RECOMMENDED BY ALEX MEEDHAM

A BRISK WALK AFTER MIDNIGHT TO REDISCOVER
ONE'S OWN BACKYARD

APHOTOORAPFH BY BARMADNY HEWLETT QF AW AIRFLAME AMD THE MOOH, TARKEN DURINDG & WALKRI

A might walk in early spring i3 the keal oppartusiny 1o freeze your bol-
locks ofT, which is the uppermost thought in nny mind as [ wat for artisis
CLARE QUALMANN, GAIL BURTON and SERENA KOR DA satside
EAJ MEWS in Bethnal Green inthe East End of London on an sy cold
tight in Januasy. The trio ke me on one of their night walks, events
ey ve stnged every couple of manths for the past vear. While the Decem-
st 21 midwister ni:_.-_-l|r walk got arcand thirty people participating andd
featured a film by KLF cohart GIMPMO, tondght is a bespoke walk jus Lid
i o me.

Wl the night walks fiolkow mone or less the same roale, 3 minosely planned
stmcnade Based on the three wonmen's wsual rowiines (all live and work
ipcally). An inversion of the kind of walk thal peams ot places of inteness,
Be thiee deseribe their walk g8 “an :|l'{h;-||,'|:1-|||']_!|' of ike famviliar ansd fl'!d"_ﬂ-l'lt
jen”. Setting ofF ol a brisk pace = the weather 15 100 cold for dawadling - the
fourr ol it soon plunge imto the badly-1i back alleys of Bethnal Green,
inder a shadorary railway bridge and then out into semi-derelict terntory
B seeima 1o be a kind of mo-man's land, an cerie gap in the city ringed by
[ distant lights of London’s skyscraper-studided fanancial districe.

FWe became really curioas about the psychalegy of the overlooked amd an-
Bmiliar places, perhaps a bit grotty and a bin edgy,” sayvs BUR TUS. “And
e most extreme way o experience that sensation is at night. That's the
fary time; that's when everybody's tobd it's not salie, By the eapericnce of
walking itkrough seemingly dangerous places in 2 large group and doing
e walk time alter time we're making the-space our own.”

Ihe few people around ook distincely weirrd — an old baker wearing a
leathe jacket w ith a pictuere of the dog he’s walking painted on the back; a
man in a cycling mask and helmet tha makes him look like a robol. A sign
for & bad shop wishes its customers "happy nightmares”, while o brighaly
it showroom called NEW EVENTS has a sirange swing contraption in the
wimdow and nothing clse, Toome it's discriemiating, bat to the artisis (who
Eneew this rowte like the proverbial back of their land), these are also signs
M gentrification, suggesting to QUALMANN, BURETON and KORDA

hat they showld siart walking somewhers else, “This area of London's like
pchisk, it's o crack im the way the cily’s organised,” savs BUBRTOM. ="
HLE]'EI:, shandoned amd ms gi'\. el A A WEY i You dom't have that freedom

in places that are mare commeercialized and regulated. [ can see as the anea
gets regencrated that thase lreedoms ane goang to gradually cbb mwny,”
The freedom the three walkers mean 15 the abalivy to impose themselves on
a seemimgly inhospitable landscape - 1o document i, understand if, and fo
mizke it a place of play. They re obsessed with ercating my thalisgles o of
the timiest discarded things, constnucting stories not only about the chars
aclers they meeet but alse aboum minsniac they find on the walk — used chip
forks, lost GLIMY I BEARS and stray graffiti. They've recorded sounds
an the rowte (and compaled them mbe a C1) rasging froms “the sound of an
air vent to an evangelical sermon”. But they've also staged big intervens
tions along the walk oo — from musiczans and a wrapese arist they ve
ofganized 1o perform in locations en route, 1o bill posters of their slories
they ™ stuck upoan the street. “The morne | do the walk, the more | inhabar
ihe placs 50 it's toially nanaral to put things back into i1.” says BURETON.
This didn’t go down too well with the users ol a wanthdsse nest o the
walk's scariest poind, a dark fooibridge over the milway ling. GIMPCY had
arganized a fire and soup for the midwinter walkers (i marks a rough
halfway poimt), until some men charged owt and asked him what the hell
he was doing on their patch. BURTOMN clams the premises may be used
for & real life fight club, and tells of someone who saw a blackboard mside
with a price lst ehalked up going from £20 fior 2 broken leg 1o a fiver to

e pissed om, Like the rest of the walk, the warchowse is eerily dark and
quict tanaghi, bt while it seems compleiely remotg rom the London |
know, it furns out 10 be only round the corner from Bethnal Gireen's main
road. QUALMAMNN, BURTON and KOR DA also encourage me 1o fimd
anotber new dimension in my experiemoe of the city by becoming awane of
specific smells on the route — laundry, baking, curry and, ingvitably, urine,
QUALMANM says she's looking forward to the day when scientists invent
a maschine that cam record smelle, 20 they can caprurne another aspect of
thesir wanderings.

I8°s been a srange and stimalaling evemng. As we slagger o ke
APPROACH puh, the walk™s official ending, 1 feel hike ["ve travellad much
furiher tham the windy backstreets of Bethnal Green - inte o new and half
familiar hinterland inside my brain. {Alex Needham)
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