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              CHAPTER ONE           

 

IN THE BEGINNING: CHILDHOOD AND ESHER 

  

This will certainly not be, dear reader, any kind of autobiography that tries to cover 

everything equally in the author´s life; nor certainly do I promise it will be 

universally “objective”. I will try to be as honest as I can at every turn about myself: 

I promise I will not try to adorn myself in virtue – I have no interest in doing that 

anyway, as I don´t believe anyone is or ever has been a saint or a hero. But I can´t 

pretend otherwise than that I might say less about events or periods in my life about 

which I feel ashamed, embarrassed, or still so confused that I don´t really know what 

to say about them – as my feelings and judgements always keep changing like 

quicksilver in a medieval pot, or a frog sitting by a pond with the sun above 

slithering in and out of bright or black clouds. Instead, I confess now that I will only 

write about what I feel like writing about – as any alternative ambition will very 

soon inhibit me, mire me down in anxieties and fears of dishonesty, or boastfulness, 

or self-destruction; or submerge me in sadness, regrets, and self-condemnations that 

might push me to the brink. 
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Thus this autobiography will not be like Richard Wagner´s Mein Leben, in which 

experts claim our Richard actually falsified the things that had happened to him and 

when he had done them; not unconsciously, which is quite understandable, but 

deliberately: to paint a self-portrait that would confirm his egocentric view of 

himself. Friedrich Nietzsche, his erstwhile friend and later deep hater, wrote that one 

should “invent” one´s life in retrospect, to make it conform to a shaped “great work 

of art”. This is a very interesting idea, but I do not agree with it at all. Warts and all 

for me. But I love to think of Richard and Friedrich sitting together there when they 

were still friends “laying the foundation stones of the new art”, cooking up such an 

extraordinary justification for lying. Warped, bent, cracked the two of them were – 

but they were among the greatest intellectual and creative geniuses humanity has 

ever harboured. 

A bit nearer perhaps to this attempt at an “Autobiography” might be Robert Graves´ 

“Goodbye To All That”, one of the best books I have ever read in my life. I read that 

at boarding school on the advice of an English master. Here Graves does not attempt 

to spread the space of his work evenly or equally across time at all: in any case the 

book only goes up to the age of about 33 years, and the bulk of it is engrossed with 

the First World War; this was and remained in a way the core of his life, however 

much he tried to make things otherwise. I know, because I went to his house in 

Deya, Majorca, in 1987, and met his widow Beryl; who said he was mentally ill at 

the end of his life. She spoke of how she had arranged for Graves to see the 

marvellous BBC serial of his masterpiece “I Claudius” when he was old and feeble – 

which I thought was far greater than his poetry at that time. I would have to read it 

all again now to decide whether that is still my opinion. 

I took a taxi to the gates of his house in Majorca in 1987, having asked the driver 

where his house was in Deya. The taxi-driver did not understand what I was talking 

about for most of the journey, until suddenly he understood: “Ah, el loco inglés! 

Roberto Graves!” he pronounced in perfect local dialect. On arrival, I walked down 

the drive of the house, and an elderly lady meandered towards me. “Ah, you must be 

Beryl,” I declared, having been recently reading a biography of Graves. The lady 

obviously thought I had some reason to be there, and invited me and my female 

companion into the patio of  her house, and offered us a beer, which given the heat, 

we very happily accepted. We talked for a couple of hours about the great writer and 

poet Robert, until I felt it was time to politely take our leave. It was a totally 

unintentional con-trick I had pulled off, having no connection at all with Robert or 

Beryl Graves; but she seemed unoffended, as we talked about her former illustrious 

husband, life in Deya, and how much she had disliked London when she had 

recently returned there – crowded, noisy etc. 

That biography of Graves, written by an author whose name I cannot remember, 

said that Robert Graves had suffered greatly in his old age, confessing to someone 

that he had “killed a lot of people” during the First World War. His interlocutor 
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answered: “Ah, but you were a soldier, that´s not murder.” “Oh yes it is, you know,” 

replied Graves. 

I think everyone holds a combination of selfishness and generosity, the issue is how 

to make the balance work. With no sense of self-preservation, you cannot survive, 

you will sink or be taken advantage of down to death. Yet without that generosity of 

spirit which Shelley speaks of in his “A Defense of Poetry”, which ignites the 

Imagination that puts each person into the shoes of any and every other human 

being´s pleasures, pains and sufferings, we rise hardly at all above the beasts; indeed 

we remain below them, as they do not have the consciousness or technology to 

cause such deliberate harm to other living beings as we do. Leonardo da Vinci said 

something similar to this in relation to cruelty. 

The Russian psychologist Vygotsky devised a theory of human cognition and 

consciousness in which he argued that the practical intelligence of a chimpanzee in 

the first two years of its life is ahead of a human infant. The latter can do little more 

than suck and make a hell of a noise, whilst the chimp can climb onto a chair which 

it has previously placed upon another chair, attach parts together to make a stick, 

and then knock down a banana hanging from the roof in order to eat it. 

Both chimp and human infant use signs – sounds – to communicate, but after about 

two years the human infant moves to a qualitatively new capacity to use symbols – 

words – which allow of language, which allows the communication of thoughts 

beyond the here and now. Many have tried to suggest that chimps – the most 

“intelligent” primates other than humans – can learn language with human 

assistance; but the most convincing ethologists now seem to think that what might 

appear to be the use of signals to say: “I want to eat, please give me a banana” are 

really only learned patterns of sign use, not internally appropriated creative speech. 

But we can visualize that if other animals did advance beyond sign-use, they might 

develop extraordinary languages very different from those of human beings. When 

my wife and I are driving to our small finca, near Bucaramanga in Colombia, the 

nearer we get to it our little dog Tomkin makes increasingly varied and expressive 

sounds, as if he´s bursting to speak of his increasing excitement about getting there, 

as he loves the place. I like to imagine what language, and what poetry pincher dogs 

might produce if they evolved to a new stage! But as Wittgenstein said: “If a lion 

could speak, we would not be able to understand him.”  

It is interesting to consider in respect of this, whether we could not understand such 

a lion because we would not, as a different animal species, be able to understand any 

“lion language”; or whether we would not understand his or her language because 

we did not know that particular language. 

Fantasy is always there, in any realm of human consciousness. Perhaps in animals´ 

consciousness as well – anyone who has had a dog, or cat, or a goat as I once did (in 
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Oakenshaw, County Durham), realizes that animals are conscious, though on a 

different plane, and in a different form from human beings, just as they have 

emotions. But their consciousness is different, though not utterly distinct from 

human consciousness. Similarly their fantasies, and dreams (which we evidence 

when watching them sleeping sometimes), in each case also; different species or 

races of animal seem to have different forms of consciousness – Minet (our cat) and 

Tomkin (our dog), though they communicate and play together, are very different, in 

most interesting ways. 

I sometimes feel, strangely, that the misery of humanity as a whole, or of the 

species, will never match that of the individual: bereft, deserted, in isolated pain and 

grief. “Into this world we´re thrown/Like a dog without a bone,” as Jim Morrison 

sang in “Riders on the Shore.” 

Something that the reader will already have noticed is that I often paraphrase 

passages that I remember from what I have read or heard without trying to verify 

them exactly as quotations. After a long time in which I tried always to conform to 

current academic norms and protocols with respect to quotations, exact references 

and so on, I came to the conclusion that no longer would I exhaust myself nor 

frazzle myself in guilt about my quotations being exact, at least certainly not, in an 

autobiography: readers can do that if they want to. If they find this intolerable and 

cannot forgive me for my manner of writing they are not obliged to read my book. 

(It will certainly make no difference to me either way, as I will never know.) As I´ve 

explained, unless I can enjoy writing this, at least to some extent, I do not want to do 

it. If it were to cause me agony, I simply could not do it anyway. 

Obviously I cannot remember my birth, nor the first 18 months of my life which I 

lived in Cambridge, where my father was a post-graduate Zoology research student 

at the University, investigating the behaviour of millipedes, having returned, 

wounded, from North Africa and Normandy as a tank commander. He had had his 

knee-bone smashed out of his leg by an exploding German shell in his tank, and was 

invalided out by a hospital ship to Durban, South Africa, pumped with morphine. 

Three of his crew had been killed outright, though the wireless operator had been 

wrecked, as my father explained to me when I was very young, his nerves being 

exposed to light in such a way as his survival after the war was unbearable. I often 

found with gaping jaws later, that people felt that this fact (that is, my birth and early 

months in Cambridge), somehow conferred or bestowed upon me some kind of 

advantage in life (which I never felt). Later in life in particular I found that some 

people felt that much about me was due to my upbringing, my family, or some 

presumed “advantage”. If only I had felt this too, I would have happily admitted it. 

But alas, I never did or have so felt, except in certain specific ways that I will come 

to in time; and in even these respects I believe it was always as a double-edged 

blessing.  



 

5 
 

My father, who thought the nuclear arms race – MAD (Mutually Assured 

Destruction) – had “kept the peace” for fifty years after the Second World War, also 

thought that humanity was on the road to self-annihilation, though not due to nuclear 

war nor environmental disaster, but rather because it seemed to him that a virus 

would emerge that would incapacitate the human species. It is extraordinary, but 

true, that I suggested this possibility to him in Khartoum once, when as a student of 

Zoology and Biochemistry, in a flash of terrible fantasy, I posited the idea that a 

virus might strike human beings and wreck their capacity for human intelligence. 

Not just Civilization, but human, social existence would entirely collapse, if people 

regressed to the state of any animal, i.e. with no coherent consciousness, no ability 

for social organization, or planning. He wrote a number of articles expressing this 

thesis, much to my emotional horror, though I could not deny intellectually the 

possibility of such a catastrophe.  

The event (my birth) apparently occurred at 6.00am on September 18th 1948, in a 

hospital called Addenbrooks; the lovely trainee nurses of which I met much later as 

a sex-craved student. The first thing I can remember however, is a little more than 

three years later, by which time our family was living at Glendoone, 10 Lower 

Green Road, in Esher, Surrey. I was waiting for a bus at a Greenline bus stop with 

my older brother Hugh on the Portsmouth Road (the A3), to go into Esher town, I 

don´t remember at all why. I said to Hugh, suddenly thinking about my fourth 

birthday which was to come very soon (September 18th 1952), “I´m going to be four 

soon!” I remember him saying very distinctly as we boarded a red, number 206 bus, 

“Well that´s not very much is it?” I do not however remember any great feeling in 

relation to this reply, except perhaps for a mild sense of disappointment. I am pretty 

sure I am not inventing this memory, as I clearly remember having narrated it ever 

since I was very young. 

Here we may as well encounter what I imagine we will do repeatedly in this 

Autobiography, the question as to whether an autobiography is intrinsically 

egotistical. I remember my father, when I was by then at least thirty years old or 

more, writing a review of an autobiography by the American socio-biologist E.O. 

Wilson, in which my father said that autobiographies usually involved an ego-trip on 

the part of the author, and although I had little sympathy for Wilson at that time, 

thinking him to be philosophically reactionary and lacking respect for or knowledge 

of the Social Sciences as he pontificated about the biological bases of human social 

behaviour, I thought and felt this judgement of my father was rather harsh and 

foolish. Some decades later my father wrote an excellent partial autobiography 

called “Memories of a Sharpshooter”, which only reinforced my life-long feeling 

that he could at times be rather hypocritical; judging things negatively until he chose 

to do or think them himself, or when he came to have a dawning understanding of 

something he had previously scorned or deflated, at least with me, such as Mozart´s 

music which I loved long before him (he had thought Mozart was a “light 

composer”); but in time he did come to appreciate it, without however admitting that 
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his earlier scorn had been based on auditory ignorance. This was a recurring theme 

for me with respect to my father – on issues ranging from what to me were mad, 

vicious, unjust wars waged by the United States against Third World Countries 

(supported by Britain and the West in general), through to arguments about 

Women´s Liberation (for a long time he accused me of indoctrinating my mother on 

these matters); to dawning understandings of many things, ranging from the need for 

justice for the Palestinians, through to love of certain ideas about imaginative 

literature. I do not claim that I was responsible for converting him, though he 

certainly changed his points of view without ever recognizing the hell he had caused 

me earlier, when I was still young and extremely sensitive. 

However, he could point out to me the wonders of the stars and the constellations in 

the sky from a very early age, and tell amazingly imaginative spontaneous stories at 

any moment, and open me to the beauty of that music which he did love – 

Beethoven, Schubert, and Verdi in particular at that stage, which was extremely 

important for me. It was my father who put the radio by my bed as I recounted in an 

essay called “On Art”:  

 

“When about eight years old, I was unwell, and had to be left at home when all the 

rest of my family went to the wedding of a very favourite aunt. I was despondent, 

but my father put a radio by my bed, and looked in the Radio Times, where he found 

I would be able to hear Schubert`s Ninth Symphony whilst I was alone. I did hear it; 

and was plunged into a dimension of human life I have never forsaken since, a realm 

of grandeur, solemnity, beauty and sadness so noble and marvellous that I seem to 

have been chasing it like a demented hound after a sacred hare all my subsequent 

life. This is the strange reality I want to drift into in this short essay.” 

 

And it was on that white, plastic, family radio that I heard a story as a child in Esher, 

about a man standing up in a canoe on the Amazon, with long wild black hair, 

waving his arms and hands around frantically: whoever it was watching him came to 

realize there were actually thousands of huge black ants that were crawling over 

each other and over the man´s head. This initiated my impregnable urge to go to the 

Amazon, as I did many years later. 

 

My father, the War, and his service were of course central to my upbringing. My 

mother however, although being proud and supportive of my father´s courageous 

contributions in the War (not however quite like Spike Milligan´s tone in his Hitler: 

My Contribution to his Downfall!), nevertheless said to me one day, in their double-

bed into which I had sneaked, when I had spoken to the effect that I felt bad, 

undermined, and feeble that there did not seem to be a War I was likely to be able to 

participate in, equivalent to WW2; that there were far better things to throw one´s 

energies into than fighting wars. 
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Anyway, I came to the conclusion recently that to write an autobiography was no 

more egotistical than to write anything else. Treat it as a literary form if you wish, or 

a crazy kind of novel, or like the lyrics of a rock song! Nothing has to be taken 

seriously if the reader or listener does not want to do so – therefore I leave him or 

her to think for him or herself, and throw the wretched book into the nearest ditch if 

he or she wants to!       

Actually of course, the question of genre is extremely interesting. I live now in 

Colombia, which is sometimes described as the “Athens of South America”, and has 

developed a most fascinating oeuvre and philosophical debate over the issue of the 

“historical novel”, vis-à-vis the writing of “literary history”.  The greatest exemplar 

of the first is Pedro Gomez Valderama with his superb novel “La Otra Raya del 

Tigre” (The Other Stripe of the Tiger), whilst German Arciniegas is the greatest 

example of imaginative, literary history. William Ospina does both. These two 

genres overlap, and are ultimately inseparable. Very intriguing it is for me to have 

recently discovered that exactly these questions were debated and argued over in 

Ancient Greece; the earliest novels in Hellenistic times were sometimes considered, 

as for example by the Roman Emperor Julian, as “fictions in the form of history”. 

There was quite a debate in those times about what was “true”, and what was 

“untrue” or “imagined”, and the more one thinks about this, not only does the matter 

become more complicated, but the more does the dilemma seem ultimately 

unresolvable. Gabriel Garcia Marquez wrote: “Life is not what one lived, but what 

one remembers and how one remembers it in order to recount it.” There is no one 

“valid” account of one´s life, it depends on the moment one writes it, and what is 

operating in one´s memory at that time, in terms of thoughts and feelings, even 

fantasies. 

I remember the plaque fixed to the front gate of our semi-detached house in Esher: 

Glendoone, 10 Lower Green Road. Doctor J.L. Cloudsley-Thompson. Quite smart, 

but not boastful. Nevertheless it was enough to put me off that kind of personal 

house-labelling in the future, I am not quite sure why at that stage. The name 

Glendoone about which I don´t think I had any kind of objection was inherited from 

previous owners: why they had taken this very Scottish name I never knew, though 

it is interesting that my father, who tended to dominate this kind of family 

consideration at that stage chose to keep that house name. He was always eager to be 

“original”, or perhaps could not help being so, but when something came his way in 

this form he was more than capable of accepting it (rightly, I might say in 

retrospect). 

I remember very well that I sometimes deliberately provoked my mother, in order to 

receive sweet and loving reactions; if that didn´t work, I would be miserable for 

hours or all the night. I can´t say what was the cause of this insecurity on my part, 

for I remember my mother as nothing other than lovely when I was a child: when 
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years later I read some of Ernest Hemingway´s novel “A Farewell to Arms”, where 

he describes in long, flowing, poetic prose how the protagonist´s lover came to kiss 

him in his hospital bed, her long, perfumed, dark hair flowing like the ecstasy of a 

tent over his face, I realized that was how my mother had been to me, so often, when 

she kissed me goodnight in bed. I don´t know what created a sense of insecurity 

about rejection, or, much more, abandonment, later: perhaps it was because my 

parents stuffed me in a boarding school after I was eleven. I can´t say because 

although I hated that prison, a concentration camp, I cannot specifically remember 

emotions of desertion, or desperation towards my mother; perhaps it was all too 

buried, or perhaps the deep wounds were already sown earlier; or perhaps in that 

generation, and in that kind of family, one might partially rebel, but did not, could 

not, revolt. But I certainly did miss her painfully in the first years there, sometimes 

in a kind of soft, sweet, sad dream, imagining her face and I think her voice. 

But the curious thing is that once I started to have girlfriends - through extraordinary 

emotional-psychological, utterly unshared farcical adolescent-youthful difficulties 

(especially in “serious relationships”) - and I fell constantly in love, it was usually 

me who ended those relationships, feeling they were unsatisfactory. I always felt sad 

and guilty about separations, but I was quite clear that I couldn´t go on with the 

relationships, feeling I would crack up or break down under the stress of repeated 

arguments, misunderstandings, sad break-ups followed by short reunions, things that 

seemed veritably to be destroying my soul. (Short term, so-called casual, temporary 

relationships, without strong lasting commitments or obligations were usually much 

happier and freer for me, if I was allowed by the girlfriend in question to have it that 

way – presumably because it suited her too.) Occasionally it was the girl who broke 

off a ”serious” relationship, and I suffered terribly; but generally not – only many 

years later did I really suffer the suicide-inducing misery of abandonment. Once or 

twice, with relationships that were actually quite hopeless, and I knew they were, I 

could not accept their ending. Romantic poetic misery, as for Schubert in his 

“Winterreise”, consumed me sometimes for several months or even years at a time.  

A strange thing is that when I write poetry, fiction, or “non-fictional prose”, if I 

think about it at all, I feel I am writing it to the Universe, all humanity, or for 

whomsoever is interested in reading it. But with an “autobiography” I am not at all 

sure for whom I am writing: who wants to know that when I was four or five I 

remember helping my father to push a car – I´m not sure whose it was, not ours yet, 

I´m sure of that, from the back, and I fell over and landed up with my legs being 

pushed back as the car slipped backwards, and felt my backbone was on the point of 

breaking, until my father came around the car as I had not been able to reply to his 

questions, and quickly resolved the situation. 

I fear that one impulse behind my attempting to write an autobiography is the fact – 

the most “tragic”, “cruel”, and “devastating” thing that has ever happened to me – 

that my sons rejected me, did not want to know me, and therefore could never know 
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my personality or life-history; having adopted hellish attitudes about me, that I 

simply could not and still cannot understand. My sweet boys, who had been so loyal, 

loving, and kind to me, suddenly turned against me, though this was extended 

through several blows over a long time, many years. No gratitude for all I had done 

or tried to do for them, just complete shunning of me and refusal to meet or 

communicate with me for donkeys´ years without a squeak of explanation, then 

horrible accusations of what seemed to me fatuous, false, brutal judgements, often 

made to my brother Peter rather than to me. I cannot rebuff anything, as they only 

accuse me of dragging up the past, trying to justify myself, and other things that are 

unanswerable, as every attempt I have made has only made things worse. If I beg 

them to forgive and forget, or communicate to me directly their grievances, or tell 

them how much I have loved them, they do not respond. And if I am angry, they 

resent that too. The whole thing undermines one so much, the vague guilt and pain 

cannot be easily escaped from. You cannot deal with vague accusations, any more 

than K could do so in “The Trial”, if no one tells you what crime you are accused of 

committing. 

I have suffered so much – I cannot help seeming self-pitying; but it is really a 

mixture of intense sadness, incomprehension and sometimes anger that I feel – in 

oceans of dreadful emotions: pain, sorrow, guilt, rejected love, smashed dreams of 

fatherhood and filial wonder; above all intense sadness at being unable any more to 

provide the help, support, and guidance that a father should provide for his sons. No 

words can ever gather up the misery I underwent and will always undergo until my 

dying day. It had the effect, and still often does, of gutting me completely, making 

me feel there is no point in anything, as the usual (irrational) sense of continuity 

from parent to offspring is wrecked, so that when you die you will simply sink into 

the cold, dark Universe, alone and without issue. If one had never had children in the 

first place it would be different; but when you have, this can feel worse even than if 

they had died. Mahler´s “Death of Children” only partially meets the total emptiness 

and destruction of self, purpose, and confidence I have felt; but I hope this feeling 

will become less and less over time, because I have a woman, my darling Nidia, 

whom I love, and who loves me.  

Often I have woken in the morning, after a deep sleep, only to enter a hell of 

sadness, anxiety and depression, full of misplaced guilt (over nothing), regret, and a 

sense of there being nothing else but death. I often dream of my children, reconciled 

with them, but they are always much younger than they are in reality now. 

How cruel it has seemed, after a life-time of experiencing discouragement of so 

many of my endeavours from so many envious cynics and resentful philistines - not 

that I mean my work and efforts generally have been so damned successful in terms 

of fame or fortune, but precisely the opposite; rather it is that most or at least many 

people don´t continue with a vocation like mine if they don´t meet with some such 

minimal “success” - then to have my beloved boys evidently disdaining me, after 
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such intimacy in their infancies and childhoods, and hold no interest in our father-

son communications. 

Other fathers that I know of, rejected unfairly in their own views by their children, 

can say “too bad, they´re wrong” (which is more or less how my wife Nidia thinks I 

should take it, and concentrate on other commitments). A friend of mine in Glasgow 

has also advised me to be like this: he had said “I´m not a bad person”, when his 

wife left him amid clouds of condemnation and when years later his son rudely 

rejected him too.  

Not me, I forever worry about my sons, doubt myself again and again, feel an 

ultimate cosmic loneliness and coldness in the Universe; a morally undermined self-

confidence, guilt, although rationally I do not think I am the things I am accused of. 

Though by no means do I think I am perfect, a saint, or an unadulterated hero. I 

think my ex-wife fabricated and exaggerated things, and transmitted falsities to our 

children. Many people, neighbours and mothers of my children´s friends among 

them, thought I was a “good” and “nice” father.  

 

I have suffered, and still do, whenever reminded of fathers opening doors to ideas in 

their offspring, and of the fondness possible between fathers and sons; amid so 

many suggestions, whether in films, from talking with friends, or from observing the 

world generally. 

 

I know I may seem self-pitying, as well as self-justifying, but I have wondered 

sometimes how I could have kept my post as a Sociology Lecturer at Glasgow 

Caledonian University and other institutions for nearly thirty years, or had the Head 

of the Sociology Department in Glasgow give me a reference letter for the 

Universidad Industrial de Santander, describing me as well-respected by my 

colleagues, while I maintained a family with a non-working wife for over ten years, 

and two children, if I was so awful as my sons seem to feel I am. 

I have been described at times by a few others as holding a self-destructive streak – I 

have never felt distinctly any such tendency within me, but when I was young I was 

certainly very “bold”, or “audacious”. My father described me once as “reckless”, 

which was meant to hurt – though he was very proud of his own audaciousness 

whether in the War or crossing the Sahara in a DKW many years later. 

I certainly have a capacity for addiction – whether it is for staying up late at night or 

for sex (in the past) or for other things – thank god I never went beyond alcohol and 

cigarettes vis-à-vis “substances”, though I “tried” and took marihuana, hashish, 

LSD, mescaline, speed, and other things – which I hope to discuss later - but much 

less often. I think addictions are more complicated than mere self-destructiveness. 

The road to paradise is paved with excess, to paraphrase William Blake. For 

example quite a number of writers, artists and composers have been heavy drinkers 
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and it is clear that for Ernest Hemingway drinking was vital to his writing. 

Traditional Chinese painters and poets openly praised wine for its indispensably 

inspiring qualities. Sibelius similarly drank whisky while he was composing, which 

annoyed his wife as she sometimes found him asleep, slumped at his desk in the 

morning. But what music it is! And he lived until he was over ninety. On the other 

hand friends of Mussorgsky thought his drinking was his downfall and the cause of 

his early death (though by god what music he also wrote). As for health generally I 

think I do care for myself – but all life is a risk or a wager, it is no good trying to 

mollycoddle oneself. I despise hypochondria or excessive fussiness about one´s 

health. I remember an American black and white film when I was a child in which a 

cantankerous old man scorned and ignored his doctor´s advice. And I liked 

Hildesheimer´s comment, in his superb book about Mozart, that over-concern with 

health, which Mozart did not manifest, is philistine. 

The problem of addiction involves for some people the fact that they find “the 

world” difficult, and are susceptible to intense anxieties. Drinking, smoking, and 

sometimes taking more “dangerous” things helps them calm down, see the world in 

different perspectives, and can help them to concentrate on their work, their 

dedications, and even manage better in other aspects of life, ranging from 

sociability, sex, to harmless relaxation. In time they may find themselves in a double 

bind, from which it is very difficult to escape. With respect to the potentially more 

“dangerous” substances, the situation is scarcely helped in a world of illegal global 

production and consumption of them (whilst the selling and buying of arms is not 

illegal), with supply meeting demand according to rule number one of the capitalist 

market system. Everything is pushed into criminality and obfuscation instead of 

intelligent judgement, “education”, or growing cultural awareness and so on. Not 

that I think I know the solutions to this scourge as well as I thought I did when I was 

younger, but then the problems with drugs have become so much more complicated 

than they were thirty, forty, or fifty years ago, as have so many other things, ranging 

from socio-economic-political issues to ecological disaster and international 

relations, war and peace, murderous political rulers etc.; partly because they have 

not generally been treated intelligently throughout any of my conscious life-time. 

I don´t stint myself over sleep which has always been important for me (though I 

always feel guilty for sleeping too long) – it serves as pleasure, rest, and my version 

of meditation all wrapped into one, and dreaming has always been fundamental to 

what I write. Saint-Pol-Roux, the proto-Surrealist, living in a sleepy northern French 

village, put a notice on his door at night: “Do not disturb – poet at work!” 

My wife Nidia often says I should look after myself more, but she is mainly talking 

about alcohol. She is very taken up with that theme, I think because she has family 

members who have or have had very serious alcohol problems. And I do not deny 

that I must always be more restrained than in the past, but I don´t think I am in the 

same basket as them. For one thing, I drink slowly, beer or wine, or rum and fruit 
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juice, whilst I am reading, musing, or writing. I do not swig down aguadiente in 

frantic bursts, as do Colombians when they drink, though usually they only do so on 

particular occasions. And when I stay up all night, sipping, reading, and writing, this 

is not a booze-up for me; I am WORKING, though they, especially my darling wife 

and her family, seem to think I am simply indulgently enjoying myself. (They go to 

sleep early and wake up frightfully early, doing nothing especially. But that for them 

is the CORRECT way to live!)  

Of course self-destructiveness depends very much on matters of definition, as well 

also as one´s philosophy of life. I think dangerous mountain-climbers and bungie-

jumpers are bonkers but they may think that exploring areas of Peru, such as the 

environs of Vilcabamba, where Sendero Luminoso were known to be active, as I did 

in the 1980s was madness, as well as many other things I have done at different 

times in my life. I was trying to find the place where the last Inca, Inca Manca, hung 

out after the Spanish defeat of the Incas in Peru, and from where he directed acts of 

resistance against the Spaniards. But at that time, in the 1980s, its location had not 

been verified. I arrived at a disorganized settlement, with some kind of wretched 

jungle infection. There were soldiers all around, but I was certain I needed 

antibiotics. I asked some soldiers if there was a doctor in this strange place, and 

quite friendlily they led me to a large tent, where a doctor asked me about it, and 

looked at my bubbly afflictions, before giving me an enormous injection in my 

backside. What relief I felt; he said I would be alright now. 

But as I walked out from the tent, a soldier demanded to look in my arm-bag, 

actually a nice indigenously made thing. I had a small plastic bag of marihuana in it; 

as the soldier bumbled slowly through my paltry things in this bag I strove to be 

entirely calm, and wondered what to do. When the soldier arrived at the small plastic 

bag, I gently took it away from him, and if I remember rightly I showed him my 

watch – actually a cheap Hong Kong digital thing – and pointed at his watch as if to 

compare it with mine. This worked! He took his watch off and suggested we 

exchanged his cheap watch for my cheap watch. Soon his wife or girlfriend came 

up, and he smiled delightedly at her as if to suggest that the cheap watch he had 

received from me was something good.  

As soon as I could, without seeming overly eager to get the hell of there, I said 

goodbye to the two of them, and fucked off slowly. 

I have “sung” about my childhood in Esher in various stretches of poetry, and I will 

not attempt to “describe” all those experiences in prose now. Poetry is different from 

prose; the first always arises organically in the mind, like music – consciously and 

subconsciously – as sound, association, and meaning, and above all spontaneously. 

Poetry comes as an inspiration of meaning, musical sound, and verbal resonance, all 

together; the latter two are intuitive and therefore sadly revised or altered after the 

event. “Meaning” however, can be “improved” upon, whether in poetry or prose, as 
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it is a scratching towards saying something “better”, more effectively or exactly as 

in philosophy, and still more in science. But nevertheless it remains a shame in 

poetry to need to change words or punctuation after the initial outpouring of sound-

feeling-meaning. Whereas this is not the same with philosophical, or creative prose, 

still less with “academic” prose. Autobiographical prose may retain some of the 

white-hot, unchangeable spontaneity of poetry, but it is still different; as Tolstoy´s 

“War and Peace” differs from José Asunción Silva´s Nocturnes. 

In light of these observations, I include here a letter that I felt I had to send once to 

the editor of an Arts Magazine. It seems to me appropriate to include it here, as a 

corollary to the points just made, but some readers may prefer to skip it, if they are 

still with me thus far anyway, and that applies equally to any other part of this 

autobiography. 

“Thank you for sending me the latest Issue of the Magazine. I must now say certain 

things to you about the inclusion of my poetry in the Magazine, very reluctantly, as 

the last thing I want in life these days is any kind of irritation or misunderstanding 

with anyone. 

“I would like to start by saying that for nearly twenty years I have very much 

enjoyed the Magazine and the other associated publications you have edited, and 

have much appreciated your inclusion of my poetry, short stories, and sometimes 

short essays. I have enjoyed the kind of “Platonic communication” made possible 

with you and the other contributors to these, and I much appreciated meeting you 

last summer; you were extremely kind and hospitable and showed me around a town 

that I did not know before. 

“The problem is, quite simply, that I cannot accept having my writing changed by an 

editor. I have never experienced this before – whether in books, magazines, or in 

electronic anthologies on the internet – and where sometimes my prose, whether 

academic or creative has been changed even in the slightest way, I have found it 

intolerable and have not accepted it. An editor has the right to choose or reject any 

writer`s submission, but not to change it, and this is particularly the case with 

poetry. That is the opinion of every poet or editor of poetry with whom I have 

communicated throughout my entire lifetime or career as a poet. 

“The problem started for me in Issue 44 when you altered, after nearly twenty years 

of respectfully reproducing my poetry without alteration – my poems “Itzamal”, 

“More And More And More”, and “Tone Poem”, by changing the capital letters of 

the first line to letters in the lower case. You expressed very clearly in your editorial 

to Issue 47 that in your view this was an antiquated style. I disagree with that 

judgement, and would like to suggest to you that if you consider the tradition of 

Spanish poetry, from Quevado to Lorca, up to the present moment, it is indeed the 

case that each line does not start with a capital letter. If on the other hand you 

consider English poetry, from Spenser to Shakespeare, to Milton, to Byron, Shelley 
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and Keats, to Gerard Manley Hopkins, to T.S. Eliot and Hart Crane, you find they 

all used this manner, and if you look in any contemporary English language poetry 

book or magazine or on-line anthology you will find that a great proportion, if not 

the majority of the poetry also maintains this. It is not a question of antiquated style, 

it is a matter of poetic traditions. I think, though I don`t know why, that English 

poetry maintained the convention from Greek and Roman poetry, whereas Spanish 

poetry did not. Originally, it seems to me that the idea of a capital letter at the 

beginning of each line stemmed from the perception that the line is the unit of 

poetry, not the sentence. This is not a question of grammar; I believe it originated 

from the bardic or shamanic “breath”, the expanse of an oral “line”, which when 

written down used the capital letter at the beginning of each written line to indicate 

that energy. But really, that is not the essential point; this is how I write my poetry, 

and have done so for about forty years (actually, beforehand when younger, I had 

not used this method, and I think I have sent you some poems from that early period, 

which you could choose to publish if you wanted to.) Other modern poets do not do 

this (i.e. use capital letters in this way), and that is their aesthetic choice just as mine 

is. I choose to work intuitively with the interaction between phrase, sentence, and 

line, and my punctuation also responds to that rhythmic, musical, associational and 

meaningful interplay. 

“I accepted the changes that you made over capital letters at first, very unhappily, 

because I did not want any kind of rift with you and the magazine. I thought that so 

long as nothing else was altered in my poetry - which is always extremely deeply 

considered by me in every detail - I could bear it. But then you started changing my 

punctuation, altering the lines, creating verses where I intended none, thereby 

interfering not merely with the intricacies and complexities of my poems, but 

altering the meaning and sense, and in some cases creating sentences without an 

active verb. I will give some examples now: 

“I Took A Plunge Into Ocean Deeps”, in Issue 46, is completely changed from the 

poem I wrote, and gave you permission to reproduce, from my book Poems, 

published by Dionysia Press.  You have put a full-stop after “fear” in line 4, then 

started a new sentence and a new verse in line 5. At the end of line 12, you have 

replaced the semi-colon with a full-stop, and have started a new verse with “And 

consciousness…….“ At the end of line 17 you have changed my comma to a full-

stop, and again have created a new sentence and a new verse with “Sun, and 

perfumes……..” Combined with the replacement of my capitals at the beginning of 

all lines these changes have ruined the poem as far as I am concerned. My original 

poem echoes passages of Shakespeare`s “Tempest”, in which the sinking and 

bubbling down and drowning of people ship-wrecked is a kind of endless, revolving 

process, resulting in a man arriving, thrown, onto a beach, unconscious and nearly 

dead, to open his eyes in order to behold a beautiful girl. Your changes have broken 

that poetic idea. 
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“Now Is The Time When The Sun Burns Red”, in Issue 47 is similarly spoilt. You 

have replaced my comma at the end of line 5 with a full-stop, and again created a 

new verse with “Swirling in inchoate……..” You have changed my comma at the 

end of line 9 with a full-stop, spoiling the unrolling flow of my poetry, and have 

done the same at the end of line 12, now yet again creating a new verse where I did 

not want one. You have broken the next line into two, as I did not write it, and have 

put a full-stop after “motion” in line 15. “Newly-spontaneous……..” in the next line, 

that refers to the last phrases in a continuous flow of poetic ecstasy, now starts a new 

sentence and verse, ruining the whole idea of the poem. The same thing is done at 

the end of line 17, where you have replaced my comma with a full-stop, and started 

the next line with a new sentence and a new verse. These last four lines have no 

active verb; this is not what I wrote, and the same applies to other constructions you 

have created from this and the previous poem (in the latter the second and fourth 

sentences and verses you have made, have no active verbs). 

“In Issue 49 you have again created new constructions which I do not like, out of my 

original poems. In “Bruckner”, you have put in a comma after “mystical”, and after 

“dissipation”, and after “pain”, and after “bones”, and after “soil”, which I did not 

intend and did not want, just as I did not want a full-stop after “yearning” (or I 

would have written one). The kind of written shaping you have imposed upon my 

poem is one that I do sometimes use, but did not want in this particular case. 

“It is similar with “Aida And Radames”, also in Issue 49. The reshaping, the 

imposition of commas and a full-stop where I did not want them have altered, 

negatively, the emotional flow and the music of my poem. 

“I often use commas (as well as verses!), as you must have noticed among the 

quantity of poetry that I have sent you over the years: where I do not it is because it 

is not appropriate to my poetic concept in that instance, because for example, I want 

the reader to sense the continuity and/or the breaks in the mood/flow/narrative/music 

of the poem for him or herself. The words in such cases swim around in a cosmic 

sea, joining and rejoining according to the poet`s (that is, my) imagination and that 

of the reader. 

“This whole matter has upset me considerably and so I have decided to lay out my 

position to you. It is up to you to accept what I say, or reject it. I would like to 

continue contributing to Dandelion but I am absolutely clear that I will not have my 

work changed. That is not a price I am willing to pay in order to see it in print in 

whatever form. To me it is a matter of artistic integrity. 

“I do hope you will agree not to alter my writing again without consulting with me 

about it. So far you have not altered my prose; if your position is that you will 

continue not to interfere with my prose but insist upon changing my poetry, please 

tell me this clearly, so that I can decide whether I want to continue on that basis or 

not. To me it is a great shame that you have not been able for some time to find 
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among the multitude of poetry that I have sent you poems that you like as they are, 

without feeling a need to change them; after all, I write in a great variety of styles, 

and constantly change and experiment. 

“I do hope all goes well with you – how I understand your lamentations about the 

winter blues in Britain! But now it is summer………” 

Who could imagine anyone changing the notes of a composer´s music! Rimsky-

Korsakov re-orchestrated some of Mussorgsky´s music, but this is now Mussorgsky-

Rimsky-Korsakov! Mussorgsky´s original survives! And who would alter the 

colours of an artist´s painting! One review of my book of poetry called “Poems”, in 

Scotland, took only three lines in the middle of a poem, and given the rather 

detached feeling of those out-of-their context lines, tried to ridicule them. I will 

return to this theme later. 

So, I lived from the dawn of my consciousness, at Glendoone, 10 Lower Green 

Road, Esher, in a three-storey semi-detached house with a tasteful front garden and a 

large back garden with a small square pond, a lawn, and a wild wood behind. I met 

spirits on the lawn and in the wood, rather as had Federico Garcia Lorca when he 

was a child, as I later learned. I knew imaginary beings – Peter Pie-Pie and 

Buttercup Tree, the first a boy, the second a girl, with whom I talked when I climbed 

our fir tree, and sometimes fell down from a terrible height, saved only by the 

branches that broke the speed of my descent. 

Lower Green Road, on which our house was situated, was really rather pleasant I 

think, with little traffic in those days, though every half-hour there passed the 

electric train very near, with its thunderous, shaking racket. If you went to the right 

outside our gate, you arrived after a few hundred yards at the Old Bridge – how old 

it was I don´t know, but it was dark, mysterious, ominous, and very fascinating. It 

was cool within its confines within old stone bricks, and damp; huge numbers of 

pigeons flew and fluttered and made their messes within it. It was marvellous of 

course for children to play under, especially when a train was roaring and shaking 

everything above. With shame I own to jumping out on a girl called Pamela Holt, 

who was in my class at Esher Primary School, from behind part of the walls in this 

edifice; I was infatuated with her, as she was with me – that was why she had 

followed me under the bridge, though she lived on the other side of it, after school 

one day. So stupid was I, with no idea of what I felt or what I was doing: the poor 

sweet girl. 

At about the same time, or a little earlier, I fell in love with Jennifer Aldridge, in 

Class Three, under the teacher Miss Stokes, a very strict but fair teacher. (She spoke 

her mind: at morning prayers one day the minister from the Church was presenting 

an obscure message about “goodness” and how that contrasted with “perfection”. 

Miss Stokes interrupted and said “I thought good was good and that was all there 

was to it!”)  
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How jealous I was of my friend Christopher Humber, because he made Jennifer 

Aldridge laugh so much, especially when one day Christopher was told to clean up 

the aisle between two rows of desks. He threw down a dustbin at one end of the 

space between the two rows, and in deliberate absurdity and roughness swept the 

floor along to it from the other end of the aisle. Oh God, I could have given up life! 

That girl laughed so much.  

Perhaps all this kind of thing influenced me as an adult, not to be too soft and 

introverted – most girls are not and never have been interested in that – you have to 

be more extroverted, formidable in some ways, though pleasant etc. It´s impossible 

to be an adolescent or a young man, really. 

That´s where the music of Bruckner comes in, and from, perhaps! He always wanted 

a “nice gal” to marry, but none wanted him – too eccentric and disordered, though 

not of course in his music of pure genius.  

Because I was one of three brothers and no sisters, I think I lacked direct 

understanding of girls even at that stage – one´s mother is something rather 

different. Then at the age of eleven I went to an all-boys boarding school which 

pushed this situation still further. Nevertheless in my childhood Esher days I did at 

least go to a mixed C/E Primary school, which was something. Though at playtimes 

the children were divided between two playgrounds – the infants of both sexes and 

the girls of all ages in one, the ruffian older boys in the other. This was absolutely 

made to encourage boys´ transgressional entrances into the girls´ playground to grab 

their skipping ropes and make a nuisance of themselves, when they were not 

forming columns running around shouting “We won the war!” 

Miss Hutchinson was in charge of the older boys´ playground, a real harridan, 

haggish to behold, but considering it from a later viewpoint, what a task she must 

have had! She blew a screechingly loud whistle whenever she saw misbehaviour, 

and if it was severe, she sent the offender to see the head-mistress, Miss Terry. A 

very funny incident I well remember: I and my friend Hugh Ricard found a rotten, 

squashed tomato in a corner of the playground one time. It seems I suggested to my 

friend that he hurl it as hard as he could across the yard. He did so, and it hit another 

boy! Miss Hutchinson screamed with her whistle, and reprimanding my friend, 

demanded to know why he did it. “Because Timothy told me to!” he replied, and 

whilst I was killing myself with laughter, she shouted: “and if Timothy told you to 

put your head in a bucket of water, would you do it?” 

A few steps, a few yards, beyond the Old Bridge, there was the Post Office. I 

suppose this was something that today would be called a “convenience store”, at 

least in the US. In it was indeed a P.O., old British style, but besides that it stocked 

what seemed to me then a bewildering variety of things: simple groceries, sweets, 

notebooks, comics, and many other things. When you entered the P.O., a kind of 

ding-dong bell sounded, to let the people there know someone had come in. 
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If you went out of our gate to the left, there were only nine houses to pass before 

you arrived at the end of the road. Here there was (what I thought to be) a 

marvellous brown wooden fence, around the last garden, which exuded a remarkable 

varnish smell, if I remember well; then across the road, which was a four-way 

crossing, there was the original paradise, the first savannah, the first vast wood for 

adventure, the place where I stretched out and dreamed, and sometimes felt free. It 

was called Western Green.  

If you turned right here, you walked towards Esher railway station. Just before the 

station there were two shops which together could keep you alive for a while. The 

United Dairies was quite large for those times, selling milk, cream, cheese, various 

cold meats etc. Nice plump middle–aged women served in it, but I don´t think they 

were the owners or managers.  The shop had a wonderfully clean smell. 

Next to it was The Box, run alternately by an oldish man and an oldish woman, 

brother and sister, who lived in a house very near, on the street you passed to get 

there from the above-mentioned corner. Both used sticks to walk, and The Box, 

“Confectioners and Tobacconists”, sold lovely chocolates and sweets, and of course 

cigarettes and so on. The man and woman in The Box, a very, very small shop, were 

extremely friendly. 

I wrote in one or two poems about an oak tree on the left hand side of the road 

through Western Green, which latter was a sandy-coloured road if I remember 

correctly, about half the way across the Green. On this tree I tested my bravery for 

many years, seeing how high I could jump from without breaking a leg. When I tried 

a branch higher than those I had so far jumped from, I sat for a good while, 

summoning up the blood, stiffening the sinews, until suddenly I felt I could do it. So 

I jumped! How different from the more easily frightened man I could become much 

later. But that is still far in the future, and for many decades I don´t think I lost that 

near-fearlessness that Wagner had Siegfried feel, until he tasted the dragon´s blood. 

When a child, around the time of this jumping from the branches of the oak-tree, I 

went to a fair with my friend Christopher Humber; we went on a “swing-boat”, on 

which both pulled a cord to keep it going. I was testing Providence by going higher 

and higher, so that we were almost vertically above the starting place each swing, 

upside down, open and not tied down. He was a tough boy, so I was amazed when 

he said later, “Tim, you really frightened me on that swing-boat”. 

The most drastic of these absurdities that I remember was obtaining weed-killer and 

sugar, which if you hit the right combination made a seriously explosive 

combination. I achieved this one day, accidentally, in a kettle on the fire of FORT X 

at the bottom of our wood, and the fire explosion frazzled my right hand, very badly, 

but I told my brother not to let my mother know about it. I knew it was my fault and 

I did not want to upset her. But eventually it was inevitable that she should know, as 
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my hand was literally dripping in burning fat or grease, really in drops I could see, 

so Mummy took me to Thames Ditten Hospital. 

I shared as a child some extraordinary fantasies with my brother Peter. I kept all my 

“boys” under my bed, and brought some of them out onto the sheets of my bed, like 

Robert Louis Stevenson in his “Land of the Counterpane”, to give Peter a “show”. 

We slept in the same room for many years. There was Dong, who was actually no 

more than the handle of a hammer, whom I twiddled around aggressively, as he was 

actually a very good fighter. There was Woo, my teddy bear, Ducks (a soft duck-like 

bird), and various others. On a more diminutive scale were Mr. and Mrs. Pok, who 

rode a marvellous plastic open-air motor car. “Oh Nellie, Nellie”, Mr. Pok would 

say to Mrs. Pok constantly, causing great laughter from Peter, whom I called Pep, I 

think because he couldn´t say Peter when he was very small, and instead called 

himself Pep. 

Sometimes Pep and I would ride on our bikes across Littleworth Common, and once 

I snuck into my bike-basket all the “boys” before we left our home, then streaked 

ahead of him at the last moment to get to a ditch which I called the “boys”´ Seaside, 

and had a few moments to put the “boys” next to the ditch, which I called the 

“beach”. When Pep arrived, he found all those “boys” relaxing on the “beach”, and 

proclaimed wonderfully: ”So it´s true!” We also took some white sheets to spread on 

the stairs of our house, to seem like snow, and imagined we were climbing Mount 

Everest. Hilary and Tennison had recently reached the summit of the world´s highest 

mountain, and our father had taken us all to hear a talk about the whole adventure in, 

I think, The Royal Festival Hall. It was all quite exciting; I suppose one of those last 

post-war spasms of Great British fantasy. 

I keep delaying the continuation of this “Autobiography” – why am I writing it, who 

wants to know about all this; and it seems so slow to proceed to stages that are more 

“relevant”, whatever that may mean. I wonder if I should jump ahead into later 

stages of my life, then return, in “flashbacks” (which I have already done in fact). 

But something pulls me into the more conventional general form that is overall more 

or less, though far from entirely, “chronological”, not that art ever really is. The 

peculiarities of memory – always depending at least to some extent on the moment 

and context in which a memory is recalled – and the elements of fantasy and 

imagination that never entirely desert any kind of rationality, make even the most 

painstaking chronologies uncertain – witness the numerous professional historians´ 

biographies of Hitler or Stalin for example, which constantly disagree on details of 

these monster-men´s lives, let alone on the interpretations of them. This does not 

mean I might not write later chapters or sections before those that come earlier; but 

the design in my mind is roughly “chronological”. Yet again to say, this does not 

mean I may not often jump forwards or backwards in time, when that feels 

appropriate.  
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I remember the day when I was about or six or seven, when in a stupid bluster at 

teatime, I claimed to my mother and father that I had been advanced from one junior 

class to the class above. The next day my father walked me to my school, I in some 

kind of agony, he suspecting that it was a fantasy of mine, which it was.  

He was determined to show me up for lying, to humiliate me. Why, is part of the 

whole mystery of his personality, as it showed itself throughout my life until he 

died. Was it simply a sadistic and authoritarian streak, or did he genuinely believe he 

had a responsibility to bring up honest, tough, truthful, determined, courageous 

sons? Or something more muddly and changeable in between? 

As Philip Larkin wrote: 

“They fuck you up, your mum and dad. 

  They may not mean to, but they do.”  

 

As a small child I heard about the mass murder of the Jews under the Nazis. My 

father sometimes, while doing the washing-up, we sons drying the cutlery and plates 

(my mother cooked – very, very well, but my father did the clearing up after meals), 

explained with intense emotional gestures how piles of dead bodies had remained, 

stretching like mountains as from our house to the bridge before the Post Office, 

thanks to the Nazis. (My father had of course been wounded in the War, part of his 

knee bone having been blown out by a shell exploding in his tank.) I did not know 

who the “Jews” were exactly, but I realized they were people, and the thing made 

me achingly sad. It was not the case, as has sometimes been said subsequently, that 

no one knew about it all in the 1950s; not at least in our household. I had no idea 

whatever of politics or economics – this was a time of “austerity” in Britain, you 

needed ration tickets for many things, including orange juice and cod liver oil for 

children, and I was unaware that Britain was beginning to undergo a capitalist post-

war growth, and that compared with much of the world we were all quite “lucky”. 

Later in the 60s, I was one of those who rebelled in mind, spirit and culture against 

“consumerist affluence” – I thought I did not want money or “success”; I believed in 

a new kind of “society” – if I understood what that meant, and I did not feel lucky at 

all. (And why had the “Democratic West” not stopped Hitler anyway?) Suffering 

and happiness are all relative to what one expects, what one´s dreams are, and 

fulfilment and satisfaction were not for me met in the world I experienced in early 

adulthood. As I came to understand oppression, exploitation, and injustice in the 

world, I became fiercely radical, and later joined the British Communist Party, once 

I came to trust that it did not think the Soviet Union was genuinely “socialist” 

(except for a “tankie” pro-Soviet minority in the party). I was in agreement with its 

“Eurocommunist” notions of a peaceful, democratic, liberal, socialist 

transformation. I entered into that vision strongly for about two decades. But above 
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all it was the desire to overcome “alienation”, in the Marxist senses of the word, that 

most strongly gripped my soul. 

I sometimes used to eat, or at least bite, coal that was kept piled up in the shed 

outside the back door. It is strange how I have always loved coal-dust, or any dust, 

ash, chalk powder, dusty smoke, or tarmac being laid on a road, ever since. My 

brother Peter liked drinking water from the pond in our garden. I once caught him 

drinking the slimy green water from an egg-cup, secretly as he thought. “Lubbly” he 

said to himself as he did so. 

 

  

CHAPTER TWO 

 

HELL AND HEAVEN:  DULWICH COLLEGE AND THE SUDAN  

 

 

When I was eleven years old, my parents went to live in the Sudan. My father had 

been appointed Professor of Zoology at Khartoum University. Much more glory and 

pain began at that moment than I could have possibly imagined, or could 

comprehensively describe today. 

I hardly understood why or how this had occurred, though I remember a brief 

interchange with my father one evening in our dusty garage in Esher, which we had 

been “tidying up”, in which he said he liked Esher very much, but felt he should go 

to a University in the Middle East, in the Desert. He was fed up with King´s 

College, London, where he was a lecturer in the Zoology Department. 

I was an early adolescent when I first went to Khartoum: the climate was superb, so 

warm and full of lemon perfumes. No people could anyone find kinder and more 

hospitable than the Sudanese: I learned a few words of Arabic quite quickly and the 

Sudanese were always so warm and generous. My father´s students came to visit us 

in the bungalow given to my parents by the University: men and women, the latter 

partially veiled, so kind and laughing, drinking Coca-Cola. I never knew more 

friendly people in my entire life. 

The garden of my parents´ house was usually dry, until men came to irrigate it and 

then all was suddenly sodden with water for a short while, and grasses and flowers 

burst into life. Once we were amused when a man in a long jellabiah was cutting the 

“weeds”, jumping and springing from one crouching position to another like a 
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grasshopper, scything out the miscreants. There was no rain outside of the rainy 

season. 

One morning a group of workers were talking nineteen to the dozen outside the 

window where we sons were sleeping: my brother Hugh leapt to the window and 

shouted “Yallah!”, “Escut”, meaning “go away” or “shut up”, and they did so for a 

minute, then started again in exactly the same vein. The whole thing was quite 

extraordinary for me, on Christmas Holidays from Dulwich College (one return 

flight was paid for each year for family members by the University), that horrible 

place as far as I was concerned. The contrast between that cold, cruel boarding 

school and this warm, crazy place, the Sudan, was beyond an adolescent´s 

comprehension. I had no idea of “politics” either in England or the Sudan. My father 

had crocodiles, tortoises, grasshoppers, lizards, scorpions and camel spiders in cages 

in and outside his office, on which he performed experiments to understand the 

capabilities of these animals to cope with stress from lack of water which they 

experienced in the usually dessicated desert. He was also curious to know whether a 

black desert scorpion or a yellowy-brown camel spider would win in a fight between 

two equal-sized examples of these carniverous arthropods. He put two huge 

specimens into a glass aquarium, with no food, so that eventually hunger would 

cause one or the other to eat the other. The scorpion had huge pincers and its 

forward lashing, stinging tail was poisonous. The camel spider had no poison, but 

relatively immense four-part jaws, and was more agile. The two creatures remained 

immobile for days; eventually they fought and after a harrowing battle the camel-

spider got behind the scorpion, and grasped its tail in its jaws, avoiding the sting. 

Once having bitten off the dangerous part of the tail, it proceeded to attack and 

devour the meat of the now helpless scorpion. 

My father was, I think, greatly liked and admired by the Sudanese staff and students 

of his department; he lacked absolutely any arrogance towards the Sudanese 

generally, from which observation I learned an enormous amount. One of his female 

post-graduate students, called Loriss, worked on desert gazelles and their water-

control; she was I remember a very nice young lady. A visiting British Zoologist 

stole her experimental results and published some of them as his own work, about 

which my father was extremely angry. He was awarded a marvellous cup at his 

retirement from the University, before he returned to a professorship at Birkbeck 

College in London. 

The Sudan had been a British Protectorate shortly before our family´s arrival, and 

most of the ex-patriot lecturers and professors in the University were British. I wrote 

the following for the Minister to read out at my father´s funeral:  

 

           A BRIEF FAREWELL TO AN ADMIRABLE MAN 
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    By Tim Cloudsley 

  

“I think one of the finest of the many characteristics that I loved and admired in my 

father was the way he treated his responsibilities as the Head of Department of 

Zoology at Khartoum University in the Sudan in the 1960s. He loved the Sudan and 

the Sudanese people, and got on extremely well and warmly with his staff and 

students. He was especially respected because he was in deep sympathy with the 

principle of “Sudanizing” the University, unlike some other rather backward-looking 

European ex-patriates there.  

He managed very well to help the best students to advance, and one of whom, called 

Faisal, became the head of Department after him, and also a life-long friend. 

My father was given a wonderful cup of honour when he left Khartoum.” 

         

I hated being in Bell House, the junior Boarding House, for two years, then in Blew 

House, the Senior Boarding house which I had to endure for five further years. I 

remember when my mother took me to Dulwich College (Dull Witch College), 

when I was eleven years old, to take the scholarship entrance exam. I should have 

fucked up the exam, to avoid getting into the school, but instead I passed well. 

Sitting in the car afterwards, waiting for my mother who was dealing with 

something in the school, some boys in uniform came up to the window of our car, 

and leering at me, said, “Let´s hope he doesn´t get in!” 

Harold Wilson could have abolished the Public Schools, but instead he opened up 

admission in places like Dulwich to boys of lower classes and lesser financial 

means, through the scholarship admission system and the Direct Grant System from 

County Councils. Thus I got in, fees paid by the Surrey County Council Education 

Department. It has often annoyed me when people assume that I got in due to a 

silver spoon, and that my parents were well-off. I wouldn´t claim it was cheap for 

my parents to send us to that place, but they were not well-off (unless all middle-

class professional people are assumed to be) and it was certainly cheaper to go there 

than to little-known “progressive” boarding schools that they also looked into. 

I cannot now say Wilson´s policy was or was not a good policy, but in the years of 

my most radical attachments I thought it was wrong. I thought he should have 

finished with that system, and then I would never have suffered the horrendous pains 

of those seven years there, though of course it gained me academic advantages. 
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Not that the teaching was always good, though I suppose the Oxbridge–aspiring 

ethos was a boost for the tiny minority who got into those venerable institutions. 

Some “masters” were absolutely hopeless, but some were astute and definitely did 

teach well. Others arrived late for their classes and mumbled from behind huge piles 

of paper on their desks, or clambered onto a desk holding a torch or something that 

signified they were dying to bugger off to do something else more gratifying to them 

afterwards. Others were simply horrible and unpleasant, though admittedly some 

disciplinarians did manage to cram stuff into we terrified pupils´ heads. The contrast 

lay with some “softer-souled” masters that could not keep order. I found that equally 

as bad as the harsh disciplinarians, as pointless messing around just interfered with 

the progress of the class. I felt very sorry for one rather good maths teacher, who 

always looked haggard and down-trodden, which only excited the sadistic elements 

in the class to drive him even more crazy. But he also had human limitations: once 

he picked me up for a very minor offence. After the class I asked him why he had 

picked on me when other “boys” had been howling, whistling, throwing things 

around etc. I did not want to disrupt the class, especially as I found maths rather 

difficult. But he was most annoyed at my impertinence. One could not win in that 

mad, weird, “Public School”.  

One master was fierce but a very good Latin teacher. No one dared even to squeak 

with him. He would make us translate difficult tracts of Cicero, Julius Caesar, or 

Ovid, unprepared, there in the glare of the classroom. Once he shouted to a poor boy 

called Dawkins: “Translate!” Dawkins could not, and after a few minutes the master 

bawled out “Can´t hear a word!” There was scarcely a titter among the other boys. 

Then there was “Mogs”, as the boys all called Mr. Morgan. A Welshman, also very 

strict, but what a musician! He was the Music Master, and conducted the school 

orchestra in which I was very lucky to be a member as a cellist. I was rather 

mediocre as a player, but Mogs seemed to appreciate my love of music. He 

conducted like a fiend, stamping his feet and shouting and yelling his commands. 

Once we were to play Mozart´s Oboe Concert at the Christmas Concert in the Royal 

Festival Hall, and at the first try, a “day boy” took up his oboe and played it. I was 

so mesmerised by the mellifluous beauty of that music which I had never heard 

before, I must have stopped playing my cello part. How I envied that boy, seeming 

so casual as he ripped through the Universe! “Cloudsley-Thompson!” (my name 

then) yelled Mogs, quite justifiedly, though I felt a fool. I had never heard anything 

like this beauty before. 

Later, for another concert we played Mozart´s Requiem. After one rehearsal Mogs 

took me aside, having evidently observed my stunned state at that music, and said, 

“Did you know Mozart never completed it?” I had nothing to say, just stared. 

Another master, called Brad Winterton, said to me however, that “Mozart was 

finished”, meaning he was complete, as I recorded in a review article about a book 

on Mozart I wrote quite recently, so I will not repeat that story. 
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Once I said to my cello teacher, Mrs. Wilson who had known Stanford and “the 

great Cassalls” as she called him, that I would like to be a composer. “Oh no, she 

said, if you had that kind of musical talent it would have become clear by now.” She 

was quite right, I was to become a poet, though one who loves music above all. Dear 

Miss Kersey (my teacher in Esher who played in the BBC Symphony Orchestra and 

at Covent Garden), and Mrs. Wilson at Dulwich, teaching me, were very good 

cellists, real professionals, far too good to be wasting their time on me. But they 

gave me more than they realized – or perhaps they did realize,  both as teachers as 

well as performers.  

Yet there was at the horrible school a certain culture of academic achievement, 

which included “getting into Oxford or Cambridge”. 

But all the time rugby and cricket seemed more important than learning; in the first 

of which I was mediocre and in the second I was hopeless. I hated cricket – with that 

fearsomely hard “ball” which was hurled at you to be bashed away. I often allowed 

myself to be balled out easily – not a hard job given my innate incompetence at the 

game – and in that way I managed to be excluded for quite a long time from any 

team listed to play on Wednesday afternoons, thank God. 

But I was good at boxing. I was light for my weight and height, and punching like a 

frenetic maniac from the first moment, I always won. But I did not like it. My nose 

was inevitably streaming with blood within a few seconds, and I hated the artificial 

aggression, especially when sometimes my opponent was a friend. In time I 

extricated myself from this barbaric “sport” (it was “voluntary” unlike the two 

“major” sports), much to the chagrin of the boxing instructors, hoarse-voiced beasts 

from the Army, who no doubt thought I was a cowardly creep. (Perhaps if a spot of 

alcohol had been allowed me before a fight, my early “peace and love” attitude 

could have been replaced by something more angry. Thank God it wasn´t.) I was 

also quite good at athletics, winning in my first years, with medals, the hundred 

yards races and high jump. I veered away from this too, because I found the 

competitive wind-up, the ongoing adrenaline rush for hours if not days before a 

competition or race, dreadful. Rather as with the boxing, my withdrawal was 

attributed to something bad about me. A Master who abused  boys (to be described 

soon) and hit me in Bell House, said to other boys that my withdrawal of interest 

was because I could no longer win, or in other words, was due to “sour grapes”. But 

whether or not my prowess was declining, that was not the reason for my changed 

attitude. I began to feel I wanted to compete in private, not in public. Perhaps I was 

starting to feel the impulses that have remained with me thereafter; to do what I do 

independently. To this day I will not submit my poems for competitions. What for? 

What I do is what I do, I´m not interested in others´ judgements – at least, not in the 

sense of being affected by them other than emotionally (i.e. being either saddened or 

“chuffed”). If someone likes my work, good, if they don´t, too bad.  
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But how I loved the annual Christmas Holidays in the Sudan! My parents usually 

took us on a “trek” far into the desert, or to the Nuba Mountains, to Nubia in the 

North, or the Red Sea and to other magnificent places where we met people from 

different tribes: Dinkas, Nubans, Bejas, and many more. I made a travel book from 

these trips while at school, replete with my Brownie or Kodak photos of the tribal 

peoples of the different regions, and learned more than I could now recount from 

these experiences. I think the book got lost years later during one or another move, 

so typically for me, but I can remember it to this day. We travelled in our Land 

Rover, camped in the desert, and got to know so many peoples, who were always so 

friendly and hospitable to us as a family. Never a moment of unfriendliness or 

hostility do I remember from these people, though we would be far away from 

towns or authorities of any kind. We were white “huajis”, yet always treated in the 

nicest ways. This was of course before the hateful Islamic Fundamentalist stuff 

came into being. Never, never will I forget what I have recounted here in spite of the 

decades of fundamentalism that later arose in The Sudan and elsewhere. The “real 

Muslims” were those I shook hands with or from whom I received kind presents of 

fruit, nuts, bread or whatever (but please take this “metaphorically”, or “poetically” 

– I am not talking about the theology of Islam or the Koran). Who in England would 

have been so friendly to them?  

Once my father said to an uncle of his, at the only Honourable Company of Skinners 

dinner in London that I attended with him, concerning the Sudanese, “What a shame 

it would be should they ever adopt our beastly, standoffish ways!” And when this 

uncle of my father´s said about Apartheid South Africa that he didn´t feel it was up 

to him to judge it, my father replied most emphatically: “But surely it´s not right to 

discriminate between people based on the colour of their skin!” I was about twenty 

years old I think at the time, and was amazed. What a contradictory character my 

father was! Sir Alec Douglas-Home was also there, and looked at me disdainfully as 

I had long hair, craftily put into a kind of boff behind my head by my mother (who 

was not allowed to attend, these occasions still being “men only”). But another man, 

I know not who he was, cheerfully said this must be the first time in two centuries 

that a young man came to such an event with his hair like that! 

Once we stopped to camp in the desert, far away from anything or anyone, cooked 

our supper and Oxo to drink, on a Primus, and early in the morning a couple of 

nomads on camels or donkeys saw us from afar and came towards us. My mother 

was in the middle of her “ablutions” as she called them and ran around the Land 

Rover, knickers down, while one of the two visitors tried to follow her to say 

“salam”, or “hello”. She called out in a somewhat “panties down” alarm to my 

father, “John, please ask him not to pursue me further!” We all roared with laughter. 

Another time some people in a village to the West of Khartoum asked my father to 

help with improving their water-well. One man asked that we speak to the 

government about it. Apparently they did not realize that the British had not ruled 
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the Sudan now for a good number of years! Independence had come before 1960; 

this was now about 1964. Actually the British had done quite little in the Sudan even 

during the years of the Protectorate (except for creating the Gezira Scheme to grow 

cotton, which was not at all successful), though they might have helped over the odd 

water-well. The Sudan had really only been taken over in order to prevent the 

French from forming a cross-African Empire. So there was little to resent the British 

about! The Sudan was an immense country with little connection between the 

regions and the capital. Communities and nomads were still very isolated and 

independent.  

Local British governors relaxed and drank whisky and soda. Two jebbles (small 

mountains south west of Khartoum) were named Whisky and Soda on a map we 

owned. 

Once we were on a trek and arrived in a village in the Nuba mountains, well south of 

Khartoum but not in the Deep South of the Sudan. The Nuba people put on a dance 

for us, with words which we only understood later were about the United States with 

their ally Israel oppressing the Palestinians. They also knew about the Beatles, 

confirming John Lennon´s remark that “We are more famous than Jesus now”. How 

true Victor Kiernan was in his book “America – From White Settlement to World 

Hegemony”, when he disagreed with the idea that the Americans have preserved a 

useful outpost of American power within Israel, a citadel against Communism and 

Russia: “The truth is the precise opposite: very little communism would have been 

heard of in the Middle East if there were no Israel”. 

What was interesting was that these Nubans assumed we were Americans or of the 

same ilk as Americans, along with their knowledge of the Isreali/Palestinian issue 

right down there in such a remote part of the Sudan. Yet they were very friendly, 

and one man, drunk on local brew, approached us with something to eat. What is 

this called, asked my mother, in her brave use of Arabic (which was not the Nubans´ 

first language): “Ishmu gom” (it´s called something or other) replied the man, with a 

marvellous and warm smile, and with his marvellous regalia around his head.  

My father said, in his extraordinary capacity to understand things at times, “Well the 

US supplies Israel with their fighter jets and bombers”. Victor Kiernan wrote that 

there is a “contradiction between American support of Israel, which undermines US 

credibility in the Arab and Muslim world, and its espoused enlightened self-interest 

on the one hand and its ideological commitments”, which I have also thought for a 

long time now. If the United States and the West in general had taken a more even- 

handed approach to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict over so many decades, God 

knows how different things might be now. 

Back at the school, life was more than doubly oppressive for the boarders. The 

majority of the boys were “day-bugs”, we boarders had the authoritarianism of the 

classroom during the day, and even worse before and after each weekday and also at 



 

28 
 

weekends. We could be beaten by the “prefects”, a kind of SA or SS in these 

miserable infernos called “Boarding Houses”, on any allegation without any 

apparent vigilance from the House Master. They were very closed, tight-knit 

“Pseudo-Gemeinschaften” (pseudo-communities). These prefects had “fags” to 

make their beds each day, and could command them to do whatever the prefect 

willed. Anyone who has ever seen the brilliant film “IF”, will have seen exactly 

what it was like. Indeed, I think Blew House was even worse than “IF”. It drove 

some “boys” quite mad. In one term a boy dropped a huge metal block required to 

keep the changing rooms´ door open while boys showered after rugby, onto the 

pillow of another boy sleeping, from the height of the wall of the next cubicle, 

which could have caused his death. Later he ran away with all the pocket-money he 

managed to steal from the House Master´s office – brilliantly – and was only 

detained somewhere in the north of England and then expelled. Another of his 

earlier as-yet undetected exploits was in the middle of the night when he and another 

boy escaped from the Boarding House to climb the clock-tower of the school and 

paint a huge red hammer and sickle on it, which to all of our amazements we saw at 

breakfast! You see, all was at very close quarters for us boarders, though few of us 

noticed that the culprits of this grand effrontery were keeping in place the palms of 

their hands to cover blotches of red paint on their cheeks during breakfast. 

Another misfit, charged with collecting mail from the mailbox each day in order to 

post it, stole it all for weeks. He helped himself to whatever was desirable in the 

letters, and threw everything else away. I think these events helped me to form an 

attitude later, always to support the “weirdo”, perhaps exaggeratedly at times, for 

example at Glasgow Caledonian University where much later I was a lecturer. I did 

not like the hounding of eccentrics, I thought it was like the persecution of Jews, 

misfits and outsiders, though I certainly had not clearly formulated such ideas when 

still at school. But I read “L´Étranger” by Albert Camus, with a kind of bemused 

involvement. Nowadays I avoid full involvement in all institutions, and all formal 

groupings. 

I think the worst thing was that my own father was as bad as, or even worse in his 

autocratic unsympathetic oppression in those mid-adolescent years, as the school 

regime. I don´t know which I feared most: the one was dispersed, and more 

impersonal, the other absolutely foul-breathedly personal, and terrifying. Once 

during those years, when I was about fifteen, I managed to get leave from my 

boarding house for a Sunday, when my parents were in England but supposedly 

away for the weekend. I managed, with much subterfuge to bring a girl to No. 10, 

for a few hours, whom I had met at a train station, no mean feat, you must believe 

me. My brother Hugh was supportive, being himself in the house at that time, but 

out of the blue, unexpectedly, my parents came back to the house, horrified to find 

me there with this girl before I had even had the chance to do anything at all yet. 
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My parents were furious and made me take her to Esher station to get a train. More 

humiliating, more balls-destroying, nothing could have been. Once stuck back in the 

boarding school, my parents came to see the Dulwich College School Orchestra with 

me in it playing the ´cello. Immediately after that my father sent a letter to me in my 

boarding prison, saying my hair had been far too long – incredible, when we boys 

had to hide in the toilets and changing rooms each week to avoid being dragged to 

the hair cutters, to get “short backs and sides”, and announced that I could no longer 

go “twisting in Saint George´s Hall” when free for a day or two from the school. It 

would be difficult for anyone to empathize with my loneliness, sadness, 

hopelessness, and my feeling of utter trappedness at that time. I had participated, 

with great trepidation, one Saturday night at Saint George´s Hall, in a kind of 

display of male kids pretending to play maracas, to the Rolling Stones´ song “Not 

Fade Away”. As so often in my life, I wanted to be a “part of things”, without 

realizing exactly what I wanted to be a part of, nor why. 

But to return to events within Blew House: I think those just described were only the 

tip of the iceberg. On reflection I think the place was in the throes of a collective 

psychosis. The norms of the place had not changed for decades – indeed they may 

have worsened, whilst meanwhile the world outside was changing. This was now 

the Sixties, the Rolling Stones sang “I Can´t Get No Satisfaction”, which of course 

we all knew. (One school clergyman, the Reverend Boxley, known by some “boys” 

as the God-Box, railed against this song from the pulpit one Sunday – but if you 

listen to the words they are very “moderate”, reacting to absurd advertisements and 

such like, not preaching shallow indulgent self-satisfaction in a thoughtless form at 

all. But of course it was the menacing, self-confident tone of the song, belted out, 

yelled out, by Mick Jagger that disturbed his holiness.)  

I know that everything changed after I left the school – prefects were abolished, a 

television was allowed in the common room, and in time even girls were admitted to 

the school, I don´t know about the boarding houses – but things evidently became 

more civilized. It seems however worthwhile to record all this, as I experienced it as 

it was then. 

Unfortunately, I thought everything in the school was just about the school: I had no 

psychological vocabulary or “philosophical” means to analyse it in terms of society 

or history. If I talked to my parents, my father would say his boarding school had 

been even worse, and regaled me with stories of how prefects would hide a cup, 

order a “fag” – a “bottom junior” to clear up, and then beat him if he had not found 

the cup.  

In Bell House, there was definitely what later would be called child sexual abuse by 

House Masters, but not even my mother was able to take it in. There was one such 

Master who woke up boys in the night and ordered them into his room. Fortunately I 

did not experience this myself – I only knew his vicious clout across the ear-hole 
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when he wished to do so. Once I was in a rebellious mood, and before tea all the 

boys were standing, waiting for a Master to bang the table with a knife or fork, at 

which harsh noise all had to be silent, so that the Master could boom out “Grace”: 

“For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful.” Fed up 

with standing there waiting, I banged a knife, and all was quiet. Aghast, the only 

Master present, who was not due to deliver Grace on this occasion, nevertheless did 

so. This was one of the times when the above-mentioned rugby-expert Master 

delivered a crack on my head.  

The “boys”´ vocabulary about the sexual abuse things did not go beyond “he´s a 

homo, he´s a queer”. Whether they told their parents about it when on holiday with 

them, or not, I never knew. I was not much more clear about it myself, though I 

don´t think I found such words adequate (already so fussy about the appropriate 

ways to express things!) It certainly never occurred to me to warn my younger 

brother Peter about the matter when he came into Bell House, when I was already in 

the “senior” Blew House by then.  

I cannot blame my mother too deeply: she was of a certain epoch, had been in India 

when young, her father in the Royal Engineers. Boarding schools were normal 

although she was upset at leaving us there. My father was in charge in those days – 

how my mother changed later, even excessively! but too late for me! She had been 

good at turning a blind eye, especially about my older brother Hugh, who was 

beaten and badly treated by my father when young, as I was too, but not as savagely 

as he. Hugh seemed to “get his goat” as a boy, and perhaps my father was still more 

fucked up by the War than a few years later (one of Germaine Greer´s “walking 

wounded”). His nastiness towards me was greater when I started to think, and he did 

not like my opinions, or my silly “countercultural” clothes and interests as a 

teenager. (There was a fashion for wearing red army tunics, which particularly 

horrified him. He refused to walk with me in the street if I was wearing one.) In time 

I came to think he did not really like my having opinions at all sometimes, and 

would argue against me even about my moderated attitudes when I was now trying 

to find some agreement with him. 

Yet now I fear the pendulum has swung too far the other way on many of the issues 

touched on here. Too little discipline there is sometimes in schools – a sane balance 

is required, never accepting brutality, but at times requiring sternness against lack of 

respect and disorder; this in many parts of the world. Children need and want 

discipline and guidance, not harsh, but fair and reasonable. “We don´t need no 

Education!” Oh yes, you do now! This is no longer the 1950s or 1960s, in which the 

typical experiences of English/British authoritarian education prompted Pink 

Floyd’s fantastic music and lyrics, and when later black kids sang that song in 

Soweto, in South Africa. 
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In some countries there is almost a welcoming of the breakup of families, in which 

the father often has no recourse to protest, nor viable rights to maintain links with 

his children. Sheer Hite openly espoused the separation of parents, children growing 

up solely under the mother, to avoid the bad influences of a father. In Britain for 

example, if a woman runs out on her husband with the children, she is often granted 

full sympathy from her family and friends, as if she must be behaving bravely no 

matter what the real circumstances may be. She may quickly be granted a 

government-paid residence with the children, and “income support”, no questions 

asked; the husband frequently has to sell the house he may have bought before he 

even met the woman he married in good faith, and must give her half its value and 

half of anything else he owned or earned, including his pension, and so on. He could 

have insisted on some kind of pre-nuptial agreement before marrying the woman, 

but in the throes of romantic love that never entered his head. The mother may turn 

her children against their father, as she now has indisputably the dominant influence 

over them, with no Wisdom of Solomon acting at all. Her running out is often 

regarded as virtuous with no further ado, even if the truth is that she had selfish, 

greedy, impetuous, cowardly or malicious reasons for so doing, and the husband – 

obviously no saint, no one is! – is nonplussed and distraught at something he cannot 

comprehend, as he had done his best, had worked hard, and had never been violent 

or hateful. Now he is ruined financially, and emotionally broken. It may be that he is 

ill, and has had to retire due to ill-heath. Nothing like that is taken into account, he 

must pay her half the value of his ill-health retirement pension, and if she had never 

worked during the marriage there is nothing to balance it up with. It is all silent, 

behind closed doors, managed by solicitors, often financially fuelled by government 

“legal aid” for the woman. Of course the children never understand all this; “Daddy 

has lots of money”, because that is what they have been told by their mother and her 

family. 

Of course this account is only sometimes relevant to any particular case, but the 

arguably much more frequent injustices against women should not have been or still 

be allowed to underpin the sort of travesties spoken of here, though I doubt that they 

will end. Terrible heartbreak will continue. 

I suppose that it must always have been sometimes possible for a wife/mother to 

desert the home with the children, not always with any justification, causing misery 

for the husband/father, though the norms, laws and financial realities in the past 

made it much more difficult. We tend only to hear of women escaping from abuse of 

various kinds however. Or we hear of women in the past being forced to give up 

children to adoption. And of course men must have sometimes been able to 

manipulate both the abandonment of the wife and the snatching of the children to 

him alone. But there must have been, and still are other scenarios. 

This opens up an enormous field of thought, of course. Just one point stands out here 

however, for me. Some early feminist assertions that women and men are “the 
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same” have obviously been surpassed now by “Second Wave Feminist” thoughts 

that men and women are “equal” but “different”. Women have particular needs as 

well as specific and distinct qualities. I have never been overly biological with 

respect to thinking about human culture and social behaviour – I am no socio-

biologist, but it should be clear that human evolution rests ultimately upon 

reproduction, and as the child-bearing sex women have a particular biological “role” 

(though of course it is not always taken up); a female “being”, a physical/ 

physiological and psychological “make-up”, though one should not be dogmatic or 

over-generalizing about this. I think that societies have always, and still are, to some 

extent arranged, or organized, around this reality. Women have always needed to be 

protected and revered, even though obviously that has not been or always is the case 

in reality! Giving birth to a child has not, I believe, throughout human social history, 

ever been an issue that is thought to concern only the mother – it is a social matter, 

even if this is confined largely to the “family”, in whatever form that may take in 

any particular society. When I was a full-scale radical activist, 40 to 50 years ago, I 

went on demonstrations and marches to demand rights over abortion, but I was 

never quite happy with the slogan “A woman´s right to choose”. It was and is of 

course a difficult issue, but as a moral, ethical, and therefore also social issue, an 

abortion cannot be designated in general as concerning the right of only one 

individual person. I do not by this mean to suggest that the mother is not the most 

important person involved, and often the only one. I am simply trying to connect 

this issue with the misery experienced by some men when their wife runs out with 

no warning, from the family home with the children, never to return, and when 

sometimes the father loses his children, as sons or daughters, due to that. My mother 

told me that after my wife´s desertion she spoke to her, and the latter said: “I love 

my boys”, and that “I would die for my boys”. My mother replied: “But they are not 

only your boys, they are Tim´s sons too, and the grand-children of Danny and Jenny 

and John and I!” All the last four are dead now, but the results of what happened 

then are not.  

I must make it quite clear, if it is not so already, that I do realize there are often very 

real reasons for a spouse to leave their husband or wife, due to violent abuse, or to 

terrible verbal or emotional abuse, or to great dishonesty, financially or otherwise 

over a period of time, to name some reasons. The issue of sexual infidelity is a little 

more complicated in our modern day and age, I believe, and though it still implicitly 

involves one of the marriage vows, the question is part of a moral debate among 

serious people, there being many views about the extent to which such prohibition 

should be an absolute at all times. For example there can be issues of sexual 

satisfaction or otherwise in a marriage. Lack of it can induce frustration, stress, 

depression, loneliness, the feeling that life is a deranging trap; as well as destruction 

of self-esteem in either partner. An empty yearning, for romantic and sexual 

warmth, impossible to explain at the time, can motivate someone to be “unfaithful”, 

and stray from the straight and narrow, knowingly or with eyes closed, hardly 
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without really understanding it. (Consider Anna Karenina or Madame Bovary.) This 

situation may be unresolvable; or with real care and attention it may be overcome; 

but it is very easy for either spouse to hint or gossip an excuse for desertion by 

implying or claiming infidelity on the part of the deserted spouse. And where there 

are children involved, it seems quite wrong if personal, sexual, or emotional 

problems between the parents are used in any way to turn children against the other 

parent.  

It is when children are involved that all this really counts. Any couple, whether 

legally and formally married or not, may “split up” for whatever reasons, according 

to the wish of only one or both of the couple; I am only pointing out the invidious 

situation that can arise if the wife and mother runs out on the husband, who 

subsequently loses his children, and is also financially ruined (the financial injustice 

can occur the other way around but, I think, that is much less common. The issue 

concerning the man snatching the children exclusively to himself is, unless statistics 

show me to be wrong, also much less common than the other way around.) The 

assumptions that are very common are that the man “must have been bad” if the 

woman left him, even if he loses his children because of that. It must have been his 

fault, all this being enabled by the woman´s propaganda which makes his fate 

doubly soul-destroying. This is something that must be spoken up about! I 

remember when a group of fathers climbed up some cranes in London during Tony 

Blair´s premiership in Britain to protest against being excluded from their children, 

and threw flour or eggs or something at him from the Gallery of the House of 

Commons. Blair merely laughed and joked about this, evidently oblivious to the 

agony the men must have been suffering in their impotence, that drove them to this 

action.    

Of course my mother saying what she did made no difference. I endured the greatest 

tragedy and loss of my life, and I learned that the Law, and sometimes current social 

norms as well as governmental welfare policies, are often asses. My own, utterly 

hopeless solicitor, once said to me: “Grow up! The Law is not about Justice, it is a 

set of abstractions.” To a large extent this was because he was frightened to fight for 

me because he had made a dreadful mistake over my case, the details of which I will 

not dwell upon here (I shall later have to balance the desire to “tell my truth”, to use 

the current “Me Too” Movement´s phrase, with my reluctance to drag on for too 

long about this part of my life-story); but I am sure my solicitor did not want the 

divorce case to go to court, as he would have been shown up in a very bad light. And 

I could not get rid of him and change solicitor, as he well knew, because I did not 

have the money to pay him off. Whereas my “opponent” as he always called her, 

had apparently inexhaustible funds from “Legal Aid” to pay her solicitor to insult 

me and lie about me in letters, and extort all he could from me for her. No doubt he 

thought he was a knight in shining armour. 
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When I and my brother Hugh were young, our father was harsh to us both, with 

what he called a “cane”, actually a horsewhip he hung on the wall in his study in 

Esher. He was bad with this to us both, but more with Hugh, witnessing which had a 

horrible affect upon me that never escaped me. But much later, when Hugh was free 

of the boarding school, but I was still in my last years there, Hugh had a kind of car, 

and he sometimes picked me up when that was allowed, and took me to a 

marvellous pub called the “Prospect of Whitby” in the East End of London 

overlooking the silvery Thames, rippling with the reflections of lights. “Sweet 

Thames, run softly, till I end my song”, as Edmund Spenser wrote. People sang 

“Perhaps it´s because I´m a Londoner, O blah de plah and plah, oh yeah!” There was 

no canned music in those days. 

Going to Dulwich very quickly evaporated any childish religious feelings I had had. 

At my Primary school I had rather liked the Harvest Festival and Christmas services 

in the Church of England church right next door to the school, with its grey-white 

stone high spire reaching to the skies. I was sometimes one of the Shepherds in 

those altar pageants. My mother had read me “Line Upon Line”, a child´s version of 

the Bible when I was a child, and I was fascinated by it, especially about how Jesus 

wandered around the Sea of Galilee speaking to anyone there, and telling them such 

marvellous things. And I would pray to God or Jesus at night in bed before going to 

sleep. But I started to feel bad even before going to the School, when my brother 

Hugh said at a bus-stop one day that he would crouch down on entering the bus, in 

order to get half-fare. “You thefter!” I shouted, only to receive his guffaws. But 

something was slipping in me already, and a new guilt began to enter me, that I was 

no longer honest or good, either. 

But at Bell House, after I was delivered there one Thursday afternoon, at eleven 

years old, Friday passed, I don´t remember how, and on Saturday evening there was 

a kind of preparation session for the usual Sunday morning service at the school 

chapel next day. We “new bugs” stood in a row, whilst the House Master explained 

that every week, before going to the chapel, we had to be inspected for a) our hymn 

book, b) a clean handkerchief, and c) for some coins to put in the collection. Some 

very rebellious instinct immediately took me over. We have to show the money we 

are going to give! A clean handkerchief has something to do with this! Is this a 

voluntary gesture of love for God? I was never the same thereafter. And then, at the 

right moment, in pain of punishment, when the Credo was announced, we had to 

turn to the altar, and recite, “I believe in God, the Father Almighty, Maker of 

Heaven and Earth”, etc. And then, during the prayer sessions, we had to bow down 

and hold our heads with the right hand, according to the official protocol, and if a 

master saw your eyes were not closed, even through the fingers of your right hand, 

you were in for it after the service. The experience, if I now try to describe it, was a 

complete lack of “centre”, personal, emotional, spiritual, or whatever. 
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I do not believe you can “speak to” or “pray to” God, either with eyes closed or 

otherwise (“You cannot petition the Lord with prayer”, proclaimed Jim Morrison). 

You can “engage with”, or “enter” the Divine through mystical communion with 

Nature or through great music, poetry, or art; or Love. Usually these experiences are 

unpredictable, unintentional, and spontaneous as when Shelley´s Inspiration lights 

up a fading coal into sudden flames. 

We hear much these days of the question as to whether Islam is or is not a “religion 

of Peace”. To me it is obvious that any religion, or any other ideology, may or may 

not be “peaceful”, depending on the moment of history concerned and whom we are 

talking about. If the “Holy Book” of any religion is to be addressed, peaceful or 

unpeaceful episodes can be selected. Not too long ago I read part of Saint Matthew 

from the New Testament, and found the following passages, some of which I 

remember being read out in Church services or in nightly “lessons” at my boarding 

school: 

“From that time began Jesus to shew unto his disciples, how that he must go unto 

Jerusalem, and suffer many things of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be 

killed, and the third day be raised up.” (Intentional suicidal martyrdom.) 

“Verily I say unto you, there be some of them that stand here, which shall in no wise 

taste of death, till they see the Son of man coming in his kingdom.” (Threat of death 

to non-believers.) 

“And whoso shall cause one of these little ones which believe on me to stumble, it is 

profitable for him that that a great millstone should be hanged about his neck, and 

that he should be sunk in the depths of the sea… woe to that man through whom the 

occasion cometh!” (Violent death for whomsoever disobeys Jesus.)  

“Cast him out into the outer darkness; there shall be the weeping and gnashing of 

teeth. For many are called, but few chosen.” (Salvation is not for all.) 

“For nation shall rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom….  Then shall 

they deliver you up unto tribulation, and shall kill you: and ye shall be hated of all 

the nations for my name´s sake.” (War will lead to violent death and hatred for all 

who believe in me.) 

And the violent side of Jesus is revealed in his overturning the tables of the money-

lenders in the temple at Jerusalem, and driving out the latter, which led to his arrest 

and execution; though behind that was the “small” fact of his incessant 

condemnation of the Pharisees en masse as hypocrites, when they might perhaps 

have believed in their vocations quite as strongly as Jesus did in his. He also 

asserted he was divine, but was equivocal about whether he was the Son of God. He 

liked the title “Son of Man”, though at his persecutionary “trial” he was asked if he 

was the “Son of God”, and he said, according to St. Matthew: “Thou hast said it.” 
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Nevertheless, I have never forgotten the passages where Jesus speaks of the need to 

love one´s neighbours (to love one´s enemies is a little more difficult! – though if 

this injunction means one should not hold onto unending rancour towards anyone or 

any people, then that is fine), and never to kill another person, under any 

circumstances. But this is ethics and morality; the Central Myth of Christianity is 

that Christ deliberately pursued a destiny of being crucified “to save us all”, which is 

a powerful but preposterous notion. How are we helped by one thirty-three year-old 

man´s violent and painful execution and death two thousand years ago? 

I could never accept, once I came to think about it properly, that Jesus was both a 

man and divine. If he was divine, he was a god; if not he was just a man, however 

good. If he was only half-divine, and his fate was predetermined, what does that 

mean for the rest of us mortals? It was pre-given then, that he would rise on the 

Third Day and eventually float up to heaven. If on the other hand he was a fully 

human man, evidently he really came to doubt his mission on the cross, saying “My 

God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Eli eli, lama sabachtani etc., as in 

Bach´s sublime and divine “Saint Matthew´s Passion”.) In this case, he died 

realizing he had been engulfed in delusions. Of course this is a “rationalistic” 

interpretation of the central myth of Christianity. I recognize that there are profound 

truths in imaginative, poetic, ambiguous myths – I am a poet! But Christianity rarely 

admits this, trying to take the central myth and the many legends written down in the 

Gospels literally, and indeed, it would no longer be Christianity if it did so admit 

this. 

Does Christianity believe in two Gods, or Catholicism in two Gods and a Goddess? I 

had thought it was supposed to be monotheistic, not polytheistic. As for the “Holy 

Ghost”! What on earth or in heaven was or is That?  

In fact the Holy Trinity probably represents a carry-over from Etruscan religion, 

which was absorbed into pre-Christian Roman religion. The triad of deities 

worshipped on the Capitol were Jupiter, Juno, and Minerva, whilst the first Pope 

was the traditional Roman High Priest, the Supreme Pontiff, forced to take on the 

role of Christ´s Representative on Earth after the Emperor Constantine embraced 

Christianity and commanded it be the official religion of the Roman Empire (three 

centuries after Jesus had died). “The universal claims of Rome assumed a sacerdotal 

form but the continuity is obvious” wrote Jasper Griffin in The Roman World, 

speaking of earlier Roman religion, but the statement remains valid in respect of 

Roman Catholicism as well. 

I think it is clear that Jesus did exist, and that he wandered around the Sea of Galilee 

for a few years, preaching his ideas to whomsoever would listen. The four Gospels 

differ in many ways but the general picture is the same in each one, which shows 

they were not dictated from God as He surely would not have given conflicting 

accounts in four different places. They were written by four different men about 
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whom there is no evidence that they knew one another or each others´ accounts, 

about forty years after the execution of Jesus, and took their information therefore 

from others who had witnessed his existence, or more likely had heard about it 

second or third hand, indicating that there was already an oral tradition, which was 

most likely based on fact but embroidered with other myths and legends, and 

inevitably modified through limitations of transmitted memory and also imaginary 

fantasy, rather as Homer´s Iliad had been with respect to the Trojan Wars, which 

were nevertheless also real historical events. 

It seems to me that if Jesus existed, as I assume he did, at least according to the four 

Whatnots, (in their collections of second or third-hand accounts, mingled into myths 

and legends), he was not against enjoying life, however serious he was about God, 

the Divine, the necessity of loving your neighbour etc.; or, as Shelley would put it, 

drawing on Enlightenment and French Revolutionary ideas, however passionately he 

was opposed to “The Insolent Violation of the Sacred Laws of Nature and Society”. 

He magically transformed water into wine at a wedding party, when it had run out, 

making even better wine than that which had run out, to keep the jolly party going. 

He magicked into being food for five thousand people, to keep them happy and 

well-fed. Obviously these are legends, but their nature must surely reflect something 

about the man, or at least the cultural matrix that gave rise to “Christianity”. He 

showed a strong antagonism to prejudices and meanness of many kinds, though as 

already noted, he also expressed some violent, vengeful and destructive inclinations, 

and was not short on accusing people of hypocrisy, among whom, as already 

mentioned, were people who may have had convictions quite as strong as his own. 

Generally he seems to have been a charismatic character, certainly not a dreary, 

heavy, dour bore, castigating any or all pleasures in life. 

I think the most likely theory about the “historical Jesus” is that he developed within 

an heretical Jewish sect, such as the Essenes, some of whose beliefs he appears to 

have espoused. Hence his hostility to the “Pharisees”, the orthodox priesthood of 

Judaism; and started on his wandering “mission” when he was about thirty years 

old. His upbringing according to the Gospels is a mixture of myths and legends. 

Why does Mary only appear outside of the obviously mythical dimension, at his 

Crucifixion, and Joseph the carpenter not at all? (For much of ancient philosophy 

God was a kind of craftsman, such as a carpenter). 

Sometimes here in Colombia I have found myself irritated by someone wanting to 

“say grace” before a meal in our house or finca, usually an evangelista pleading to 

the Lord (Señor) in a frenetic, frantic, even manic voice, begging Him to accept our 

thanks for the food he has “given us”. (These people don´t seem to realize that this 

evangelical Protestantism is an American thing, a curse of fanatical dogmatism). It 

seems for me to be like a return to the three daily graces (before breakfast, lunch, 

and “tea”) that I had to endure every day for seven years at boarding school, though 

they were far briefer. As I have already narrated, earlier and in a different context (I 
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hope I may be forgiven for this repetition): everyone stood in front of their bench 

seat until the master on duty banged a knife or fork on the table, and when silence 

descended, immediately shouted: “For what we are about to receive, may the Lord 

make us truly thankful,” Once I picked up a knife or fork on impulse and banged it 

on the table before any Master had done so. There was instant silence, then a delay, 

until the master on duty realized what had happened, and delivered the amazing, 

magical words. It was Mr. Waterworth, the one who reportedly went to jail much 

later for “gross indecency with young boys”, of Bell House; who afterwards, when I 

was now seated, came over and bashed me over the head.  

What I don´t like about it, and didn´t then, is that it leaves one with only two 

alternatives: either to pretend to participate in what to me is nonsense, or to seem 

sourly disapproving. As a Pantheistic-Romantic-Taoist-Chan Buddhist-Shamanistic-

Agnostic-Einsteinian (??) I do not impose my “beliefs”, if that is what someone 

wants to call them (I recall how Zen Buddhists were not concerned with “beliefs”, 

still less with formal rituals, but with inner experience and state of mind), on other 

people (who might well rudely walk out of a shamanistic ayahuasca session, for 

example, in horror).  

I had an interesting conversation with my brother-in-law Ricardo in 2016, who had 

years earlier burlesqued me for a lack of a clear spiritual, religious faith, though now 

he waxed eloquently about how the human mind is intrinsically limited, how our 

senses receive information only within a narrow spectrum, as for example our vision 

which only takes in things within a spectrum of VIBGOR (violet, indigo, blue, 

green, orange, and red). Cats and bees receive other wavelengths. And so it is in 

many spheres - some due to physiological limitations, others due to psycho-social 

phenomena. In the country of the blind, the man who sees is thought to be mad 

(H.G.Wells). 

It´s all getting a bit too late to save humanity – not the planet, for as followers of the 

Gaia Hypothesis emphasize, neither the planet nor probably all life will be totally 

destroyed if or when humanity destroys itself.  

As a teenager, in the summer holidays, I hitch-hiked alone around Europe - in 

France, Belgium, Holland, Germany, Austria, Switzerland, and Italy. My father was 

usually in Khartoum at those times, and I would tell my mother I was hitch-hiking 

with a friend. (How safe it all seemed in those days!) I would sleep anywhere I 

could, in my sleeping-bag, in a ditch, by the side of the road, or in an abandoned car, 

with no money (except for my boat-fare to get back to England), eating apples from 

orchards, or sleeping on a beach. 

Already at the boarding school I had come to develop an interest in Shelley. I had a 

book with some of his poetry and letters. I remember one in which he said 

something like: “I forever read the Greeks, and feel I understand their genius, as 

their temples are like open-air forests, their columns like trees, breathing in nature”. 
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But this was nothing yet like the mind, heart, and soul-blowing feelings I had about 

him later, which I shall describe later. I think however that it was that book which I 

had by my bedside once in Esher. Seeing it, my father said Shelley was a “drip” 

because he sailed paper boats on the Serpentine in Hyde Park. I only read in a 

biography many years later that Shelley was going through a terrible love-crisis at 

the time, and sailed hundreds of these boats that he made in a manic state. But to be 

fair to my Dad, to say once again, he did come to change some of these kinds of 

viewpoint subsequently. 

Much later I came to like C.S. Lewis´s essay taking apart T.S. Eliot´s banal criticism 

of Shelley´s poem “When the Lamp is Shattered,” showing that Eliot had not read 

the poem at all, making it out to be vague and full of junky mixed metaphors, when 

in fact it was absolutely pure in its descriptions and metaphors, resting on acute 

observations of nature. Eliot tried to compare Shelley with Dryden - Good God! 

Lewis wrote that anyone who criticized Shelley for poor observation of Nature, did 

so “at their peril”. 

In the last year or months in the boarding school, I thought I wanted to be a writer 

(no longer a pilot! as I had thought as a child) though I also thought I wanted to 

study psychology and ethology, like Jane Goodall who studied gorillas and 

chimpanzees “in the wild”, to uncover their similarities with or differences from 

human beings. But I did not harbour the thought of being an “academic”. I thought I 

would write novels, but in time I came to realize that that was not to be. To 

concentrate on an imagined but “real” situation or “story” for a long time, with 

characters that would not disappear for months, or years, was not for me. A poet´s 

actual life was his “novel” – poetry and short stories, have been and still are for me 

written in short, sharp, hard, intense, even maniacal spurts – the sparks that flow out 

from the comet or meteorite of one´s life. Non-fictional prose – “academic” or 

otherwise - can be composed over long periods of time (as it has also been for me in 

my “semi-academic” projects), but “creative writing” has been like the fading coal 

that is spasmodically brought into flames by the winds of inspiration. Even long 

poems have usually been written in bursts, not like a novelist´s concentration, over 

quite a time, or in the case of a poetry sequence or series, over a very long, long 

time. While an undergraduate at University I came to realize that I would have to 

write poetry on the one hand, not novels, and should study not “science” in the 

“hard” sense of empirical observation, nor psychology, but sociology,-“social 

theory” in particular. 

But although I wrote some poetry at that time – perhaps best thought of as 

“juvenelia”, and some essays outside of my curriculum, it was not until after 

graduating that I really began to find myself – in the two realms of sociology and 

poetry. In Durham County I saw on television a documentary film, a brilliant 

Omnibus production about Shelley, the poet played by Robert Powell. That set me 

on fire, and from that moment my poetry changed greatly. Shelley wrote in a letter, 
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that the brilliant actor read against the backdrop of Venetian canals: “I can only 

compare them (the gondolas) to giant moths”. 

I also began to feel a scholarly vocation, reading books about art, literary theory and 

much else in 62 New Row, Oakenshaw, Co. Durham; reading them very slowly, 

staring out of the window at the garden and the grassland in front of the house and 

the woods behind, puffing occasionally at hashish in a pipe I had obtained in 

Afghanistan, sometimes interrupting my studies by scribbling poetry or some kind  

of “prose poem” such as appear in my piece later put together, which I called 

Myriad Inventions. 

But I was also learning about the European Avant-Garde, Flemish history and 

Flemish landscape painting, and about Chinese history and art, and about radical 

theories of art and literature. 

That´s where it started, in that short period when I lived in Oakenshaw, a blessed 

place, though also in Fincal Abbey caravan park just before, where I started reading 

Lukács on literature, and saw how profound he was one evening, when watching a 

film version of “Jekyll and Hyde” on a black and white television in the caravan. 

“Typical characters”, essential social processes explored through literary-aesthetic 

means! O what joy to understand. 

I was riven with complexities and doubts about my love life with Marlene, the girl I 

was living with, though I really loved her as well as finding her extremely intelligent 

and interesting, but quite impossible to get on with in the long run, so volatile, crazy, 

and unbalanced as I found her. And I was frantically worried about what I was 

trying to do, writing a Ph. D thesis that was not in the end to be such. I could not 

write a cold, studied thesis, replete with all the paraphernalia of academia, simply to 

prove I could “do a Ph. D thesis”, no matter how banal, ephemeral, and contrived 

that would have to be. 

But I started my first book – as it turned out to be, never yet published in full, 

though I later used chapters as articles and conference papers. I called it “Nature and 

Aesthetic Imagination in Capitalist Society” though my original title was “Nature 

and Transformative Praxis in Capitalist Society”, though this title was rejected by 

the Ph.D people at Durham University, presumably because they could not 

understand the meanings of the words. The thesis was failed, by an external 

examiner called Janet Wolf, who obviously could not understand it at all. 

Afterwards my supervisor David Chaney wrote in a report that he had been “amazed 

at the intellectual scale of the work”, though he lacked the courage to say the 

judgement was banal and wrong. Raymond Williams however wrote to me saying: 

“it should never have had that result”, and that “to your credit you work with the 

concept of processes, which is not yet well understood.” 
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Raymond Williams recommended I send the manuscript of this failed thesis 

(actually I was told I could resubmit the chapter on “Flemish Landscape Painting  

and the Rise of Capitalism” as an M.Phil thesis, but I refused to do so, as it was an 

integral part of the idea of the whole work) to an editor at Macmillan, saying that he 

had approved its value for publication. This editor was sympathetic, but asked me to 

write something else on the topics involved, which I later called “Theoretical Essays 

on the Imagination in Capitalism”. But by the time I had written a couple of chapters 

of this supposed book, and sent them to the series editor in question as he had 

requested, he had changed his position, and his replacement said on the phone that 

what I had written and sent was “out of date”. (I instantly retorted: “It never was in 

date!”) and that in his opinion Raymond Williams was an overrated scholar, though 

most people active in the field saw him as an exceedingly fine “Sociologist of 

Culture”. So I completed the book and used the chapters that I later termed “essays”, 

as papers for conferences of various kinds. I printed and photocopied them so that 

everyone at these conferences who wanted a copy could have one.   

“An Ode To Oakenshaw”, and later “Thoughts Aroused By Revisiting Oakenshaw”, 

were poems that arose from this early stage, experience, or period of my life. 

  

 

CHAPTER THREE  

 

ESCAPE FROM SCHOOL, TO GERMANY AND AFGANISTAN, AND      

FROM CHILDHOOD AND ADOLESCENCE 

 

I had left school in July 1967 at eighteen, or nearly nineteen years of age. Caught by 

a late birthday in the school/academic yearly cycle, I was bursting now to live. I had 

got into Cambridge University to study Psychology, due to gaining two A1s and a B 

in my A and S levels (advanced and scholarship levels) at Dulwich College. I had 

found out these results while on holiday in Cornwall, with my mother and brother 

Peter, at Mother Ivy´s Bay, near Padstow. We were staying at a caravan site, which 

had a kind of shed in which in which people staying there had their letter-trays, and 

and on that day we three went into it to see if we had any letters. And lo and behold, 

I picked up a card addressed to me, that announced I had been awarded an A in 

Biology A level, and a 1 In S level; whilst in Chemistry the same; but in Physics a 

mere b in A level. This crowded little shed was where Peter and my mother were 

sometimes annoyed because it was so small; once another woman came in with a 

dog, which was too much for my Mum, sniffing around her ankles, and she spake 
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out: “Surely, there´s little enough room in here without bringing a dog in!” Peter and 

I howled and killed ourselves with laughter. 

The caravan was great fun, because our mother could be such a “laugh”, joking and 

teasing about everything. The three of us met a very amusing, generous, boozy 

Irishman who was presumably on holiday too, though alone, and in a local pub he 

bought me a pint of black-and-tan (half a pint of Guinness and a half of Bitter, the 

which was my favourite drink for a long time afterwards), explaining that the “black 

and tan” referred to the horrible, cruel English military police in Ireland, in earlier 

times. I can´t remember what my Mum chose, though it was something more 

elegant, though poor Peter was deemed too young for an alcoholic beverage. With 

his slick-backed black hair this chap was quite a picture. My mother obviously liked 

him, though there was no hanky-panky. 

Anyway, I was of course ecstatic at my results, and later heard from my kind form-

master, Mr. Malinson (known as Mousey Malinson), a rather nice though strict and 

very effective Chemistry teacher, who wrote to me that I had achieved the highest 

result in the form, which was Class B1, the top class specializing in Biology. 

Leaving that school was an incredible experience for me, in 1967, but “liberation” 

could only have been a word I later would have used. In the first place I felt I had 

been in there far too long: I was nearly 19 by the time I was let out, as I have already 

explained, something consequent upon my birthday falling when it did. To do things 

that were fairly normal for a boy/young man, like trying to “pick up girls”, finding 

somewhere to hear good music and dance, risked getting beaten, or being expelled 

with all the disgrace, and anger, that it would arouse with one´s parents. I had to 

break out sometimes, down a fire-escape, to get the hell out of Blew House, in the 

middle of the night, and return in time for breakfast in the morning. Immediately 

after leaving school I spent the summer of 1967 at Esher, with my mother, and read 

“Crime and Punishment”, “The Brothers Karamozov”, and “Anna Karenina”, the 

greatest novels I have ever read, and scarcely ever again have I read such long 

novels. I have always remembered them. 

Later that first summer I went with some school friends to France in a Commer van I 

bought from my brother Hugh for twenty pounds. It was an old banger that didn´t 

work. One evening, before the holiday, I drove it – without a driving license – to 

visit a girl I knew from Khartoum in Wimbledon or somewhere like that, and on the 

way back late at night I was stopped by the police because of the dreadful noise the 

car made, not to mention the ghastly fumes the exhaust spewed out. The policeman 

asked me for my driving licence, and I told him I didn´t have it with me. So he asked 

for my name and address: I gave him the name of a friend called David Morris, and 

his address in Purley, Surrey. The policeman, quite friendlily told me to get the 

exhaust of the car fixed and take in my driving license to show at Purley Police 

Station. So I had to tell Dave about it, and he amicably lent me his licence which I 
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duly took into Purley Police Station. Fortunately driving licenses in Britain at that 

time didn´t require photographs of the driver! 

The object of the trip to France was to go to Cannes, where Hugh had had many 

happy beach holidays with girls, and I convinced my friends we could do the same.  

We spent time inland in Provence on the way to Cannes. 

The holiday wasn´t a great success on the girl-hunting front as far as I can 

remember, possibly because we were a bunch of five eighteen-year-old (nineteen in 

my case) young men. Even then, and always later I found success with girls came 

far more easily when I was completely alone, as a lone-wolf. A year or two before 

this holiday, I had hitch-hiked around France, Switzerland, and Italy, and 

somewhere on the French Riviera I met a lovely girl, German I think, on a beach, 

who sneaked me into her holiday camp where I stayed with her in her cabin for a 

few days – absolute bliss!  

But another time that I entered a holiday club place, and met a girl who let me stay 

with her in her cabin, I blew it. At a dance with her I was stupidly too flirtatious with 

other girls, so she changed her mind about me. What a fool I was! Was that simply 

my native personality, or was it a consequence of being held in a male-only 

boarding school, frenziedly having to make up for its privations when opportunity 

arose, in excess, and stupidity? 

I arrived in Heidelberg, Germany, in the Autumn of 1967, to study German at the 

Dolmetscher Institut. Some extraordinary episodes occurred while I was there. At 

first I stayed in a student hostel for Lutheran students of Theology – I´m not really 

sure why now. My parents had very kindly accepted my wish to have a full year off 

before “going up” to Cambridge University, and my father knew a Zoologist who 

had worked at the Max Plank Institute in Heidelberg. He had actually recently died 

when I arrived at the beginning of October 1967, accidentally falling off a mountain 

where he had been exploring and observing birds I think, of which species I cannot 

remember;  his poor wife and daughters received me, and helped me with my first 

acommodation. This turned out to be the Lutheran student hostel. Most of the 

students there were very friendly characters, though I found the overall ambience 

rather boring. On Sunday evenings there was a kind of religious get-together, that 

reminded me of the worst dreariness of my school years, with talks on various topics 

by certain inmates. One night a rather big and fat type gave a talk about going on a 

student exchange to the USA. My German was just about good enough by then to 

understand that he enjoyed it, and that the Americans were friendly and welcoming. 

After his talk I remember he and I started to talk together, and he explained that 

Germany had not started the First World War, and that the conditions created after it 

had led to the Second World War. I had not enough knowledge at that time to 

respond in any clear way to these assertions. 
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I shared a room with a student called Fitz, who was very pleasant company. One day 

I bought a cheap LP of excerpts from Mozart´s “Die Zauberflote”, and looking at it, 

he said the role of the Queen of the Night was very difficult (sehr schwierig). He 

was quite right of course. 

I very much liked Heidelberg, and developed very early a dislike of the notion that 

the Germans were “bad people”. Of course I grew up in awareness of the Nazi past – 

this was scarcely twenty years after the end of the Second World War, and I 

understood what some foreign students – Americans and others – meant when they 

said things like “I understand how the Germans could be Nazis”, but I didn´t really 

agree with them, as many Germans were very nice. Nevertheless, I felt I could 

discern a certain kind of conformity and acceptance of authoritarianism, in for 

example the banal example of how people waited to cross the roads until the lights 

were completely correct. Britain evidently seemed to me still more anarchic than 

Germany. And I had two lovely German girlfriends during the few months I spent in 

Heidelberg – called Ute and Gundula – both of whom I fell in love with, though in 

extremely different ways. 

In fact the extraordinary difference between the loveliness, liveliness and beauty of 

German girls, and the knowledge of how they might have thought only two or three 

decades before, astonished my naïve imagination I think, all the time that I was in 

Germany. But I thought, when I hitch-hiked around other European countries during 

that year that I was based in Germany, that German girls were actually the most 

friendly, sexy, and companionable of all the girls I met in other countries. How 

strange, I remember feeling, was that. In a comparable way, when I teamed up with 

one or another student in Heidelberg, and went to one or another of the exciting 

student bars in the caves of the rocky banks of the River Necker, that never seemed 

to close, to drink German beer or German white wine, the whole thing was most 

amazing. I would walk along the cobbled, old, narrow streets of Heidelberg, in day 

or night, thinking I was Raskolnikov – though of course I realized this was 

Heidelberg, in Germany, and not Saint Petersburg.  

I enrolled in the “Dolmetcher Institut”, which was associated with the University of 

Heidelberg, to learn German. The teaching was extremely good; I found German 

devilishly difficult at first, and felt very stupid that outside of the classes I spoke and 

communicated in English most of the time – with foreigners or English-speaking 

Germans. But at a certain stage, after two or three months I think, the language 

“clicked” for me, and I realized that if you learnt the rules, you could put sentences 

together quite well. German has far less irregularities or idiosyncracies than English. 

I came to find I liked the language, and came to realize how bewilderingly beautiful 

and intoxicatingly intense it could be, in for example, Schubert´s songs. 

I remember having to read and translate Kleist in the class, whom I had never heard 

of before, and liked very much. At the same time Ute gave me a copy of Wolfgang 
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Borchert´s short novel, Draussen Vor Der Tor, (Outside the Door),a pathetically sad 

story of a German soldier who returns at the end of the War from the Eastern Front, 

terribly wounded, to find his fiancée is no longer interested in him. This was more or 

less an autobiography of Borchert, who died of his wounds in 1945 or 1946, in a 

hospital after writing this tragic work, that deserves to be better known I feel. 

The same teacher who introduced our class to Kleist, also took us on a Saturday 

coach trip to various fabulous houses and palaces near Heidelberg, and I particularly 

remember being knocked out by the Palace at Wurzburg, with its immense baroque 

paintings on its ceilings. On that trip, I got to know Gundula, a lovely blonde 

German girl, studying literature, older than me and far beyond me in learning, but I 

later realized I messed up that dream-love situation as so often, without meaning to 

or realizing I was doing so. I will come back to that later. The teacher who took us 

on the trip was a very strange man: he had an extremely strong Germanic voice, and 

normally talked in German to us foreigners in the Dolmetcher Institute (Gundula, 

like Ute, was a student in Heidelberg University proper.) He could be ironic and 

amusing, saying he liked Englanders but not Americans so much, and that he liked 

Africans but not Afro-Americans. This was a bit rough for the one African 

American in the class, even in such a pre-PC epoch, but the poor guy, an American 

GI appeared completely unphased by it. Perhaps the teacher meant it as a (bad) joke, 

as generally he was actually quite pleasant.  

I hitch-hiked around various parts of Germany in the first few months I was there, as 

well going to Amsterdam. There, I met some hippy types which was helped by the 

fact that my hair had been growing from its short back-and sides condition by then. I 

was amazed by the “underground” “hippy” “counter-culture” scent in Amsterdam, 

which was equally freaked at that time as London or San Franscisco. I found myself 

somehow in an enormous concert venue, like a bunch of unused warehouses, with 

dozens of acid-blues bands, and I think that was the first time I smoked hashish, 

kindly offered to me by a freaky long-haired guy. Later I was put up in a squat-

house by a group of very friendly freaks male and female, all giving the V sign for 

Love and Peace. 

On a different hitch-hiking trip, I managed to get to West Berlin. It was about three 

o´clock in the morning when I was let out of my last car, freezing cold, everything 

closed, very hungry (not that I had enough money to buy food in anything remotely 

like a restaurant anyway!), but I sneaked into a kind of bar that was closed but not 

locked up. I thought I could sleep there until morning. But unfortunately the owner 

or manager burst in and demanded of me: “Was machen sie den? Woher comen 

sie?” (What are you doing? Where have you come from?”) I was wearing a deer 

stalker which was good to conceal the ears from the cold, so I must have seemed 

completely weird. I answered, in accord with his astonished and horrified face: “Von 

der Luft!” (From the air!) 
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He was so angry I immediately exited into the freezing wintry Berlin night air. 

Although my parents were very generous towards me financially, seeing this in 

retrospect, I had to find some means to supplement their help through working. For 

some while I worked on an American Military base in Heidelberg, in a kind of 

dungeon below an enormous cafeteria above. Dirty plates, cups and saucers, cutlery 

and so on came down without pause on huge shutes, from which I had to pick them 

up and bung them into a kind of permanently moving escalator, so that the dirty 

things would go through various stages of washing process, with squirting water all 

along, until someone else had to pick them up several meters further along. It was 

extraordinary to think how much could be eaten and drunk, continuously like this!  I 

had to strain to keep up with the endless movement, and avoid falling behind. 

Sometimes however there was a break in the otherwise endless movement. I 

remember once sitting down for a few moments, taking a book of William Blake´s 

poems that my mother gave me from a jacket pocket, but after some minutes a 

German controller of some kind appeared and demanded, as in the earlier story, 

“Was machen sie, den”? at which I had to instantly rise and make myself ready for 

the next tray of filthy plates etc. coming down the shute. But it wasn´t a bad job, 

paid by the hour, no problems of job permits etc. It was okay. 

After a while I left the Lutherian student hostel to stay with first one and then 

another girlfriend I had got to know (I don´t know how I got away with this 

behaviour). Around this time, I cannot remember whether before or after, I received 

a letter from my paternal grandmother, called Barbie, telling me that my maternal 

grandfather, Carpa, who lived with my grandmother (Bigmummy) in the Esher 

house, as they had done since my parents went to Khartoum, had died. I felt I had to 

go to Esher, as Bigmummy would obviously be alone, as my parents were in 

Khartoum. This was on a Friday, and it was too late to change a traveller´s cheque or 

whatever I had, so I would have to wait till the next Monday to get some cash. 

I had just enough money to pay for the channel crossing from Calais to Dover – not 

a penny more, so I decided just to go. 

 

  

                   CHAPTER FOUR  

 

                    CAMBRIDGE 

 



 

47 
 

After the immense adventures I had had in Germany and in the journey to and from 

Afghanistan, I spent the summer of 1968 in London. My mother was embroiled in 

the purchase of a flat at 4 Craven Hill, W2, wonderfully near to Hyde Park, though I 

did not realize in what a superb location it had been till many years later, when 

house prices had absolutely skyrocketed. She was buying this flat because she had 

persuaded my father to return to the Mother Country, after eleven years in the 

Sudan, though I think he would have been happy to stay there for ever.   

 

 

                  CHAPTER FIVE 

 

           THE USA AND LATIN AMERICA 

 

 

                  CHAPTER SIX  

 

DURHAM; SCOLARLY AND POETIC BEGINNINGS 

 

 

                     CHAPTER SEVEN  

 

EDINGURGH, “THESIS” AND POLITICAL COMMITMENT 

 

At the Heriot–Watt University in Edinburgh, the Head of the Sociology Unit 

in the Business Studies Department, in which I held a temporary lectureship, 

once said to me over coffee, that a precursor of mine had had to be 

“disciplined” by the students, so that he would “keep his Commy bullshit to 

himself”. This was obviously aimed at me, and he meant I should realize the 

same truth; but as so often I was too slow to grasp his insulting meaning. I 

taught Marx and Weber to my classes. I thought I was simply presenting the 

Marxian view of modern Capitalist Industrial Society, as well as the Weberian 
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one; though no doubt my sympathies towards the former came across clearly 

to the students, some of whom probably complained, or at least commented to 

him, about my slant. I was teaching a fourth year course on Industrial Society. 

Across the road from the University was a pub which had georgeous go-go 

dancers. For some reason Edinburgh was tolerant of this lovely entertainment, 

whilst Glasgow was not, as I discovered later when I went to live there. This 

was probably due to a long-standing puritanism, but also to a fear that the 

excitement that such eroticism might arouse would create a riot among 

Glaswegian men. 

 

 

                                CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

GLASGOW, ACADEMIA, WRITING, EXPLORATION AND RESEARCH 

IN PERU; THEN MARRIAGE BREAKDOWN 

  

I moved to Glasgow in 1978, after separating from Paola, and stayed for a while 

with Dave Walsh, the Head of the Sociology Department in what was then Glasgow 

Polytechnic. I tried to find a flat to rent, but they were all so expensive, so I bought a 

flat at 14 Athole Gardens, raising the deposit from selling my house in Oakenshaw 

and taking a bank loan. The mortgage and endowment policy cost together more 

than one half of my monthly income, but I was at first very happy with that, with the 

freedom at last, though I quickly came to feel lonely. I had no family roots or long-

term friends in Glasgow, though the West End was marvellous, very tall, luxurious 

trees blowing and billowing in the wind fantastically, bordering many streets, and 

for the first time, at the age of thirty, having at last a full-time “permanent” job. At 

that time Glasgow was a bit alienating for me; it was still a rather hard, working-

class kind of place, women rarely entering pubs, which closed at ten o´clock, 

booting you out ten minutes before, and closed on Sundays. It had little of the 

cosmopolitan, trendy feeling that came later, even in the West End. (I was called a 

“teddy bear” when I boarded a bus wearing a very long furry Afghani coat.) It felt 

philistine to me, without very much of a “counter-cultural” element that existed even 

in Edinburgh, and I was disappointed with the Communist Party that was still rather 

hard, Stalinistic, and “tankie”. In Edinburgh I had liked fellow members, who, from 

whatever class, seemed more conscious of the need to change old habits. In 

Edinburgh, the CP members, and the Scottish Communist Party leaders, were very 

“enlightened”, always very friendly and approachable to me, utterly working class, 

but never seeming to deride me for being “English”, “middle class”, and so on. The 
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Industrial Organizer John Kay, and people like Mick McGahey, the leader of the 

Scottish miners, Jack Ashton and others were remarkably open-minded, very aware 

socially and politically, internationally very knowledgeable, very decent men, who 

understood that to change society was an immensely difficult task, requiring 

tolerance, sophistication, deep humanity, and a genuine commitment to democracy, 

peaceful organization, acceptance of differences between all those who wanted to 

see a better, just, fairer society. Their working-class roots were strong and stalwart, 

but they understood the need for culture in the broadest senses, philosophy, and their 

warmth never made me feel a silly middle-class post-graduate student dropping into 

a different world. It was all one world for them, and I did not feel awkward with 

them at all. We could discuss the best ways that a working class movement might 

unite with teachers, lecturers, professional types who wanted this change; they were 

if anything too easy-going with respect to those with out of date attitudes who were 

hell-bent on wrecking the development of this new party. Socials, with Chilean or 

Palestinian and other exiles, were wonderful experiences, from which I learnt so 

much, in a kind of fraternity that I have never ever quite felt again. They were so 

different from the stereotypes held by so many others on the Left, let alone other 

people, of them as Communists, it made me cry. Many of these fine people must be 

dead now, but I will never forget them. I remember so well that at a social occasion 

celebrating the Asians who lived in Glasgow, at which the Asian “comrades” 

cooked some delicious food, I was helping to serve the people there. When I took a 

plate to Jack Ashton and his friends, he gave me a wonderful smile, but I did not 

manage to come out with a pertinent remark. That was the last time I met him. 

 

Mick McGahey was quite happy that his grand-daughters went to discotecs, for 

example, which at that time was very open-minded for resolute militants to the 

cause. He was a tough man, an absolute whisky-drinking Scotsman, but also very 

kind and gentle. I liked him and his ilk. I was most disappointed to find that in 

Glasgow, the heartland of Red Clydeside, with the largest membership of the 

Communist party outside of London, that so many did not hold to these values; less 

it seemed than in Edinburgh.  The people there were self-educated in exemplary 

ways, and open to influences. They were extremely critical of the Soviet Union, like 

the General Secretary Gordon McLellan, quite openly, though they held hopes as I 

myself did, that the Soviet-type system could transform, retaining whatever gains 

might have been made in them, but utterly abandoning one-party rule, lack of 

democracy, autocracy, secrecy and so on, as Gorbachev was to propose much later. 

There were those who, being “out of date” tried to obstruct these transformations, 

often not working class types at all, confusing the message that we of a 

Eurocommunist, liberal and democratic conviction wanted to advance. It was 

nothing but a tragedy that the whole thing fell apart. 

 

In my young “pre-politicized” mind I had had no regard for the Soviet Union or its 

imitations, nor for China about which I knew nothing about at all. As I grew more 
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“Marxist” – though I sought to expand (arrogantly or bravely?) what that should 

mean in my two books “Aesthetic Imagination In Capitalist Society”, and 

“Theoretical Essays On The Imagination In Capitalist Society” – and was roundly 

condemned either for being a “Marxist” or for being a “bourgeois aestheticist 

individualist”, or for talking nonsense or being “out of date”. Over a long time I 

decided that socialist “experiments” supposedly guided by “Marxism” had brought 

into being socio-economic systems quite different from the hopes or dreams of Marx 

himself and the early “Marxists”. State control of the economy and all society was  

not what Marx and Engels had hoped for at all, nor was it what other “Utopian” 

socialists intended. Marx and Engels´ wanted the “dictatorship of the proletariat” to 

be an actively transitional condition during which unequal classes, exploitation, and 

the state would disappear. It was an unfortunate term, given the way “dictatorships” 

developed in the subsequent decades, but it was intended to denote that whereas 

Capitalism was the “dictatorship of the bourgeoisie”, the dominance of the working 

people, the majority of society, would become predominate, until such a time as 

inequality and classes had disappeared, by which time there would no longer be the 

necessity for a state in the sense that Marx understood that to mean.  

 

I think it is fair to say finally now that these ideas were delusionary, utopian in the 

senses of being unrealistic and impossible, and so on. It cannot be said that the given 

“State-bureaucratic Communist” or “State Capitalist” or “Industrialized Tzarist” 

systems were anything like the “freely-associated producers” undertaking the 

emancipation of society from exploitation and alienation through the radically 

democratic “collective ownership of the means of production” and the “self-

determination” of the social totality. Marx plainly said it was not for him to 

prescribe the menus for the cookshops of the future: i.e. humanity would have to 

discover what was good and what also worked, not simply strive to create a 

preconceived model of society. There did not exist and never has existed a clear 

single thought about how to create a society of relative equality, social justice, 

universal human creativity and fulfilment, peace, etc., and if there were one, how the 

majority of human beings might be brought, without force, into agreement about it. 

 

Thus in spite of the still important analyses of history and especially of Capitalism 

in Marx, and the new conception of a human society being a self-transforming 

reality/process within definite material constraints, it has to be acknowledged that 

Marx had no clear idea of what “Socialism” or “Communism” could or should be 

like, and really gave only an abstract idea of them as the opposite of Capitalism, in 

which over time all forms of historically created oppression, exploitation, and 

alienation since the dawn of human society and history would be overcome and 

eliminated. 

 

Though it might be conceded that some “gains” were made in terms of universal 

education and health systems in the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe and Cuba, by 
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comparison with other comparable countries relative to their starting points, the 

Soviet-type systems were not “socialist” at all, in terms of any reasonable thinking 

about the Marxist meaning of the word. It is possible to argue however, as did Alec 

Nove in his excellent “The Economics of Feasible Socialism”, that certain aspects of 

the Soviet-type planning systems indicated problems that might be manifested in 

any kind of post-capitalist system: how to maintain initiative and incentive without 

market “freedom” or private gain? (Alec Nove lived down the road from me in 

Hamilton Drive, Glasgow, though I didn´t know him personally.) China´s Maoist 

experiments in the 1950s and 60s, symbolized in the Great Leap Forward and the 

Cultural Revolution, appeared to offer a different model of development, under real 

popular control, overcoming  the alienating divisions of labour established in both 

Capitalist and Soviet-type systems; overcoming the dualisms of town and country, 

industry and agriculture, as well as breaking down class systems; but this all turned 

out to be false, and in the end China embraced market capitalism, though 

maintaining a state role different from that in the West.  

 

It was necessary to think again. There can be no single panacea to change the world, 

though the present system – call it globalized capitalism or whatever, is still no 

good! And nor was there ever a satisfactory “discourse” within Marxism concerning 

environmental sustainability in its broadest and most all-encompassing senses. 

 

Marxism, with all its particular inadequacies, had provided the best hitherto-existing 

analysis of previous historical transformations, the heir to which is among others the 

theory of Steven Sanderson in “Social Transformations”. I felt when I read this in 

2015-16 that first there was Hegel, then Marx, then Sanderson, so impressed was I 

with the last´s synthetic and comprehensive theoretical construction. As for the 

mode of functioning of the bourgeois-capitalist socio-economic system in the 

abstract, Marx´s analysis was and still remains brilliant, though of course it has to be 

moved on all the time. (Marx´s brilliance is demonstrated, among a million other  

examples, in his insight that China´s history had been fundamentally different from 

that of Europe, due to the absolute necessity in China of irrigation, canals, and 

hydraulics generally if it was to advance beyond small communities with low crop 

yields and small populations, this due to Nature in China. His concept of historical 

materialism – Engels´ term, not his – ensured that he conceived of human societies 

as immersed  and active within nature – but he avoided geographical determinism, 

as his concept of material base involved the economy as well as the natural 

environment in permanent dialectic interaction and mutual influence; in spite of his 

inadequate ecological perspective.)  

 

But it was wholly inadequate, indeed despairingly wrong, on the entire issue of how 

this system might, could, should, or would be transformed. The concept of a pan-

human proletariat that would make “revolutions”, to create a new world of sanity 
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and justice, was about as ridiculous and meaningless as the older idea of creating the 

“Kingdom of God” on earth.  

 

The whole, in retrospect false problematic about which “mode of production” was 

dominant in the U.S.S.R. or China, was encouraged by Marxism´s inclination to see 

fixed categories, or slots, into which particular societies must be put: Primitive 

Society, Ancient slavery, Feudalism, the Asiatic mode of production, Capitalism, or 

Socialism/Communism. In biology, already in the eighteenth century – a century 

before Darwin´s Theory of Evolution - it had become clear that biological reality is 

made up of many different forms which are always changing. Though species can be 

grouped, and groups can be put in classes, phyla, and so on, all must be seen in the 

light of ongoing dynamic change. It is the same with types of human society – even 

more so, as the timescales within which societies change are so much shorter than 

those in which most changes in biological evolution occur. There are no pre-given 

“types” of social system, they are all constantly changing, so there is little point in 

quibbling about what the U.S.S.R. was. It had similarities with Western Capitalism 

but also differences. And capitalist societies take on many different forms: 

American, British, German, and now Chinese and so on. The same applies to “early” 

societies: primitive societies (nomadic or settled), chiefdoms etc.: both those that 

“came before” state civilizations appeared, or now still exist, in different parts of the 

world.  

 

Similar arguments should be made against the inclination of orthodox Marxism to 

see in history fixed “stages” of development; for example, from “primitive” society 

to slave-owning “civilizations”, to feudalism, then to capitalism, and then to 

“socialism”. The only alternative from this schema based on European history 

(though capitalism becomes global and so therefore should socialism “after” it), is 

the “Asiatic mode of production” which replaces Western Feudalism in China. But 

there are in reality no fixed orders in history, though some transitions are in certain 

conditions or circumstances or historical moments unlikely or almost impossible. 

This point applies also to “stages” undergone within any major period of history, 

which may or may not see the passing of, for example, small-scale hunting-and-

gathering societies, to small-scale village-based settled agricultural societies, or 

which may or may not evolve into pastoralism, or to horticulturalism combined with 

hunting-and-gathering. And sometimes civilizations or chiefdoms, for example, 

“devolve” into “earlier” social forms, as when environmental or other stresses, or 

invasions, cause their breakdown into simpler, small-scale groupings, as happened 

in the past in the Central American rainforests when the Mayan Civilization 

collapsed long before the Spanish Conquest, or in the Amazon basin, where riverine 

civilizations were destroyed and scattered to the winds after the Spanish and 

Portuguese invasions. 
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From a close study of the French Revolution, the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, 

the Nazi Nightmare in Germany, and the Chinese Revolution, I think one can see 

what a process of moving towards better societies in the world in future cannot be. It 

cannot rest upon violence, still less emerge from full-blown war, either in its 

emergence or in its system and functioning. It cannot be sudden. It must be gradual, 

experimental, capable of learning anew and rethinking all the time, and rely on the 

active, peaceful participation of the vast majority of people in any given society, 

who are able to engage in cultivated, educated thought, and civilized debate about 

objectives at every point. Debate can involve argument of course, but always trying 

to hold on to a tolerance of differences in thought and feeling. If these requirements 

are incapable of being achieved, no real, deep, genuine improvement in global 

human society will ever occur, which is what in fact I believe I thought from the 

earliest efforts at thinking about politics, but which I now feel quite sure about. I am 

talking about “politics” as from the present moment of course, not in regard to 

judgements about the past, which are infinitely complicated, and defy any brief 

conclusions. 

 

Democracy is an infinitely complex concept; there is no one model for it. It should 

be something advanced and deepened in historical development, a gradual 

experimental progressive process. Economic justice is an equally complex idea; no 

pre-given model can be imposed upon a society. Most importantly, we must learn 

from history, that a “revolution” or “radical change” must ensure at least as much 

democracy, economic well-being, and security as was known by any population 

beforehand. It cannot be expected that people will freely accept a backwards drift in 

any of these things, in the hope or promise that “sometime soon” things will not 

only get better, but much better than before the transformation began. No one wants 

to get worse off in any way, even temporarily, no matter how fanatically fervent 

they may be. Leaders will make sure they are alright over the believed “short term”, 

though the rest will have wait (and shut up, stay in line).  

 

It seems sometimes, that there is never enough time for humanity to absorb its 

history and present condition, so as to learn from them properly, and engage in an 

effort really to think out a new approach to reality and the future – something that 

should go far beyond “parties” and “ideologies”. As for one little example, Britain 

set into motion in the Sudan when that was a British Protectorate, the Gezira 

scheme, which entailed an irrigation system based on the Blue Nile that would allow 

the production of cotton for export to Lancashire where the textile industry could 

turn it into cloth and clothes for further export. In the event the project was a failure. 

It turned out that the irrigated land, normally nearly all year round absolutely 

parched and cracked, simply evaporated the water very fast, leaving the soil 

salinated, and even more hopeless for agriculture than before. I don´t know whether 

the technical failure was due to insufficient research into the issue, or whether no 

one could have known the consequences of the action. 
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The apologetic claim of the initiative was that it would create employment for 

Sudanese workers in the region, introduce new technologies etc., and allow a boost 

in the declining textile industry of Lancashire. From radical Marxist perspectives it 

presumably represented no more than another capitalist colonial effort at 

exploitation of a Third World country’s resources and labour. From the point of 

view of Karl Marx himself it would have represented just that, though he would also 

have applauded it at the same time as the inevitable development of Capitalism´s 

global progress, whereby the world outside of the heartlands of Capitalism – Europe 

and North America – would be hastened into modernity, creating a proletariat, and 

advancing in this case beyond the ancient condition of a camel-born nomadic society 

(and “the idiocy of village life”). The growth of an international global proletariat, 

combined with money, more advanced technology and labour technique, would 

herald the world’s transformation into Socialism: the beginning of “True History”. 

 

But from yet another point of view entirely, what a shame to lure, seduce, a 

dignified people, though always living a hard life, into clock-driven monotonous 

labour, a cash economy, and a psychological enslavement to money and 

commodities! 

 

What can be the conclusion in this respect for the whole world today? If society 

needs always to learn more about what has gone on and what is going on, who can 

slow down this ever-speeding up, dreadfully rapid “progress”?  Should the 

Palaeolithic Age have continued longer, or the Neolithic, so that the next steps could 

have been based on greater awareness? Would it have been better if “State 

Civilizations” had progressed more gradually, so that their positive gains – however 

evaluated – could have been retained before the next avalanche of “progress” 

washed them away? This is a difficult conjecture, since thought only advances with 

“progress”, especially in respect of ideas penetrating into the majority of people in 

any given society. 

 

The vast majority of one´s life one cannot remember, although one can drag up 

memories of things one hasn´t thought about since they happened, perhaps many 

years before, if one concentrates. This makes one wonder what the point of it all is, 

i.e. life, for it probably means that the longer one lives the smaller the proportion of 

what has happened to you can be remembered. 

 

My father handed me a bottle of brandy to swig in the tent on holiday in France, on 

the coast of the Bay of Biscay when I was about eight or nine. We were camping by 

Carcon Plage, near Bordeaux. In the sea were many jelly fish that I hated, so my 

father made up a song for me: “Why are there so many jelly-fish in Carcon Plage?/ 

And if there have to be why do-they-have-to-be-so-bloomin´- large? 
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I have felt sometimes, throughout my (adult) life like a Fool at Court, or as someone 

who challenges normality unintentionally, as does Mr. Bean in exaggerated and 

banal ways, the significance of which only become clear over time. For example, the 

leaders of poetry “Encuentros” in South America, have sometimes been unhappy 

with my over-excitability during these processes, which are partly induced by the 

phoney protocol within something that is supposed to be about POETRY but which 

often appears to have more to do with Mayors´ speeches and such like, or the money 

and prestige to be received by the organizers. Like Mr. Bean´s exposure of 

fraudulence over “Whistler´s Mother”, which was all for money; even though Mr. 

Bean was an “idiot”. An American playwright of “the Absurd”, Edward Albee, 

wrote a play about how marriage requires acceptance of the partner´s eccentricities, 

which may indicate a need on the macro-plane as well (though there must be limits 

to this tolerance, as for example with regards to Donald Trump! And there´s the 

rub.)  

 

I was taken to Madame Tussaud´s and its “Chamber of Horrors” by Mrs. Halliwell, 

our family´s house helper and child carer for a while, when both my parents worked, 

when I was a child of about seven or eight. In the Chamber of Horrors I was shocked 

by the medieval tortures and such like, but what really terrified me were the wax 

statues of evil people. I remember the sinister face and figure of Goebbels, and many 

famous murderers. Not surprisingly I was struck by the legend of a man who took a 

bet to hide in the Chamber at closing time, and stay there alone all night! According 

to the story he had become mad by morning when he was found by the museum´s 

keepers! 

 

One of the murderers was a Mrs. Thompson, and as my surname then was 

Cloudsley-Thompson, and I often went by Thompson alone, my over-suggestibility 

led me to think I was destined to be a murderer called Mr. Thompson! I had 

nightmares for a long time about the evil people in the Chamber of Horrors, and kept 

the programme booklet of Madame Tussaud´s under my bed, from where I would 

periodically take it to wallow and shake in existential foreboding and predicted guilt. 

My mother found out about this, and proclaimed my fears unfounded, and lamented 

the fact that Mrs. Halliwell had taken me to the wax museum.  

 

Perhaps there has always been something in my personality that lent me to an 

exaggerated guilt about certain things that did not warrant the hellish anxieties I 

suffered; or at least other people I have known have not seemed to be subject to such 

self-doubt about themselves, especially about their pasts, whether they recognized 

mistakes made or not. At any rate, this mental-psychological tendency was reignited 

by my children´s rejection of me at the end of 2003 into 2004, which marked the end 

of over twenty-six years of living in Glasgow, albeit during which I had had many 

stays elsewhere and made many journeys away from the city. The whole thing about 

my sons has and still does utterly undermine my self-confidence and self-esteem, 



 

56 
 

and has swamped me with anxieties about death and non-renewal for many years. 

As already mentioned, for years I have woken up on many days shaking with pain, 

regret, anxiety and tragedy, often after having dreamt of them, in lovely illusory 

reunion, though with them much younger than they really were now.  

More than ten years after the initial breakdown of communication with my boys, I 

wrote this to my older son: 

 

“Hello, 

 

“I´m sending you poems I wrote to you and Alexander when you were babies. You 

probably don´t remember those times, though they must have been important to your 

emotional development. (“Bunding time”. “Griggle”.) Do you really believe I was 

not a good and loving father to you? Have you been convinced of this by others? 

How much I looked after you both and played with you and told you both stories! 

Do you believe all this is false and phony? Dig deep into your heart at last, please. 

 

“I remembered recently having you as a baby on the sofa in Athole Gardens, very 

late at night. I looked after you at the same time as marking students´ exam papers 

that year, so your mother could get some sleep. You were very lively at night as a 

baby. I had been working at the University all day and would have to again the next 

day. But I tried to do my share of looking after you both as a busy working father, 

providing for a family. I could send you photos of you if you would like. 

 

Bye, Dad” 

 

These were the poems:  

 

POEMS TO DORIAN AND ALEXANDER 

                                               

     IN DEDICATION 

 

To thee, my darling boys, I assemble 

These poems, written in deep warmth 

For thee, when thou wert small, 

Sweet babes; in such delight 

As no one can describe. 

Through all the chaos and disappointing pain 

You, my wonderful sons, were always true 

Suns and stars of deepest love, 

Glorious to me in happiness and truth. 

No matter what happens in paleontology, 

Nor in long-term galactic history, 

You have been, and are, pure miracles, 
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Never could the Cosmos be, without you. 

 

 

 

TO DORIAN 

 

You are better than any book 

My little baby face, 

You are better than any written poem, 

You try as hard as any grown-up hero, 

Wonder is in your eyes, yet uncorrupted; 

Yours is the future - the moon, the sun, and hope, 

In the joy of your babbling sounds is the Indecipherable. 

 

 

 

What did you dream, my darling boy, 

What did you dream last night? 

Was your sleep as soft as you, all night, 

Was it warm and well, as you? 

 

How were your dreams, my sweet boy, 

How were those dreams at night? 

Was there sun through clouds in shafting light, 

With music sweet, like you? 

 

 

 

I do not want you one minute older, 

I do not want you to cease being a baby, 

I do not want you bigger, better, brighter, braver, 

I love you as a baby. 

I do not want you to move on rapidly, 

To make great strides, be very clever, 

To do much more, develop, grow, 

Learn to walk, and talk, and know 

What the world`s about - no, I love 

You exactly as you are. 

 

 

 

In you a heaven is in my eyes, 

Your soft sweet lovely baby face, 
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Your cuddly smell and warm talk 

Makes salvation in my life. 

 

 

 

Growing into consciousness with flaming wings 

Expanding into being alive and knowing it 

Like elastic fire of divine miracle 

Becoming a human being with powers 

Of thought and control and feeling and imagination 

And flight into ever new created universes  

Of miraculous birth and labyrinthine mystery 

Of love and adventure and nobility 

 

 

 

     TO ALEXANDER 

 

Like a mountain rose in the night 

And the spotted deer basking by our gate 

In the moonlight, 

We did sleep 

And in the unreality 

Deep in the dream of eternity 

We did love beyond all time 

 

As the stars shone in sprinkled fire 

Pinnacled against the intense inane 

Of darkness, 

In that night 

Yawning like kisses dripping 

In the lulled quietness 

Of ecstasy 

 

 

 

Sweet baby toddle at night with me 

Trailing clouds of otherworldly memory 

Darling son of a pygmy size 

I do believe thou art so wise 

 

That was why I tried to say 

In the way of poetry 
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That thou teachest me anew 

Of love and life anointedly 

 

 

 

Sweet little baby 

I`ll sing a lullaby 

My darling Alexander 

I wonder why 

 

My tiny little baby 

Sweet cuddly thing 

Do you like my lullaby 

As you softly sleep? 

 

 

 

       MY BABY ALEXANDER 

 

There`s my baby Alexander in his buggy. 

You might think life was about wars - 

Battles fought on huge plains with vast armies 

In night or day, darkness, sleet or heat; 

Or about exploration:  strange, wild, extraordinary mariners 

Daring existence at the edge of the earth, 

Or fighting for survival in unknown empty deserts 

Battered by sun above, at one hundred and forty degrees; 

Or you might think life was about absolute romance - 

Love among twinkling stars of beauty, 

Leaning over a bridge together, melting with the moonlight 

In the rippling water, becoming one, eternally: 

Or one could think life is this little baby 

Who was born five weeks early, and has only just 

Reached the date he should have been born on, 

Alone in his pram unable to move 

Beyond waving his arms frantically above his head 

Like a charging warrior, looking bemusedly 

At the lights and the coloured curtains, sometimes screaming, 

At other times gurgling with new-born laughter, 

Unknown to himself, or to the outside world; 

My tiny sweet baby with eyes so beautiful 

When they open, and that new babyish smell 

Like milk, is just here, like life. 



 

60 
 

 

 

 

COMFORTING ALEXANDER IN HIS TEETHING 

 

Ah, my little Great Alexander, 

Staring up at the stars forever, 

With flying looks of love and lightning 

 

Like music dreaming itself into existence, 

Suffering pain bravely and resolutely, 

Comforted and comforting in my arms with sweet balm. 

 

 

 

Sweet loving smile 

My joyful baby 

No need for time 

To make you grow 

All is here 

In your lovely babble 

 

 

 

Staring at the ceiling as a baby, 

Quietly penetrating the mysterious essence 

Of everything - no answers, no questions, 

Intuition making all one with all, 

As if music were its own creation.   

 

 

 

TO BOTH 

 

Ah, my little boys 

Dorian and Alexander are sitting there 

And watching television: 

Not reacting to each other much 

As they stare so close into 'Superman", 

Or the 'Aristocats', though sometimes laughing 

Or holding each others` arms, or ruffling 

Each other`s hair, or jumping on 

And bundling the other up, 
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And then returning to their deep attention 

To the colours and funny beings flying  

About on the screen, the strange voices 

And happenings in Unreal Land, 

Which is probably just about as real  

As the garden is; 

Then Dorian dons his Batman suit 

And proclaims that Alexander is Robin. 

 

 

 

Now with these birds chippering 

Sounds of children playing 

Dorian in his red jacket 

Shooting down the chute 

 

Dorian walking through the grass 

Speckled with white flowers 

Dreams are here and at home 

Suddenly all is one 

 

Alexander is his brother now 

Together they will go 

Life is rounding out at last 

 

 

 

There is an ecstasy in the air 

When I am with Dorian and Alexander 

In our garden, and the sunny light 

Causes the leaves to shimmer and shine 

And the air to rustle around the leaves 

Rolling shadows around the yellow 

Sunlight, and the greenness whispers 

Its mysterious essence in loveliness, 

And the worm upon the brown soil,  

And the snail walking over the stone, 

And the fishes swimming quick as light 

In the bright pond, and the flowers around 

Beaconing blue and purple sounds 

Like hums of eternity, with the innocent 

Worm dripping and the snail`s slime 

In fragility, and all is perfected 
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By tweets and songs of the twilight`s birds 

Twittering with the floating white and orange 

Clouds in ethereal everlasting blue 

Sky singing silent warmth 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE  

 

COMING TO COLOMBIA 

 

Sex as lust, followed by love, O that is possible eventually in life. “Use your wife!” 

said Nidia one day, deliciously and vulgularly, honestly. And she wrote this poem to 

me:  

 

“When the mountains are dreaming, it is your soul; souls appear with your love! 

And your love is an anchor. This is our existence and this existence comes to be the 

truth of our real love!” 

                                                                                                Your wife. 

This is an email I wrote to my eldest son, when he was 25 years old. I am taxed by 

the balance I feel I wish to maintain between wanting to avoid self-pity on the one 

hand, and the fact that this has been and remains such a salient fact of my life; as 

well as many other conflicting thoughts and emotions I feel about the whole thing, 

which I shall explore again shortly. Here is the sad and angry missive:        

“I have to say this, although I know you will probably not reply, nor feel any love 

nor compassion for me, nor change one iota of your cold, cruel attitude towards me. 

So I have nothing to lose. Perhaps we will never meet or communicate again. You 

do not miss me nor feel any remorse for me at all, quite obviously. 

“You had it wrong from the very first moment. FIRST I was hurt and upset by a 

wretched solicitor´s letter in 2003 saying you did not want to sleep on Friday nights 

in our house. This was after six difficult years in which I had to take out loans to 

keep the flat going and got into deep overdraft, when that was still allowed (before 

the banking crisis). 

“THEN I was unable to communicate with you or your mother (changed telephone 

numbers, refusal to answer the door, no reply to my numerous letters, avoidance of 

me everywhere I went to meet with you as if I was leper.) When we did meet for 

pantomines that year (through solicitors!) I explained that I could not afford to keep 

the flat going, I would have to rent it out. You obviously were too young to take this 

in. I wanted to talk with your mother about it and agree on some plan but she would 

not communicate with me in any way or form. Later your mother´s solicitor 

presented the fact that I had rented out the flat as "news". Threatening the tenants, 
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the whole thing was fucked up, so I had to sell the flat instead of keeping it for you, 

as I have many times explained. 

“I had suffered heart failure from which I very nearly died; within a split second I 

would have expired but for the urgent intensive care I received. As I had to retire on 

an ill-health pension and incapacity benefit your mother´s desertion at that particular 

moment was disastrous. She had never worked whilst we were together, which was 

a great mistake, and what we planned was that she would now do so. But 

immediately on return from the holiday in Menorca which was supposed to be a 

“convalescence” for me as well as a family holiday, on which I had spent the bulk of 

my remaining retirement "lump sum" paying for your grandparents (in some kind of 

deluded "gratitude"), she ran out, and I was left in emotional devastation, continued 

recovery from illness, something like a nervous breakdown, and an impossible 

financial situation. 

“You obviously never understood any of this, and I certainly never spoke of such 

matters in those years. It has nothing to do with who was a "goodie" or "baddie" in 

the marriage, though I had no intention of breaking up the marriage or the family. I 

had done my best to make the marriage and family succeed, although I have never 

claimed to be a saint, or hero, are YOU? Linda thought your mother rushed out 

because she was "weak", and could not cope with the uncertainty of my retirement 

and our financial situation. She had the assurance of financial support in a housing 

association, income support, etc. But my family-based incapacity benefit was 

instantly stopped. As I say, your mother had never worked (except for a few nights a 

week for a few weeks in a pub at the beginning of our relationship), which was a 

great mistake, and now that I had had to retire it was the time for her to start. But 

that was the very moment she ran out on the sinking ship. She never understood our 

financial situation, she just got angry when I told her we had now to be very careful.  

“So I found myself in the family home alone, having the two of you two nights a 

week. Never at Christmas, or Easter, however. I loved you both so much, but I was 

extremely lonely. I had not grown up in Glasgow, I had no relatives there, and now  

that I had had to retire due to ill-health, other human connections were whittled 

down - especially Open Circle, the arts and poetry group I had worked so hard 

within which had come to the end of its financing, and I no longer had the kind of 

social communication I had had with colleagues or students from the University for 

decades. Your claim that I have not been a good father is monstrously unjust. I had 

to rent out the flat; this plan I explained to you and would have talked to your 

mother about if she had allowed it. I could not sustain the cost of paying the 

mortgage and the endowment policy alone now; also your mother made it absolutely 

clear that the flat was no longer hers! At the time of the "separation" it had "negative 

equity" so she would have owed me money if we were going to settle up on value! 

She said to you it was “Daddy´s house”! But crucially, everyone “over there with 

you lot” must have thought my trips to South America meant I had some source of 
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money to pay for them. But the fact was that apart from the airfare it was 

CHEAPER for me to survive there than in the UK, as it is now. 

“After months and years of utter misery (perhaps you know nothing of these 

emotions) I had the guts to pick myself out of the gutter of despair, and tried to build 

a new life and career as a writer/investigator in South America, continuing much of 

what I had been doing before I suffered heart failure. I thought you would be proud 

of me, not mouldering away in a small room in Glasgow (as that would have been 

my fate, unable to keep the flat in Hamilton Drive going without more money). And 

I thought you would love to have an adventurous father, living in South America, 

where you could come to follow up your interests in paleantology, music, and much 

more, in great happiness. Whereas you have only created misery - I had "removed 

myself to another continent", according to the miserable language of solicitors (that 

you repeated to me), cramped within a mile of your mother in the freezing rainy 

town which you had the opportunity to escape from, at least periodically. 

“I have no idea whether you understand a word I say, as you have only responded in 

thirteen years over a very short time, in which we never spoke of anything 

significant (I avoided any discussion of the past in Glasgow when we met up that 

summer in spite of your insinuations to Peter to the contrary). After the first seven 

years of silence and non-reply to my bending expressions of love and concern, all 

utterly ignored, I thought things were at last ok. But no, I sent one little email late 

one night asking if you would correspond a little more with me. What a sin! 

“Perhaps this is the last time I will communicate with you if you don´t reply. You 

have utterly gutted my emotions, hopes and dreams towards you, and perhaps I will 

never write again. But if you have the courage to reply to me I will read it with 

interest. You have caused me the greatest tragedy of my life, completely without my 

understanding why. Do you remember nothing of our love and closeness? Of the 

games we played, of the stories I told you, the trips we took to the Isle of Aran, 

Devon, and so many in the Glasgow area and Loch Lomond?  I say goodbye if not; 

no, you cannot suddenly decide when YOU want to communicate again. I am no 

more "hysterical" than is anyone driven to craziness by horrible misfortunes, that I 

wonder if you will ever suffer, but only time will tell, and that will most likely be 

after I am dead. Then perhaps you will realize I did not do too badly, making a new 

life to which you were welcome to join in in whatever way you wished. You have 

been blind and incredibly different from the little boy I knew, fascinated in 

dinosaurs and astronomy, disappointing me beyond belief. But your stonewalling 

and shunning me for all these years, having me beg at a letterbox to talk to you, as if 

I was a horrible criminal, will never leave me. 

“I am not a perfect man, but if you believe I have deserved all this, the sense of 

purposelessness it has caused me, the loss of any sense of continuity through my 

sons, that even a criminal does not feel, I would like you to present some clear 
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accusations. But you will not, you simply shun, don´t respond, as through all those 

years that I wrote loving letters and sent presents to you, came to Glasgow three 

times before you would meet me, then had you break all communications again after 

we met up at last, in spite of my having offered to help you with some money that I 

received after the deaths of my mother and father (to whom you refused even to 

write a short letter when they were still alive. Not a word to me at the death of my 

father, your grandfather).  

“Were you led to believe I or they were rich? It was not so. What did I do wrong - 

trying to find a new life as long as I still had some energy? Do you not try to fulfil 

your aspirations as a musician? What did I do wrong? If I try to explain anything 

you cruelly condemn me for "justifying" myself. I have nothing to justify, I have 

occasionally tried to explain myself or defend myself against accusations from you 

or your mother. Who is "obsessed", are you, Winston Churchill, Mozart, or Jimi 

Hendrix? Why have I had to suffer so for my determination, conviction, creativity? 

Were your mother and grandparents bitter about it, is that what you learned? I am a 

writer, sociologist, and poet, and you have ruined any happiness I could enjoy with 

this, when I only wanted to share it with you, in love and communication. What 

have I been able to be "controlling" about? That is nonsense too. What was I “bad” 

about concerning the "divorce"? I wanted a civilized agreement about money and 

you sons - your mother through her solicitor made it a nightmare, claiming I had 

never done anything for you, either financially or in terms of care! I wanted to 

support you both within my means, and to know what you were doing, which is 

normal. (By the way, most people do NOT all find me exasperating as you assert. I 

have many friends and colleagues, some of whom think quite highly of me, thank 

you.) I am a writer, thinker, sociologist, and poet, not some horrible bastard as you 

like to think, and you would realize that very well if you communicated and met 

with me in in a normal way. No doubt it is convenient for your mother and her 

family to think badly of me, that happens in marriage breakdowns, which I did not 

cause, and my relations with them had not been so before. You sent an unpleasant 

email replying to me some years ago after I wrote that letter asking you to 

communicate more with me; your response to that request was quite unnecessarily 

unkind, telling me you were so busy, that I didn´t accept a "modicum of 

responsibility" for what had happened - though exactly what you were referring to I 

puzzled over agonizingly for years; and complaining about what hour my emails 

arrived in your inbox, and other extraordinary things. You never wrote again, 

although I tried to reply friendlily to each of your claims. Another thing you asserted 

was that I demanded you to be an intermediary between me and Alexander, which 

was not true. I distinguished clearly between the two of you. I had said before to you 

that A had asked me to help him financially with going to St. Andrews, about which 

I was delighted, having advised him how to get in there. I just wanted to know his 

financial situation - costs, fees etc. and incomes - about which he was pissed off but 

you said what I wondered about was quite reasonable! What is the problem with the 
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two of you, I cannot squeak a word? Both of you have lost out on so much by 

"cutting off your noses to spite your faces!" I think all the time about this madness. 

“The things of the past between your mother and I are well and truly in the past! I 

don´t give a damn about them - now YOU drag them up. It is because of you that 

they hang in the air, not me. All that is over for me! 

“I want only Love, Peace, and whatever Happiness one can find in this life. I try to 

fulfil my destiny as a writer, sociologist, and poet. Do you ever look at my 

webpage?”     

(Follow-up email next day) 

“On consideration I would like to retract the statements: "perhaps we will never 

meet or communicate again" and "this is the last time I will communicate with you 

if you don´t reply," made in this last email to you. I think they were unwise and 

unconstructive; I know you despise "back-pedalling" like this but I do not and nor 

do other people I know. Communication is important in life and one should never be 

too proud to modify what one has said if the emotion of the moment has led one to 

say something that appears later to be unwise. You must be very perfect if you never 

find the need to do that. 

Your father.” 

Now I will add a letter I wrote to my wife/nearly ex-wife about ten years earlier. She 

did not reply, but rather gave it to her solicitor who thought it was scandalous, and 

threatened litigation for libel against him (not apparently realizing that he was only 

the last of a string of solicitors I referred to, all paid for by “Legal Aid”. Later I sent 

it to my sons, but as usual they did not reply at all, so I never knew if they had even 

read it, let alone if it had illuminated them in some way. I only sent it to them 

because of accusations I had heard that they had made about me vicariously, 

alleging bad things about me with respect to their parents´ 

divorce:                                                                                                

“I have thought again and again for many months about whether to write to you or 

not, and have finally decided to do so. I feel I must try to communicate certain 

things to you which I do not think you know about, because we have had no direct 

communication for so long now. 

“The first thing I want to say is that I wish you well, and hope things are alright with 

you. I understand from the guidance teacher, Margaret Pollock, that both boys are 

doing extremely well at Hyndland School, and that both seem to her to be very 

happy, which is a great relief to me.  

“It`s difficult to know where to start. I think I`ll start with July 2003 when I came 

back to Glasgow. I was extremely anxious about how the boys would react to my 
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being with a new partner, and that no doubt made me exaggeratedly touchy. I 

realized they were dismayed that I had her with me, but I felt that given a little time 

and sensitivity they would adapt to the situation, as children usually do. Of course I 

must have made mistakes, but they were not due to lack of consideration. I had not 

warned you or the boys before I came back about it because I thought that would 

build up anticipations, and I felt that making as little of it as possible was the best 

way. That was probably a mistake. 

“The boys did not seem badly out of joint though, as I was often with them alone 

and we were as close and intimate as ever. We had lovely times together as we 

always have had, and I did my very best to give them a nice time and make them 

happy, as I always have done. I felt that with time things would be okay. At that 

time I had not made long term plans for the future. I did not yet know whether my 

partner and I would live in Glasgow, or Colombia, or live between both places. One 

hope was that she might get a job in Glasgow with something like an import-export 

company, translating and such like, which would allow her to move between 

Colombia and Glasgow. But this became impossible when she was unable to extend 

her visa beyond six months. I had been told by the British Embassy in Bogota that if 

she took an English course she would be able to extend it, but once in Britain it 

turned out she had to do a specific kind of language course which was too 

expensive. She therefore had to return to Colombia after six months. 

“I was upset and hurt by your letter saying I was treating the boys like chaperones 

because they went across the road with Nidia one day to buy milk and sweets. I 

thought it would be good for them to get to know one another a bit without me 

there.  It seems incredible now that something so petty could spark off such a chain 

of disasters, but that is how life is sometimes, and it is this that I earnestly want to 

try to communicate with you. Then when your solicitor`s letter arrived, saying the 

boys would no longer stay over on Friday nights, I was still more hurt and upset. I 

have always tried to do my utmost for the boys, though it obviously does not seem 

that way to you, and to find they knew about this letter was too much for me. Issues 

concerning children when their parents are separated are not things for solicitors to 

be brought into, in my book. I was so upset that I thought it better if they slept that 

night at Elie Street because they had school the next day. That way I thought I 

would have time to calm down and they promised to telephone or come over the 

next day. In my distress I probably said a lot of silly things that meant nothing (as I 

did in my letters to you and later in telephone messages) other than that I felt sad, 

angry, misunderstood, stressed, and so on.  I said repeatedly that I was not angry 

with them, but with the situation. In all these things, I exploded in hurt and pain, 

which manifested itself in angry insults (or counter-insults, as they seemed to me).  

“Here I must interject something about my illness. It is now much better known to 

medicine how mental stress interacts with myocarditis. I have studied this quite a lot 

now and talked to specialists both in the UK and in this country. Extreme stress 
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disrupts electrical waves in the brain, which disturb the electrical waves which 

regulate the heart`s pumping movements. I`m sure this was behind my heart failure 

and near death in March 1996, and the relapse I suffered after you left our flat with 

the children in September 1997. For some time before the original heart failure I had 

been desperately worried by our ever-increasing debts, bank loans, and overdraft. I 

was also reaching a stage of breakdown and exhaustion from my University job that 

was becoming ever-more demanding, after more than twenty-five years of 

continuous teaching and research. The uninterrupted studying, reading, and writing, 

which provide the basis for research and teaching, which last is what an academic 

earns his living from, are not always well understood by other people. They may not 

realise the build-up of stress and anxiety that these silent activities can build up. And 

unlike nearly everyone these days, we were trying to survive on one income alone. I 

remember you thought we should move to a cheaper flat, and now I think you were 

quite right. But at the time we understood that the flat would be unsellable until the 

gable wall job was done. We would have had to let Halifax simply take the flat over, 

and there would have been little chance of buying a new one. I was over 45, so 

getting another mortgage would have been difficult, and there would have been little 

or perhaps no money for a new deposit. 

“You will remember my mental state of distress and depression after my heart 

failure in March 1996. My anxieties became more intense when I was forced to 

retire in March 1997, because I was quite unable to start work again, and if I had not 

retired I would not even have been able to receive a pension and Incapacity Benefit. 

I was desperately worried about our future as a family. That was behind the absurd 

kerfuffle on the holiday in Menorca. 

“Extreme stress can cause a person sometimes to explode and say things he or she 

does not really mean. I am sure you must understand this. It is particularly true of 

someone suffering from myocarditis. I still have atrial fibrillation (arhythmic heart-

beat) and an enlarged heart. And although my physical strength partially returned 

over time, I still suffer from other problems associated with the illness including 

interrupted sleep patterns, insomnia, and profuse sweating, besides anxiety and 

depression. The sleep issue made me especially sensitive to the criticism of my 

sometimes sleeping late in 2003. There was nothing more than this stress and mental 

exhaustion behind what happened in Menorca, or with the boys that day six years 

later. We all see such things – people reacting under stress – happening all the time. 

People normally just let them pass and try to avoid repeating the things that 

triggered them off. 

“You knew very well that I had always got on extremely well with your father, 

whom I liked very much (as also I did your mother). One night in Menorca, when I 

was more than half asleep looking in the refrigerator for something cold to drink, I 

accidentally spilled a bottle of water. I went back to bed and completely forgot about 

it. When your Dad challenged me about it the next day, and it came back to my 
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mind, I was offended, and perhaps overreacted, as you three most certainly had. I 

felt a bit of water on a stone floor in that climate was hardly the end of the world, 

and his manner towards me seemed out of place and ungrateful when I was paying 

for the holiday that I had invited him to come on. That was what led to our argument 

the day we returned to Glasgow which ended with you running out of our house, 

with the children, into your parents` car. It was all utterly trivial, but our family was 

destroyed forever by it. 

“You obviously did not understand, and perhaps never will, how devastated I was by 

your leaving like that with the children, from our family home. I suffered a 

depression of suicidal intensity for about two years. I only came out of it with the 

help of anti-depressants and then when I started to explore again my interests in 

South America. That was how I pulled myself out of totaI despair and futility. I 

cared for and loved my boys whom you allowed to come over about twice a week, 

but my situation was desperate. The rest of the time I was alone in the family flat, 

with no job, ill and suffering depression. Unlike you I had no family in Glasgow. I 

had some friends, but to a great extent my social contacts had been connected before 

with my job and things like Open Circle that were now finished for me. My pension 

and Incapacity Benefit did not even cover the mortgage, the endowment policy 

premiums, and Council Tax. I was in an impossible situation. The flat was still 

unsellable, but even if I had sold it or let Halifax repossess it, where would I have 

lived? I would never have been able to buy another flat. I suppose I could have 

rented a room somewhere or tried to get some kind of council accommodation due 

to my illness. But I was in no mental state to think of these emergency actions. 

Instead I started to borrow money, because at this time banks were starting to extend 

their loaning facilities and credit cards were letting people get into huge debts. That 

is how I kept the flat going whilst also going for spells to South America. There I 

wrote an enormous amount, which has created for me a new career as a researcher 

and writer, though it is not a money-earner, just as it never was before. I am still a 

poet and a sociologist. 

“There is another tragic dimension to what happened over those years. My parents 

were so worried about my situation that they re-mortgaged their house to raise 

money to give me to keep paying my mortgage. (Now there will be very little for me 

or my brothers to inherit when my parents die. My illness and marriage/family 

breakdown largely destroyed my family`s finances, as well as to a great extent their 

happiness in life.) They understood the flat was a roof over my head, that I was too 

disorientated to sell up and move, and that I wanted to keep it as the boys loved 

coming over to play there and I quite unrealistically thought I could keep it for them 

to use later, and to have when I died. 

“Now to return to 2003. About the same time as the problems about your solicitor, 

and the horrible business of communication with the boys being broken, my 

Incapacity Benefit was stopped. My unreal financial situation dawned on me at last. 
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I was over &35,000 in debt, and only just beginning to realise what the financial 

help from my aged parents had done to the family`s finances. It was obvious I had 

no alternative but to rent out the flat if I was going to keep it going for the children. 

That combined with other reasons to cause me to return to Colombia at the end of 

2003 with Nidia. It was beginning to come clear that with only my pension as 

income I could hardly afford to live in the UK any more, even if I were to separate 

from Nidia – because both for visa reasons and financially she was not going to be 

able to stay in the UK. But I had certainly not decided to live permanently in 

Colombia. 

“So we returned to Bogota. When I saw the boys in the café on Byres Road and at 

the pantomimes at Christmas time 2003 they promised to keep in touch with me. 

Everything seemed perfectly as it had been before with them. I spoke to Dorian once 

on his mobile phone in Jan. 2004, but he never answered it again and neither he nor 

Alexander has communicated or spoken to me again. 

“What happened between that last phone call, immediately after which Dorian 

phoned me back by reverse charges and promised he would do so every week from 

then on? Evidently your then solicitor received notice from my solicitor that I 

wanted a divorce. Before leaving Glasgow, I asked him to approach your solicitor 

with a view to agreeing with you a) a long-term understanding about my contact 

with the boys, b) a mutually acceptable financial settlement and 3) a divorce. I 

wished that I had not had to initiate it in this way, but you made any form of 

communication absolutely impossible. However, I asked him to pursue these aims 

and negotiate over them in as amicable and civilized a way as possible. I never saw 

his initial letter to your solicitor concerning these matters so I do not know how he 

expressed it. 

“I felt after six years of separation, and with the boys older, that it was about time to 

get divorced. Did you not? Why the immense hostility from you after that, and the 

complete breakdown of my communications with my sons? Under normal 

circumstances I would have talked to you about it first, but after the unpleasant 

business about the boys, and your telling their head-teachers that there was some 

kind of legal procedure going on, when there wasn`t – anyone can get a solicitor to 

write a letter – I felt aggrieved. Nevertheless that was another mistake on my part. I 

should have kept calm about everything throughout. The point was I felt I could no 

longer trust you at all. 

“There is another point. For six years I had no serious relationship with a woman. I 

did not want one, largely because I did not want it interfering with my relationship 

with the boys. After that time I thought it right and proper to enter one if that`s how 

things developed. I don`t know how much this has to do with what has happened 

over the last two years because neither you nor the boys communicate with me. I 

believe my living in Colombia is also implicated in the present unpleasant impasse. 
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But as I`ve explained, I could not be with Nidia unless I was here right now, and 

apart from that I had no future in Glasgow (but I am not saying I have come to live 

permanently in Colombia, I do not know the future). Apart from my beloved sons, I 

had no job in Glasgow any more (nor could I work while I was on Incapacity 

Benefit and that was cut just before I was due to leave!), my creative writing was 

recognized far less in Scotland than it is here, when translated, and the climate is 

terrible there for somebody with a bad heart. I don`t think it would have been right, 

even to the boys, to stay unhappily in Glasgow for the rest of my life, and probably 

not live long at that. I do not think I would have been a good father offering a 

courageous example in life, if I had simply wilted away in loneliness and despair in 

Glasgow. And what if they were to leave Glasgow after their time at school and/or 

University was completed? These things are quite different if a family is united, but 

if it has broken up they are much more complicated. Separated parents often live far 

apart for all sorts of unavoidable reasons. Do I understand that you thought I should 

live in Glasgow forever? Certain things have come back to me through the 

“grapevine” and I would be so grateful if you felt you could communicate with me 

about them. I wonder whether you have understood about my financial problems, 

and that I could not have continued living at Hamilton Drive under any 

circumstances. I had hoped to hang on to the flat by renting it out, but when your 

solicitor threatened my rental agent with court action, she got the tenants to leave. 

The flat lay empty for a couple of months, and so I got even more in debt and had no 

alternative but to stop paying the mortgage and endowment policies, and so to sell 

the flat, as you cannot simply leave a flat empty and stop paying the mortgage. I was 

utterly devastated yet again by this, as I had always promised the boys they would 

be able to use the flat when they were older, and would inherit it from me after I 

died. 

“Here I better explain the question of both our names being on the title deeds of the 

flat and on the endowment policies, from my point of view. After you left the flat in 

Sept. 1997 you wanted to get your name off the title deeds. The flat had negative 

equity at that time and was unsellable anyway. Halifax were going to charge us an 

“administration fee” even to look into the possibility of taking your name off it. My 

solicitor asked your solicitor if you would pay for half this administration fee in the 

same letter in which he sent the surveyor`s report showing the flat had about 

&12,000 negative equity. Your solicitor never replied to this, and I certainly could 

not afford this administration fee alone. I understood that you realised you had left 

behind a debt and would never expect money from the flat in the future. I also 

understood from my solicitor that it was the value of matrimonial property at the 

time of separation which was divided between partners in a divorce settlement. 

Financial changes after that date were not part of the property that should be 

divided. It was obvious that I had paid the mortgage alone from Sept. 1997 until the 

flat was put on the market 7 years later, and had maintained and kept it up all alone. 

I was amazed and horrified when your solicitor claimed the value coming from the 
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flat sale should be divided. It seemed obvious that that money came out of my 

investment in the flat, alone, after we separated. As it happens, that money is not 

really even mine as I must pay back my debts that arose from my paying the 

mortgage over those 7 years, as well as try to help my family`s finances, as at the 

moment, because of my dreadful problems, Hugh and Peter stand to lose the money 

they might have received from my parents` estate when they pass away. I ask you to 

dig deep into your humanity and sense of justice in response to what I am saying 

here, which may transcend the issues as the Law sees them. Besides, I put your 

name on the title deeds and the endowment policy entirely due to romantic love. 

You had not asked for that, and so I was snookered by my own foolish kindness. 

“It is similar with the endowment policies. I assumed the value of these that accrued 

after the separation, after which the premiums were paid by me alone, was my 

money. I kept paying them as I thought in the end that when they matured they 

would pay off the mortgage or most of it. As they were also mutual life insurance 

policies it meant that if one of us died before they matured the other would get the 

flat with the mortgage paid off. I had no problem about that as if you inherited the 

flat at my death it would go in time to the boys. I never imagined I would have to 

sell the flat before 2004, but theoretically it was self-evident to me that any gain in 

either its value if it were sold or in the value of the policies after the date of 

separation, was wholly mine.  

“Now I must explain the situation regarding my financial responsibilities towards 

the children. I love my sons, and will be responsible to them as long as I live, and if 

I have any money at my death I will leave all or much of it to them. I do not think 

you have understood the financial situation from my side since our separation, and I 

suspect certain misunderstandings lie behind your hostility to me and the breakdown 

in my communication with my sons (among other things). After you left the flat in 

Sept. 1997 I had no net income whatsoever after the mortgage and endowment 

policies were paid for each month. That was why the Child Support Agency ruled I 

was not obliged to give you money to support the children. You were receiving 

Income Support for them and other public benefits, including a Housing Association 

flat with rent paid. 

“Nevertheless once I started borrowing money I gave you money – several thousand 

pounds between 1999 and 2003 – to help over the children. To repeat, this was 

money borrowed from the bank and from credit cards. You had a &6,000 PEP when 

you left, and shortly afterwards I gave you &1,200 for half the Halifax shares. When 

the boys were with me I paid for trips, piano lessons, art classes, their pocket money, 

dinner money and many other things including looking after them. I bought them 

bicycles and many other items. Why did you have your solicitor say I had never 

cared for nor provided any financial assistance to the children? Dorian was born in 

Athole Gardens that I had worked for years to pay for, and had originally bought 

with money from the house I had previously owned in Durham. When we sold it we 
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were able to pay the deposit for Hamilton Drive with the sale money. Alexander was 

born there, and the whole family lived from my salary alone. After you left, as I say, 

I got into debts helping over the children`s needs and did my very best to be a father 

to them in the most horrible personal circumstances for six years. Now, I have no 

intention of ceasing in my responsibilities towards them but it is very difficult to 

ascertain their needs if neither you nor the boys communicate with me. I imagine 

Dorian will go to University when he leaves school, and I certainly intend to support 

him as best I can. Why did you tell your solicitor to say I will no doubt not provide 

financial support for the children in the future? Why not ask me my intentions on 

these matters?  

“In the first months of 2003, after I had talked to Dorian on the phone from Bogota 

and after you would have received the letter proposing divorce from my solicitor, 

your solicitor wrote various mind-boggling things about the boys. He said once that 

you did not think on-going contact with me was in their interests, and later said 

Dorian had decided not to have further contact with me and that Alexander would 

probably decide the same in due course. How could I conclude anything other than 

that you were influencing or manipulating them not to want to communicate or see 

me? This brings me to perhaps the most miserable part of the whole dreadful saga. I 

had not had the money to buy an air fare back to the UK before we each received 

&5,000 from the money from the house sale. My returning to the UK coincided with 

the whole shambles of the offer which was made to you, completely by accident. 

This offer I understood the two solicitors had worked out and I accepted it 

reluctantly. It was not based on any principle of logic or justice and I did not like it. 

There was no need to put money aside for the children as any money I can afford I 

will always make available for them anyway. 

“I came back to the UK to try to sort out the following problems. All my things from 

the flat were in storage in Glasgow at great cost. I came to throw things out, move 

the rest to London and give the boys their things. I wanted to give them more notice 

but when I arrived in London an arrangement was made very hurriedly to hire a van 

and go to Glasgow with my brother Hugh. It was all very expensive, and as my 

family were giving me a great deal of help in a ghastly situation I did not find 

myself easily able to control events. When the reply came from your solicitor that 

the boys did not want to see me I was absolutely distraught with grief. I could not 

believe it, and still cannot understand why. Such a thing is incomprehensible, 

nobody I know understands it. What parent would not try and talk to his son in such 

a diabolical situation? I could only stay a few days in Glasgow – we were in a bed-

and-breakfast at considerable expense - please understand I am relatively poor when 

I return to the UK now! When the boys would not meet me I didn`t know what to do 

with their things – their bikes, books, videos, all their presents from me for years! 

Dave Mather said they hadn`t got room to store them, only later Yassmin said she 

could keep them in the University. I tried everyone I knew, eventually Donald said 

he and Louise could keep them. I was in tears, I went the last afternoon I was able 
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to, to try to see the boys coming out of their school, but I suppose you organized 

things for me to miss them. I was strongly tempted to throw myself over a bridge, 

but instead went to your house. I rang the bell, and heard a voice that I thought was 

you, because the sound was poor. I begged whom I thought was you to talk to me. 

At that moment someone came out of the building and without thinking more I went 

in. I kneeled at your door for a few minutes and talked to my son Dorian through the 

LETTER BOX. What parent would not do everything he could to see his sons, when 

he had NO IDEA WHY THEY WERE REFUSING TO SEE HIM? 

“Later I heard about your indignant complaint from my solicitor. 

“This letter is already far too long yet there are very many other things that need to 

be communicated. No doubt you will feel it is all about me, and not about your 

difficulties. But I would be more than happy to hear about these if you would 

communicate with me, and encourage the boys to maintain communication with 

their father. Perhaps it is time to say that I recognize that you did not think I was a 

good husband to you. I realise I had many faults and made some serious mistakes. 

All I can say is that I loved you, I married you in good faith, and had no intention of 

leaving you or the children. I do not think all told I was so desperately bad, nor that 

you were perfect. We both had faults, and no one is perfect, though I have suffered a 

very great deal thinking about how I failed to make you happy and why you ran 

away. Evidently you found living with me too difficult, though I always find it hard 

to recollect serious difficulties in our life together prior to my illness. I think it´s 

obvious that our dismal financial situation at the time had a lot to do with it, as well 

as your fears about my illness and whether I would ever be able to earn money 

again. As you left you were shouting that you would now get your own money, and 

you told Dorian later that the argument had been about money. Your immediate 

short-term situation was much better because you could receive state benefits. 

“But I want to suggest that we take a new turn now, mainly for the good of the 

children. Please let us try to recognize both of us have made mistakes, and try to 

come to some kind of civilized accord. You surely cannot believe it is good for two 

teenage boys to have no contact/communication with their father, even if you don`t 

care that I have been utterly heart-broken by what has happened and have many 

times been on the point of suicide over the last year and more. 

“Please let me beg for some kind of reconciliation and mutual respect and regard all 

round. Let us come to a sensible, reasonable conclusion about a financial settlement, 

and about communication between me and our boys. I can stand no more of this 

degrading, vile bickering over the money, over my miserable ill-health pension, and 

all the rest. I can stand no more false accusations from your solicitor. It has to stop, 

we have to find a normal sort of way to arrive at a settlement, as most people do. 

(This does not mean solicitors cannot be involved, but that WE make our decisions 
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and agreements and they do what we ask them to do. That is how most people go 

about these things.) 

“I cannot put up with any more threats about being taken to court. Do you and your 

solicitor really think I`m going to be bullied, blackmailed, or brow-beaten into 

accepting a settlement that is plainly unjust, because of these threats? You must 

realize that I will sign to no agreement unless I believe it is fair and reasonable, and 

so the money will simply sit there until one of us dies, or until a court passes a 

judgement on the case. If you want to, if you feel so confident a court would see 

things all in your favour and against me, why don`t you just go to court instead of 

making constant threats? But if you went to court and won everything, could you 

really face yourself afterwards? Could you face your sons when in the future they 

came to understand what you had done – how that I had been left at the end with a 

small ill-health pension, huge debts, no longer with a home, struggling in old age on 

a low income in South America? Please, I implore you to think about what I am 

saying. 

“Far better would be to come to some agreement, based on logic and fairness, and 

some give-and-take on both sides. I am not mean, and from the beginning I 

imagined I would be making you some payment. I have now paid my solicitor over 

&3,000 in fees yet nothing has been achieved. The stress, anguish and torment of 

this is utterly intolerable and I see no solution in sight. I often fear if this goes on 

much longer I will have a stroke, or another heart failure, or a complete mental 

breakdown. Do you think the boys would like to see me dead? I am really serious 

here. 

“I would be very pleased if you would communicate with me now. I am desperately 

earnest, I have no motives beyond what I speak to you about here, I want no 

arguments or unpleasantness, just sane, sensible dialogue.   

                          My very best and sincerest good wishes.” 

I showed a provisional draft of this autobiography to two writer friends at an early 

stage who did not know each other nor who the other was. One felt (a) that the 

discussion of my marriage and family breakdown was not of general interest, 

especially the letters to my ex-wife and son, (b) that it was invasive of their privacy, 

and (c) that it was unfair to speak of these matters as they had no opportunity to 

come back on what I wrote. 

The other friend´s view was (a) that it certainly was of general interest, (b) that it 

was a “powerful and lacerating” account of my “hurt”, (c) that it could scarcely be 

an invasion of privacy if it was of no general interest, as no-one would want to read 

it, and (d) that as it was clear that their complete stonewalling and their silence  

meant they had not wanted to counter my thoughts and feelings, it was up to them to 

do so if they wanted, as that was at bottom all I had wanted: communication. 
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My first friend´s reaction hurt me and made me feel it was wrong and bad of me to 

write what I had. But my second friend´s views are closer to what I really think: I 

include what I say about this matter both because this has been and is part of my life, 

and although I make clear at the beginning of this autobiography that it obviously 

cannot be a complete record of everything that has happened to me in my life, this is 

not a merely “intellectual” or “political” kind of autobiography, or something 

concerned with only certain aspects of my existence. Also, I believe I stumbled into 

something terrible that a man can experience in life, especially at this time in 

history. As with many issues concerning women´s and gay rights, and many other 

such issues which are at least allowed to be expressed nowadays, it seems very hard 

to speak or write about what I have written here without feeling ashamed, inhibited, 

doubting of one´s right or validity in doing so; not wanting to claim one is the 

proverbial “victim”, doubting that perhaps one is “blaming others”, being self-

pitying, self-justifying, lacking in self-criticism or awareness, or simply indulgent. 

So I decided I would let this discussion stay in.  

Besides, who is to define what writing is of “general interest”, and what is not? It 

only requires one person to find something is of interest, to disprove the assertion 

that it is not! 

 

 

                 CHAPTER TEN 

 

 REFLECTIONS FROM DARKNESS AND LIGHT  

 

Regardless of differences in circumstances or situation, living requires a great deal 

of courage, whoever or wherever one is. I´m tempted to say “especially as one gets 

older” (though in fact life can be “tough” at any and every age); not only due to age 

as such, but because irredeemable problems mount up over time,                             

whether they result from mistakes, errors, or bad judgements in the past, or health, 

or from the accumulation over time of experiences and situations that were not 

necessarily caused by one´s own fault, but which traumatize you. That is why many 

people die, I suspect, before “natural causes” require they reach the end of their 

lives. Our friend Maria de los Angeles wore a tee-shirt on which was blazoned: 

“Live with no regrets  

Love with no limits.” 
 
Easier said than done! 
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There is the question of self-reflection, seeing oneself as certain others appear to see 

you: is that good for your self-awareness, or does it incline one to self-destruction 

mentally and psychologically, undermining the self, even to the point of madness? 

Dostoyevsky-like, or Kafka-like. 

I love to observe Nature in my own way - sunsets and sunrises, ocasos and 

madrugadas – the latter after a night of drinking and writing; then the view from my 

bedroom window of trees, the typical Colombian roof of another house, and the blue 

sky above. I cannot be other than what I am. 

People who cannot understand, are like the kiss of death. Poetry is music, intuitive 

resonation, and meaning – though the last is often enigmatic and complex. It enters 

buried thoughts, emotions, and the soul; it does not always “speak” or “sing” to the 

hearer in immediate or simple ways. That may take time. 

There were several times in my life when I wanted to turn to China, go to China, 

even perhaps learn the language a bit. But I never did, as one cannot do everything, 

and cannot be in two or more places at one time. But I studied and wrote about 

Chinese art, poetry, spiritual philosophy, traditional science, and history, and saw 

the mists over the mountains from our finca, in absolute Chinese Taoist or Chan 

Buddhist style, and I still do. 

There was a period in my life when I felt an acute sadness or discontent about the 

fact that one could not be everywhere, could not know many more people and things 

than is possible for one person within one lifetime; could not be many, many people 

doing many, many different things all at once. This strange and extraordinary feeling  

was reflected in a number of poems I wrote in the 1980s and early 90s. 

 

Perhaps I have just been out of touch always, simply receiving the wrong messages 

from Reality. If I give a talk, or try to encourage someone to read my writings about 

indigenous shamanism, all they can sometimes think about is taking yajé, or 

ayahuasca, which is in vogue now among some people. If I am fanatically 

enthusiastic and driven, all my sons seem to be able to say is that I am hysterical and 

obsessive. Others ask what is it like for a European, with European ideas, to drink 

ayahuasca? 

 

At our finca I opened a book one day about Renoir, replete with fine colour 

reproductions of his paintings. Though all this was not new to me, I was so struck by 

his astonishingly beautiful portraits of women at many ages – in childhood, 

adolescence, young femininity, older womanliness; - so engrossing, attractive, real, 

sweet; or frustrated, or anxious; they seemed to grab that half of humanity – women, 

even if only in one part of one country at one time – Paris, France, in the nineteenth 

century - so gorgeously as to overwhelm the senses and the mind. A wonderful 

example of Marx´s “education of the senses.” 
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In about 1980 I sent George Steiner my first book of poems called Poems To Light 

(Through Love And Blood). Presumably he didn´t like it very much, and wrote in his 

reply to me that my poems were “somewhat rhetorical and voulu 

(underlined)”. About twenty years later I went to a conference in Naples on 

“Estrangement”, organized by the publication called Lo Straniero. I talked 

about the estrangement of art and artists, particularly in relation to Wagner 

and Nietzche. Before the conference began I spent a day and an evening with 

a nice woman also attending it. Evidently she didn´t think I was feminist 

enough for her to like me very much, yet later I sent her some books of my 

poetry, on her request, and she responded, saying: “As the winter begins to 

absorb us all, I have been reading your beautiful poetry”. She was a very good 

actress, a partly-Jewish Swedish-American.  

At different times in my life I have sent poetry to editors of poetry journals, 

anthologies, and later of literary websites. Sometimes these submissions have 

been enthusiastically received and some poems published, but among the 

rejections I remember was the suggestion that my poetry was reminiscent of 

other poets and poetry, and that I should strive to make every word my own; 

another which averred that I should look for an LSD/acid publication for my 

poetry; another that my themes were too grandiose, overweening; another 

suggesting that my poetry celebrated alcohol abuse and pornography, whereas 

the website in question celebrated the “raising of consciousness”; another that 

my style was “rambunctious”. I think it was that one that quite obviously 

misquoted “cloacas” as “clocks” to make it seem ridiculous in the context. 

These are just a few of the comments I remember! 

The deepest soul of love, disillusionment, loneliness, hope, enthusiasm for 

life, the meaning of life, the meaning of the Universe, Eternity, is in poetry 

and music. The greatest poets and composers have not been soft men all the 

time; their quietness and softness have had to be hidden, preserved, and 

protected; if they had not done so they would not have survived long (as many 

did not), any more than a shaman in a traditional community would if he could 

not “hold his own” in normal life as well as during visionary sessions in 

moods of shamanistic flight. 

  

I had thought that I lived for much more than myself; for love, for ideas and 

causes that go beyond my little box of a life. But then I have come to wonder 

at times whether perhaps indeed I do live for myself, though perhaps badly, 

unsatisfactorily; and that my love for others, in my intensities of commitment 

and so on, are really just balustrades for my self-esteem, my sense of purpose 

in an utterly atomized world. But I hope I am being too cynical and self-
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doubting about myself when I am in those moods; I hope the roughness of the 

world, of life, and the sceptical views of me, or of human nature in general, 

that some people around me have shown me during my life, do not justify any 

complete abdication of that optimism, idealism, and belief in love, truth, 

beauty and freedom, which I have experienced and still do sometimes 

experience.   

 

I had thought that nothing could be more magnificent as a child than 

Beethoven´s enormous suffering, whilst creating such fantastic music when he 

was deaf, isolated, and alone, for all humanity and making himself something 

that must survive far beyond his short life-span. But perhaps that is nonsense, 

as beyond the moment of sublime creation there is nothing; once dead, 

nothing can mean anything any more to anyone. 

 

I think I had always wanted and needed a “love of my life”, but I was for long 

stretches of time such a “womanizer” (where I could pull it off), so utterly 

consumed in sexual desire, lust, besottedness with women physically; and also 

so desperate in my need for freedom, in so many respects, also so confused 

about what “love” for me really was, as opposed to infatuation, or an 

overcoming of loneliness, that it  (“love”) did not happen. 

 

 

 


