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What is the city but the people?
— S h a k e s p e a r e ,  C o r i o l a n u s

No one, wise Kublai, knows better than you that the city must 
never be confused with the words that describe it. And yet 

between the one and the other there is a connection.
— I ta l o  C a lv i n o ,  I n v i s i b l e  C i t i e s

If  there is just one London, I have two arses.
— a  T h a m e s  R i v e r  b o a t m a n
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	 a  n o t e  a b o u t  l o n d o n   ·   x x x i

A Note about London

Wh e n  w e  s pe a k  o f  L on d on  today we typically mean 
what is administratively known as Greater London. It is made 
up of  thirty-two boroughs plus the very small City of  London, 
the historic core of  the city—also known as “the Square Mile” or 
simply “the City”—and today the financial center of  the metrop­
olis. Each of  the thirty-two London boroughs is governed by a 
local council, while Greater London as a whole is governed by a 
mayor and an elected assembly known as the London Assembly. 
Greater London is more or less ringed by the M25 motorway, 
also known as the London Orbital. Altogether, Greater London 
spans more than 600 square miles—approximately twice the area 
of  New York City—and includes about 7.5 million people. They 
are known today, as they have been known since at least the four­
teenth century, as “Londoners.”
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Arriving

K e v in   P o v e r

Commercial airline pilot

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

It can be absolutely glorious flying across Europe, coming 
into London on days when all the sea around the south coast is 
an awesome blue. If  you’re on the approach for Heathrow, out to 
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8   ·   l o n d o n e r s

the right you can see Wembley before the river, and out to the left 
you can see Wimbledon. You’re flying over and then you can see 
the runway in front of  you. So you’ve got Heathrow, Wembley, 
and Wimbledon, and you’re like, this is great. You come in and 
you pick out these views of  these monumental areas and it’s all 
there. Obviously it’s all shrunk—if  you ever visit Wimbledon, it’s 
a massive area—but up there it just looks small.

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

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

Ra  y m o nd   L u nn

On arriving from Leeds

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

I arrived in Victoria Station at six o’clock in the morning, at 
the coach station, feeling quite optimistic. Feeling that at the end 
of  the day, I’d be in some sort of  hostel or something. I had my 
backpack stuffed with my clothes, a few books about crime and 
rehabilitation—Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, Zygmunt 
Bauman’s Wasted Lives, Descartes—and an old laptop. And my dis­
sertation as well, my actual dissertation from university. That’s 
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1 0   ·   l o n d o n e r s

basically it, because I’d got all my possessions down to a minimum. 
I think I threw away about twenty black bags of  personal things 
and I gave away forty of  my academic books to the British Heart 
Foundation and cancer shops. That was a massive weight off  my 
shoulders. It was almost like I’d gone into a Turkish bath and been 
rubbed down and gone out clean. Suddenly you was new.

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

The people who were there—alcoholics, drug users, foreign­
ers—were definitely from the bottom of  the barrel in terms of  
where they were in life. There was one guy in front of  me who 
ended up sitting on the ground pissed, and when he pulled up his 
trousers, all I saw was severe bruises, yellows, blues, blacks, reds. 
Then there was the background noise, lots of  little arguments 
and whispering. I had quite a good backpack, and I had clean 
clothing on, clean nails. Whereas everybody else had a sort of  
dirty street look. I became paranoid at that point thinking, my 
bag’s being eyed up, I’m being eyed up. I was petrified in terms 
of  getting my phone out. You’d see people with cans of  lager and 
other alcohol in their pockets.
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Eventually the doors opened and they let in five at a time. By 
that point I didn’t want to go in. But I was told that they could 
point me in the right direction of  getting accommodation or 
assistance. So I went in and it was cavernous, painted drab colors, 
and there seemed to be these little corridors going into all sorts 
of  different places. I just followed it round and that’s where the 
servery was. I think I got three sausages, four bacon, two eggs, 
tomatoes, and beans for about £1.50. It was brilliant. But the staff  
seemed to treat the clients like schoolchildren: keep in a line, 
don’t do this, don’t do that. They’d obviously been through it 
every day, but for me it was demeaning. When I told them that I 
wasn’t an alcoholic, I wasn’t a drug addict, and I didn’t have any 
substance abuse or anything, it was like they didn’t want to know. 
I’m homeless but I’m not eligible for their help because I don’t 
have any support issues. So that was the first drop, the first hit in 
the stomach.

I then got a Tube up to Camden Town. I went up there to 
look for a place where I could get onto the Internet. I have a Twit­
ter account, a Facebook account, so I had all sorts of  different 
connections with organizations what could possibly help. I found 
a Wetherspoons pub near Camden Lock, so I got myself  a pint of  
cider and tried to forget about the stress and worry of  the morn­
ing and become optimistic again. I got online, started typing on 
Twitter what was going on. I had all sorts of  different ex-offender 
organizations watching me on Twitter, so I put it on Twitter: I’m 
homeless but I’ve not got an alcohol problem or a drug problem. 
Nobody’s willing to help me, blah, blah, blah. I rang some orga­
nizations, and I got the same response. Because I had no needs 
as such, other than housing, nobody was prepared to help and 
I became angry. I did. And then out of  the blue I got saved via 
Twitter. An organization based in Camberwell, South London, 
were watching my tweets and they said, Come in the following 
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1 2   ·   l o n d o n e r s

day and we’ll do an assessment and see if  we can help you. I was 
absolutely over the moon.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

At the church I could see people within the grounds. There 
were these Roman pillars, a bit of  shelter and that. They were 
loud. They were drunk. I went up to this girl who I’d seen in the 
center and asked if  this is where the sandwich van comes. She 
went, “You can fuck off  an’ all!” I just thought, you don’t even 
know me, I don’t even know you. I sat on a bench outside and 
thought, I’m not moving. This quite big lad, thickset, came up 
and just started talking. We found out we were both from Leeds 
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