It was a dark mass against the sky, with wide spread boughs… in the depth of the dark of it points of fire… the dark tree lifted over the roof of the barn and rose up in the air and floated towards me…”

“the animals had revolted against men…. the horses were the murderers…”

“I believe that the subjects revolted because the king abdicated. Man has dominated the beasts throughout the ages, the spiritual has reigned over the rational… [But] for long ages he has been putting off this royal robe… He has declared… he is not spiritual, but rational, that is, the equal of beasts… the beasts… perceived that the throne was vacant… Hence, I think, the terror. They have risen once – they may rise again.”

28.9.11

I leave the house for the railway station and enter The Mist. From this miasma emerges first the gothic bulk of the castle-like house at the top of our road and then the white modernist art deco elegance of the ‘Mansions’ flats to the side. Spectres in a spectre. No sooner out of the door than I enter inauthenticity: ‘Taddyforde’, the name of the big house, is an 1830s fabrication, replacing the plainer ‘Taddiford’ (the ford of toads) with something more olde worlde for a new gothic edifice.

Over the train’s PA system the guard alludes to an “Indian Summer”. The sun burns away The Mist as we cross the flat bottom of the valley and head towards London.

In order to enter the eternal present of W. G. Sebald’s prose, I have left my Pop’s (maternal grandfather’s) watch, given in recognition of 25-years’ service to Sterling Metals, on the bedside table. I have brought with me instead my Grandad’s (paternal grandfather’s) sniper’s medal and the memory of his silence. My father has talked recently of how, despite listening to many tales of the army in India – of the annual march to the cooler north with the column headed by elephants, or of the weekly NCOs’ dinner with its whisky carefully husbanded by the Sergeant Major – Grandad was always unwilling to speak a single word about the First World War. My father asked repeatedly and was always flatly rebuffed. For me Grandad is silence. I remember his hard white bristles, his huge hearing aid, and the dark heat of his council bungalow, but I cannot recall a single word spoken by him. He died when I was ten years old. I do not hear his voice. Will he speak to me if I find him in Suffolk?

I know, from Dad, that Grandad was a third or fourth son, born into a butchery and abattoir business in Halesworth, Suffolk, and that he somehow survived the four years of trench warfare. His ship, on its way back home from India, was diverted to France. Grandad had joined up to escape the prospect of always working under his elder brothers; an errand boy hauling parcelled meat. Was his sharpshooter’s medal a clue to his survival: shooting men at long distance rather than charging ‘over the top’?

There is an indifference to family history on Dad’s side, the number of brothers is unclear, maiden names are forgotten, “lost touch” is a common phrase, no talk of rifts or conflicts but a dissipation of Smiths. All very different to the grand family gatherings and storytellings of my mother’s side, the Oakleys. A cousin on my father’s side, who is coming to the interment of Mum’s ashes later this year, is worried about his own disconnection. His father died in a road accident, as did W. G. Sebald, as did Charles Hurst (the subject of my only other comparable walk), as did the Peace Pilgrim. In the movies a car crash is often followed by a silence.

“All tickets and passes, please.” The guard moves through the train like a shiver.

The First World War is lost to us; death working its way through the veterans until only ‘The Last Tommy’ remained; bearing the whole symbolic weight. One day it will fall to someone, perhaps someone close to me, to be The Last Holocaust Survivor. And who will be The Last Bolshevik or have they gone already? The last passenger of the Windrush? The last 9/11 witness? Vast planes of silence condensing down to a single face. Pop. Gone. The train passes a large metal industrial unit with lettering in a deadpan font: SOMERSET Heritage Centre.

I have seen an intimate death this year, an unchosen but accepted, peaceful-inside-its-restlessness death. Silence after the last jerk, the hollow mouth. The loved gone. But industrial death, the abattoir, the trenches; them I can only approach through fakery and fiction, The Terror, Machen’s burning tree-cloud, like fallout, that can lift itself up and over a barn, a plague of suffocating moths, a turning of the animals against the monarch-human, a return of the Irrational provoked by the abdication of the Material.

Outside the train the landscape is a terrible poised green, resentful of the train, tensing to spring, seething with Japanese Knotweed and Himalayan Balsam, towering over the track, a few fronds are snapped by the forward motion of the locomotive, but soon they get a hold, the green tentacles, like lophophores branching into more lophophores, seizing up the wheels, the engine trips and rolls end to end, the carriages jerked and then cartwheeling in the green arms of terror.

I am day-dreaming through this unnatural sward, deep and bright, in untimely late September sun, deep in economic crisis with the internet alive to a trader, fake or real it barely matters now, who says: “Goldman Sachs rules the world”.

I begin to re-read The Rings of Saturn, surprised immediately that it is after Sebald’s walk that he is taken into hospital in Norwich “in a state of almost total immobility”. I had somehow re-imagined his walk as a convalescence, not a slow totter into complete collapse. This is a place I have already been to, carried from a classroom, immobile, supine, silent, ‘unable’ to speak, fake or real it barely matters now, the pretence becoming real as I lay for weeks on Nan and Pop’s sofa, driven to hospital to have electrodes inserted in my scalp and lights flashed in my eyes. Then someone remembered that I had been hit on the head with a cricket bat; an explanation that absolved everyone. I didn’t have to be mad, they didn’t have to do anything.

A few years ago an Arts Council official described to me some theatre work I had done and then said: “ah, no, but that’s the other Phil Smith!” I was gratified. Outside, the final fields before London flash by, like a film running backwards. I had misread Sebald, catastrophically. Thinking that he had walked after his immobility, as recuperation, and that I could repeat him, long after anything was at stake. Instead I will be walking towards immobility, towards the mush of real and fake again and again, already painfully aware that what I am doing is a copy of a copy of a copy. I am coming very late to join a long queue of repeated re-walkings and re-tellings of Sebald’s ‘original’ journey, joining the back of the line behind the talking heads of Grant Gee’s film Patience (After Sebald), Iain Sinclair, Tacita Dean and all. They loom as if they have wandered, white-garbed, off the Olympian set of Jason and the Argonauts, but to ambient sounds rather than Bernard Herrmann. These demiurges, reflections in my train window, ease their opinions through static monochrome scenes that seem to have been peeled from the National Trust’s calendar of haunted properties. I feel ignorant and uncomprehending against Katie Mitchell’s mantra about perfect Sebaldian prose. A robotic somnambulist, I am following Sinclair’s instruction to “just walk it”; knowing that to do so is to serve an immaculate sentence upon the sands and banal beauties of nuclear pagodas and bunkers that will kill us all.

The ‘eternal present’ of repetitions is one of many leaves sliding between each other in patchworks of fabrication: the questionable veracity of Sebald’s story and the unwinding of my family history to name but two.

For a moment, I want to go back.
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