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Epigraph

What is the city but the people?

—SHAKESPEARE, CORIOLANUS

No one, wise Kublai, knows better than you that the city must never be confused with the words that describe it. And yet between the one and the other there is a connection.

—ITALO CALVINO, INVISIBLE CITIES

If there is just one London, I have two arses.

—A THAMES RIVER BOATMAN
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Introduction

I GREW UP IN A small seaside village in western Canada, but most summers I got to travel across the country to my grandmother’s summer cottage on the shores of Lake Simcoe in southern Ontario. The walls were covered in classic summer cottage décor, including a series of tasteful felt pennants from every country my grandmother had visited during a European excursion in the early sixties. There were old newspaper clippings pinned to the wall—yellowed recipes and news items. In the back kitchen, which always smelled of turpentine, someone had tacked up an aerial photograph of London—England, not nearby London, Ontario. I spent a lot of time looking at that mysterious view. At the bottom of the poster was the famous Samuel Johnson quote I’ve now heard repeated, mangled, and paraphrased many times: “When a man is tired of London he is tired of life; for there is in London all that life can afford.” I didn’t understand the quote at the time. I remember the view of Tower Bridge on the poster looked gray and forbidding and mysterious. What kind of person ended up in London?

Years later, I moved to London. It was in the middle of a petrol strike in the autumn of 2000—a time of hysteria, panic-buying, political recriminations, worries about health care and food distribution. I arrived on an overnight transatlantic flight from Toronto and emerged from Clapham Junction train station in South London in the afternoon. The traffic was light. The sun was warm. The newspapers warned of impending disaster, riots, and a return to the seventies, as if this propulsive city could ever move back in time, as if it wouldn’t just drag the seventies into the now.

I knew no one, really, but I had a contact. I was retrieved from the station by an Australian friend of a friend who had just enough fuel for the journey to my new home on a short street in Brixton without our having to get out and push the car. Here we were, two colonials coasting on fumes in London at the start of a new century.

From the window of my new room I could see the blinking light of the HSBC Tower in Canary Wharf, then the tallest building in all of England, but it was all blank space between here and there. I’d been given an old London A–Z street atlas by a friend who had lived in London years ago. He was so sickened by the damp and the general sense of defeat that he chose Prague instead. I soon learned that for many, the A–Z becomes a constant presence and an article of faith. It was designed around the same time as the iconic Tube map, in the 1930s, and it is equally omnipresent in the city, used as much by residents as by tourists. I learned that it didn’t simply show you the way home but proved that the rest of London, the places that aren’t part of your daily routine, still exist. In those first few weeks I saw it tucked into women’s purses and placed on the dashboards of cars. I soon noticed that there were a couple of different kinds of London newsagents. Those in which you could sneak a look at your whereabouts in the A–Z in return for the purchase of something slight and those who knew the power of the A–Z and kept it behind the counter like cigarettes, condoms, and cheap Glen’s vodka—dangerous and much in demand. On one occasion during my first month, I watched as a woman used an open A–Z as a cloth to capture a spill. Everyone at the table tensed. There were some things you did not do with the A–Z, and that included flooding its streets with lukewarm tea.

I was grateful for the gift though its pages were yellowing and slipping from its plastic rings. I tested it out on the first night and flipped from my new home on page 93, east to page 94, then north to page 79, and east to Canary Wharf on page 80. It was an impressive spread for a new reader. The bottom half of the two pages was filled with a mess of streets, twisting and ending, some with illegibly small names. Some streets seemed to give up, disappear, and fade back into the page. At the top of the pages, the Thames curved around the Isle of Dogs and then made another “U” around Blackwall Point. There was a descending list of wharves printed on the blue of the river—Morden Wharf, Enderby’s Wharf, Piper’s Wharf, Badcock’s Wharf, Lovell’s Wharf, Palmer’s Wharf, Columbia Wharf—and I wondered if any still served a nautical purpose or if they’d become decorative names. Instead of the shining new Millennium Dome there was the demolished South Eastern Gas Works, and it was then that I began to realize the A–Z was already a half-dead London document, because a city as fundamentally alive and ungraspable as London doesn’t allow documents to stick around for long.

I started to walk my neighborhood. I looked at people’s faces on escalators for a second too long, lurching around with an eggplant-colored backpack without any sort of grace. I hadn’t yet become an urban otter—one of those sleek Londoners who move through the city with ease, as if passing through warm liquid. They’re the ones who seem slow and graceful but are always covering ground; who cross streets without looking back and forth; who know how to fold a newspaper crisply in the middle of a packed Tube train.

At nearby Brixton market I came across a stall holder selling cheap bedazzled jeans and mobile phone paraphernalia. He sat behind a desk covered in phone cards and posters that listed different rates for the different countries. The countries were listed in three columns, all set in the same size type. My country was there but it was not, by far, the most expensive, just a name among names. I tried to buy a £5 phone card. Four pounds, said the man behind the desk. How much is that one? I asked, pointing to another £5 card. Three pounds, he responded. There was a system at work here and as I hesitated before it, he left me to sell a pair of jeans with a diamante pattern on the leg.

Later I opened a door to a pay phone. The door was covered with a full-length KFC ad, so I didn’t notice the man crouching inside. He had just begun an ambitious inhalation on his crack pipe, and our eyes met and he apologized and I apologized and he apologized again and I closed the door.

One day, while walking home with a friend, I looked to my left and saw the graceful movement of a pickpocket’s hand as it slid into the pocket of my friend’s coat. I looked up at the pickpocket’s face. He looked back at me and withdrew his empty hand. His face remained expressionless, purposefully vacant, and he drifted back into the stream of people marching toward the bus stops. He faded into passing traffic. It’s not an exaggeration: he disappeared. It was like watching an old master, well versed in perspective and street camouflage, the latest in a long line.

Who were these Londoners? Not long afterward, a girl walked up to me outside the Brixton Tube station. Her mascara was running; she had been crying for a while. She was dressed in a private-school uniform and she told me through her hiccups and tears that she was a long way from home. I apologized and walked on. She followed and stopped me again, this time at the lip of the station, where the raindrops falling from the overhang were the fattest. Her arm was on my jacket, which was a new sensation, an actual, sincere touch. Here was a schoolgirl trapped miles from her home. “Where do you need to get to?” I asked, and she said, “Staines.” I had no idea where Staines was, what Staines was, but the way she said it made it sound wicked—a place where the mothers stand cross-armed by the windows until their private-school daughters come through the gate. She shivered and looked expectant, so I walked her to a bus stop, gave her a pound coin, and stood beside her, hands in my pockets, trying to look sturdy. I waited with her. After ten minutes of watching double-deckers pull up and pull away, she looked at me scornfully, turned, and walked off without a word. My London self, I thought, when he finally arrives, will not be taken advantage of so easily, or if he does, he won’t stand there waiting for ten minutes at the bus stop.

I regularly felt lonely, duped, underprepared, faceless, friendless, but mostly a mixture of those on nights when I was pressed against the steamed windows of the number 159 bus by the grunting old men, by the big-hipped matriarchs chewing into their mobile phones, and by the man who insisted on making room for his fold-up bike. Moisture seeped into the old dewy Routemaster buses; it felt as if I could slip my hand beneath the seat and pluck mushrooms. On some nights, after more of the city revealed itself, I walked home through a new combination of streets, attentive, watchful, aware of my setting. Not far from my rented room was the Southwyck House estate, also known as the Barrier Block, the most brutal and unwelcoming public housing estate in Brixton. The design was meant to minimize noise for residents but the result is a layered wall dotted with depressingly small windows. It’s often mistaken for Brixton prison. I became transfixed by it one night when walking by, drunk. What was scarier? The sodium lights, the small rectangular windows, or the personal touches, the shadows of stuffed animals? I kept my head down and kept walking. The Barrier Block looked stronger than the Bank of England, more powerful than Parliament. Who knew anything of the lives of the people who lived there? Why wasn’t it marked on the A–Z? Why did the old A–Z feel more and more incomplete and bloodless with each day? What happened between the lines? What happened when the page became the street?

Most nights on the way home I walked past a man who said, “Bruv, bruv, bruv, bruv, bruv, bruv, skunkweed, bruv, bruv, bruv”—and every night I waved him away, sort of regretfully, sort of like, “Sorry, but I’m managing.” Since our first meeting, the private-school girl had staked out her own ground on the stretch of pavement on the Brixton High Street between the newsstand where I bought my chocolate and the Foot Locker. She walked in a slow circle and sometimes leaned up against the BT telephone box when commuters started to pour out of the station. She was still asking for help getting back to Staines. I saw her almost every week: same tears, same uniform. She even did her mascara so it ran down her face in those same dramatic channels.

I had learned to protect myself from the curtains of rain, the dripping archways, the faulty awnings. I learned how to flick an umbrella back into shape, how to wrestle it out of the wind, how to go low when a passing umbrella goes high. But I also felt the city assert itself against me. I woke up one night in an empty Tube carriage as a cleaner tapped my leg at Brixton station with his implement and I thought, Why can’t this train take me somewhere else?

“Skunk weed?” the man asked softly. I walked past, head down. It was a test, the voice of an insistent dealer, but also a scale to measure survival. My outer shell was hardening. But someone calling you brother, calling you bruv, even for a moment, it counts, doesn’t it?

Somewhere in those first months in London I realized I had to take on the city more directly, to go far beyond my neighborhood. And I didn’t want my experience of the city to be limited to one person, the first person singular. I didn’t want just one voice, one home, when it would be so much more satisfying to push away, to move around the city, to listen, to change, to shift, even just a little. Thinking of the wealth of London experience was dizzying. The famous historical sites weren’t a problem. The Tower of London was the Tower of London. The vertiginous rush was always strongest in other, lesser places. I never knew when it was going to come—the press of history—but no one does. I felt sick one morning in the lobby of an old schoolhouse in Bermondsey that had been converted into flats. The woman I was dating at the time, a dancer, lived there, and when I left her flat she was in the kitchen smoking a cigarette, drinking Red Bull, doing her stretches. I stood in the lobby and saw an old black-and-white photograph on the wall of students who had attended classes there a hundred years before the developer arrived, all gazing toward the camera, heads raised and expectant looks on their faces, with no idea they’d someday be lobby artwork. At that moment I sensed how brief my own London would be.

A week later, when I visited her at work at the National Ballet, I picked up the tickets late after spending too long speaking to a human statue out on the corner of Floral Street in Covent Garden. He was on break, and when I asked him how he did it, he said, “You learn discipline in Estonia.” And then he smoked his cigarette and I could see a smudge of silver paint on the filter.

That night I watched a group of teenagers, mostly girls, who had come to London for the ballet and already, because it was so brief, because it had already gone for me, I envied their experience of the city, the newness, and even the way they were nearly mashed by a black cab, naïvely believing it was going to stop at that crosswalk on Bow Street where cabs rarely stop. I knew that now. They didn’t. They shrieked and jumped back.

I moved to Highbury, North London, and I spent most of my time on Holloway Road where the pavements were covered with orphaned office furniture. Past the chairs were the runny-egg cafés, the sex shops, an old library, a cycle shop, a Buddhist center, and the Turkish men selling cigarettes. Not long ago they built a Daniel Libeskind building on Holloway Road but it didn’t elevate the tone. The same wrappers and rubbish cling to it. I used the Internet cafés with their yellowed keyboards and a crowd of teenagers playing multiplayer video games, and I noticed the download folders were full of documents left behind by others trying to persevere in London—one day I sat and clicked open Nigerian CVs, Kiwi CVs, Polish CVs, old London Underground journey plan PDFs, directions to interviews, a photo of a valley. I was in the depths of it, there past the student pubs and the evangelical churches.

I moved back south of the river. The landlady of the house in Highbury said, “I used to have friends who lived south of the river. I wonder whatever happened to them?” as if a passport was necessary to make the journey. Again I was living with someone else’s furniture, carpets, and net curtains. The Portuguese shop beneath the flat sold custard tarts and dusty salt fish. There was a room in the back where Portuguese men congregated, and occasionally the owner left the door open an inch or two so I could see them sitting, hands clasped, on mornings when I came downstairs for a puffed, doughy croissant. There were half-opened doors everywhere in London, and some days I saw glimpses into the clubs of St. James’s Square, or I saw the paintings on the wall of the Garrick, or the smoke hanging above the pool tables in the old Fehnerbace Social Club in Dalston. There were so many half-opened doors, but I was never going to be enough people, I was never going to be lithe enough to fit through every single one.

Eventually my time was up and my visa expired. The day slipped past silently. I checked with an immigration lawyer, and she advised me to fly out of the country immediately so that I would not be an overstayer. I duly left immediately and stayed on a friend’s couch in Toronto. In limbo, I kept getting asked the question: “How do you feel about London?” I contorted with each answer. It was a mix of love, ambivalence, and loathing. I remembered what it was like to live in a village in the countryside, to walk under dark skies, to hear the rustle of trees and experience the consistent tempo, the pace, of life. It all seemed to make sense when days had mornings and afternoons and weeks had Sunday rituals. You were supposed to follow that rhythm each day and somewhere, I began to understand that yes, this is how life is played out. The cycle moves—growth, family, death. All this is blissfully dispensed with in London. Live your life in any way, London says. It encourages defiance. I loved what it gave me, who it allowed me to be. On the nights I could afford a minicab home, I rolled down the window while crossing the river and watched the lights on the water, knowing most late-night minicabbers were reaffirming their love of London with the same view. I loved its messiness, its attempts at order. I loved the anonymity it afforded.

Most all of all I missed the pure energy of it. London is propulsion, it rewards those people who push forward. I loved that about it and remembered the disappointment of walking in New York and reaching the end, the water, the point of turning around. In London, even on the days when my knees hurt, my hip hurt, and my Achilles tendon hurt, I loved that sense of constant propulsion.

I wasn’t an Anglophile. I didn’t want to be an Anglophile. My accent wasn’t giving way to transatlanticism. I didn’t want London as accoutrement, I didn’t want to be the guy who used to live there, advising my parents’ retired friends on tourist itineraries. I just wanted to be back there.

It wasn’t a two-way relationship. It was no use thinking this place loses any sleep over me. I’d visualized the people it disgorges every day who leave sneezing out black grime, heading back to the far corners of the world, or other corners of the country. At the same time it was sucking in rich Russians in private jets. Those twenty-four-hour buses from Warsaw were arriving at Victoria Station, and the overstuffed cars from Birmingham. In those years, the foreign-born population of London was busy doubling in size, reaching more than 2.2 million people—almost a third of the city. In addition to longstanding Irish, Indian, Jamaican, and Bangladeshi communities, there were suddenly many new immigrants from places like Nigeria, Slovenia, Ghana, Vietnam, Somalia. London was an accordion breathing in and out. All these incomers crashed up against the great gleaming slippery wall of London and then tried to dig in their fingernails, hold on for a few months, but some began to slide, and they slid away.

Somehow I was given permission to return to London, armed with a single piece of paper from the Home Office, and I remember bending my passport open to show the Heathrow immigration officer the incontrovertible evidence that I belonged. It was masochism, it was happiness, purpose, a decision, a path. There’s nothing like wandering around a city you’ve already left to define an internal change. It feels different. You feel different: defiant, bold, victorious.

I didn’t dare call myself a Londoner. But around that point I began to ask, just who is? Who gets to choose? What are the criteria? During those months away I told people I lived “in London... for now,” as if it could and would dispense with me, until I realized I had a say in it too. It was only to myself that I was beginning to feel as if I belonged. I guess secretly I was attaching another very inclusive definition to the word “Londoners”: if a person could get there, could stay there by whatever means possible, he or she could be a Londoner. It was then that the idea for this book began to take shape.

And so for me the geography, the architecture, the great mass of London trivia, all its history, all the great maps to trace—these all became secondary to the lives of people here at the tail end of this first decade of the twenty-first century. I wanted to try to assemble a collage of voices that could yield a richness about a place and time. Look around you, I’d been told by older writers, and in London I knew I wouldn’t have to look far. I wanted to go beyond the news cycle and find real testimony in lively, demotic speech, as Studs Terkel and Ronald Blythe had done in their pioneering oral histories; I liked works in which you could sense that a writer with unbounded curiosity had put in the time but hadn’t put himself front and center. And I was inspired by works that focused on voices that were otherwise rarely heard, that relied on the subjects for poetry. There was James Agee’s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Joseph Mitchell’s rambles around New York collected in Up in the Old Hotel, the second section of Roberto Bolaño’s The Savage Detectives, Michael Lesy’s classic Wisconsin Death Trip, Errol Morris’s films, and This American Life. And of course there were loads of London precursors to be inspired by, from bygone examples like Henry Mayhew and Humphrey Jennings to Sam Selvon, Doris Lessing, Sukhdev Sandhu, Bill Fishman, Rachel Lichtenstein, Ed Glinert, and the anonymous blogs of London’s nurses and teachers. And there was Cornershop’s Handcream for a Generation, always my London album, each song a different postcode, with a resulting set of songs so messy and illogical and wonderful.

Anyone who wants to write about London works under the weight of an enormous stack of great books. There’s no point in trying to out-Ackroyd Peter Ackroyd, out-Sinclair Iain Sinclair, or cram in more sheer fact than Jerry White’s histories of the past two centuries. I came to feel that there was a different history, a living history, a social history, the one history that was accessible to me. We’re each afforded one, and I took the opportunity to set down the voices with whom I shared the city.

I thought the best and most democratic way of going about it would be to make a list of verbs and go in search of people around the city who embodied them. Verbs can be practical but also emotional and can touch on the more ethereal aspects of a city. I wanted to find people who had dreamt of London, battled London, been rewarded by London, been hurt by London. Those who had stayed for a day and then gotten the hell out after realizing how much of a challenge it is to deal with London. Those who had never left. I was interested in finding people who worked with the stuff of the city, who pushed it forward each day.

Every Londoner must have a story, I was told, but it’s not true. Some people retract when they come in contact with this city, like salt on anemone; they become lesser versions, and pine for the country. But more often than not, just the word “London” was potent and stirred up great emotion. I saw people’s faces twist into disgust, grin unabashedly, wince or sigh, roll their eyes or reminisce. London meant new beginning, hellhole, wonderland, too big, too foul, safety blanket. Point of pride, unfortunate problem, temporary mattress location, safety, salvation, life’s work. A place to stack empty tins of lager. Stage, Mecca, my water, my oxygen. London as cell, jail, and favor. London meant “not living in England while living in England,” it meant “ignoring what my father said,” it meant “I hope I like the husband I’m going to meet at the airport.” It’s a city that clings to reserve, but find a reason to ask a question, and the reserve is broken. Living history is thrilling, especially in an eloquent city, in a talkative town, in a place where people fought to get here, fought to stay here, fought to get out.

There were those who had reasons to love it, those who were still feeling its power. There were those who had come from worse, much worse, and left me aware of such a variety of worseness. Those who could almost in a gesture convey the monochrome that came before, the deprivation, the not-quite-living, not-quite-able-to-be-oneself, the low horizons, the shabby estates, the wind rattling those estates, those who picked and clawed, those who slashed the canvas of a lorry and leapt out to run down the highway toward London. Those who risked and still couldn’t believe their luck, couldn’t believe the variety of sandwiches they could buy at Pret, the new Chinese arrival who watched students march down the Strand and looked for tanks. Those who had quietly made millions. I learned to never be surprised at the variety of love for this place, for it was often marrow deep.

In the end, over nearly five years, I interviewed more than 200 people all over London. Some interviews took months to arrange and then lasted ten minutes. Other people I met on a lark, visited multiple times, and interviewed for hours on end. I could have spoken to some Londoners for years. After speaking to me, most people said, “There’s someone you should talk to.” There was always one more person, always one more story, always another voice overlapping on that final syllable. Always I tried to be as receptive as I could, though God knows I had to shut it off at points before I was bruised by the onrush of sound, noise, and stories. Turn down your own receptiveness and London keeps talking; it unspools regardless.

In choosing who to talk to, as much as possible I tried my best to avoid official voices of London. I didn’t want local politics, a report from City Hall. I shied away from the bland professional speech that flows out from the growing fleet of London PRs and even the monotone of the (mostly) men who populate today’s Speaker’s Corner. For the most part I even avoided taxi drivers, those famed London talkers, who are more or less professional interviewees. Their stock answers are folk songs; the edges are rounded by years of performance. Tell them you’re a writer and watch the jukebox arm choose another dusty 45. I had a hunch that a softer, more pressing, more varied, more insistent conversation was happening elsewhere and occasionally I found moments of it. In London, “I know the answer” was never as exciting as “I’m not sure but I may have found a way.” Tell me about the history of London, I asked one teenager. He replied, “It started with me; it ends with me.”

In Victorian pubs and chain cafés, sitting rooms and offices, I sat and listened to a parade of London voices. I talked with people whose lives spanned virtually all the thirty-two boroughs of Greater London; I went from Buckhurst Hill in the east to Hounslow in the west, from Barnet in the north to Morden in the south. The map tells me I ranged over some 600 square miles, but I still don’t know the city. I get lost, I have to use another, smaller A–Z constantly. If you truly want to find out how little you know about London, spend years writing a book about it. There is only one definite I came away with. It was a statement made by a pest-control officer I spoke to years ago: “The bedbugs in Tottenham,” he said, “look just the same as the bedbugs in South Ken.” Anything else seemed too grand. Anything else could be contested by another voice. It’s too expensive. Try Tokyo. It rains too much. There’s always Vancouver. This city, after all, is eager to see you out. If you care about mortgages above all, get one elsewhere. If you care about your health, there must be better options. When London is tired of you, it’s tired of your life...

I went through more than 300 AA batteries. The transcripts of the interviews run more than 950,000 words. I selected about ninety people and, with a little help from my editor, who is no stranger to the distinctive charms and frustrations of London—edited them down and arranged them into something I hoped would have the pace and texture of a good novel. Not in the sense of being fiction, but the sense of having narrative arc and emotional truth. Whatever it is, Londoners is not a definitive portrait; it’s a snapshot of London here and now. All of the words in it are true—they were all spoken to me—but is anything you hear in London true? There are always necessary lies to tell yourself in London: that night bus always just about to arrive. And if you live here now, or if you’ve ever lived here, think of your own story. How much have you shaved away? What would you say about London and how would it serve your own purpose?

I never did manage to sort out just who is, and who isn’t, a Londoner. True Londoners, I was told more than once over the course of the past few years, are true Cockneys, and in order to become one of those you must be born within earshot of the Bow Bells. Or else, I was told, true Londoners are born within the ring of the M25 motorway. Or else true Londoners are those who have spent a great deal of time in London, and “great deal” I was told, meant that you needed to be here at least 70 years, or 52 years, or 33 years, 11 years, 8 years, 2 years or, in one case, just over a month. “But it was a very good month,” this new Londoner said, fresh from the north of England. “I’ve totally forgotten Macclesfield.”

True Londoners, I was told, all now live by the seaside. True Londoners are extinct, another said. Foreigners can’t be Londoners, a campaigner for the ultraright-wing BNP let me know one Saturday on Hampstead High Street. He then went on to tell a moving and, given his political views, bizarre story of his own father’s journey from Cyprus to London and the way this shell-shocked man took refuge and was welcomed in the city. It made no sense. But then there was no science in my survey. A true Londoner would never support Manchester United, I was told. “The only thing I know”—and this I was told in a very loud pub in Cricklewood—“is that a real Londoner, a real one would never, ever, ever eat at one of those bloody Angus bloody Steak Houses in the West End. That’s how you tell,” the man said, wavering, steadying himself with a hand on the bar. “That’s how you tell.”

A Londoner would never call himself a Londoner, I was told. On this housing estate the postcode is what’s important, I was told. To truly experience the city, I was told, you needed to be a first-generation immigrant, for that’s when London hits you, comes at you hard, and you mold yourself to it: the mysterious eventually transforms into the commonplace. Some said a Londoner had to have an existing connection to the city to build on. They needed to reverse or improve the work of their parents.

Some Londoners were trying to become less attached. “Society in London is dreadful,” said a woman who agreed to be interviewed but was usually in South Africa or Zurich when we made plans. We spoke one night in the airy South Kensington flat of a foreign billionaire. “I won’t have my daughters marrying into London society. The only real society these days is Austrian.”

For the purpose of this book, the definition of the term “Londoner” is as follows: the people you see around you in London. The ones who stock the Tube trains and fill the pavements and queue in Tesco with armfuls of plastic-wrapped veg. Whatever their reason or origin, they are grinding and conniving, snatching free evening newspapers, speaking into smartphones, complaining, sweeping floors, tending to hedge funds, pushing empty pint glasses, marching, arguing, drinking, kneeling, swaying, huffing at those who stand on the left-hand side of the escalator, moving, moving, always moving.

It’s been exhilarating to capture all these words, all the conversation, loose talk, asides, grumbles, false history, outright lies, wild exaggerations, declarations, mistakes, strings of anger hung with expletives, affirmations and sometimes revelations—so much that is, really, so little. But the voices are here: wise and ridiculous, refuting and improving and refracting, each section a spinning excerpt of its own London novel. Each of the people I talked to twisted the London A–Z another couple degrees in their own way. How different that book looks now!

Near the end I looked through my notebooks, stacked near my desk. Not my regular notebooks; the ones I had labeled “London Chase.” Over the course of that chase, nearly five years of work, I had filled at least fourteen of these notebooks, and I noticed that my writing in them became increasingly frantic as time went on. The pages piled up and when I open them now, I can see that the act of researching the book mirrored the act of living in the city. You develop within yourself a complicated love. London Chase—it’s exhilarating, terrifying, surprising, reaffirming. It’s tiring, it’s never-ending, and that figure you’re chasing, out in the distance, out in the gray streets, always slips away.
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A Note About London

WHEN WE SPEAK OF LONDON today we typically mean what is administratively known as Greater London. It is made up of thirty-two boroughs plus the very small City of London, the historic core of the city—also known as “the Square Mile” or simply “the City”—and today the financial center of the metropolis. Each of the thirty-two London boroughs is governed by a local council, while Greater London as a whole is governed by a mayor and an elected assembly known as the London Assembly. Greater London is more or less ringed by the M25 motorway, also known as the London Orbital. Altogether, Greater London spans more than 600 square miles—approximately twice the area of New York City—and includes about 7.5 million people. They are known today, as they have been known since at least the fourteenth century, as “Londoners.”





Prologue

SIMON KUSHNER

Former Londoner

WHEN I FIRST ARRIVED, I moved into a house in North London with a bunch of my mates. It was an old condemned house that the landlord hadn’t made any improvements to in decades. The wind blew straight through the walls, and there was fungus growing on the wallpaper, and the garden at the back was just a rubbish dump. There were broken planks and bricks and bits of wood with nails sticking out and broken glass and a pile of rubble. It was your typical London garden, which in the winter is dead and in the summer manages somehow to grow about six feet of grass in the space of a month. Then it all settles down into a mush a month later when the summer ends.

It was a really dirty neighborhood. The local council never used to collect the rubbish. Something that struck me about London was how you’ll have the front entrance into the house and right beside it is where the garbage gets put. People leave their rubbish in front of their houses, right next to the front door. I thought that was just incredible. Or you’d see kids walking along with McDonald’s, eating a Big Mac meal. As they’d finish, they’d drop the sack, drop the wrapper, and drop the cup. They walked along leaving a trail of garbage behind them. There was rubbish everywhere.

London is actually a beautiful place when the weather’s good; the mood is lighter and everybody’s smiling. But for the other 350 days a year, it’s miserable. You’re standing there waiting for the bus in the rain or you’re waiting for a train on a platform and it’s freezing. Always a persistent drizzle—or if it’s not drizzling, it’s overcast and cold. My first winter in London I was so cold, that cold that gets into your bones. I remember getting into a hot bath, trying to warm up, and being cold in the bath. Or I’d have cold sweats where I’d be freezing cold but my body would still be sweating. A cold London sweat.

Most of the time everything’s gray, the clouds are low, there’s no perspective. You can’t see above the buildings, there’s no horizon. You’re surrounded by buildings all the time, you know? Your entire space is about one block in front of you and two blocks to the side, and the clouds are at the heart of the buildings. I’ve always found that if you live in a cramped place, you have cramped thoughts. London has that sense of being claustrophobic, and there’s a general cynicism, a pessimism, that invades your thoughts.

Invariably there wasn’t a decent supermarket within walking distance, so every day you’d get your daily supplies and carry them around with you. It was like a mission. What I hated the most was the homogeneity of the food. You’d go to any Tesco’s and the food would be exactly the same: crap. The fruit and vegetables were terrible and the processed food—not all of it, the TV meals were actually pretty good—but the fruit and vegetables and the meat and the chicken, it just used to drive me insane. My last year in London I’d really had it. I used to walk into Tesco’s and walk back out without buying anything.

I think for me the environment itself was toxic, you know? The lack of sunshine, the lack of fresh air. You clean your ears, you blow your nose, and black stuff comes out. It’s a toxic environment, it’s not conducive to a healthy lifestyle. There’s too many people fighting for space on the Tube, everyone’s in a rush, everyone’s in a bad mood. You cannot talk to a stranger. You see it when you’re walking along the pavement in traffic and there’s a million people out, like in Oxford Street when it’s busy. Not a single person will get out of your way. You become affirmative in the way you move, in the way you walk. You have to adopt that attitude: that I am going to walk straight and you are going to get out of my way. Eventually it just becomes part of your normal way of living. You don’t look anyone in the eye. You just look down. Once you’ve been there long enough, you develop that mentality.

I became like that too. You have to become like that. I’d been there about five years and I was on a bus and I had to get off. There was a bunch of tourists standing next to the exit when the bus stopped and they weren’t getting out of my way, so I was like, “Get the fuck out of my way! Just move!” And I got off the bus and I remember standing there, struck by my own callousness. I would never have done that before. It’d taken me five or six years, but I’d become just like every other Londoner. You live there long enough, you will become like that. You have to, otherwise you miss your bus stop.

His voice crackles and is cut through with the digital fuzz of conversations held between laptops. It’s overcast in Cape Town, he says, but the last week has been beautiful, hot, beach weather.

London was just more hassle than it was worth. Everything was too much, it was a fuss, a big struggle just to get from one place to the next. Having to negotiate the buses and the weather and the Tube strikes. I mean, I’m lumping it all together and obviously it doesn’t all happen on the same day ... but every day it did, and I just got sick of it. You know, the things that are amazing are the museums, the concerts, the exhibitions, those are the things I loved about being there, and I used a lot of those resources. I used to go to galleries all the time. I went to all the festivals. But after ten years you’ve done all of that. You’ve done it to exhaustion, and all you’re left with is the awful public transport and the shit weather and the lousy people. It just became an exercise in frustration management.

And then it hit me like a lightning bolt. One day I was in Sainsbury’s, and I suddenly realized that if I stayed in London, I’d be in exactly the same place in ten or twenty years. I’d still be waiting in the rain for the bus to go to the lousy supermarket for food I didn’t like. I realized there was no happiness to be found in this city. Most of my friends from university had gone to London around the same time as me, and everybody had left except for two people—they stayed, and they love it there. These are two of my closest friends in the world, but they are both somewhere along the autistic spectrum. What do they call it? Asperger’s syndrome. London is a city full of Asperger’s people. They were just so backward. If that is your mind-set, then London is the place for you.





PART I





Arriving

KEVIN POVER

Commercial airline pilot

THERE ARE CERTAIN TIMES OF the day when you’re flying into London, and you’re held—the skies are that busy—and it’s just like bees around a honeypot. You’ll be flying back in across from France, say, coming over north of the Bay of Biscay, past that nubbin sticking out south of Calais, and it’s all nice and relaxed as you head for Heathrow or Gatwick. Then you hit the London frequency on the radio and suddenly everyone’s jabbering away. There’s a million and one voices on and the controller’s not got five seconds to take a breath. You get a frequency, talk, and then get off the frequency. They’ll tell you what you need to do, and then you get out of the way. It’s busy, you’re gonna hold, everyone wants to get into London. Those planes are heading to London for a reason, and the people on board want to be there for a reason.

It can be absolutely glorious flying across Europe, coming into London on days when all the sea around the south coast is an awesome blue. If you’re on the approach for Heathrow, out to the right you can see Wembley before the river, and out to the left you can see Wimbledon. You’re flying over and then you can see the runway in front of you. So you’ve got Heathrow, Wembley, and Wimbledon, and you’re like, this is great. You come in and you pick out these views of these monumental areas and it’s all there. Obviously it’s all shrunk—if you ever visit Wimbledon, it’s a massive area—but up there it just looks small.

When you come into Gatwick, they like to dance you around southern England, to keep you away from London City airport. You can arrive from any direction, but they’ll feed you around and then you will end up south of Gatwick and you’ll circle around the Mayfield area, they call it, around Tunbridge Wells, and then they give you headings to turn you on to the runway centerline. You’re usually on the westerly runway, because the winds are that way. What you see is beautiful countryside to the left, you’ve got the South Downs and you can see the North Downs as well, the light and dark greens of the ever-changing Downs. And then you see the city out to the right-hand side, and on a clear day it is magical. You can just see everything so clearly: you’ve got the beacon on the top of the HSBC Tower at the center of Canary Wharf, and from there you can work your way across the city. On a lovely day when all is calm it’s almost angelic. You don’t touch the thrust levers. You keep the engines at 58 percent. You coast down as if on rails, tickle the control column back, grease it on.

But London has crosswinds. Nothing’s stable. Nothing’s set. It can be tough work, too. If it’s rough, you might duck into the gray clouds at 15,000 feet, into the mist and murk, where you can hardly see 200 meters in front, and you have to follow the white beams of the leading lights, just follow their intense glow right in. Some days you might hear a cheer and a load of clapping when you land. After that you might get ten seconds, or eight seconds to slow to sixty as soon as you’re on the ground and then they’re telling you to vacate the runway. It’s London. Someone else has got to land.

RAYMOND LUNN

On arriving from Leeds

I CAME TO LONDON ABOUT seven weeks ago, from Leeds. I’d finished my degree and wondered what I was going to do. I’m an ex-offender, I’ve committed crimes in the past. I was actually a career criminal, made my living out of crime from the age of ten to about twenty-two. I’m thirty-seven now. So it’s fifteen years since I’ve last been in trouble with the police and once I graduated from university I thought, right, I need to challenge what’s affecting my life. What was affecting my life was my past and the law that says an ex-offender has to tell any prospective employer about their previous conviction. My conviction was for attempted armed robbery on a post office, and I got three years for it. That conviction’s never spent. I will always have to tell anybody who ever asks me about that conviction. It makes it very difficult to find work. So I came to London. London attracts people to it who think, like me, that the streets are paved with gold and that if you come to London, your life will change. It’s well known, that dream. It’s been going on for hundreds of years in London.

I arrived in Victoria Station at six o’clock in the morning, at the coach station, feeling quite optimistic. Feeling that at the end of the day, I’d be in some sort of hostel or something. I had my backpack stuffed with my clothes, a few books about crime and rehabilitation—Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, Zygmunt Bauman’s Wasted Lives, Descartes—and an old laptop. And my dissertation as well, my actual dissertation from university. That’s basically it, because I’d got all my possessions down to a minimum. I think I threw away about twenty black bags of personal things and I gave away forty of my academic books to the British Heart Foundation and cancer shops. That was a massive weight off my shoulders. It was almost like I’d gone into a Turkish bath and been rubbed down and gone out clean. Suddenly you was new.

It was cold and overcast when I arrived. I wasn’t sure where I was going. I’d printed off the names of quite a few different organizations to get in touch with, but it was early in the morning and I ended up talking to this old man who was homeless. We went for a coffee and sat back down on the ground outside Victoria Station. This guy had been homeless since the 1970s and he’s one of those homeless where that’s his life. That’s what he’s chosen to be. The sort of person you’d gladly give a pound to if he asked for it. He didn’t seem to be an alcoholic. But he had quite a lot of ailments because of being on the streets so long. He told me about a place round the corner from Victoria Station where the homeless get breakfast. I think the doors opened about 8:30, so we sat talking and then went to this place. That’s when I became scared.

The people who were there—alcoholics, drug users, foreigners—were definitely from the bottom of the barrel in terms of where they were in life. There was one guy in front of me who ended up sitting on the ground pissed, and when he pulled up his trousers, all I saw was severe bruises, yellows, blues, blacks, reds. Then there was the background noise, lots of little arguments and whispering. I had quite a good backpack, and I had clean clothing on, clean nails. Whereas everybody else had a sort of dirty street look. I became paranoid at that point thinking, my bag’s being eyed up, I’m being eyed up. I was petrified in terms of getting my phone out. You’d see people with cans of lager and other alcohol in their pockets.

Eventually the doors opened and they let in five at a time. By that point I didn’t want to go in. But I was told that they could point me in the right direction of getting accommodation or assistance. So I went in and it was cavernous, painted drab colors, and there seemed to be these little corridors going into all sorts of different places. I just followed it round and that’s where the servery was. I think I got three sausages, four bacon, two eggs, tomatoes, and beans for about £1.50. It was brilliant. But the staff seemed to treat the clients like schoolchildren: keep in a line, don’t do this, don’t do that. They’d obviously been through it every day, but for me it was demeaning. When I told them that I wasn’t an alcoholic, I wasn’t a drug addict, and I didn’t have any substance abuse or anything, it was like they didn’t want to know. I’m homeless but I’m not eligible for their help because I don’t have any support issues. So that was the first drop, the first hit in the stomach.

I then got a Tube up to Camden Town. I went up there to look for a place where I could get onto the Internet. I have a Twitter account, a Facebook account, so I had all sorts of different connections with organizations what could possibly help. I found a Wetherspoons pub near Camden Lock, so I got myself a pint of cider and tried to forget about the stress and worry of the morning and become optimistic again. I got online, started typing on Twitter what was going on. I had all sorts of different ex-offender organizations watching me on Twitter, so I put it on Twitter: I’m homeless but I’ve not got an alcohol problem or a drug problem. Nobody’s willing to help me, blah, blah, blah. I rang some organizations, and I got the same response. Because I had no needs as such, other than housing, nobody was prepared to help and I became angry. I did. And then out of the blue I got saved via Twitter. An organization based in Camberwell, South London, were watching my tweets and they said, Come in the following day and we’ll do an assessment and see if we can help you. I was absolutely over the moon.

I knew it was very likely I would be sleeping on the street that night, but that didn’t bother me too much. I had plenty of warm clothing. I was walking round Oxford Circus for a bit when it started getting late, and I came across Cavendish Square. I climbed over the fence and found a fountain with benches round it. Well, there was another two people on the benches. They never said anything. I never spoke to them, and I got myself onto the bench opposite them. We couldn’t see each other because of the fountain. I thought that was quite good and I was knackered. My backpack had everything in it so it was heavy, I’d been walking round all day, and I was grateful for just getting the backpack off my back and my boots off and giving my feet some air. There were beautiful buildings round the square, typical London, large, turn-of-the-century buildings, some modern, some not, but it was quiet because there was no bars or pubs or anything. Occasionally you’d hear a van or a car or whatever. And then I heard these little rustling sounds. It was all the little mice going up to the fountain and the bins to the side and I was grateful that it was mice and not rats. I ain’t got a problem with mice.

He leaves his Guinness behind when he excuses himself to smoke outside the pub in which we were talking. A rickshaw passes on the way to Soho Square. Through the window I can see him scanning the street, looking left, looking right. He returns to the table, sits down, and runs his hand over his close-cropped brown hair. He’s got bags under his eyes.

When I woke up, the square was open. I sat up and watched the sun rise and just took in everything round me, the day starting, and London waking up. The traffic began to get busier and busier, and then I started thinking, this backpack is way too heavy, so I decided to take my books out and place them neatly on the bench so if anybody walked past and fancied a book they could take them. That’s what I did. Hopefully somebody’s got some absolute joy out of them. The best possible scenario is that somebody who’s never really thought about crime and punishment found them and that’s made them aware of something they weren’t aware of before. If somebody saw a person like myself who was an ex-offender as an equal, not as a second-class citizen or somebody who should be forever punished, but as someone who can be productive in society—I’d be very happy.

The next day I made my way to Camberwell. I found the offices. Sat there nervous. I could see they were a little bit suspicious. I was there with my backpack, and even though I’d slept rough that night I was still clean. Not the typical homeless guy, probably. But once we’d gone through the assessment, they said, “Yes, we’re going to help you find accommodation.” But it would take a few days, and it became obvious that I was going to be on the streets for a bit longer. They told me it was important that I be found by spotters while I was on the street. They go searching for homeless people and register their details, and you’re only classed as officially street homeless if you’ve been found by the spot team three times in a week. I took in all the advice and thanked them for letting me store my laptop within those premises because it would make me a target.

Now I was waiting for phone calls, waiting to be found while I roamed the streets for the next however many days and nights. Camberwell’s got a crime problem at night so it was a danger for me to be there, so I went a little bit farther toward the river, to the park at the side of the Imperial War Museum. It seemed to be out of the way of any sort of issues, gangs or anything like that. I was tired by the end of the day, it was dead, nobody round. I just thought, what am I going to do with myself? It was a case of having to just sit there and wish your life away, watch the day disappear and night come and go. Later on, when it was really late, I managed to kip down under a tree. It was very uncomfortable. I was waking and falling asleep, waking and falling asleep. And then I was woken at five o’clock in the morning, I think it was, by the spot team. They gave me some leaflets about where I could get food and a shower, reminded me I needed to be spotted three different nights, and let me be.

It’s always better, once they’ve found you the first time, to end up back at that location because then they know where to find you. So that night I went back to the Imperial War Museum and drifted away in a daydream. Time in the moment feels forever. Why was I here? Where was I going? Sometimes I’d daydream that things would work out; but sometimes the nightmare would come in and go, no it’s not. Somebody’s going to mug you and stab you. Somebody’s going to do you in.

There’s a pub near the Imperial War Museum and it sounded quite close and quite loud. That would piss me off—not the loud noise, but the people enjoying themselves. It weren’t long ago I was doing the same thing, and suddenly I’m homeless. You start thinking negatively about them, because you start believing that they have negative thoughts about homeless people—that you’re a scrounger and you don’t deserve the help. All you can hear is their laughing. I found myself becoming a sort of separate species to them.

I started watching pigeons and magpies and squirrels, they would help you drift off into a different thought process. The crows always have back bits missing. They’re a bit scruffy in London, aren’t they? In Leeds they’re all quite smart and dappy, but not here. They’re hard here. At one point there was fifteen magpies in one tree, going up and down, dropping off the tree, doing something, and one would be arguing with the other. And the pigeons, they want to rule the world. They are hatching plans as we speak and you can see them look at you as if to say, “Yeah, we’ll get you!” You see one without a leg and he’s still going on, you know, “I’ve got you!”

You become enthralled by nature because you’re there for hours, you start to see that they have personalities. They argue with each other. They fight each other. Watching magpies arguing with crows is brilliant. The crow seems to be the big boy, but the magpies always keep on coming back going, “Ha, ha, you haven’t got the white bits though, have ya?” Know what I mean, eh? Your imagination just runs with it and it’s funny, you feel you’re touching nature or you’re just a part of it. And then the night closes in and you can hear the traffic decreasing and the pubs getting louder and then getting quieter as people are going home. It’s at that point you think, now’s the time to go to sleep.

A few days later I got a call from the homeless organization who said they’d spoken to a social letting agent and they had a property in mind for me to look at. I felt happy because I was becoming desperate. I wanted to give in and go back to Leeds. I went up to Cricklewood to meet the agent who was going to show me the studio flat. To be honest I wouldn’t have cared if it was a shed, I’d have said yes.

The flat was one room and in it you’ve your fridge, cooker, sink, and a couple of cupboards on one side, a window on the other side and a bed, a foldaway table with two chairs, and a separate bathroom and toilet. I thought, ideal. This’ll work. So I said yes. I was told I couldn’t take it until the next day, but I was able to leave some bits from my backpack in the studio flat. I took out my writing books, my dissertation, some clothing, some boots. I wasn’t sure what I needed while I was still on the street, so I kept a lot of things in the backpack. I was just happy that it was lighter and more manageable. I then went back to South London feeling very happy and optimistic; things were going to change. I’m going to get sorted out, I’ll get a job, I’ll get this, I’ll do that. But I was starving as well.

I knew that one of the sandwich vans comes round the church up near Waterloo Station round ten o’clock at night. So I made my way to the church. On the way I bumped into two homeless English guys. They’d walked from somewhere near Norwich to London in three days. They would beg and then buy alcohol, and what struck me was their generosity. They had two sips between them and they gave me one. One of them was from Newcastle, a Geordie, and they’re funny people anyway, but the stuff he was coming out with, I mean, I just couldn’t stop laughing. They hated London, so they were going to walk to Eastbourne or Brighton. This one guy, a Falklands veteran who’d been shot, he showed me the scars. You could see they were bullet holes. After leaving them I felt really sad because this guy had donated his life for the protection of our imperial wealth and is now bloody homeless on the street. He’d chosen where he was now, but I’ll never forget the humor and I’ll never forget the generosity. They asked me to go with them. I said no, no.

At the church I could see people within the grounds. There were these Roman pillars, a bit of shelter and that. They were loud. They were drunk. I went up to this girl who I’d seen in the center and asked if this is where the sandwich van comes. She went, “You can fuck off an’ all!” I just thought, you don’t even know me, I don’t even know you. I sat on a bench outside and thought, I’m not moving. This quite big lad, thickset, came up and just started talking. We found out we were both from Leeds and he loved hearing my accent, he hadn’t heard it for a while. So he invited me into the group while we were waiting for the sandwich van. I was introduced to everybody and he asked me if I wanted a drink. I thought, why not? It was my last night, I’m with a load of British people, they all seemed to be very close and I’ll be all right. They must be allowed to because there’s a bench which is made of ceramics which is a dedication to some of the homeless people what’ve died. They all had their own little bits and they were quite proud of the fact they kept out the Eastern Europeans. It was like this is our territory, this is homeless territory. So I got amongst them and I drank two cans of very strong cider and they made me laugh, some of the stories they were coming out with. I was saying nothing about the fact that the next day I could be in a studio flat. The sandwich van come, and we got a load of sandwiches and boiled eggs and stuff like that. We went to the back of the church and we got a fire going, a little timber fire, and then a fight broke out between a girl and one of the lads. It was nasty. There were no punches or anything like that, just dragging each other round the floor and things and in normal circumstances you’d get up and do something but not in that situation and everybody said, “No, leave it, they’ll sort it out.” I was tired, very, very tired, and I fell asleep.

I woke up the next day feeling absolutely rotten and I could smell the horrible smell of stale, high-strength cider. Everybody had gone—and so had my backpack. My last night on the street and my backpack goes! I can’t say it’s them because I have no proof. It could have been anybody. I panicked initially, then I got quite philosophical about it and thought, fuck it, I’m getting a place today. They’ve got nothing. And I don’t even know if they took it. I went to the police and said my backpack was missing. Just fill out a form, they said. We’ll get the pigeons what did it. That’s who probably did it, I’m telling you. The pigeons.

JANE LANYERO

On arriving from Uganda

I WAS STILL AT UNIVERSITY in Uganda, we were writing newsletters about the war in my area. We cited some atrocities that had happened and took pictures of it and I put my name in there, saying, we’ve got the evidence, and blaming the government. It blew up to be something really risky, so I had to leave the country and come over. I was twenty-two.

At Gatwick I was handed a train ticket, with directions to take me from the airport to a bed and breakfast in Harrow on the Hill. Good enough, I could read and write. But I’d never been on a train, I didn’t know what the train of London is like. You’re told to follow the Circle Line, then change to the Metropolitan Line, then change to this line, when you get to this station, you can change to that platform. I said, God, be my help. You go up, you come down, you come out ... I didn’t know. I was scared to ask because you see all the white people around and don’t know how to approach them. You say good morning to someone and they just look at you. Or everybody’s sitting with their newspaper, reading to themselves. Ah, is this what this place is all about? I didn’t talk to nobody. And it was so cold! I came in July, but I felt very very cold.

I had my papers and directions to take me to Harrow on the Hill; they told me the house number. But I had no clue that houses had numbers in one direction. I’d be going one way and then find that I was going the wrong way. I think I left at 9:30 in the morning and I got to Harrow on the Hill at about eight o’clock in the evening. Eight o’clock! It’s not that I stopped anywhere, but at Victoria Station alone it took me four hours to get from the mainline trains into the Underground station. Then the Underground train, even when it’s coming, I felt too scared to get on. I waited for the first train to pass to see what the people are doing and then I waited for the second one to pass too, because I still didn’t know what to do. I said to myself, let me see how they do it: they’re very confident, they just walk and go into it. But I didn’t know, is this door going to open or not? Because you see the door opening and sometimes they’re pressing buttons ... It was so scary. Never mind the gap!

The most frightening thing is that I was given a date to report back to Gatwick for a refugee interview. I could not sleep for one night thinking about my journey. I wasn’t even thinking of my interview, just the nightmare of the journey back to Gatwick.

But the people at the bed and breakfast were very welcoming. When I came in, the manager said, “Are you Jane? I’ve been expecting you—what happened?” I told him, “My goodness, if only you people knew what I’ve been through.”

JOHN HARBER

A tourist from America

FOR THE FIRST TIME IN my career, I took two weeks off at one time and flew over on a Saturday night out of Atlanta, Georgia. I got to Gatwick the next morning, and I could not understand the man at Immigration. I had to ask him to repeat himself. He said, “Are you here for business or pleasure?” I said, “Yes.” I couldn’t understand what he said. So he said, “Well, which one is it?”

I rode the little train into Victoria Station and then a van picked me up and took me to the hotel. I was surprised at the number of Chinese people and Indians I saw. But from what I understand, a lot of people immigrate to modern Britain.

I took a bus past Westminster Cathedral, past Westminster Abbey. I went to Trafalgar Square and tried to figure out why the crowd was there; it turned out they were having a Darfur protest. I saw Nelson’s Column. We drove down Whitehall Street and went by the Cenotaph, and—God, there’s just so much history. You see these pictures of the Queen Mother and Queen Elizabeth putting a wreath there at Remembrance Day, and just to say I’ve seen that, I’ve been there—it meant a lot.

I went to Evensong in St. Paul’s, which was just incredible. You got to sit under that dome. That’s one of the great churches of the world, one of Christopher Wren’s churches built in, I think, 1666, isn’t that right? And going into Westminster Abbey where every monarch except two have been crowned. To see the coronation chair, that’s just too much.

I walked through Soho and came out at Leicester Square. Was it maybe the last year or so, when they found a car bomb on a street near Leicester Square? When I heard that I was like, oh my gosh, I’ve been there.

I went by the Royal Opera House. I went up to Covent Garden, where the old Punch and Judy shows were performed. That’s where the first few scenes of My Fair Lady were filmed. Did you know that? And the British Museum—I could not believe that it was free to get in and see the Rosetta Stone. I was able to go right up to it. I mean it was behind glass, but I was able to go within a foot or so of it. If I’m not mistaken, there was a passage on the Rosetta Stone that was translated into three different languages and that was the key that unlocked some of these lost languages. I remember reading about that when I was maybe ten years old and to think that thirty years later, I could actually see that—that’s too much to take in. I was able to see the Elgin Marbles, which made me think of the Parthenon in Athens. I remember how the horses’ heads were carved.

I went to the Tower of London, saw the Crown Jewels and went into what I guess they call the Jewel House, and saw the White Tower, if that’s what they call it, and just thought about the wives of Henry VIII. They were in those little bitty tiny cells. Sir Walter Raleigh was in there. I went up the hill, they called it Scaffold Hill where they would behead them and I think some of that stuff might be embellished a little bit, but still it’s really interesting to see.

I went to a little restaurant the first night I was there and had like a chicken and mushroom tart. I was not familiar with the tipping etiquette, I did not know whether to tip or not. I ate Chinese one night and, I’m kind of ashamed to say this, but I went to Pizza Hut one night and it was quite good. The hotel I was staying in had one of the best breakfasts I have ever had in my life. I’m not a big beans person, but they had the broiled tomatoes and I mean ... you could easily skip lunch.

A few people would ask where I was from. I’m a native of the state of Virginia, and in Westminster Abbey I was able to go in a chapel to see Queen Elizabeth I. That’s who Virginia was named after—did you know that? This was just too much to take in. You know, I’ve been to her tomb.

Living in America, we don’t realize how much open space there is here. Go to an old capital like London that’s been there for hundreds or a thousand years and you’ll see the difference. I won’t say it’s cramped, but I saw how compacted it is. If you had a lot of money, it would be a fabulous place. You could have a big apartment or a big house. But I would imagine the people that I saw probably all live out in the suburbs and probably spend an hour, hour and a half, commuting to work in the city.

One thing I did notice in London is when I would come back into the hotel at night, my face would be kind of tingling. Apparently the air quality is not the best there and there seemed to be a lot of—well, I won’t say pollution, but maybe coal dust or something there?

FARZAD PASHAZADEH

On arriving from Iran

I LEFT IRAN IN 2007. Always I wanted to run away, to come abroad. My brother lives in London; he used to tell me, “It is not what you imagine. It is not perfect place.” But I wasn’t satisfied with what I had in Iran. It’s not because of the finance, but because of the freedom. And I heard that in London homosexuals are so free, they can go anywhere they want. They are not scared of anyone. They can be very open. There are lots of bars and clubs which are specifically for gay people. Always I heard about that.

I had a visa for Thailand, so first I went there. It took me seven hours’ flight from Tehran to Bangkok. It was my first time in an airplane. When the plane took off, everyone took off the scarf. I’d never seen ladies with all their scarves off and I thought, oh my, what are they doing? I’d heard about that and seen it in the movies, but I’d never seen it in reality.

In Thailand, I met up with an old guy who made passports. He made an Austrian passport for me, and he highlighted my hair, eyelashes, everything. I couldn’t believe it: I was looking like Europe! I looked like I’m Austrian. He took a few different pictures, and one week before I’m leaving, he showed the passport to me. It was an Austrian passport and the name was Daniel Primmer. He said, “You have to practice the signature, you have to learn how to sign it in the airport. If they become curious about you or if they think it is a false passport, you have to do that.”

He mimes signing a piece of paper again and again, then laughs. It’s hard to hear his soft accented voice over the clatter of the Waterloo Station concourse—high-heeled shoes, track announcements, mobile phone conversations. To my left a couple of pigeons waddle toward the orphaned remains of a muffin. “Daniel Primmer,” he says, and practices the signature again.

Me and one of the people I met there, who had a German passport, we flew from Thailand to Sri Lanka. That country was the worst country I have ever been in my life. Really nothing interesting about there and so boring. After one week I left Sri Lanka and went to the airport to fly to Charles de Gaulle in France. I’d been in the business lounge about one hour and then they called us, the flight to France. There was a guy who checked the passport and when he asked for mine, I was a little bit nervous, my hand was shaking. But he checked it, waved me through, and I got on the plane. When I arrived, I took a bus to central Paris. Most of the French didn’t want to speak English but I say, “How can I go to London?” Someone told me Gare du Nord, the station, and always I will remember a very nice lady, I don’t know where she was from, but she was with two children and she took me to Gare du Nord. I bought a ticket for €500, first-class Eurostar to Waterloo Station. The train was leaving in one hour. Finally I am almost there, it was the last step, my journey’s going to be finished. I passed through French customs and then the UK Border Agency guard checked my passport, put it on the scanner, and straightaway said, “Come with me.”

I thought, oh my god, everything’s finished. We went to the office and a massive dog came around me and was sniffing me. I had a very bad feeling. I never have this feeling before in my life. I waited for a long time. Finally a guy came and asked where my baggage was. He was bald and had a quiet voice. I said, “They took my bag, they searched my bag, they couldn’t find anything.” And the guy gave me a form which was in German language and he said, “You can fill it in and then you can go.” I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t speak German! They said, “How are you an Austrian national but you can’t speak German?” I said, “I’m Austrian but I was born in Greece and I grew up in Greece ...” They didn’t believe me. I was petrified, I was scared, I started to cry. They said, “Where are you really from?” I said, “I’m Iranian.” And then they took me to a police station.

The UK Border Agency gave me to French police, who were so so rude. They didn’t give me even water and I was there for hours. When the interpreter came they said, “Oh, you are Iranian, how old are you?” I said, “I’m sixteen.” He said, “You are not sixteen.” I say, “Yes, I am sixteen.” I didn’t want to tell them that I’m over eighteen because I heard that if you say you’re over eighteen, they will behave differently with you. The interpreter couldn’t believe me and he said something in French to the police officer and the police officer slapped my face. They took me to prison for twenty-four hours—in France, if they catch you with the foreign passport not belonging to you, they take you to prison for twenty-four hours. It was horrible. I’ve never been somewhere like that. So smelly. People were making horrible noise, they were screaming, shouting. Next day a social worker came, picked me up from prison, and took me to a hostel for refugees. I bought an international calling card, phoned my brother in London, and he said, “You have to go to Calais.” I didn’t know how can I get there. So I ran from the hostel and went to the Gare du Nord again. I went to buy a ticket, I said I want to go to Calais. They told me to take the Eurostar, but I know that to get Eurostar, you need a passport. So I went outside and said to the first taxi, “I’m going to Calais,” and the taxi driver said, “Calais from Paris, no, no, no.” To the second taxi I said, “I’m going to Calais.” He say, “Yes, how much?” I said, “€200.” He said, “No, six.” I said, “Four.” He said, “Okay, come.” I paid €200 at the beginning and €200 when we got to Calais.

My brother had paid someone to bring me from Calais to the UK. The guys who will do that for you, they’ve got hiding places in Calais—under a bridge, near the train tracks—where you go so they can find you later, in nighttime, when they can put you in a lorry. So they took me under a bridge for the first night, hungry, tired, depressed, under the bridge in Calais. It was nearly winter. It was very cold. I had two or three jackets, two, three jeans, still I was freezing till morning. Most of the others were Kurdish. They were all refugees. They were waiting there for a chance to pass from Calais.

It was one of the worst nights I have ever had in my life. When the lorries passed they made a horrible noise. We hid from police. It was very cold and horrible. I couldn’t sleep until morning, it was so freezing. When we went to that area to get breakfast, I met a few other Iranians, and they said, “Why are you staying with Kurdish people, come with us.” They had a small place they had made with wood and covered everything with plastic, which was very nice and warm. Much better than under the bridge. It was called the Jungle.

After one week, a guy told us to come to a petrol station near the bridge very early the next morning. We did and it was very quick. In ten minutes a lorry was stopped there, the driver was in the petrol station, and they called four of us, saying, “You, you, you, you—go!” We ran toward the lorry, got in the back, and we all lie down between the stuff. We hid and tried to be quiet as possible. Soon the lorry started off and about fifteen minutes later we arrived at the ferry.

I knew a few people who had been in Calais for about six months, each time they’d reached the ferry, they’d been booted out of the lorry because they’ve got this kind of sensor that can find them if they breathe. So we just hid between everything and prayed. It was a small space, and one guy was so fat he could barely fit. We tried to hide between things so if someone opened the doors they couldn’t see us. But if they came up even one step, they could see us.

The lorry had a plastic and canvas cover and we had a blade to cut a little bit to see what’s going on outside. A little later we saw that we are in the ship, and they came and chained the lorry wheels to the ship and someone was speaking French and then English. We could hear the ferry make noise. [He makes a foghorn sound.] We were so happy, we were. Especially me.

It took us about forty minutes to get to Dover. From there, the lorry started to drive. After a while, when the lorry had stopped at a petrol station and it seemed like the driver had gone inside, we broke the canvas on the back with the blade, jumped out, and we all ran away. Two of us this way, two that way. We thought maybe someone was going to follow us, but when we jumped out of the lorry, the driver was just coming out of the petrol station, and he started running away too. He was running away from us! I think he was scared because there were four of us and the driver was just one person. Anyway, we were running on the highway, the cars at very high speed, they pushed horn and we were scared. We crossed the highway and saw there was a village nearby, past some farms, so we ran toward that. We ran through the farms very, very quick because we knew mostly the police check and there are cameras. We were running like horses! I’ve never run like that in my life. I could be an Olympic runner.

When we reached the village, I called my brother and he told me, “Get a train to Waterloo Station. Someone will come and pick you up.” I found a hotel and I went to the reception. I said, I want to get the train to London. She said, “You can’t go from here, you have to go to Peterborough by taxi and catch a train there.” I still had some euros, but I didn’t have change, so I found a taxi and gave him €40 and said, “Please take me to Peterborough.” I don’t want change for it. In Peterborough, I bought a ticket to Waterloo Station, and when I got there, one of my brother’s friends came and picked me up in front of the McDonald’s.

I was so dirty, smelly, and my beard was grown and I was much skinnier. And I was so exhausted, you know. And of course I was scared. But I couldn’t believe it: I am in London.

When I came here, I was nothing. Still I’m nothing, but now I’ve got a personality. I’ve got documents in my pocket. I’ve got a bank account, which I never had in my own country. I live in a nice flat. I don’t have perfect things, but I’m very, very grateful. And always I will tell to people London is something different than other parts of Europe. Here is a place where they give you two wings to go higher than other people. When I compare myself with my friends in Iran, I’m much much higher than them. I had lots of trouble, lots of problems till I get here, but now I’m happy. It was worth all the struggle, it was worth it to get to this position now where I am. If I had to decide again, I would come to London again.
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