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Introduction

Traces in the Land

We all once lived in the landscape. We worked and loved, slept and dreamed inside it. We observed the change of the seasons, the incremental growth of plants and flowers, the sudden movement of wind and rain. We relied on plants for everything but we did not view them as mere objects for our pleasure and use. We studied them in order to understand the purpose for which they were created. Each plant signified a larger story in which we played a vital role. Wheat was not only food but the breath of God calling us to communion with each other. Flowers fattened bees but they also showed us how to live, their faces turned all day to heaven and inward at night. We were not the authors of nature but part of its fabric.

This was our experience of the natural world until we became modern people. In the sixteenth century a convergence of events severed us from the plants we lived among, transforming them into objects for our use and changing the shape of the landscape that is still around us. Today, our relationship with plants has grown distant. Trees and flowers have become ornamental, the backdrop to concrete and steel. We still rely on plants – for food grown in the soil, fruit from trees, fibres for the fabric of our clothes – but few of us remember how to cultivate the land for these purposes. Nor do we need to: the modern world has learned to produce what it needs in places far from view. But not that long ago, our every day was shaped by the need to grow and make in order to survive, and to do so artfully. It was knowledge so precious, so long perfected, that we passed it carefully to our children.

Modernity has reshaped entirely the way our imaginations are formed from childhood to old age. We no longer set our daily lives to the seasons, our communal life to the harvests, nor the stages of our personal growing and decay to the rhythm of the plants that live around us. When we go out of our cities to the woods and meadows, we follow an urge long embedded in us by centuries of living in the landscape. We no longer survive on the individual plants that grow around us – for that we are content with someone else’s plants, grown nearby or miles away, even overseas – but we still remember something of the personal love we once felt for those plants with which we lived and worked every day. That work has shaped who we are in ways we can sense but don’t remember. It’s a pattern of labour our bodies have inherited, a skill we hold somewhere in ourselves even if we’ve never lifted a hand to it. Our eyes are made for horizons and the daily alteration of colour in the tree cover and the carpet of field, meadow and heath. Our bodies are made for open air and movement, for labour under sun and wind.

If our deep immersion in the land had been taken from us all at once, in one moment, we might have understood the scale of our loss. Instead, change crept slowly, one plant at a time. First, apples – an orchard fruit, once widely accessible – then household medicines like saffron, cloth dyes, grapes for making wine, and then, eventually, the timber and reeds we used to build our houses and the wheat we grew for bread. In their place we acquired private property, global trade, modern medicine, industrial manufacturing, the corporation and the banking system.

And yet these changes all occurred within the span of just two hundred years, from the rule of Henry VIII in the early 1500s to the establishment of the Bank of England in 1694. In this short space of time we ceased to be medieval and became modern. These centuries mark the time when our society shifted its focus from preservation to improvement – from having enough to wanting more. The ‘Enlightenment’ and the scientific revolution, so often assumed to be the moment Western culture embarked on its greatest ethical and intellectual path, was also the moment we lost our home in the land and severed the ties that once bound us in deeply spiritual ways to all green and growing things.

Not all of the changes were sought or welcomed. Many early modern people expressed alarm at the prospect of losing touch with the life they had known for centuries. They realised that the longer-term outcomes of innovation would serve those who held much greater power, those who had never worked the land at all. The more we moved away from life in the landscape, the more we found ways of managing plants that required academic training, corporate business models, high levels of technology and a form of centralised management that further separated us from the fields and orchards.

Modernity has given us so much. But have we tried to understand all that we have lost in the process of change? And is it too late to find a way back to the old life, if we want it?

 

The old life is gone but we can still find traces of it, if we look carefully. I’ve spent my career as an academic reading about the past – the way we lived, the literature we wrote. My life is as modern as any other urban woman of my generation but the university in which I spend my days teaching and writing holds on to some traces of medieval society: not just the quads and spires of the older Cambridge colleges but the meadows and orchards still protected by the rights of the common and the division of the year into three terms of indoor work – Michaelmas, Lent and Easter – calculated to fit around the demands of the harvest.

These mere traces of the past pull at my mind with the instinct we all feel when walking in woodland or fields cut through by ancient hedgerows. Knowing that instinct to be nostalgic doesn’t make it any less important. There’s much in our modern lives we would not give up, just as there was much in the rise of modernity that was good for us – but when we look around at the world we now inhabit, who feels they have had any direct choice in creating it? The cityscapes, the ever-growing centralised governance, the ceaseless expansion of commerce, our reliance on technology, the depletion of plants and insects and the loss of a community of labour.

This book is my search for the old life and the story of how we lost the plants we once knew as well as ourselves. In the historical archives, I can piece together each moment of change as it occurred – but only by going out into the fields and fens, the moors and farms can I begin to see the traces in the land around us still: the medieval furrows, the pattern of hedgerows and waterways, the dry stone walls and orchards and the ancient oaks that stand lonely in the field, sprawling with aged branches, barely able to support themselves. This book is a song to the men and women who made the landscape, whose work went on for centuries through the turning of the seasons until we invented another way of living.

To find that old life again, I travel across Britain and Ireland to meet the modern people trying to restore lost patterns in the land. I go to the moorlands of Devon in search of medieval apple orchards and the old skills of cider-making. Apples were once the food of commoners – easy to gather from the ground, easy to make into cider and accessible to all – until the rise of private property in the 1500s, when very quickly our orchards were enclosed, and our understanding of land and its value changed forever.

Soon afterwards, medicinal plants like saffron began to disappear from our gardens. For medieval people, medicine had been the domain of ordinary householders who grew plants and prepared remedies in their kitchen. Then the growing influence of London and its new schools of knowledge usurped traditional, rural expertise and transformed medicine into an elite profession. I travel to Norfolk to find those farmers trying to bring saffron back to the chalky soil in which it once thrived.

In the Scottish Highlands, I look for plants like woad and madder that used to dye our clothes in colours drawn from the landscape: the green of meadows, the deep blue of the Highland sky, the reds of autumn heather. In the history of cloth-dyeing we find the story of how we became a modern nation state, with its commercialised hunger for clothes in new cuts and colours found only on distant shores.

In East Anglia there are a few small remnants of the lost fenland landscape and the people who fought for
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Epilogue

What Are Plants For?

Just as summer breaks through the spring rain, I’m home again. At this time of year, Cambridge is meadows of buttercups, horse chestnuts heavy with pink flower, new green on lime trees, cows wandering on the common, quads in bloom and riverbeds of herons, ducks and swans, their down-feathered babies hatched and learning to swim. The air hums with bees and the sweetness of cow parsley. The gaudy daffodils are gone and the wild meadow flowers emerge: bluebells and primrose. When the rain comes it’s fierce but mostly the sky is blue and domed in that East Anglian way, the land so flat there’s room enough for clouds to form great castles of white on white.

In the colleges, we are saying goodbye to the students who will leave us and go off to other cities and towns to start their lives. Most of them will find work in the new industries created by modernity. For three years they have sat in libraries or labs and studied, perhaps never noticing that their time here has been structured by the medieval calendar, three short terms divided by the demands of agriculture and devotion: the summer harvest and its festivals, the Christmas liturgy and the pruning of trees, the Lenten preparation of the ground so that new life can flourish again. The pattern of growth, death and rebirth once gave meaning to our lives in ways we have forgotten. The bounty of a good harvest was a source of delirious joy. The loss of a bad harvest was bleak.

No one wants to live under the threat of starvation: we desire security. Nor do we want to live under the yoke of a ruler who does not care for us: we desire independence. We are made to innovate and to seek a way out of strife. We are made for love and the protection of those we love. These human instincts are good, they urge us onward – but to what? In our search for ways out of difficulty and discomfort, we have found new ways of living. But modernity has not been kind to everyone: our poverty rates remain high and those left out of the riches don’t even have the land anymore. In the process of change we have lost important parts of a life that worked for us, a life that went unchanged for a long time.

To medieval people, that life must have seemed as constant as the sky and sea, the endless turning of the seasons. It was pursued and protected by those in both the castle and the cottage, by monks and peasants, artisans, foresters and housewives, farmers and fishermen. It was a life in which the blessings of God could be touched in the orchards and fields, herb gardens and fens, woodlands and vineyards. Even when the harvest was bad, the weather wild, when disease struck and death came, still our lives were woven into the land and its plants because all living things came from the same source. For medieval people the agricultural life stretched onward forever, its ways passed down from adult to child in a seemingly endless voyage from earth to heaven. Then, within two centuries, it was gone.

In my own small urban garden, I sit under the apple tree. The blossoms have gone and I can see the early sign of fruit emerging on the stem. I allow myself to imagine all the things I’ll cook with those apples, even though I know that by October I will be so busy with the new term I may not even manage to gather the fruit. Now, for the first year in my life, I could also make cider. I have learned the skills from the Devon apple farmers. Nothing in my immediate surroundings has changed in the year since I began my travel around Britain and Ireland and yet there are many new things I can do. I can grow saffron and make medicines and cakes from it. I can dye my clothes with plants from my garden. I can tell the difference between reed, sedge and rush – all of which I could harvest for roofing, ropes and baskets, with a little more practice. I know how to coppice wood to make chairs and bowls – they’d be wonky and unusable I’m sure but even so, I know the method. I could grow and make wine – if I had the time. In Ireland, I learned from Eamonn that anyone can live off the land in the medieval way. In those fields most especially, I saw the glimmers of return. In Ireland there are now more farmers, with properties large or small, seeking out the agricultural practices once widespread in the medieval centuries. They are finding their way back to farming with nature in order to ensure the soil retains its life and the crops needed by local people are raised close to hand.

On my travel, I found some traces of the medieval belief that the landscape and its plants are alive with meaning. I saw the love each farmer and maker felt for their patch of ground and the plants they rear and nurture. I saw Rowena’s new-found sensitivity to the needs of her dyeing plants, the carefulness with which she works alongside them. I saw that Sally would never leave her Norfolk farm and that when she dies, the saffron plot will go to her children, who already have a taste for the farming life. Even the reed cutters, who work against such odds, pushed out from the Broads in which they labour – they still choose to resist the limitations placed on their access to the reedbeds so they can work in the old way. They’d rather be in among the reeds all day, surrounded by the silence of dark water and tall, swaying grass, than sitting in an office like me. At Ryedale, I saw the deep love the family feels for their vines, for the gentle repetition of the winemaking year, their experience of community life and labour, their loyalty to the Yorkshire landscape.

Each in their own way, the people I met are descendants of those early moderns who fought against change: the herb women and the dyers, the fenlanders and clans, the commoners of orchard and woodland. But they are also as modern as you and me. Modernity has changed our world but it needn’t dictate how we live within it. A year ago, I couldn’t even imagine my life if I stepped out of the city and into the fields and mountains in search of the old plants and the old skills with which to work them. But now I know there are people who have done it and they have flourished. I know it is within my reach too, should I choose to live differently.

Apples, reeds, oak, grapes, wheat – these plants grow around us still, often unnoticed. But we can learn their history, our history of relationship with them. We can relearn their behaviour at each turning of the season, what they need from us, and how they in turn serve our needs. We can begin with that quality of attention: to see the whole landscape as a world alive with quiet purpose. This simple act of observation may not bring back the fullness of what we lost when we ceased to live among plants: the community life of woodlands, the neighbourly and domestic work of healing with saffron and dyeing with woad, the collective gathering of wheat and grape, the careful watching of the water level to manage reedbeds using knowledge long shared among those whose eyes and minds are focused on small changes occurring in the land each hour, each day. These specific forms of working together may be gone, just as the open landscapes of medieval Britain have gone. But there is nothing to stop us learning to observe, to seek an understanding of why things have been made as they are, of how our lives fit within the pattern of the seasons.

Close your eyes and imagine the fields and fens, mountains and forests. Try and unpick what you know about conservation and development, waste and improvement, surveyance and enclosure. Remove from your mind the concept of resources. Can you see the landscape as it once was – a bright mantle of flowers and stars thrown over the globe like a precious robe? A place to cultivate relationship with plants as small as saffron, as tall as oak. All living things – plants and people – hold in their bodies an animate spirit, an instinct to grow and change that urges us toward the things we need to live, and live well: light and water, food and movement.

For centuries – for millennia – we flourished by fitting our lives to the patterns set in the land, by labouring together with the plants on which we survived. For most of us that life has been interrupted by new patterns of working and living. And yet the plants are there still, in the cracks of the pavement, on the edge of towns. They follow their nature, they have not changed. They seek to put down roots and with their leaves they search upwards for light. We can learn from them their purpose – and from that careful attention, we can start to remember something of our own purpose. To understand that, we don’t need to give up our urban lives and return to the fields.

The historical record contains no evidence of the landscape as an untouched entity. Instead, plants have always existed in relationship with people and animals, working together. We prune and cultivate plants in order to feed ourselves – and in so doing we assist in the regeneration of the plant and the distribution of seed beyond the plant’s own reach. Like us, plants seek to establish themselves and flourish but that requires cutting back, altering direction. For this, plants need us as we once needed them.

Each plant can teach us specific skills we have forgotten: how to heal or dye with roots and low-lying flowers, to build and weave with grasses, to survive in wetland and on rocky mountainside. But even if we do not use these skills, we can learn again the important truth that all creatures, all plants and living things, are made for relationship – for what we once called communion. They cannot flourish without us nor can we live fully without them. Plants seek life, a long and full life, and they cannot find it on their own. The same is true for us.
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