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  INTRODUCTION


 


  It seems that a great number of people nowadays are very interested in this character known as Banksy. They have been for some time, of course,
  but just now, as I write, with his exhibition in Bristol this is reaching a fever pitch. The queues into the Bristol City Museum were hundreds strong, and even little old ladies had the shaky
  temerity to ask who is Banksy?


  There are many people who know him, though, whose tenacity in schtumness and quietude is a testament to friendship and a response in kind to his own nature. And
  therein lies the rub. Huge sums have been offered for pictures of him  and there are many around. Even my mum has pictures of him. But who is he? His SOUL is the major factor I am interested
  in. What is he like? Why does he do what he does? Why does he not desire fame like everyone else? How often do we actually meet someone who is not scared by other peoples reaction? Who is
  true, sincere and with their own take on things? Banksys rejection of fame has, in this media-saturated environment, only served to enhance his anti-fame.


  Which is one reason why I wanted to write this book. The real questions and answers about him can be revealed without his identity ever being known. He speaks through his art. However, as a
  friend I can explain something of his make-up, perhaps, that will give depth to his creations and his character  he needs this or there is a chance he will be seen as being ephemeral. For me
  fame is a grotesque vulgarity sought out only by the insecure. It makes you an easy target for the media and who needs to be pursued for the amusement of others? Its soul-destroying. It just
  isnt worth it. For some people though, like Banksy, this kind of attention is anathema to them.


  The other thing one must consider is the illegality of the art form. For years this geezer has been wanted by various authorities for the prescient act of daubing on walls. He is well aware of what the authorities would like to do with him  set an example and all that. By prescient I mean that what you see on a wall boldly painted by someone often projects
  into the future; its powerful and effective  and the status quo doesnt like it. They never have and they never will, because they cant control it. But if you can pay
  through the nose for a billboard, you can say virtually anything you like. And as citizens we all have to swallow the messages of envy and greed from our friendly corporations because
  they have created laws saying that kind of indoctrination is OK. Its been paid for. And every graffiti artist I have ever known, including myself, understands that. Adverts are as far from
  the truth as it is possible to get. They represent the utopia that you must pay for as you slope through your trashy end of town without a penny to scratch your arse with. But to go out there in
  the dead of night when even the dogs are asleep and to put up on a wall a picture of the way you, as a free citizen, see this whole setup is to have the courage of your
  convictions so the general public can witness how you see it, for free. And we all know graffiti can be exquisitely poignant and beautiful, more than any advertiser can co-opt or come up with. As
  long as there are advertising billboards there will be graffiti and there is no contest as to which is the more creative and true. So forget having a clean-walled town for the foreseeable
  future.


  For more than a decade now Banksy has put up fresh work all around the globe. And untold numbers of people have seen the world through his lens, at no cost, and had a sense of
  liberation as a result. The dude does it because it is what he does. End of.


 


  CHAPTER ONE


  NEW YORK


 


  In 1994 I found myself back in New York. I had been travelling around the Middle East with my brother after my father had passed on, and had stopped in
  Bristol for the summer. I had this unquenchable lust to be back in New York and even though I only had a small amount of money left, I got myself on a plane and headed over the Atlantic.


  By now I felt I had developed a relationship with the place, having first visited New York in the harsh winter after John Lennon was shot down in 1980. Those were the days when you would see a
  subway train screeching into a station that had been bombed (covered in graffiti) massively inside and out. They were like living, breathing works of art coming at you non-stop. When the doors
  sprang open, every square inch was tagged. It was another world and it exhilarated me. I would sit and watch the trains coming over from Brooklyn on the bridges and trip.


  I loved the graffiti and back then there were no glossy coffee table books fetishizing the subject. It was just hyper-real. As a kid just out of his teens this was like being
  in a Kojak thriller all of my own. When I was back again around 1984 most of the trains were clean but you saw Keith Haring and Jean-Michel Basquiat works on the subway walls instead.


  By 1994 the city had changed its nature again; it seemed a tamer place but it still retained a raw edge. Since 9/11 New York has become so sanitized it barely resembles its heyday and I, like
  many others, have fallen out of love with it. But Im glad Im no longer addicted to the place.


  To set the scene: in 1994 I came rolling out of JFK and on to the A train heading into Manhattan. I got out at St Marks Place and strolled down 8th Avenue to Tompkins Square Park in the East
  Village where my mate Max lived. He was only going to let me stay with him a couple of nights so I had to act sharp to get sorted. A place to crash was obviously a priority: the
  nights were drawing in and the big freeze of winter was on its way.


  I struck lucky and hooked up with Maxs ex-girlfriend, Phlipp, an English girl who I knew from London, and she threw some good fortune my way. Within those two days she found me a place to
  stay  a warehouse space over in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. It was just one stop on the grey L train from lower Manhattan, and back then it was only just starting to be populated by artists
  converting old warehouses and industrial spaces into living quarters. Spaces could be huge and rent minimal, just how artists like it. Now the place is expensive and full of young trendies living
  the high life. Back then we were sandwiched between Poles, Hispanics and Hassidic Jews, and there was only one or two places to eat. The City changes and money moves the underprivileged out. In
  94 it was a decidedly righteous place to live.


  My room was basic, with access to an adjacent roof from where you could take in a view of the city. There was a nest of rats down my stairwell but as long as they
  didnt come into my room they never bothered me. About twelve of us shared a bathroom but it was all good and functional. I was established in living quarters in the Borough of Brooklyn.


  It wasnt too long before I needed to find work. I had an old Social Security number that a friend had procured for me when I had lived in San Francisco. It was dodgy but I could use it
  for a while before the wheels of bureaucracy would catch up. Meanwhile Phlipp had just quit a job working at a low-rent hotel in midtown. She had had enough of the place but offered to introduce me
  to the crew that ran it as they might need someone to fill her shoes.


  I went to check it out  the Carlton was no normal hotel. It was one of the best located but cheapest places to stay in town. It was an old, crooked, funky joint that
  used to house whores, crack addicts and various lowlifes. There were some dignified old-timers who had resided there for years and some loons who just holed up there, washed up from some personal
  crisis, and had never left. But heres the thing: artists, of one description or another, had begun to stay there due to the affordable rents. At some point one of these artists had offered
  to paint their room instead of paying rent. The management took an enlightened perspective and said, Yeah, okay, paint whatever you want. Virtually all of the rooms had been painted
  by different people in different styles, so much so that the place had an international reputation and various artists would even fly in to stay for free while painting their room.


  The first day I walked into the place it was a sensory overload  the hallways, toilets, foyer and stairwells were all decorated in styles that grabbed your attention, not to mention the
  rooms. I was introduced to the crew that ran it. They looked me up and down and made me a cup of something before I left but it didnt seem that I was going to walk into a
  job right there and then. So I was back on the street, rubbing my hands in the autumnal air and feeling a little disappointed as the place had taken hold of my imagination.


  Now, the neighbourhood I had moved into was not completely new to me as I had another link to the area. Her name was Dominga, a Brooklyn born, Chinese-American of Singaporean extraction. She was
  previously married to Scott, a mate of mine with dual British and American citizenship. He had been living in Williamsburg and we used to hang out over there back in the day. I went over to visit
  and told Dominga I was wondering about how to make some rent when she said: Hey, what about being a cycle courier  you can borrow my bike. So I got downtown to a courier
  service the next working day and signed up.


  I knew the city quite well from my previous visits as I had lived in a number of neighbourhoods since 1980 such as Hells Kitchen the old Irish hood, the
  East Village, Lower East Side, Spanish Harlem, and I also had friends all over so I figured I would soon find my way around. I had to cross over the infamous Williamsburg Bridge every morning and
  night, something I had been warned against doing by everyone I knew, but I was adamant nobody was going to fuck with me and got it on.


  Its a serious job, as anyone who has been a cycle courier will tell you, and the reward is certainly not the money, although its enough to get by on. The reward is getting to know
  the city. You are granted instant access to a multitude of places and faces that are strictly off-limits to the general public. It was dangerous out there; cold, wet and hard, and that was even
  before you started working, but the other couriers were brothers in arms and slowly the city revealed itself to me.


  One winter afternoon I was belting up the Avenue of the Americas on the bike when Keef, the boss of the Carlton Hotel, shouted out to me from the sidewalk. I screeched to a
  halt in the slush. It turned out he had also been a cycle courier for some years so he had the camaraderie in spades. He was psyched to see me doing what he used to do and it turned him onto me
  more than our previous encounter and he mentioned there might be some night shifts available at the hotel if I was still interested. I told him I was and gave him a contact number. It wasnt
  long after that I got a phone call and I was invited over to the Carlton to be trained up in the art of the night porter. Soon I had enough shifts to leave the couriers slog behind me. The
  refrain from E.S.G.s tune Uptown downtown, youve got to turn your life around began to leave my head.


  I started to do eighteen-hour shifts at the Carlton Hotel. It was excruciating to be woken at 3 a.m. by some drunken bum who wanted a bed for the night, but on the whole it
  was an easy number, even though I worked alone at night. Foreign tourists had started to show up and use the hotel and it was interesting to talk to the international clientele.


  The bolloxed and banjaxed folks that passed through the doors was worthy of a book in itself: there were the crack-smokers and -dealers who we would try to screen but some would fool us with a
  straight appearance; there were the assortment of whores of both sexes who came in with their customers to turn a quick trick, and then there were regular people who happened upon us on account of
  the good rates. Finally, there were the artists who would usually stop over one at a time and there would be a break before another showed up. These individuals were nearly always impressive and
  worth getting to know.


  The centre of operations was a tiny office, full of junk and odd artefacts with an even smaller room off to the side that had a bunk in it (and a baseball bat) where you
  could hopefully catch some sleep in the early hours when it could get quiet. It was one of the most pleasant parts of the job to invite a guest into the office and have a cup of tea and shoot the
  breeze.


  After a few months one of the day managers mentioned that we had an English artist staying for a tour of duty and that he was from Bristol. Youre from Bristol arent
  you? he said.


  I looked forward to meeting this person. Lo and behold, one fine morning, bleary-eyed as I was, there stood before me a guy by the name of Robin. He was framed in the office door and a radiant
  light was coming off him... no, not really! There he was, framed in the door and he just looked at me with a nonchalant expression.


  He didnt say anything so I said, All right? He nodded and I spoke again and said, You must be the one from Bristol? He nodded again but
  didnt communicate much else. He was just there. Is there something you want? I asked. He had some personal effects in the little safe, so I gave them to him and he said,
  See ya, turned and walked off. Oh, I thought and got on with what I needed to get on with at that time of the morning like turfing out the bums before 10 a.m. and
  getting the books square.


  So that was our first meeting and it makes me smile because that non-committal long gaze thing is him through and through. He isnt very forthcoming.


  A brief description: he is quite tall but not overly so, he is slim and slightly gangly. His dress sense isnt really together. His clothes didnt make any sense. He wasnt
  trying to concoct a look or identify with some youth code. It was nondescript. The guy was a crow, he didnt stand out, or in; you just wouldnt notice him. He could blend in or out at
  will as if he had an invisibility cloak. This was my fundamental impression when I look back at those three short minutes when I first clapped eyes on him. To be that way
  requires some magic spell or something and I dont think he was conscious of that effect  he was born with it. This is the first clue to how hes managed to go so long
  undetected. And long may it continue.


  After that first inauspicious meeting I cant say I looked forward to seeing him again. He was just there, in the hotel, doing his thing and it was my job to keep an eye on him.


  So I was doing my shifts on reception, often eating a pint of Ben and Jerrys New York Super Fudge Chunk, while this new artist would come and go through the foyer. It
  wasnt an open reception. We had bullet/baseball bat-proof security glass fronting the office with a space to speak through, just in case of any antisocial behaviour so often displayed by
  disenfranchised New Yorkers. But we did have a door, naturally, and that was usually open.


  Robin and I started to nod at each other from day to day but usually he would just pass by, quite rapidly. What have I done to offend him? I thought, although
  in truth this was really my least concern. He knew I was English, but we English are very cautious of each other, especially when were abroad. Rather than a chummy acceptance of another
  Englishman, it is usually a long-winded process of just getting to know each other a little at first. Where this foolishness comes from is anybodys guess but there it is  English
  reticence  yet when we do connect it is usually solid and lasting.


  I knew he knew I was English, but maybe he didnt know I was from Bristol, so I decided to go up to his room uninvited and introduce myself properly.


 


  CHAPTER TWO


  SIDEWALKING


 


  One evening I made my way up to Robins room. There was an appointed time when I shut the street doorway at night and then I would walk the hallways,
  just to make sure there was no anti-social trash hanging about. I would do this a few times each night and early morning. As I came towards his room there was the usual smell of paint and the door
  was shut so I knocked. There was no response from inside so I opened the door a little and stuck my head through the gap.


  All right? I broached.


  Yeah, he said.


  Can I come in?


  Yeah, he said. So I stepped inside.


  The place was a wreck: paint all over the place and stuff everywhere, but on the walls something was coming together, including the ceilings and doors. Odd, cartoonish, fiendish-looking
  creatures were beginning to peek out in broad outlines and bright colours. It was like a Gremlins toy town manifesting through the walls. So this is what he does, I thought. I
  didnt comment much but said Hey, looks all right. Yeah, he said.


  I didnt feel exactly welcome but I sat on the floor and relaxed. He was working and you know what these artists are like, so I settled back a bit and just started to chat a little,
  talking a bit about Bristol and whatever but it was pretty quiet generally and I watched him work. The atmosphere became warmer as the minutes passed. He was very busy, immersed in his work. After
  a while I realized I had been in there for over an hour. It had been nice to sit there, trying to figure the newcomer out, seeing him in action, but I had to go and sort the laundry and answer the
  phones and do the books and be around for the residents so I took off.


  His artwork looked like fun but it wasnt as serious or avant-garde as the usual stuff that got done in the rooms. Mind you, some of the rooms had been done out so heavily that it was
  depressing to go into them, and some had such explicit sexual references it made you wonder what sort of behaviour was demanded of you if you stayed there. One room was full of
  depictions of car crashes and flowers and that really got to my mum when she stayed in it. So Robins room was definitely staking out its own ground. It wasnt traditional graffiti as
  some might expect. It was something else, like the Wacky Races with a macabre tone. I liked it but it didnt particularly challenge you in any way and I wondered how the hotel became
  interested in him. It almost didnt seem to fit the place.


  Ah well, just another visiting artist, I thought. I also figured he might not be around that long as the usual artist tenancy was a couple of months at most. Although he was British, there were
  no real gestures of friendship and as he was quite aloof, I just let it be.


  As time went by though, I would invite him into the office for a cup of tea and the English reticence thing started to melt a little and mutual acknowledgement became more
  regular. His room was coming along and he had started to occasionally bring around some people he was hanging out with. They looked like proper New Yorkers and lacked any pretentious airs that are
  sometimes common among creative people. Little parties began to take place in his room and when I was walking the halls in the evenings, the door was often open and I would pop in and have a beer,
  meet his associates and take in the advancing jungle world that was appearing on his walls.


  I think he was testy with me because I actually just worked there, a member of the staff, and we hadnt crossed into a space of mutual trust that you need to let people in.
  The reality was I didnt give a damn about how crazy it got in the hotel. I liked the madness and insanity of the place. And in contrast with the vomit-soaked rooms and firearms his vibe was
  quite chilled out and cosy, if a little standoffish.


  A young blonde girl attached to him showed up on the scene and you just had to look at her to see she was wild and spiky. She was on the punky-street side, and chased after
  him like a young puppy with her tailwagging. You could feel their energy before you saw them coming in off the street clutching bottles of American Sudsy beer wrapped in brown paper bags.


  Late one warm summery night I noticed she was in his room and there was a lot of high-pitch screeching going on that sounded like a heated argument. I hadnt seen her come in with him, or
  on her own. The street door was locked, as it usually was at such an hour. Im not sure if he saw me pass by on my rounds as his door was ajar, but he came down later and he seemed
  exasperated.


  She climbed up through the fire escape, he said, and came in through the window. I had no idea she was coming. Shes crazy; I cant get rid of her!
  Oh yeah? I said, and at that moment she came running down the stairs bouncing around like a toy doll. Im not sure what she was on, maybe it was natural, but
  she became a fixture for a while and I was pleased to see them together.


  Robin moved out of the hotel and I didnt see him for a while. Life went on in New York and I continued on my night shifts and pursued my fancies. One of whom came in the shape of an
  attractive young Swedish girl. I couldnt help but notice a new energy in the hotel when four Swedish girls arrived. Their effervescence was infectious, they turned the heads of even the
  oldest residents, especially old Charlie Berg, a veteran of the Second World War who ate his breakfast in the office with me most mornings and who had Swedish heritage. He would mutter and mumble
  under his breath when they passed.


  They were studying at Parsons, a famous art and design college in Greenwich Village and were soon to move out to an apartment. When one of them left her architectural ruler at the hotel by accident, I took the chance to invite her to tea with me in the office one balmy afternoon. Soon we started going out so I had a new relationship to occupy my time. Her
  name was Johanna.


  Soon afterwards Robin showed up and said he had been staying down in South Brooklyn, a place known as Red Hook. I had been down that way a couple of times as I was eager to explore every nook
  and cranny of the city. There wasnt much there to speak of; it was a heavy ghetto basically comprised of African-American-inhabited housing projects. The area was (and still is) hardcore but
  not famous like Bedford-Stuyvesant.


  I was astounded and thought, What the fuck are you doing down there, man? Robin was staying with some people he knew and we got to talking about the place. He told me he had walked
  into the local fast-food joint late at night  a soul-food place  and had tried to spark up a conversation with the locals, as you might do in England. He was met
  with a less than welcoming response: the people there just all set their eyes on him with more than a hint of menace. A Who the fuck is this white boy with a fucked-up accent? And what the
  fuck is the motherfucker doing here? vibe. I had felt the same thing many times while up in Harlem or the Bronx, so I knew what he was talking about. The truth is New York (and America) is a
  very segregated land and Britain feels different to that. Robins friendly attitude was his Britishness as much as just himself. His genuine openness as opposed to fear or more negative
  attitudes is probably what saved him from having his arse kicked around the block. It aint like at home, he said, like Pauls or Easton. Yeah,
  I agreed. I even had British Caribbean friends in Brooklyn in certain neighbourhoods who would say watch yourself round here mate, it aint like England. I was amazed and
  impressed that Robin was living down there and wondered what he was putting up on the walls and streets and what the Red Hook residents would have thought of his art. They
  probably dug it.


  I spoke to him about some of the New York neighbourhoods I had experienced and we talked for the longest time so far, and when I look back, this is the point when things started to open up.


  From then on we started to hang out together. It wasnt because we were English or that we had the common connection of Bristol. Far from it. It soon transpired that he was a Bristol City
  fan and I am a Bristol Rovers supporter so we were never going to bond over our local football teams. We were Englishmen in New York.


  The hotel had offered him the foyer to do out and he took them up on it and became a summer fixture in the place. This time around his work was still leery and on the comic edge but on a grander
  scale with scary beasts and monsters lining the walls as if they were residents of the establishment. It was good fun, sharp and had his unique humour running through it. I
  liked it but it didnt seep into me too much, not like his later work. He was doing this thing and I was there doing my eighteen-hour shifts.


  One of our first excursions was to a nearby Irish bar to watch an English football international. It is always a laugh to congregate with English compatriots in a strange town with the common
  bond being the English national side. Its an instant hit as you walk in. English energy, the looks, the clothes, the chants and singing, the beer-swilling, the nervous looks from the locals
  (even in New York). Through that Robin and I became more relaxed and I began to figure him out. He was still aloof and distanced but I got the feeling that despite his endeavours to not reveal
  himself, he was deep.


  This unfathomed depth is important because this was a formative period leading up to his prominence as the artist he is today. He was young, he was inspired by New York and
  although he had a lot of suss and knowledge already, he was beginning to find his feet, sort out his own perception of things, and fine-hone that vision, for nobody elses sake
  but his own. He was out there doing the deed in the dead of night in volatile, dangerous places, not in search of accolades but because he wanted to get his views out there. To capture
  peoples imagination was the only reward.


  The point is its all about thinking for yourself  because the powers that be try to think for you from cradle to grave. And thats why Banksy is so good. He truly thinks for
  himself. And he doesnt just think for himself, he puts it out there for all to see, to reject, to agree with, be provoked by, enlightened by  all of that stuff.


  There was a Jewish mayor of New York back in the 80s - Mayor Koch  who once said If youve been here for six months but youre moving faster, talking faster,
  then youre a New Yorker. And I hold with that. The place can do something to you, animate you, make you more up on your feet, more up on your wits. Several people
  have asked me, Why do they call New York the Big Apple? Im not sure of its origins as a phrase but, to me, it means that everybody can take a bite. Its big enough for
  all comers to savour its flavour. Just go ahead and take your bite and enjoy it. The City laid itself out in all its expectant glory  a myriad of spaces and places to check out, scenes to
  get involved in. And nobody minded too much about you. They just got on with their own thing and when you connected with like-minded people it was a double-plus good.


  I was seeing Johanna a lot and there were a ton of parties about, often in Williamsburg. Robin and I began to go out together some more. Wed walk some of the city
  streets and the spectacle of the town worked its magic. One afternoon we strolled down Broadway to a gallery around Soho, close to Canal Street. We had both heard of the artist
  previously but the name escapes me now. This was a street graffiti artist who had a formidable reputation and had now begun to show some big pieces on canvas in galleries. I can still see the work
  in my minds eye and we were both impressed and pleased to see the exhibition, to take in its visual manipulation.


  The canvasses were as big as your average door and the movement of form or letters burst out and rushed back into the art. The hues of blues and colour were so subtle and harmonious they
  reflected a mind-state that was one: tough and two: sublime. This was good. We spent some time in there while Robin said repeatedly This just does something to my head.


  He liked it a lot. He was hardly a stranger to graffiti and could easily do his own pieces but this was advanced and you got the sense that he knew he couldnt compete with the standard,
  maybe ever. He did say later he didnt think his graffiti pieces were that good, in the traditional sense. I also think that pointless pursuit of the conventions of the
  genre was too conformist an approach for him. He knew his limits and that is when he started thinking out of the box.


  He has famously said that he came to stencilling after he saw a stencilled number under a train carriage while concealing himself from pursuing law officers. Its simplicity and cleanliness
  appealed to him at the same time, being a direct and quick method that was not as time-consuming as when you put up a big piece. This meant he could hit and run with clinical precision many times
  over on one night. He found his own way and took full advantage. He started with one stencil only and then realized he could do huge pieces with many stencils placed together (like his Mona
  Lisa with Bazooka) to achieve maximum impact. In New York, however, I never saw him use or create a stencil. That was going to come later.


  We were out one day walking through Soho and I thought of popping by a marketplace where I had worked a little and had some trader-friends who were English and I introduced
  Robin to them. We all got on well and were having a laugh but soon Robin was tuning into this younger kid and they both clicked as they figured out quickly enough that they both wrote graffiti.
  Robin and this lad were rabbiting on nineteen to the dozen about all the local graffiti artists, the names of whom Id never heard before. The knowledge was impressive and I was out of my
  depth in this context so I just listened and thats when I realized Robin was way out there in his familiarity with this scene. They were almost like a couple of train-spotters. They spoke in
  reverent, excited tones of artists and places to find the best, newest pieces by the most invisible, law-defying street artists in New York.


  That was another click moment. He was up on stuff and knew details that I had no inkling of. This scene was his thing; he was becoming embedded in it. His
  artistic persona was getting more solid. He was the proverbial iceberg: you see a little above the water but underneath is the hidden mass. He didnt show what was concealed and its
  pretty much the same to this day. Hes only going to talk through his art.


  We would quite often walk out from the hotel together after my shift was done. This was usually around 11 a.m. when the Manhattan mornings were often bright and felt full of endless
  possibilities. This particular morning, we were both riding skateboards and I suggested we move on downtown to the lower echelons of Soho to take in an exhibition showing the anarchist propaganda,
  art and posters from the Spanish Civil War. It was something I was interested in, having read various accounts of the anarchist International Brigades fighting the allied fascist forces of Franco,
  Mussolini and Hitler at the same time as the Soviet-backed communists. There were many westerners in the anarchist brigade, not least British and Americans who gave their all
  for the cause. I was mentioning these facts to Robin as we skated on down. He seemed interested but remained quite silent.


  Its a complex and often overlooked part of history and I thought it would be enlightening.


  We got to the gallery relatively early, it had just opened and there was no one inside apart from the proprietor. As we strolled in he looked up, slightly disdainfully, as we propped our
  skateboards up against the gallery wall. This guy couldnt have had his coffee yet because he immediately took off on a tirade about how we shouldnt have done that. It
  was so out of proportion and snotty that I railed down on him. Pointing out how small-minded he was being  especially in contrast to the noble theme of the exhibition around us. It became a
  stand-off and I saw it through but Robin stayed quiet and hung back as it was clearly becoming embarrassing. Eventually and predictably the proprietor said, get out of
  here before I call the cops.


  It was a stupid event, but to me the gallery owners hysteria was beyond a joke. Robin wasnt happy about this scene and I couldnt really make him see it my way: that this man
  was childishly reactionary about a couple of skateboards when he was hosting a serious revolutionary art exhibition. To me the irony was obvious and absurd but it created a cold space between Robin
  and me and he took off soon after, leaving me feeling nonplussed by his reaction. But there you go; I wasnt about to turn it into a big deal. To me he was just another snooty Soho gallery
  owner.


  While in the gallery, though, I had seen a notice that said there was to be a gathering of ex-combatants from the American branch of the International Brigades that night, including speeches from some of them, so despite the upset I resolved to return. This meeting meant something to me and an uptight fool wasnt going to put me off.


  So that night I dressed differently, put on a poor-boy cap and got myself down to the event. And it was truly worth it to see these brave men and women stand up and tell their
  stories: how the US military rejected them for their effort and even how, on their return to America, the unions would not let them be hired simply because of their political beliefs.


  They all stood at the end of the evening and sang the Internationale and they were still strong and proud and righteous and it struck me hard in the heart. As I left, I passed the
  gallery owner once again and checked his gaze as he did a double take.


  I didnt run into Robin again for several days and neither did I seek him out, but, of course, we were bound to see each other and I was determined to bring up this incident.


  The next time I saw him I was in the hotel office on a fine afternoon fixing up a shitake mushroom salad. He came in with Mike Tyler, the resident poet and writer who was
  staying in the hotel  and was forever stalling on his rent. Mike was one of the founders of the Slam Poetry events in New York that later evolved into a worldwide scene. He was
  an interesting guy and also never had a dime. So I asked them in to eat and they were pleased to join me. I always made a little more food than necessary and often invited others to eat with me. It
  made for a pleasant intro to the night shift. And we got to talking.


  I already knew that Robin was naturally taciturn and since the gallery episode he had retreated a step back from our friendship. So, fuck it, I just gave him a broadside and told him how I had
  gone down there again that same day to pay some respect to the old warriors. I told him about their clenched fist salute, how the establishment back in the States had
  blackballed them, ostracizing them and their families. He started to see things differently and silently acknowledged where I was coming from. I didnt know if he had any politics. His art at
  this point did not reflect that but to me it was obvious he was smart, streetwise and a guttersnipe. And the truth is only known by guttersnipes. So I thought, hey  were either
  going to connect or not. So I laid it out and our relationship was better for it.


  Life in New York moved at its own rapid pace, and Robin and I continued to hang out. I took him over to Williamsburg one time for a brunch being prepared by a crowd of the artists that I lived
  with. I remember he was pretty quiet, as usual, but I could start to read him by then and I could tell he was intrigued. His style was to be quiet, to observe, to take it all in  and then he
  would come out with just one comment at the precise time to garner some attention. And that is what he did on this occasion, successfully pissing off half of my mates with
  deceptive ease. Usually his perceptive comments were so close to the target they got most peoples backs up within microseconds; others would laugh; others would be puzzled. But when he spoke
  all would listen. Ive seen him do this cat among the pigeons routine several times and it has this canny effect every time. He could smell bullshit a mile off and he could cut
  fiercely through the pretensions of a crowd. It was just quick, short and precise. And almost every time there was this humour  the same humour you see in his art, especially the
  stencils.


  He was never great for conversation. He didnt do that, he didnt reveal or divulge often but they say that only about 30 per cent of human communication is actually spoken or
  verbal. But people who talk too much have always bugged me; youve got to get your psychic awareness out, feel the other person. With Robin it was always just good to be around him. You felt
  like you were with an intelligent, deep animal but you wouldnt think of crossing him. His razor blades were just too sharp. I got an idea of his background and there
  wasnt a sniff of privilege about him. His wit and sensibility came from hard knocks, you could tell. He comes from nowhere and he could go right back there in a second and not be
  perturbed.


  In hindsight, I was very glad to have him in my life back then. He was a complete antidote to the superficial entities that inhabit New York in large numbers. Im not going to say we were
  kindred spirits or anything like that but we didnt stop hanging out. Our friendship was ongoing.


  He had an edge, as I mentioned, but he didnt have any particular politics or dogma. He just saw things clearly. He wasnt really influenced too much by anything but I could feel his
  keen sense of injustice and hypocrisy.


  I was starting to make plans to leave town and head off for South America. Id been saving money and even had enough to buy a second-hand Harley Davidson and ship it
  back to England. My first idea had been to ride across to California to hook up with some good people I knew. However Johanna put paid to that idea as we were in love and she became my priority.
  Her stay was also coming to an end and I was determined to get over to Sweden as soon as my South American trip was over. Also I wasnt getting on too well at the hotel with certain members
  of staff, one of which was working on getting me out of the place, saying that I was too rude, which still makes me laugh when I think of it.


  There was a buzz in the hotel office a couple of mornings running, more so than usual. The place was usually humming by around 10 a.m. Old Charlie Berg, the war-veteran, would be ordering his
  breakfast from the corner restaurant over the phone and make the eggs over easy, dammit... while a fusty smell reeked off him, guests coming and going, money to collect, questions,
  complaints, and more questions. Robin would poke his head in, slightly bemused by the goings-on and to see me fencing off all the usual rigours of the job. Hey, they call
  it work! I might say to an enquiring gaze.


  But this morning the buzz was: Damien Hirst was coming through town  and how the hell were we going to blag our way into the opening night? These were relatively early days for Hirst in
  New York and this was to be his breakthrough show. He is quite entertaining, but to be honest I couldnt really take him that seriously. Nevertheless, I was into checking out the opening
  night. Whatever else he does Hirst has a skill in the art of extracting largesse out of corporations that have too much money to burn.


  What caught my curiosity was that Robin was genuinely excited at the prospect of seeing this enfant terribles collection. I hadnt seen this kind of interest shown by him for
  any other established artist that I could think of; in fact we rarely even spoke of any contemporary art scene at all outside of graffiti. It was revealing because Robin was
  motivated enough to get in to the opening by hook or by crook and as the days passed you could tell he was anxious about the prospect of not being able to get in  it being invitation only
  (and none of us having invitations!).


  As things transpired I couldnt go: it was a working night I hadnt counted on. So I had to make do with him telling me about it later. The night of the opening Robin stopped by the
  office before leaving and he was almost glowing with expectancy and suppressed excitement. I was surprised because I hadnt seen that reaction from him before. Shit, hes really
  into this bloke, I remember thinking, and as he left I wished him luck on getting in.


  The next day I was again surprised to hear how impressed he was by the show, and he described the atmosphere, the people who were there (like David Bowie) in glowing terms. He was so tuned into
  the whole thing. To be as good, in his own way, as Hirst, to be so well known, to have a certain type of person expressing interest in your art, this was a turn-on for Robin
  that I wouldnt have envisaged up to that point. Now I see it clearly. In his mind already he had vague ideas of where he was going, where he wanted to be; he had his motivation
  click-clacking like a whirring machine in some part of him. He wants to go places, I remember thinking. And with hindsight it is noteworthy that Mr Hirst, another West Country boy,
  could be said to have taken Robin under his wing a little.


  I went down to the show the following night, it was interesting, but it showed me more about Robin than anything else. I began to see that I was lucky to be spending some time with a genuine,
  talented, singular maverick that had a bright future ahead of him. This period in New York was a formative one, a beginning of sorts and an education of how to move on to the next step 
  there was a certain calculation on his part, but basically it was an organic process of growing, of branching out, of bearing fruit.


  I would have liked to have left the hotel before they fired me but all was not fluffy bunnies in the job. Something was up, I could smell it, so I decided to make a move. I think Robin felt I
  was going to be moving on and he started to be more forthright in conversation when we were together. He seemed to be forging ideas around me, sounding them out and maybe he was trying those ideas
  out on others too, but I was listening.


  At this point I could feel he was gaining in confidence and self-assurance. One afternoon he came into the office and started going on about his name. His first name is Robin, as he was saying,
  and he was thinking of changing his last name to Banks; thats right, Robin Banks (later abbreviated to the tag Banksy). He brought up the idea of this
  name-change at least three times on separate occasions and just ran it by me, looking for affirmation. The idea was that anything he did would be attributed to this moniker
   Robin Banks  a deliberate pun. However, I knew the name was too long to use as a graffiti tag so thought he must have other ideas for his art and other projects in mind. Over
  time the pseudonym Banksy just came into common parlance, despite his original intentions, and I cant say I have ever heard anything hes done credited to a Mr
  Robin Banks, but for those who wonder why he calls himself Banksy, now you have your answer. Eventually, after being at the hotel for a year or so I was out and back on
  the bike as a courier. I wasnt fussed because I had never planned on staying in New York for too long. Even that town can get boring after a couple of years of living the life.


  As a result I didnt see Robin as frequently but when we did hang out, most often at certain bars in the East Village, our talking increased a little in urgency. I began to ask him a few
  things about who he knew in Bristol. Have you heard of The Pop Group, Mark Stewart and The Maffia? No. These were critically acclaimed bands from
  Bristol that came out of the punk era. They had a serious political edge, preceding virtually all other acts internationally at that time. No, that was too early, it wasnt his generation. He
  knew of Massive Attack, Tricky and Portishead but it didnt seem that he knew them personally in any way. I went on to talk about the Dug-Out club in Bristol where everyone used
  to hang out back in the day and where the Wild Bunch, later to form Massive Attack among others, had their roots.


  He wasnt really aware of that. Then we started talking politics: Have you ever heard of these secret covert groups  the Trilateral Commission, the Bilderberg Group, the
  Masons, these fuckers that try to control the world from behind closed doors? I asked. Robin said he wasnt really up on these things. So I got into it a little to see how deep his
  knowledge might be, to see if I could inform him of some stuff. I thought hed be interested about the backstage of our so-called democracy and the machinations of the
  faceless elites. This all came up as an extension of the conversation around Mark Stewart and The Maffia as this was that groups prime territory. I didnt want to berate, I just got
  some facts out in a sentence. Full stop. He looked at me from behind those eyes in the darkness of the back wall of the bar and just kept on looking. He didnt say nothing.


  On one of the last times we hung out together in New York, Robin recommended I listen to Mobb Deep, a rap crew from some projects up on the West Side. They were seriously lyrical and serially
  tough. It was unlike him to recommend anything. Yeah, I said, I do listen to them  all the time. He looked at me straight and nodded. The conversation moved on. I
  didnt ask why he thought they were worth listening to. They were the sound of New York, the sound of the oppressed and the dispossessed and the sound of intelligence rising against the odds.
  It stuck with me that hed recommended them. He cared enough somehow to get me to tune into what he was digging and that felt good.


  A final moment between us intrigued and affected me. He just told me he really liked Johanna and thought, Shes a really nice girl. It was lovely to hear him say this 
  just a subtle comment, but it seemed like hed been thinking about it, waiting for the right moment to say it. Coming from him and his singular honesty about all things it gave confirmation
  to my own feelings for her and it perhaps made me all the more determined to be with her again, and for that Im still grateful.


 


  CHAPTER THREE


  WEST IS BEST


 


  I was gone, down Bolivia way and in the jungles of the Amazon for a while, flying over the Nazca lines in Peru and stopping off in Chile. I was interested to
  find out more about the jungle vine psychedelic Ayahuasca but all of that is another story. I was free in mind, body and spirit but I missed Johanna terribly. She was waiting for me in
  Stockholm. I also came to an odd realization. I had started a lot to see Robin in my dreams, he had penetrated my mind so subtly and he was really there night after night, strong, determined,
  psychic, delivering up endless antics. That guy sure is real, I thought, over morning coca-leaf tea. Hes super-fucking real.


  One dream of many: Im in a darkened room with Robin and a paranoid feeling resounds. The light is low. There is a large book between us. He has created a complete
  dictionary, full of pictures and reams of text, to replace our conventional ones. This new dictionary transforms our language and perceptions, its intended to seep into
  our conscious minds. Its aesthetic is revolutionary, to replace our common interpretations. I hold this book and flip through its pages in a fervour, the text flies off the pages, along with
  the images, floating transparently in the gloom around us. A fire burns in a grate, I can hear it crackling and feel its warmth. A desk holds the weight of this tome, a modern Book of Kells and its
  meanings absorb my minds eye.


  Yet, we are being pursued by shadows. Dark forces are approaching while the wind whistles up. We move off, this way and that, Im swiftly following him. We both board a small aircraft
  which Robin knows how to fly and we glide up and out, north, above the West Country, over Cotswold valleys, with villages of honey-stone and ancient steeples. The people peacefully sleep in their
  beds. Ah, my beloved valleys, I murmur. Its darkening and the landscape looms up at us, the hills rise to meet our aircraft as we fly low, Robins
  presence cocooned safely in the cockpit. Alighting next to an ancient Saxon church lying deep in the fold of hills we step out into a dust of frost that lies all about us. Stars glint in a moonless
  heaven, pulsing from above. We carry the book into the sacred building, uplifting a central flagstone near the altar and place the book in its hiding place for now, it being wrapped in patterned
  azure silk. I feel old England protecting its own.


  I had been back in Europe for a time, stopping in England before spending several months in Stockholm with Johanna. The New York period was over and I had a longing to be in
  England as it was some years since Id been there for any length of time. So I left Scandinavia to re-establish myself in Bristol and be closer to my family and to reacquaint myself with
  friends up and down the country.


  It was a little odd to be back in Bristol, so much had happened there in the past, but I hooked up with some old faces and got some work in nightclubs doing doors and had a
  few daytime gigs around and about. I sorted out a nice place to live up in Kingsdown, looking over the city and Johanna flew in regularly to keep me company.


  It so happened that I ended up in the Bristol Royal Infirmary in the summertime for a spell after swimming in the River Avon near Bath. Every chance I got I was out into the countryside on the
  Harley I had shipped over from the US and we had been out for a dip when I must have swallowed some water polluted with rat piss and I succumbed to Weils Disease and was laid up in hospital
  recovering.


  The day I finally felt better Johanna was visiting and she was anxious to get me out of the hospital. It was a glorious summers day, and it just happened to be the weekend of the Ashton
  Court Festival. Ashton Court Festival had been a free festival since the hippy days and took place annually up in the grounds of an old stately manor on the south side of the
  River Avon. I had been going there for years  it was a guaranteed good time, with a lot of great music being performed. Half of the city would be up there, so you were bound to run into
  friend and foe alike.


  Johanna and I held hands and made a beeline for the place. It was quite a walk and when we got there I remember being sick and heaving up the hospital breakfast. Nevertheless, we continued into
  the main stage and got caught up in the infectious buzz of happy people and good music. I was pretty pale according to Johanna so I didnt think of heading for the beer tent, although a
  refreshing cider would have gone down well, perhaps.


  The sun was blazing, the music blaring, we were just milling about and I was crowd-spotting, recognizing faces and saying hello to some. Then I saw Robin standing on his own,
  the crowd moving around him. He was sort of looking at the ground, motionless. It was slightly odd to catch sight of him again in such a different environment to New York. I was really pleased to
  see him and I tugged Johannas sleeve and said, Look, theres Robin! Yeah, she said, lets go and say hello. We were twenty or thirty
  yards away and we moved towards him through the crowd. I actually stopped to observe him a little more closely as we approached. He was still just looking at the ground, occasionally glancing
  about. I was imagining some great reunion. I had been wondering about him, but seeing him, I began to get slightly nervous. Something was amiss. He looks kind of fucked-up, somehow, I
  said to Johanna. Lets go up and say hi anyway.


  So we did. Hey, Robin, howre you doing? I said as we approached him. He looked up as he was rolling a cigarette: Fucking hell! he said. Are you all
  right? I asked. Yeah, yeah, he said. I took a good long look at him. I could smell the cider. I figured hed been on the apple juice pretty heavily.
  We said a few words but he was non-committal and swaying ever so slightly. I was beaming at him; I was so happy to see him again after all these months but he didnt seem to give much of a
  damn about seeing me. So, I said: How is it, being back in Bristol? And he replied: The only thing wrong with this town is you and your fucking family.


  I couldnt believe what I was hearing and Johanna stepped back a little. I wasnt in the mood for this and could see hed been on the scrumpy so gave him a wide berth. If
  youve been brought up in the West Country you would know very well what its like to be trashed on rough cider, or scrumpy, and it can turn you pretty psycho 
  especially in the hot sun.


  But his comment was out of order, deliberately so. It was a challenge: Stand up to me or fuck off. I wasnt about to creep off anywhere so I looked at him with some
  sympathy for his state and said: What the fuck are you on about? Youve never even met my family. I continued looking at him and he looked up at me. I said, Its
  only three oclock and youre fucking trashed. Yeah? he said; Fucking right, I replied. Something happened then: that invisible click and we were
  right as rain again.


  I asked Johanna to give me a moment alone with him and she moved off, quite puzzled by this English episode, and we started to talk. He was arseholed on the rough cider.


  When I look back at it now this exchange tells me two things. It was classic Banksy fuck off humour  like, if you cant get beyond my razor blades, then fuck off. And
  secondly it was a classic risible West Country welcome. And that was it, we were back in cider country and you may as well behave like it! So, now, instead of wanting to punch his lights out when I
  remember it I laugh my socks off. It couldnt have been a better meeting.


  We spoke about a few things, of South America, of Sweden, of what hed been up to, not that hed remember anything that was said. He told me where he lived, asked me to come by and
  then he said Come on, lets listen to some good music. And he led the way right into the pit of the crowd in front of the main stage. Johanna joined us and Portishead opened up
  their set to a rapturous, thundering crowd. The West is best.


  Summertime was unrolling itself over the city of Bristol when one day I found myself walking down the old Welsh Back, a long-since redundant harbour lying near Bristol Bridge in the city centre.
  From a couple of hundred yards away, I saw a lone figure next to a wall of an old warehouse. I knew the building and the last time I had seen it, it was its usual red-bricked self. Now a volume of
  colour emanated off it. There was no one else about and I stopped to survey the scene. I walked on a little more and the figure, which was silhouetted against the wall and was
  clearly in no hurry whatsoever, reached for a spray-can and employed a few stokes. Now I could see who it actually was. Robin. The artful dodger. I approached cautiously, not wanting to disturb him
  and also remembering our last hairy encounter. I walked up and took in his work; it was relatively similar to his New York cartoon stuff on the walls of the hotel. It was like this: a figure
  sitting in an armchair being blasted by a hubristic TV set, the piece was full of characters coming out of the TV and the tag line was, Theres a lot of noise going on but you
  aint saying anything! It ran about four metres long by three metres high  a big piece. He didnt hear me coming and I didnt want him to think I was sneaking up on
  him so I said: Oi! and kicked a can towards him. He looked around casually and his eyes brightened when he saw me. That was a good sign and we started to talk and
  although he was surprised to see me he didnt miss a beat in his friendliness. I talked about this painting he was doing in broad daylight. He must have had permission to do it judging by the
  time of day. He was easy-going and after a while he got back to the wall, spray-can in hand.


  It was time for me to move on too, but I was pleased by this unexpected meeting. When I said, Well, see ya, he said, Yeah, come around to mine. Pay a visit. We
  exchanged glances as I replied, Yeah, will do.


  I was often in Stockholm for periods and then back to Bristol. I know my town really well and have walked the neighbourhood streets endlessly. There was nowhere I
  wouldnt walk or cycle, day or night. I would notice any new graffiti as it was thrown up. I was always reading the writing on the wall. Some of the writers I knew personally  they
  varied from political sloganeers to Bronx idealists. They reflected the state of play on the pavement, never lightly and often acutely. (It bodes well to know whose gang
  territory you happen to be passing through.) Suddenly I began to notice some eclectic stencils appearing. They were all over town, from Easton to Clifton, and they were eye-catching, humorous and
  challenging. Their number increased, but there was no tag, just the image. When you see this kind of quality about it makes you realize there is intelligence out there and thats reassuring.
  It also makes me proud of my town. It was just the kind of thing I loved to see on our walls as opposed to mindless, often sinister, corporate advertising on billboards.


  I finally got round to visiting Robins place which was between St Pauls and Easton. It was dark and rainy, the light shone out of the dampness and puddles. I hadnt bothered
  to call, I just showed up and knocked on the door. He answered and let me in, seemingly glad to see me. One or two people were hanging out, relaxing, so we had a cup of tea amid
  the mess that was strewn around and I sat on an old, battered couch that had seen better days. He introduced me and I recognized the nicknames from around town. We spoke about events and happenings
  and some other personal stuff that was going on. Robin was very genial and I sat back, soaking up the creative atmosphere that rang from the walls and the sundry articles that littered the
  room.


  I always felt good around people like him, someone who is doing their own thing with their own mind, and letting the world hang. The lights were low and I started to pick some things out, some
  canvasses, paints, loads of spray-cans and materials, like hardboard, metal and cardboard, with images or paint on. There was a big table pushed up against the window with the curtains closed (the
  street was right in front) and on it was a lot of stuff pushed into piles and bundles here and there, but on the space that was left was a cut-out stencil about a yard square,
  perhaps, and cut into this cardboard was one of the images I had seen on walls all over the city. Fucking hell! I said in surprise. This is you. Ive been seeing this all
  over town! I laughed and looked at him.


  Yeah, Ive been doing stencils, have a look at these, he said, and he produced three or four others, each of outstanding quality. He started to cut a new one and explained
  his technique and how the edges of the cutting had to be very clean so that when the paint was sprayed on the final image was finely lined. I was psyched out to realize that it was his work I had
  been noticing. I hadnt twigged that it could have been him  but now it made perfect sense. It could only have been him and I took a thrill from discovering his latest progression.


  He explained his motives behind using the medium, its quickness, ease of transport and maximum effect. He bent my ear about it a little, like he was sharing his pleasure about developing this new approach and pleased to find someone excited about it too and then he fell back to his characteristic reticence as he carried on cutting this new image.


  I just watched him, sipping the tea. Fucking right on, I thought. Im lucky enough to see this young man develop his ideas and talent  and his message
  was unique, hard and revolutionary. He was out there, in those quiet hours, applying his mind to the walls for all to see. It was burning in him, this art, and it was a cool thing to be around that
  single-mindedness, that energy. I just had to watch him, to keep tabs on him so as to see what hed do next. The friendship was re-established. He had my Summa cum laude,
  thats all I knew.


  I went to visit Robin on a semi-regular basis, when I was passing through his neck of the woods. We would talk a bit and Id watch him do whatever he was up to with his
  art. One day he mentioned Delge aka 3D from Massive Attack  the Bristol band that originated from the Wild Bunch crew  and how a
  classic piece of graffiti that 3D had done had been erased by Bristol council. Robin was offended by the incident and the ignorance of the law. He was right in that respect. I knew this piece from
  years ago and it was a well-executed New York-inspired wall work around Upper Byron Place. I was upset that it had gone too. But hey, thats the name of the game, thats what
  makes graffiti so righteous that it can be there today and gone tomorrow. Its illegal, its a threat and the dark forces dont like threats, I said.


  In return for this statement I got one of those brow-beating looks and a silence, but it was almost like he hadnt considered that viewpoint either, like his work had a god-given right to
  be up there. My statement may have sounded obvious, but his single-minded approach to his art and all street art  the time he put into it and the passion, meant that the very idea that some
  ignoramus could come and take it off the wall was absolute anathema. This isnt a perfect world. That good art can be taken off a wall by a bloke on minimum wage should
  get anyones gall going but the forces of ignorance are strong. The irony is that now in Bristol when a Banksy appears the council doesnt touch it out of deference to the city folk who
  have taken him into their hearts. They dont really want another Bristol riot.


  He also started to talk about Massive Attack and how he was hanging out with them when they were recording their classic album Mezzanine. I had this idea about him that he was such
  a loner, such a masked man that he didnt really have too many established connections in Bristol, but I was wrong. It was clear that he was more deeply into the scene than me. I got the
  feeling he could take it or leave it but also that he felt it was only right that he should refer to and acknowledge those who had come before him and pioneered the trail. Also, it was becoming obvious that his talents hadnt gone unrecognized: he was becoming known and increasingly well regarded. He had a certain individuality about him, a feeling of aloneness
  that surrounded him. It was always there. An outsider. A Camus. He would have been doing what he was doing regardless of whether people liked it or not. He was his own posse. One-man army. All
  that.


  One day we were just meandering around a dog end of Easton, Barton Hill, taking in the neighbourhood, when he said, Were nearby the studio  do you want to
  come in? He hadnt mentioned the studio before so I was intrigued and agreed. The place was so removed and unnoticeable it could have been in one of the industrial back streets of
  Brooklyn. You just wouldnt have known it was there if you were passing. It was a big place, splendidly industrial, beautifully light, and strongly built. It was the kind of building I loved
  and the kind the council would knock down and place a high-rise on, or maybe an IKEA if the backhander was big enough. Imagine Brunel and his railway siding workshops.


  We made our way in  through gates, yards, stairs and doors. No one else was there. I had thought that he was only using his living room for his creative space but this
  place was vast. A lot of his work was in one corner and other artists had stuff scattered around too. I was surprised to see quite large canvasses that were obviously his. There was a large table
  with stencils on it and a multitude of spray-cans, often foreign as the quality was superior to the British aerosol. The large canvasses held images of his I had not yet seen, of tanks with
  loudspeakers atop, of a rioter throwing a bunch of flowers, of helicopters with kissing lips and pink bows on top. He had been buying older classic works of art in frames to which he had added his
  own images, thereby morphing them into a commentary on or antithesis of the original intention.


  Whats that all about? I asked pointing at an old countryside scene with yellow crime tape stretched around the trees (his addition, of course). Thats about the
  way the television series Crimestoppers have made us all scared to even be in the countryside. I didnt want to ask too much; he was tetchy around his art, as per usual. I
  looked at the helicopters with bows and lipstick on. I like that, I said, pointing. Do you? I fucking hate that one, he snapped.


 


  CHAPTER FOUR


  LONDON CALLING


 


  Bristol is an eclectic and creative town. Its an ancient place, built on and rebuilt again after battles and bombs. The Knights Templar were big there
  during the Crusades. Cabot crossed the Atlantic around the same time as Columbus, funded by the Merchant Venturers of the city. Some of Bristols history isnt pretty but some of its
  best-loved sons were poets, artists and musicians.


  Theres something in the Bristol water that loves the maverick, the independent thinker  the more advanced the better. The citys hills resemble Rome or San Francisco and any
  son that has walked stoned immaculate through its many streets on a frost-bitten night with the moon on high will tell you it is the most bohemian of places.


  Now, back in the late 60s and early 70s Bristol was down on its luck and you could buy beautiful Georgian and Victorian properties for a song  and members of the
  counter-culture from those days did just that. The hippies flocked into the city and in some peoples eyes it became Englands answer to San Francisco. This
  open-minded generation had children, the sons and daughters of bohemia, and they spread their parents ideals through punk and other counter-culture movements. I spent four years in San
  Francisco but I never met any hippies that matched the bizarre, exceptional freaks that Bristol housed. And learned with it. There were legendary parties that went on for days, and mixed up in this
  was a sizeable Rastafarian population in the 70s, that led to cross-pollination of culture bearing fruit the like of which had never been seen before. Dont take my word for it, look
  into it yourself. True Bristolians know it, like I said, theres something in the water.


  The reason I mention all this background is because this is where Robin comes from. Its not nowhere-land. The city has its distinct neighbourhoods. We cant go into them all here
  but if you find yourself down in St Werburghs crossing to St Pauls and over to Easton youll get a flavour of what I am trying to impart. The energy is
  stone-buzzed and taut. The walls bear witness to the artists efforts of many years. The labyrinthine streets are easy to become lost in; if you know the turf youll always be safe,
  always be able to evade the officers.


  Robin lived down that way, practised his art down there and knew the people that associated there. Easton, perhaps above all, is home to an enviable ragtag collection of
  nutters, bohemians, dropouts and rogues. This was his milieu in those days, not that he didnt travel, but this is where it was going on.


  One night I was invited to an evening of eccentric persuasion round at Robins studio. He had invited me for supper. Candles and colours lit up the place like a scene from a Peter
  Greenaway film and surrounding the tables, on an odd assortment of old skip-found chairs, couches and armchairs, sitting and standing, laughing and conversing, was a collection
  of the unorthodox free citizens of the local environs. The vibe was at fever pitch as people were just about to eat. Some of the people I knew and some I recognized but most were strangers to me. I
  had squatted over in Easton when I was a teenager and knew the locals back then but most of them had since died, been locked up or got the hell out. I was back in it tonight, I could tell; it was
  like I had never left. I had ridden over on the Harley and I had been telling Robin about it, so I collected him from the party as soon as I had walked in so I could show it off. I didnt
  think he would be impressed at all  in fact, I thought he may well not pay it any attention, but I was proud of it and the fact that I had got it together to ship it back from New York, so I
  wanted him to see it. It was a mean beast, customized in a classic, timeless fashion.


  On this moody night the chrome gleamed through the fog. To me, it was like a living creature, ready to pounce, its personality was that strong. Fucking hell, yeah, I
  see what you mean. Shes a beauty, he enthused. He had a closer look and the clockwork in his brain took it all in. He looked up, he seemed to be smiling inside. Come on,
  lets go up, he said and we got drawn back into the party.


  His response to the motorcycle was like his take on Johanna  he liked it, and that gave it a deeper value for me. Maybe it was a weakness on my part but I wasnt seeking approval.
  It was affirmation that my judgement was right.


  People had begun to eat; the wine, the beer and the spliff were in full sway and a more gregarious gathering of people you could not find. The conversation was ribald; the jokes explosive; the
  food good. I ate and sat and chatted and watched and observed some more. I had become endlessly observant on account of my travelling, and although I loved parties I could also
  freeze myself out somewhat. So after sussing out the scene and the characters present, I took to looking at the art, especially now my head was expanded on account of the marijuana.


  Robins stuff was just so good, so simple and straight up in its execution its cadence just sung to me, like so many others would appreciate. I picked up a chunky piece of white laminated
  hardwood on which he had done a stencil  a picture of a bloodhound gang on the chase of a scent. I thought it was cool-as-fuck. It had been propped up by the window and I placed it back
  there. Just at that moment Robin came over on his own and just hung there.


  Thats a cool piece, I said. You want to sell it?


  Mmmmmm  no, you can have it, its nothing, he said almost sheepishly.


  No, go on, Ill give you a tenner, I insisted.


  Go on then, he said.


  So I fished out ten quid, which to me seemed like a fair amount of money.


  Thanks, he said. Ill put it towards the food. He paused and then said: Thats the first painting Ive ever sold.


  The words rang in my head as he moved off, but someone had seen the money change hands and a little coterie suddenly rounded on me. A self-appointed Scouse Nazarene was at the front. I had
  actually shared a house with him for a spell in the past.


  Rob, what are you... How could ya? he said incredulously.


  Whats the problem? I said.


  You bought that off him didnt you?


  Yeah?


  I had crossed some line with them, some unspeakable, invisible code had been broken. There werent any more words said. They just looked at the Judas. Fuck them, I thought,
  and left soon after, belting down some moody, neon-lit backstreets on the motorcycle just for the hell of it.


  Robin was going up to London a fair amount so every now and again he was gone from Bristol and would then reappear. Gradually his stays away were becoming more frequent so we
  arranged to hook up while I was visiting friends up there. I used to live in the smoke in the early 80s and had kept some friends with whom I used to catch up from time to time.


  It was 1999 and there was that apprehensive end of millennium buzz in the air. It was always a laugh to be in London, and I used a lot of my time up there to explore its hidden
  corners. Id always enjoyed getting down to the old industrial remains of Wapping and its warehouses, Rotherhithe, Millwall, the Isle of Dogs, and splendid Greenwich, so I was intrigued to
  see the changes since I had been away. I was pretty horrified by the Docklands renaissance, the decay of the past had been hastened away along with its romance and it had become a gentrified stink
  of a place.


  The Docklands Light Railway took you on a tour of the new capitalist palaces and towers, the old quays lined with generic dwelling places of corporate minions. How crap it
  was, how soullessly boring in contrast with the old dockers culture and haunts. Nevertheless, I was curious to have a look at the construction of the much-hyped Millennium Dome, and there
  was Norman Fosters state-of-the-art tube station to check out too. Robin wanted to see what was going on down there so I arranged to meet him and a couple of my London mates as they
  hadnt yet been to see the mess.


  One was called Kes, the other, Jesse, both of whom I used to work with. I had been looking around the tube station with Kes for a while, which was refreshingly awesome  and we were to
  meet Jesse and Robin outside on the plaza at a certain time. Robin hadnt met these two friends of mine before. Kes was now a fireman and looked pretty hard with close-cropped hair (as was
  his taste). Jesse looked relatively harmless by comparison. So we were just hanging out there waiting for Robin to show, which he didnt do; at the appointed hour we
  waited and talked a little and waited some more. Then we were getting hungry. My friends were starting to get bored and I had to coax them to stay, explaining that this bloke Robin was actually a
  pretty interesting character and that they should meet him. I started to despair a little and began clock-watching, feeling like a mug, when suddenly I caught some movement out of the corner of my
  eye. The place was quite wide open and I had been expecting him to emerge from the bowels of the underground but I was scanning 360 degrees anyway. And then from the same corner I saw movement
  again. That was him, Im sure, I thought, picking out a glimpse of his features.


  He was about a hundred yards away but he disappeared again. What the fuck is he playing at? I said out loud. What? they both chimed in. He was
  sizing up my two mates in case it was a big set up  or something.


  This was becoming amusing, but daft. All of a sudden, he just popped out from behind a close-by pillar. All right then? Robin said as he shuffled his feet in front of us and we
  were all a little taken aback. How he had got from the first place I saw him to appear from behind the pillar I do not know because I was looking about the whole time. He was here and he seemed a
  little nervous so I tried to put him at ease and introduced him to the chaps who were, by now, regarding him with mild amusement.


  We started talking and Robin relaxed. However, it taught me again about how careful he is around people he doesnt know; how seriously he takes his liberty and how trust with him was a
  rare thing  and if you had that trust, even a little bit, it was hard won. By now it was obvious he did have a tag on his tail. He was known and if a copper could take him in for all his
  graffiti it would be a very serious business. But still, the image of him checking us out and dodging behind walls and pillars before he made his mind up to meet us that day
  still makes my ribs tickle.


  As it happened, Jesse and Kes had things to do, so they left shortly after, leaving the two of us alone in the square. I looked at him enquiringly but he didnt offer an explanation, as if
  his behaviour hadnt happened.


  Lets have a look at the Dome, or what? I said, and we trotted off through this brave new landscape to view this corporate wonder. It was a big site and obviously we
  couldnt walk in past security but it had fences, which you could see through all around its periphery. The white Dome was actually up and it was quite an impressive sight. There was a lot
  going on: earth movers, lorries and workers. They paid us no attention as we circumnavigated, as best we could, the whole place. We ended up by the waterfront looking over
  towards the new buildings of the World Trade Centre, then over at Canning Town on the north side of the Thames.


  Robin was pretty distant and I could tell the cogs in his brain were whirring.


  What do you think then? I asked.


  Ive got a few ideas, he replied. I never did know if he carried out an art attack on the Dome and its surroundings. I havent been down there since. The new
  architecture creates very exposed spaces so get-away plans are limited.


  Every time I was in London I would hook up with Robin. I was moving mostly between Stockholm and Bristol but also felt a pressing need to get up to the capital as often as I could. By this time
  he was mostly living there and things were starting to happen for him. As a side effect of his bombing campaigns, in which he would litter neighbourhood after neighbourhood with his judicious work,
  he was getting known. I was personally amazed at his all-town obliteration. His art was getting bigger and bolder. Shoreditch walls and Brick Lane bridges, Soho for its
  centrality, Camden, Notting Hill and several other places all had his signatory efforts.


  He never once told me about what hed been up to, never pointed out a new piece. I just came across them as I moved around  and I didnt even live there, so the spread of his
  work was obviously much wider than I could ever take in. And all this as his work in Bristol was increasing too. He was becoming notorious. Some of the locations were breathtaking like his
  Wrong War on high bridges. How did he get up there? How did he remain unseen? He was outrageous, he was everywhere, like a nocturnal tomcat on the prowl. He saw the citys
  ripped backsides at an hour of night that not many of us are privy to.


  The remarkable aspect is that it all seemed effortless. Whenever I saw him he was just the same as always, admitting nothing, releasing nothing, just composed. I made a
  comment that he had hit the ground running in London, that Id seen his stuff all over. He didnt even respond. He was totally unconcerned. He was just doing it. Full on, non-stop,
  rocking-the-block. Rising again and again.


  I was on one of several anti-globalization demos in the wake of the riots in Seattle around this time. The police were trying to kettle us in Oxford Circus and a group of us managed to break
  away and move south, pursued by the coppers  who were on horseback, on foot, in their riot wagons and in a couple of helicopters. They chased us to Broadwick Street in Soho, where the
  inevitable face-off ensued. The tension was high and the coppers in body armour, shields up, truncheons raised, moved in. Then boom! In the corner of my eye I saw Mona Lisa Wielding A
  Bazooka straight in front of us, the size of the back of a bus. It was a Banksy, of course, and it lent such an inspirational uplift to the proceedings that I felt his
  art had become the very soul of the city, empowering us with its intelligence and liberty and encouraging us onwards. We got the fuck out of there, like slippery eels, and later that night I went
  back to that spot just to relive the moment, to look at his art on my own. It blew me away and I was all the more inspired because I knew him.


  The next time I saw him I told him of the piece of theatre that had taken place and the effect of his Mona Lisa on the proceedings. I think he smiled at that  it was high praise
  indeed.


  Sometimes when I saw him in London we would just wander without any destination in mind. Just me and him, no rhyme, no reason. And it was in these quiet moments that he would explain his latest
  ideas to me. I would just listen. It wasnt that he ever asked for a response and all I could express really was my interest in whether it sounded good or not. As we
  wandered I remember him telling me that he was going to commission a sculpture of Liberty and her scales, wearing stockings and suspenders, as a prostitute that could be bought, and that he was
  going to have it raised in a public square somewhere in London.


  I acknowledged the idea but was foolish enough to assume it would never happen. I just thought he was getting ahead of himself. His thoughts were always on full tilt. The money it would cost, et
  cetera, seemed too far-fetched and I asked him about this but he said he was going to put every penny he had into it. He was so into his plans for bigger things, bigger statements, that I kept
  quiet, in case he didnt achieve them. But how wrong I was. I wasnt there when he raised his Statue of Liberty in Clerkenwell, maybe I didnt deserve to be either. Oh me of
  little faith! He bowled me over with his conviction, having the wherewithal to carry this project entirely at his own expense.


  He never gave me the impression of having much money; his clothes werent extravagant, we never ate when we met, he was skinny. Every penny went to further his vision.
  I was just lucky to hear about some of these plans. But I could see he was fulminating on his course. Hed only just started doing work that wasnt graffiti. His energy was definite and
  careering, naturally emanating. He was on an upward curve, God-given and righteous.


  Similarly, when we were walking past the impressive statue of Boadicea and her chariot outside the Houses of Parliament he just said casually, Im going to put a wheel clamp on
  that. And later, he did. The image of this British warrior being stopped in her tracks by petty officialdom is so him, irony for the masses. And, then again, he had this idea: You
  know how students always put a traffic cone on the heads of statues on a Saturday night when theyre pissed? Well Im going to get Rodins The Thinker cast,
  full sized, with a bollard on his head. And we would just jog on whilst the City polluted us. Silence falling again between us.


  Sure enough it was done  on Shaftsbury Avenue! It was huge and weighed tons and would have cost an arm and a leg to commission and he needed a truck and a crane just to plonk it there.
  Its incredible that he believed in this so much that he would cough up all his hard-earned cash just to have the satisfaction of bugging-out the passers-by on their way to work the next day.
  For the city to remove them also raised questions: Who put this here? What are we going to do with it? Move it? Where to? How can
  someone just set down a huge sculpture and inflict on us their humour?


  I was wondering about where he was getting money to carry out these guerrilla operations in such an audacious fashion. He didnt seem to be holding down a job. I
  didnt ask; but one afternoon as we were walking up Wardour Street he went into a record shop and said he just had to pick up something. The guys behind the counter knew
  him and chatted and handed over to him some money while I noticed his work on T-Shirts which they were obviously selling. And then, later, we were hanging out down Westbourne Grove. When we were
  just about to part company. So whatre you gonna be doing then? I enquired.


  Ah, I got some work on  for a record label. Im gonna do Blurs record cover for their next release.


  All right I say and nod. If he was in there he was in all over I figured and besides the earnings he was getting connected to another world well outside of Bristol. He wasnt
  going to stop moving up. London had him now, beyond the parochial confines of the Wests capital. I felt a little sadness at this realization but could only wish him on, usher him forward
  (not like he needed it) but as our friendship went through its paces I felt for the first time that he was on an upward spiral of his own making that would make him
  international, that Bristol would be robbed of him. It is hardly a betrayal and hes never forgotten the City  far from it.


  After we parted that day I headed down to see some architect friends who had an office in a large communal warehouse space near the Westway. As I walked in the main area, which was the size of a
  tennis court, I casually looked up and bang! On the main wall was a large canvas displaying a rioter, arms outstretched, preparing to throw flowers. The iconic image I had seen at the studio in
  Easton. This was one and the same. Sold. Shit! Hes Londons now, I muttered as I headed for the stairs and regarded this familiar piece from the balcony.


 


  CHAPTER FIVE


  MIDSUMMER


 


  I was just doing my own thing  running here and there, helping to run clubs and what-have-you; running about in various guises; spending time in
  Europe when funds would allow and getting onwards and upwards as much as the world at large would let me. I came to realize that I had encountered and befriended one exceptional person in Banksy.
  We kept in touch and I always liked to see him but I could feel this other force pulling him in a certain direction. He was headed somewhere I wouldnt be going.


  There was an independent bookshop called Greenleaf on a street called Park Row in Bristol, that is sadly now defunct, and was run by some rather nice ladies. They kept an excellent stock of
  books and periodicals and I was often in there, looking at something, purchasing something. I was cycling past one day and saw that a few prints had been displayed in the window and they were for
  sale. They were some of Robins stencil works, in colour no less, but they were pieces you could see just yards away in any direction on the walls. It was the first time
  I had seen any prints of his for sale and they were signed and numbered. They looked good but did not have the impact that they had out on the street. Still, there was one of my favourites 
  Bombing Middle England  a stencil of proper English ladies practising the refined sport of bowls. All clad in white as befits the civilized game, only the bowls were bombs. The
  prints were not expensive, maybe twenty or thirty pounds, so I snapped one up even though my cash flow had become severely limited of late. I stuck the print up in my hall with a few
  thumbtacks.


  I told my family and friends that this guys prints were on sale and that they should go and get one before they all flew out the door. My mum was about the only one who thought they might
  be worth buying. Most people were too strapped paying the bloody council tax to even bother considering it. Cant say I didnt try.


  Perhaps six months later they were selling another selection of two prints and I gazed at them from the pavement unable to buy one before they were all gone. By now I was
  done-in financially too. Sure as hell should have bought one but that would have meant going hungry. Oh well. The price was minuscule in comparison to what one of those prints would go for now.


  It wasnt long after that his first ever exhibition was to be shown down in the old docks in what was then a new restaurant, the Severnshed, an old
  industrial shed transformed into an eating establishment. I mentioned it to my brother and a few other mates and we got down there on the opening night. Robin hadnt told me about this event
  and, of course, he wasnt going to be present there either. We walked into the pretty swish surroundings, all bright, new and expensive-looking, juxtaposed to the gritty streets around it.
  This is about the time that people started getting a bit precious about Robin leaving his roots, beginning to sell out and all that. I probably felt a little that way myself
  but put that out of my mind to take in his new framed works. They ranged from little to large and they all looked good. A lot of it was new stuff I hadnt seen and I was suitably
  impressed.


  The crowd was pretty sparse. Quite a few Eastonians were there, milling about, appreciative but a bit sniffy about their ownership of this young man. There were others, more moneyed, more
  clueless, the ones who had never actually seen a Banksy on a wall. And then there was us. All the pieces were for sale but they were more pricey than the works at the Greenleaf Bookshop. I think
  they started at perhaps forty pounds and went up into the hundreds. Fuck, we should buy one, I said to my brother. But he didnt have any spare cash  same as me. I had
  another look round before we sat back on a couch, taking in the evening and looking out over the water, watching as little sticky red dots were placed on each piece that was
  sold. It felt horrible to not have enough cash while they all went, one by one. We couldnt even afford a round at the bar. But what we did know was that this artist was one of us and that
  was reward enough; we could see all this stuff on our streets for free anyway, any time.


  It was also the point when Robins work started to become popular in a different way, with rich collectors, looking for an investment. They would buy a picture and then sit down to eat. We
  couldnt take much more so out we went and stood in the rain instead, silently.


  It wasnt too long before Robin and I met up again, although I was more likely to see him in London than anywhere else. Things were continuing to happen for him up there and he was
  enforcing his carpet bombing campaign of all available public space from traffic bollards, to billboards, to bridges, to walls, to signs, to pavement, to cars, to tunnels, to
  wheel clamps, to all available surfaces. He was becoming a fixture.


  The newspapers were beginning to wonder who he was. He was never one to explain his activities or what hed been up to but if something significant had occurred he would mention it. We
  were sitting somewhere in Central London when he told me this tale.


  I was out just the other night, setting up a stencil on the walls of the Telecom Tower. It was late and I had some mates sitting in a car next to the kerb. The paint was by the door of
  the car and I was just going to get it when out of nowhere the cops show up. One copper comes out with a sub-machine gun, you know the kind they carry at airports, and holding it cross-wise over
  his chest, you know how they do. The cop looks me up and down and asks what Im doing and he looks at the car and at the paint, and then at my mates inside the car.


  Shit! I said, What did you say?


  I said something about how we were moving the paint around in the car because it was in the way and by this point hes well suspicious and the cops in their car were running the
  registration through their records. I was sure he was going to notice the stencil taped to the wall, but he just kept looking at me. Then he turns to me and says: You better be careful, I
  might shoot first and ask questions later. And he just stared at me. He was wired and nervous and he just kept looking at us while they were checking up on the registration, it went on for
  ages.


  I could imagine the face-off underneath the Telecom Tower, early in the morning, some traffic rushing past. Stencil hanging on the Telecom wall. If only the copper had twigged this was the
  underground legend Banksy he would be on about it over his tea and biscuits for years to come. Robin was good at keeping his mouth shut and just seemed to play out the moment. It was
  hardly his first encounter with coppers. He had run from many of them in many towns and usually got away. But this was a little different, a little snappy copper with a
  top-of-the-range sub-machine gun strapped on who might shoot first and ask questions later. He continued, Eventually the copper got a signal from those in the car and he told
  us to fuck off.


  We drove off and I was mentally begging him to not look at the stencil on the wall. We took off and that was that. He just hadnt made the connection.


  What happened to the stencil in the end? I asked.


  He looked up, almost surprised by the question. Oh, I went back a couple of nights later and sprayed it. I cracked up completely. The tension of the story and then his brazen
  attitude had me reeling.


  This story has got to be a perfect illustration of the boys resolve, but the cop with the Heckler and Koch certainly made an impression on him, for he was to mention
  that incident again on a number of occasions.


  Summer was coming up and the West Country was a pleasant place to be. Bristol got even more laid back than usual and Somerset (summers setting to the ancient Britons) was
  gloriously fecund and its coasts cooling. Music festivals were in full flow, you could spend your entire summer moving between them. However there is one festival that every native of Bristol
  thinks they have a divine, ancient right to attend gratis, just courtesy of the fact that they were born and raised in this magical landscape. That festival is, of course, Glastonbury. Down in a
  valley, lost to England in normal days, near Shepton Mallet, on a farm that is relatively anonymous for most of the year, takes place a circus extravaganza that has beguiled hundreds of thousands
  since the early 70s.


  I first spent an insane, tripped-out weekend there in 1978 and returned every summer I happened to be in the UK. Even when Im abroad, the summer solstice always tunes
  me into the magic of Glastonbury Festival. We all know the festival has changed with the advent of the circle of steel fencing that is supposed to be impenetrable, but when I first went there you
  could just wander into the fields where the festival took place and no one would challenge you in any way. I can still see the connection between the old times and the present day.


  Now, Robin is a West Country lad and Im sure hed be the first to admit that if push came to shove, and although I hadnt seen him in a while, the festival would be de rigueur
  for him. Thus I had an inkling that we would bump into each other at this years gathering. I arrived at the site a day before it was due to start and settled in. I was lucky enough to be
  crashing in the medical staffs field where one of my mates and my brother were involved in talking people down from paranoid or insane trips over the weekend.


  So I was ambling round the proceedings, looking at everybody setting up when I saw the graffiti bus next to a huge hoarding. Someone was painting on that hoarding and it
  looked like Robin. And so it was. I strolled towards him, getting closer, and making out the details of his work. Nearby were four large individual letters as big as two-storey houses spelling out
  LOVE. The sun was shining, the grass was green, the wind a little breezy. The valley side rose up in the distance and it struck me as incongruous to see him in this environment; out
  of the gritty city, his usual urban turf, but there he was, throwing up a vision of urban depravity and decay the size of a small hill that would be seen from all around.


  I wandered up to him, stood there, looking up and he continued painting for a while longer then glanced down from his stepladder. Hey, all right? he said carrying on with his
  painting and we talked for a while. He was so relaxed and into it, in his element you could say, and I just hung around, watching his vision come through, watching the clouds
  rolling past, watching the grass grow with the Glastonbury Tor rising out of the end of the valley, glinting in the distance. Summer entered into me, and the fresh air was calming and serene. I
  felt the city falling from my shoulders. I was back in the countryside and it felt good.


  I was up in London again later that summer with Robin and we were strolling along in the warm afternoon and he was chatting away about this and that. He would have ideas and I still hadnt
  learnt to take everything he said seriously. He was so full of them I thought it would be impossible to realize all of them. Some I commented on, others I was polite about and kept quiet so he
  wouldnt lose face if they were unachievable. I mean, that was my fault, to think that way because in reality nearly all he said he would do, he did. He was a man of his word. I never heard
  him boast, he would just sound off about his complex plans and concepts and then, magically, they would be realized.


  One idea he mentioned that day was the creation of public graffiti areas. Yeah, you know these boards that they put up around building sites, about nine feet tall, usually painted white?
  Well Im going to turn them into public graffiti areas, he said.


  Yeah, how? I asked, intrigued by the concept.


  Im going to just take an official working emblem, like off of a fag packet like this. He fished out his cigarettes, pointed to the emblem on the top and continued.
  Ill invent the name of a government agency and just stencil up that its a designated graffiti area. And then wait and see what happens.


  We kept on walking as I was imagining his idea in real life and marvelling at its simplicity. An idea that would inspire all the young hoods to do their thing all across town, thinking it was
  law-abiding to do so. It was just a subversive inversion of the power of the state. A twist on normality that would inspire a rush of creativity and would piss off the powers
  that be at the same time. All I could do was laugh thinking about it. Robin seemed to be grinning too. His humour was irresistible but the prankster didnt really laugh at his own jokes.


  When I went back to London a month or so later I had forgotten his idea. I was out walking and rounding a corner I just happened to come across a large, previously white wall entirely covered in
  graffiti, tags, and provocative images and statements. It was so completely bombed it was unusual. And it was no dark corner of the city either, it was a well-to-do neighbourhood. Why here? How
  come so out in the open? I crossed the road to have a clearer look and then, I saw an official-looking stencil with emblem and numerical ordnance code that proclaimed civilly that this was A
  Designated Graffiti Area. It didnt say do your worst, naturally, but it communicated that very sentiment to all young guns and they had indeed
  attacked the walls with admirable energy. I laughed out loud, and that I was privy to this idea previously cracked me up all the more. In my usual journeys through the capital I saw many more
  graffiti sites proclaimed as official by Mr Banks.


  I imagined kids being arrested by the police as they painted, only to tell the good officer, But its an official graffiti area! and the cops having to let the little tykes
  go.


  
    Banksy: 1  Establishment: 0.
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  MILLENNIUM
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