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        ABOUT THE BOOK

        Environmental thought and politics have become
                parts of mainstream cultural life in Britain.
The wish to protect
            wildlife is now a central goal for our society, but where did these ‘green’ ideas come
            from? And who created the cherished institutions, such as the National Trust or the
            Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, that are now so embedded in public life with
            millions of members?

        From the flatlands of Norfolk to the tundra-like expanse
            of the Flow Country in northern Scotland, acclaimed writer on nature Mark Cocker sets
            out on a personal quest through the British countryside to find the answers to these
            questions.

        He explores in intimate detail six special places that
            embody the history of conservation or whose fortunes allow us to understand why our
            landscape looks as it does today. We meet key characters who shaped the story of the
            British countryside – Victorian visionaries like Octavia Hill, founder of the National
            Trust, as well as brilliant naturalists such as Max Nicholson or Derek Ratcliffe, who
            helped build the very framework for all environmental effort.

        This is a book that looks to the future as well as exploring the
            past. It asks searching questions like who owns the land and why? And who benefits from
            green policies? Above all it attempts to solve a puzzle: why do the British seem to love
            their countryside more than almost any other nation, yet they have come to live amid one
            of the most denatured landscapes on Earth? Radical, provocative and original, Our Place
            tackles some of the central issues of our time. Yet most important of all, it tries to
            map out how this overcrowded island of ours could be a place fit not just for human
            occupants but also for its billions of wild citizens.

    
        ABOUT THE AUTHOR

        Mark Cocker is an author, naturalist and environmental activist whose eleven books include works of biography, history, literary criticism and memoir. His book Crow Country was shortlisted for the Samuel Johnson Prize in 2008 and won the New Angle Prize for Literature in 2009. With the photographer David Tipling he published Birds and People in 2013, a massive survey described by the Times Literary Supplement as ‘a major literary event as well as an ornithological one’. His most recent book, Our Place: Can We Save Britain’s Wildlife Before It Is Too Late?, was described by the Sunday Times as ‘impassioned, expert and always beautifully written… a sobering and magnificent work’.

    
 

Also by Mark Cocker

Loneliness and Time: British Travel Writing in the Twentieth Century

Rivers of Blood, Rivers of Gold: Europe’s Conflict with Tribal Peoples

Birders: Tales of a Tribe

Birds Britannica

A Tiger in the Sand: Selected Writings on Nature

Crow Country

Birds & People (with David Tipling)

Claxton: Field Notes from a Small Planet



This book is dedicated to my mother Anne Marjory Cocker (née Simpson) who gave me the gift of birds and flowers, and also to our much-missed grandad, George Bramwell Simpson, 1896–1972, who loved to take his grandchildren in the back of his Mini Clubman to visit the farmers and farms of Reaps Moor, north Staffordshire.




[image: Title page for Our Place]




The question of all questions for mankind – the problem which underlies all others and which is more deeply interesting than any other – is the ascertainment of the place which man occupies in nature.

Thomas Huxley

By the side of religion, by the side of science, by the side of poetry and art stands natural beauty, not as a rival to these, but as the common inspirer and nourisher of them all.

George Macaulay Trevelyan

The explicit acceptance of the view that the world does not exist for man alone can be fairly regarded as one of the greatest revolutions in modern Western thought.

Keith Thomas, Man and the Natural World

To renew the living fabric of the land so that it also replenishes the spirits of its human inhabitants seems to me as close as one can come to a single expression of the aims of a total conservation policy.

Richard Mabey, Common Ground

A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.

Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac

As long as nature is seen as something outside ourselves, frontiered and foreign, separate, it is lost both to us and in us.

John Fowles, The Tree




FOREWORD

THIS BOOK HAD its origins in the wish to write a short polemical work on the state of British nature, whose declining fortunes I have observed and endured for most of my life. I quickly learned that I am constitutionally incapable of polemic, but the idea of saying something about the origins of environmentalism – its achievements and failures during the twentieth century – and about the state of the British countryside has remained.

Instead of pronouncing from a soap-box I have tried to present the subject in the form of a physical journey, partly because I thought it might help to hold the reader’s interest if I could evoke something of the British wildlife and British places that motivate all our efforts, alongside the more technical material about countryside history and politics. In the end, I also found that presenting the book as a personal journey closely mirrored my own evolving relationship to its subject.

While I have been attached to the more-than-human parts of life since my earliest childhood in Buxton, Derbyshire, I have found it complicated to unravel why the state of nature in this country is as it is, but also to work out what I think and feel about this unfolding story. Progress has been slow, and the book has cost me proportionately more hard labour than any other I have written. On occasions, it has felt like a physical voyage.

I should explain some of the book’s limitations. There is precious little on marine conservation. I have no excuse for this except that it is a massive subject in its own right, and it has been well covered by the likes of Callum Roberts in his wonderful The Unnatural History of the Sea. He is a professor of marine conservation; I am a landlubber from Derbyshire with no special knowledge of sea life. Nor have I covered the long history of ideas, dating from the early modern period and even back to Classical times, which has brought us to our present engagements with nature.

Even the full story of British conservation could only truly be told in a multi-volume work running to many hundreds of thousands of words. You have only to scan the fastidious volumes of environmental history by John Sheail to appreciate this. Mine is no more than a watercolour of the full panoramic picture. I have provided an outline of the rise and work of the chief voluntary organisations, along with the forty-year fortunes of the statutory conservation body, the Nature Conservancy (Council). Yet I have attempted to search the landscapes themselves and sift an almost overwhelming mass of material on these themes to find a series of fundamental, interlocking truths, an understanding of which is essential to any grasp of the British countryside in the early twenty-first century.

Finally, I should say a word more about the choice of format. For better or for worse I am usually branded a ‘nature writer’. Whatever that means, I am committed to the literary genre in which I operate. It is a book form usually viewed as a merging of lyrical responses to nature with the political, scientific and ethical materials that arise from our relationship with the other parts of life: a blend of the private and the public, the emotional and the technical.

In an earlier book, Crow Country, I tried to unite a piece of genuine natural-historical research with a personal memoir in a hybridised format that I call ‘the poetry of fact’. It is in the same spirit of experimentation that I now offer this book, because Our Place is an attempt at a similar fusion, between an autobiographical narrative of place and a historical exploration of how and why the British countryside has come to look as it does. I think of this book as one that operates in non-linear ways, and I describe it as a work of the ‘ecological imagination’.

It would have been completely impossible to get to grips with any of it without help from all sorts of people. They include Mark Avery,* Helen Baczkowska, Patrick Barkham, Charlie Barnes of the Greater Lincolnshire Nature Partnership, John Birks, Margaret Bradshaw,* Nigel Brown, Andrew Chick, Mike Clarke,* Andy Clements,* Jeremy Deller, Michael Dower, Euan Dunn, Jim Egan, Jonathan Elphick, John Fanshawe, Jake Fiennes,* Ian Findlay,* Colin Ford, the late Dr Martin George, Bob Gibbons, Adam Gretton,* Richard and Helen Grimmett, Anna Guthrie, Mark Hancock,* Mike Harding, Martin Harper,* Sarah Henderson, Stephanie Hilbourne, Greg Hitchcock, Julian Hoffman, Rob Hume, Colin Jones, Tony Juniper,* Dr Paul Kemp, Eugene Kielt, Osbert Lancaster, Ian Langford, Richard Lindsay, Sir John Lister-Kaye,* Richard Mabey, Michael McCarthy, Chris McCarty, Peter Marren,* Pete Mayhew,* Matt Merritt, Chris and Doris Murphy, Jeremy Mynott, Derek Niemann,* David North, Peter Phillipson, Katrina Porteous, Dame Fiona Reynolds,* Ian Rotherham, Tim Sands, Matt Shardlow,* Marion Shoard,* John Sizer, John Snape, Andy Stoddart, Pete Styles, Moss Taylor, Adrian Thomas, Des Thompson, Mike Toms, Merlin Waterson, Brett Westwood and Andy Wightman.* Of these, Jim Perrin will know his major contribution to the format of the book and I bless him for it. An asterisk after a name indicates that the person has kindly submitted to a formal recorded interview and/or relentless enquiries on a spectrum of subjects. I also wish to single out Alistair Elliot, Matt Howard, Matt Merritt and Giles Watson and thank them deeply for permission to include in the book their superb poetry.

I switched agents during the course of the book, but I thank both Gill Coleridge and Patrick Walsh for their wonderful, continuous and harmonious support. Not too many authors can say that they have had the same editor for more than thirty years. Fewer still can acknowledge three decades of guidance from an editor as talented, patient and as skilled as Dan Franklin. I also wish to thank his colleagues at Cape including Clare Bullock, Joe Pickering and Anthony Hippisley. For the book’s wonderful cover I am deeply indebted to my friend, the artist Jonny Gibbs, and to Mathew Broughton of Cape, who oversaw its production. My partner Mary Muir is the rock on which all my achievements are founded (it must be said, however, that there was a slight increase in the ‘I-can’t-wait-for-this-book-to-be-finished’ moments!). No more need be said, except to offer her my heartfelt thanks and love.

I am sorry if I have left unacknowledged anyone who should have been mentioned. I also apologise in advance for any errors, which are mine alone.

Claxton, October 2017


I

MY PLACE


to cast a tool of ash and hooked iron

to take care in boots at the edge of standing water

to throw from the shoulder, then heave from the lumbar spine

to clear a dyke of leaf-fall and slub from the past three decades or further

to feel a suck and pop of sedge-roots tearing from bog

to spit splash-back of festered water from one’s lips

to retch one’s balance of vows and curses where no one else is listening

to imagine a cut of clearer water

to haul deeper with long-drawn tines

to blister then callus both hands in unfavourable conditions

to consider the phased wing-strokes of dragonflies

to listen to the short, descending arc of willow warbler song whilst working

to see sunlight on the nodes of a Norfolk hawker’s forewing

to act with the whole body and mean it

Matt Howard, ‘Crome’




Blackwater is our place. I bought it in the spring of 2012, largely on the proceeds of my previous book Birds and People. It’s a fraction over 5 acres – two fields called Oak Meadow and Sallow Fen – in the floodplain of the Yare, just before the river cuts a long slow curve under the village of Brundall, then heads south-east across the great flatlands of Halvergate, there finally to be extinguished in the shallow blue maw of the North Sea.

Blackwater lies in the parish of Postwick in a south-pointing spur of the river’s north bank, exactly opposite the Ferry Inn, an old red-brick public house that leans drunkenly where the foundations have sunk into the underlying peat. In the spring of 2013 a couple of young friends and I were digging a pond at Blackwater when we unearthed a 4-pound chunk of ancient rusted metal. It was part of a massive chain, a ferry chain perhaps, a reminder of how the people of east Norfolk once outflanked the impediment of this awkward river.

Taken together the two fields, whose outlines are clearly visible on an OS map of 1879, are roughly rectangular in shape, but towards their northern end the east and west boundaries push slightly outwards, then turn sharply to a point so that the bloc of land looks to be capped by a pitched roof. In my happier moments the outline reminds me of a tall beehive. When the work seems momentarily overwhelming and Blackwater lays me low, it feels like a coffin.

The toughest of the work involves the dykes, which both separate the two fields and bound the whole perimeter. On an aerial photograph of 1946 you can see these rectilinear water channels, maybe six feet deep at their middles, as clearly as if they had been ruled in thick pen. There are no obvious trees on Blackwater, just two small bushes at the centre of Sallow Fen. Otherwise the fields are clear. Then all agricultural activity must have ceased, because a later sequence of aerial photographs, given to me by a friend from the Environment Agency, reveals what happened over the intervening years. By 1978 all the boundary dykes are blotched with sallow and alder. Come 2011 the eastern boundary has a continuous canopy and the central and southern dykes are obliterated by tree cover. Blackwater is falling down to woodland.

A single hectare of trees produces about 5 tonnes of debris a year.1 Slowly, autumn after autumn, vast quantities of leaves fluttered down from those trees and entered my dykes, creating a dark, loose, stinking soup of anoxic sludge. Stick in a pole or rake and stir the turbid drain and great foul gloops of marsh gas engulf you. No wonder they named it Blackwater. Where the tree cover is thickest, the sense of hard-brewed lifelessness in those dykes is total.

My first two seasons of work, which were fitted around the 400,000 words of Birds and People, were devoted merely to halting the deterioration. Over that whole first winter, each weekend, I cut and cleared tonnes of invasive scrub. One redeeming element in the process was the towering piles of sallow that have kept our woodburner supplied ever since. Felling the trees on the dry banks is a steady, pleasant form of labour, the chainsaw making light work of the softwood trunks. At the end the logs are stacked, the big branches are piled high as brashing and the lesser stuff is burned off.

Yet sallow loves water and is happy to sink roots deep into the heart of the dyke. In many places the trees are entirely aquatic in lifestyle, growing and rotting in the fetid mulch of their own making. Were I to leave that process uninterrupted and had I the luxury of two centuries – climate change and sea-level rises notwithstanding – my guess is I’d have a nice patch of relatively dry alder and oak woodland bisected by nothing more than shallow muddy troughs where the dykes once cut their course. And the biodiversity of Blackwater would be restored. In the absence of an oak tree’s life expectancy, I am returning the place to its original condition.

In truth, I’m looking to create four distinct habitats in two fields: first, open clear-water dykes throughout, rich in invertebrates and damp-loving plants like purple loosestrife and water soldier. At Sallow Fen I’m happy to operate a laissez-faire policy so that the tree cover can expand and rise. On Oak Meadow, however, I’m clearing it systematically to give ground to the tall herb dominated by reed sweet grass, hemp agrimony, great hairy willowherb and meadowsweet. In late summer this herb layer is a lush, chest-high rainforest beloved of whitethroats and elephant hawkmoths. In some years I have the zany invertebrate churn of grasshopper warblers rising from its Amazonian depths.

Then on the close-cropped stretch along the south dyke at Oak Meadow, where I first cleared-felled those sallow thickets, my aim is for something more delicate. Repeat mowing is intended to re-create what may well have been there when Sir Thomas Browne studied the birdlife of the Norfolk Broads – a wet meadow filled with marsh orchids and the starburst blooms of ragged robin. All of this is the plan. For now, I do battle with those dykes.

Two winters ago, I set out not only to strip sallow off the sides, but also to winkle out any last trees that had burrowed beneath the foot of the drains. Getting at the submerged stumps is ghastly work. Manoeuvring a chainsaw in a bog is dangerous, and the task must be done mainly by hand. I regularly operate clad in waders with water up to my waist. Any exertion while effectively wrapped in plastic is sweaty and unpleasant.

The alternatives are worse. I’ve fallen in so often I always now carry spare leather boots in the car. Some pairs of wellingtons have been so routinely filled with fetid water that they’re almost beyond use. You have to wash the insides and then stand them to air and dry sometimes for weeks. They’re fine the moment you put them on, then your feet cook, and by the time you take them off again there blossoms once more the old stench of anaerobic slub. Only now it is ripe with age and fermentation.

There have been days when I have fallen in, changed my clothes, fallen in again and changed once more. Then I’ve promptly fallen in a third time. After that I worked with my feet sloshing in half-filled boots. On one occasion I slipped and fell to my thighs, filled both wellingtons and completely submerged the chainsaw. There was also a strange moment when I was stripped naked, wrestling with the cold clag of soaked clothes and socks; just minutes later two women wandered through, thinking Blackwater was a footpath.

Clearing out the trees from the dykes is only the first part of the challenge. The most gruelling of tasks involves hauling the floating mats of vegetation off the surface using an old claw-headed Norfolk implement, bought for me by a friend, called a crome. It’s like a long-shafted garden fork, but the tines extend and curve right round and hook backwards. It’s designed specifically for pulling weed from dykes, but it can also feel like an instrument of torture.

Decades of neglect have allowed the phragmites reed and the sedge to smother the surface completely in some sections. The phragmites is the worst. Where it vanishes into the dyke is a dense boll of accumulated sludge bound together by reed root. From this upper layer the plants then send down longer tuberous rhizomes that get further purchase in the mud below. They look like fleshy white ropes, or perhaps the small intestines of some carnivorous triffid, and they make reeds incredibly tenacious. They literally cling to life.

I pull and pull, my feet sinking in the quagmire edge, and at times it feels as though my exertions are met by a counter-effort from the reed itself. I heave. It pulls. Any minute now I could easily fall over backwards. Or fall forwards into the water. More often the crome pulls loose from its hold and I am sprayed with black water, so that when I get home at night my clothes are bespattered with dried mud and my face is encrusted in salt. But when a clump finally works free and I land it on the bank like a great slippery mud fish, all gleaming and running dark ooze, there is that countervailing sense of achievement. Sometimes the sod can weigh anything up to thirty pounds and is 2 feet in depth with great dangling white barbels of root around its mud mouth, yet the space it leaves in the dyke seems only 7–8 inches across. Back I go to repeat the process again and again.

It is surely not unnatural, as I mop the sweat and pause to quiet the air rasping in my lungs, to ask also why on Earth I do it. Why did I spend so much money – the largest purchase in my life after our Claxton house – on 5 acres of hard labour? To what end do I work? What is it I hope to achieve? And for whom?

My guess is you already know the kinds of rationalisations I could give you. After all, conservation efforts like mine are nothing new. People have been restoring environments, making of them suitable habitats for wildlife, for about a century. It’s this social and cultural context that lends my actions a veneer of normality. Think about it: I’m doing all this work for other species. There’s no material profit to be had, not much practical benefit and little obvious reward. I do get firewood, but I could buy better-quality pre-chopped logs for £100 a ton. My aim isn’t really fuel.

It’s emperor moths in my tall herb and Norfolk hawker dragonflies in the dykes. I dream one day that those freshwater strips might become home to a real star like the fen raft spider, a creature that until recently had only three breeding sites anywhere in Britain. However, in any other age, had a man laboured simply to create a future living space for an arachnid called Dolomedes, he would either be canonised or carted off to Bedlam.

Humankind and its hominid ancestors have been on this planet for about 4 million years. For something like 3,999,850 of those years hardly any human ever devoted himself to the prosperity of another species. There were occasional anomalies. The earliest record I know dates to about 400 BC. The Greek historian Herodotus suggested that sacred ibises were protected by law in pharaonic Egypt. Infractions were even punishable by death. But this early legislation was almost entirely motivated by human self-interest, given that millions of the ibises were harvested from special compounds (ibiotropheia) and then slaughtered for mummified interment in ibis shrines. They were a functioning part of Egypt’s hydra-headed religious life.2

The idea that other animals were protected solely for themselves, so that they might multiply and thrive, was not considered until the nineteenth century. In fact, in the 3 billion years of life on our planet no single species of any description has ever made the survival of another species its deliberate priority. Until we did.

So we are odd. And in many ways, this is a very odd age – the environmental age. Wildlife conservation is among the largest social and cultural developments of our time. Green ideas, green initiatives, green organisations are the very bread and butter of the mainstream. The Green Party has just begun to make headway, even in a change-averse political system like ours. Some of the key conservation charities are household names and part of the essential fabric of British life. The National Trust – with its sister charity, the National Trust for Scotland – has more than 5 million members. That’s one in thirteen of all the people in this country. It’s one in ten of all voters.

I personally have never known anything other than the environmental age. It’s the period in which I grew up and to which my adult life has been largely devoted. The book that is most often associated with the birth of environmentalism is Rachel Carson’s minatory study on the effects of pesticides, Silent Spring. It was published in 1962 when I was still in nappies. In the spring of 1971, when I did my eleven-plus, Friends of the Earth was founded. The Ecologist magazine, with its groundbreaking special edition ‘Blueprint for Survival’, which spoke of ‘the irreversible disruption of the life support systems on this planet’, sold 750,000 copies in the year I went up to Buxton Grammar School, 1972. In a sense my search for the origins, meaning and background to environmentalism is an autobiographical journey. We have co-existed all our lives.

The real question that Blackwater prompts is not, why do I care, but why do we care? What has happened in this country to precipitate this massive upheaval that affects us all? Blackwater is in some ways a symptom of our collective transformation. This book is an attempt to explore our new place in the world and how we have got here. Yet it’s still a personal book. I speak for no official organisation. While I consulted or interviewed a whole suite of key thinkers and activists in the realm of ‘nature’ politics, the biases, like the errors, are mine.

I also acknowledge that there is already a vast library of books on British conservation. My only excuse for adding to it is to offer a simple single volume that summarises the story clearly and engagingly. I am not the first to attempt it. That task has been well done by others: Max Nicholson (The Environmental Revolution, 1970), Bill Adams (Future Nature, 1996), Peter Marren (Nature Conservation, 2002) and Rory Spowers (Rising Tides, 2002). I can, however, bring it up to date.

Our Place is not even a conventional account of nature conservation – a linear chronology of the major developments since 1894 (the beginning of the National Trust), or 1889 (foundation of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds) or even 1865 (the Commons Preservation Society). Many of these key moments are described, but we will meet them along the way, so to speak, because the book is shaped around a series of imaginative journeys through six landscapes that have been central either to me or to the environmental story in general.

The path will meander and we will encounter the stories several times, but coming from different directions. The overall goal is to evoke some of the most distinctive landscapes in Britain, but it is also to examine why they are important and – a very different question – how we have come to see them as important.

Fundamentally the book will seek to unravel a central paradox of British environmentalism that has dogged me for years. But its full force was only truly spelt out with the first publication of the State of Nature (2013) report. It is a remarkable, and remarkably troubling, document, not least because it involved the collaboration of twenty-five different environmental organisations. It summarises all manner of expertise from mycologists (fungi) to herpetologists (amphibians/reptiles), and looked at organisms you’ve probably neither heard of (bryophytes), nor seen (liverworts). But it also covers birds, bumblebees, bats, bugs and butterflies. It investigated the health and prospects of British wildlife in a way that had never been attempted before. Its editors pulled together population data from a huge suite of different organisms – 3,148 species, to be precise – and it concluded that of these, 60 per cent had declined in the last half century, and 31 per cent had declined badly. More than 600 species were considered to be threatened with extinction.3

It is important first to underline how significant are those findings. There have been many attempts to measure how nature fares in Britain for almost all my life. The index of farmland birds, for example, has been a critical tool to observe changes in our agricultural environment for the last forty-five years. In brief, it attempts to calculate the changing fortunes of the birds to gain insight into the natural health of their home, the farmland landscapes of crops and pasture. However, it only uses as a measuring stick the populations of about twenty bird species specialising in these sorts of habitats.

Let’s not overlook that those findings alone are profoundly alarming. Once common inhabitants of arable fields (the grey partridge) and of hedgerows (the turtle dove) have been reduced to a dismal rump – less than one-tenth of the total numbers that existed in 1970. Their losses exceed 90 per cent. The farmland bird index has been utilised right across Europe, and Britain has the worst statistics of any of the countries.4

Yet public perception is odd. We hear the evidence of the formal study, but we like to counter it with our own more informal and intuitive sources of information. It’s exactly the same with the evidence for climate change: everyone hears the global science, but each of us has a theory about their weather. So, grey partridges and turtle doves may be going, but what about the explosive increases in little egrets or red kites? People now see and count red kites as they head down the M4. They’ve even reached the outskirts of London.

Buzzards were once confined to the western extremities of Britain. Many people saw them only on rare visits to the Scottish Highlands and often mistook them for eagles. Now buzzards are in virtually every parish and are the country’s commonest bird of prey, increasing more than sixfold in thirty years. These ups and downs among British wildlife are assumed to be part of the give and take – the eternal ebb and flow – of natural systems, and they seem to rebalance the overall equation. People are alarmed, but they are also consoled.

The State of Nature report allows for no such wriggle room. It spread its nets wider than every previous investigation of our wildlife. The more species you include in your study, the more finely grained is the resulting picture. Every one of those animals and plants will have slightly different ecological requirements. Measuring the fortunes of so many meant that the State of Nature report interrogated every nuance of British countryside. It was unprecedented and it is incontrovertible. In the teeth of its grim message we cannot simply point out that long-tailed tits have increased in our gardens, or that speckled wood butterflies are now common in Scotland, where once they were absent.

To drain the cup to the bitter end, we need to recognise that the bottom-line figures in the State of Nature report measure not just the scale of loss, but the rate of decline. They don’t indicate the bottom of a curve: they chart the direction of an arrow. It means that, however bad things are, they will get worse without major change. Nature is slipping away from these islands; slowly, steadily, inexorably, field by field, dyke by dyke. I know it; we now know it. There can be no dispute. Not since the last ice age has Britain been so stripped bare of its natural inhabitants.

That realisation brings us face to face with a fundamental conundrum. If we now measure affairs in this country by public preparedness to join environmental organisations, then we are the most nature-obsessed nation on the planet. In fact, never have people seemed to care more. The National Trust is the giant of the membership bodies – remember those 5 million – but it is just one of several. The RSPB has 1.2 million members, while the Wildlife Trusts have 800,000. Then there are twelve other organisations all with substantial support: Friends of the Earth UK (300,000), the Woodland Trust (227,516, and claims 500,000 supporters), Wildfowl and Wetland Trust (over 200,000), Greenpeace (120,000), Campaign to Protect Rural England (over 60,000), Butterfly Conservation (26,000), Whale and Dolphin Conservation (19,586), British Trust for Ornithology (17,265), PlantLife (11,000), the John Muir Trust (more than 10,000), Hawk and Owl Trust (7,000) and Marine Conservation Society (5,500).

Leaving aside the fact that many people are members of more than one organisation, we can see that the figures add up to 8,026,852. That’s almost one in eight of us. In comparison, in August 2016 the shared membership of the Labour (515,000), Conservative (149,800) and Liberal Democrat parties (76,000) was only 730,800.

To put some of this into a comparative context, it is useful to look at an institution called BirdLife International. It’s a federation made up of separate national ornithological organisations, and it coordinates global efforts for bird conservation. Its UK representative is the RSPB. If we look at the size of the counterpart bodies we find that the French equivalent (League pour la Protection des Oiseaux) has 46,000 members. The German counterpart (Natürschutzbund Deutschland) has 478,000. The RSPB’s Dutch sister (Vogelbescherming Nederland) has 154,000, while the Spanish version (Sociedad Espanola de Ornitologica) has 12,000. To understand these figures truly we need to see them as a proportion of their national populations. When this has been factored into the figures, the UK membership is more than twice the size of the Dutch and more than three times the size of the German. It is an astonishing 25 times greater than that of the French and 87 times more than the Spanish partner.

So there it is. The British love wildlife, and they appear to love it more than others. Yet in the last half-century we have failed it, and we are still losing it day after day. How can that have happened? And why? But, also, why do we care? Who inspired us to think that this is an important matter? And can anything really turn it around? Is there any hope to be found? These are the questions that have shaped the book you’re about to read.


2

A VERY BIG THING

IF YOU WANT to see and talk about the impact of environmentalism in Britain then there are few better places to start than north Norfolk. It has almost every kind of protective designation. It’s a Ramsar site, a Biosphere Reserve, a Special Protection Area (SPA), a Special Area of Conservation (SAC), and 19,000 acres of it are a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). It is, in addition, an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB). Its coast is a 28-mile-long ribbon of reserves owned by most of the main voluntary and statutory conservation groups in this country, but particularly the National Trust, the Norfolk Wildlife Trust and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds. It is also entwined with the earliest years of the first, and it is a birthplace for the second. In some ways it is the history of environmentalism converted to soil and seashore.

For me it is more than that. It is also one of my ur-landscapes: the place that determined where I went to study for my degree. Most people choose a course when they go to university. I chose a landscape. I made all of my five selections to study English literature based on their proximity to bird habitats. North Norfolk was the first choice. I came here in 1978; I’ve never left. I now no longer live on the coast, but it altered the course of my life.

This book could be written entirely around the issues that flow from a walk through north Norfolk. I shall return to it again and again but, most important, it enables me to introduce the key dramatis personae in the story: the organisations, even the individuals, that have shaped our responses to the natural environment.

If you’re walking the whole coastal path in north Norfolk and begin in Hunstanton, then there is value in that preliminary mile from the old lighthouse to the first nature reserve. If, like me, you choose to go in wintertime, you’ll pass the café and shop, with their boarded windows and that winter air of vanquished jollity, a sign announcing to the deserted car park, ‘Buckets and Spades, Beach Toys & lots more’.

Heading for Holme Dunes you carry on by the beach huts, locked now and salt-lashed, through the bushes where black scrotal sacks of dog shit have been snagged at intervals by dog walkers on the bare spines of the buckthorn bushes. Then come the golf clubhouse and the course itself, with its shorn monoculture of hand-laid turf, broken only by flags to mark the putting greens that are devoid even of worm-casts.

At least this short stretch, with all its conventional touristic and recreational features, allows a visitor tramping the next thirty miles of this magnificent shore to see just what has been saved by not developing it. For north Norfolk has been described as ‘the finest complex of sand flats, marshes, shingle ridges and dunes in this country’.1 It is one of the most natural coasts in Europe and, while long settled in a series of small fishing villages from Hunstanton to Cromer, development has been carefully contained.

Most of the shore is now in the hands of conservation bodies – a jigsaw pattern of reserves belonging to the National Trust, the Norfolk Wildlife Trust, the Norfolk Ornithologists’ Association and the RSPB. Where their boundaries are exposed Natural England and the Environment Agency pick up the baton, preserving the integrity of the dunes as a major part of the coastal sea defences. Today the whole area is wrapped about with protective legislation and official designations. My guess is that, were the legionaries who built the Roman fort at Branodunum to return and sail up Brancaster creek, they would find all the landscape features that they had originally encountered in the third century AD.

It is at Holme Dunes, a reserve of the Norfolk Wildlife Trust, that you really start to sense the presence and power of its dominant landform: saltmarsh. You walk past the freshwater pools, where the natterjack toads breed, and across the dunes to the pines, all the while savouring a winter song of the breeze, played through the skeletal elder trees and blended with the calls of curlew rising off the marsh. By the time you get beyond the ridge of pine at Holme and look east towards Thornham and Titchwell, the saltmarsh is all before you.

It is the one habitat that binds the coast together, interlinking the more prominent and famous features – the freshwater scrapes at Cley Marshes, the shingle spit at Blakeney, the brooding pine-topped dunes between Holkham and Wells, with their magnificent 5-mile stretch of grazing marsh, and then the dune system on Scolt Head Island. Saltmarsh is the matrix and the connective tissue of the coast and its appeal, like its beauty, is elusive.

As the name suggests, it is a niggardly land form. There are no primary colours, no contours, few buildings and barely any trees. It is laid down by tidal action in layers of silt, which are then colonised by pioneer grasses and plants. Over decades the mud and the salt-tolerant vegetation build upwards, until only the very highest tides can reclaim the oldest saltmarshes briefly for the sea.

Its tallest plant is called suaeda or shrubby seablite, whose dense waxy thickets come no higher than a man’s chest, although they can be as impenetrable as jungle. Like the sea purslane, which is its constant companion, suaeda is so quietly green it is only just this side of a chromatic boundary that separates dead from living vegetation. Saltmarsh in winter grey falls softly upon the human eye.

The boldest topography is not any form of relief above the horizon: it is the negative space of the wriggling creeks that cut down into the saltmarsh flats. To these sunken channels – loose and sticky, treacherous underfoot – are attached a larger, crazier circulatory system of mud gutters and dripping gullies that spread and carry the pulse of seawater in and out two times a day, like capillaries through the body of the marsh.

Other than the creeks’ tidal pattern, there is too little contrast and detail for the mind to get real purchase upon this place. Saltmarsh bulks large and level, but its sameness is resistant to the eye and even to language. An area like Warham, fifteen miles to the east of Holme, has the clarity and space of desert. The odd wrecked ship or boat may have its rotting vestige of human story, but this is often the closest it comes to companionability. This landscape is as wild as rainforest. Its awkwardness and inhumanity are its salient features.

Wading birds are its most conspicuous and vocal inhabitants, yet even they are often out of view as they wander below the flats among the network of incised creeks. Occasionally, when the sky is free of cloud and the mud sheen carries a faint bluish cast, a rush of winter light reveals the crisscrossing trails pricked into the loose slop by the birds’ feet, whose owners have since wandered round the bend or flown away. Then the creek walls trap their sounds, narrowing and distorting the natural range of curlew or redshank notes so that the voices seem remote, as if piped up out of the mud by megaphone.

One of the most routine dwellers in Norfolk saltmarsh is now the little egret, and it is remarkable how these arriviste herons, which colonised Britain from continental Europe only in the 1990s, not only thrive but also manage to stay so clean in all this loose-silted English muck. The egrets’ whiteness out-dazzles even swan white. The birds flush out the creeks, necks extended and broad wings pulsing gracefully, then they pitch down and vanish to feed once more. That sudden coming-up of something so pure from such a blur of winter grey has the power of a revelation.

If saltmarsh is the matrix habitat of the north Norfolk coast, it’s also the least visited. People flock to the birding hotspots at Cley and Titchwell; holidaymakers troop down Lady Ann’s Drive all summer long to play on the sandy flats of Holkham Beach, but the saltmarsh, which runs without interruption from Thornham to Burnham Overy and then again from Wells to Cley, is relished by few. You can walk the 10-mile stretch between the two last-named locations and barely meet another soul. In fact, at a place like Stiffkey Greens it is difficult even to recognise you are overlooking a nature reserve at all. However, almost all of it belongs to the first major dramatis persona of this book: the National Trust.

Almost as far as the eye can see, east and west, the landscape is the property of the National Trust. Glance north at the tall dune ridge dominating Blakeney Point and you are looking at one of the earliest landscapes it ever acquired, and one of the oldest properties in British environmental history. It is also among the first major coastal sites acquired by any organisation. Wicken Fen in Cambridgeshire and a handful of others pre-date it, but these were often only tiny parcels. Blakeney Point runs for more than three and a half miles.

A quirk of cartography means that the Ordnance Survey chops the spit in two between sheets 133 and 134. In the Explorer Series you have a full sense of its unity, but also of its strangeness. A slender finger of shingle, heaped and relentlessly re-configured by the tide, reaches out towards the North Sea before thickening and curling south-west back towards land in a hooked tip. In shape it reminds me of a bird’s abnormally long toe – say the middle digit and pectinate claw of a bittern – but don’t get too carried away by the exact configuration recorded on paper. The beauty of Blakeney the place is its mobility. Like the sea itself, this ridge of sand and pebble is always mutating, and its present shape defies all but the most recent two-dimensional versions. If a single land feature had to stand for this whole coast it would have to be this moon-moulded curve of stone.

Today the National Trust is the major stakeholder in north Norfolk, and that relationship began with Blakeney in 1912. The acquisition, which occurred only seventeen years after the organisation had been created, illuminates perfectly the originating principles of the three Victorians credited with the National Trust’s foundation. They are Octavia Hill (1838–1912), Sir Robert Hunter (1844–1913) and Hardwicke Rawnsley (1851–1920).

The alphabetic order in many ways measures their relative inputs, although in his book, Founders of the National Trust (2002), Graham Murphy argues for a more even, three-way division of credit. It was certainly true that the first two were dead within a year of Blakeney’s purchase, but their mark on National Trust policy was already indelible. What the last figure, Hardwicke Drummond Rawnsley, brought to the process was raw energy and unflinching enthusiasm for the cause. A friend who knew all three suggested that while Hill and Hunter, in confronting an obstacle, would recognise it as such, then devise a route around it, the good Canon Rawnsley ‘didn’t know the meaning of the word “No”, and it would be his way to have said, “There is no obstacle there; go on.”’2 fn1

My guess is that, could any of these three people be resurrected miraculously and permitted to see their legacy, they would be astonished at how their offspring has prospered. Yet one wonders whether they would be equally convinced by its commitment to their original founding vision.

Today we perhaps don’t always think of the National Trust as first and foremost an environmental body, rather as a preserver of British cultural heritage, the quintessence of conservative values, the default recipient of former aristocratic property. In truth the organisation has often been curiously muted on environmental politics. In the past it was regularly criticised for a lack of passion over contentious issues, such as hunting and blood sports.fn2 It was more or less forced by its membership to stop the hunting of stags with hounds on National Trust property. Even today much of the farmland that it owns is managed in ways that show no or almost no concern for biodiversity. The prominent activist Mark Avery calls it ‘a dozing giant’, whose focus on ‘nature conservation is weak and blurred’. In his book on his life in environmental politics, Fighting for Birds, Avery, a National Trust member, refuses to concede it is much more than ‘a very good part of the entertainment industry’, more concerned with offering you tea cakes in nice surroundings than changing the world.4

However, if we measure our top wildlife agencies purely by acreage of land secured, or simply by the numbers of people reached and persuaded, or the depth of the pockets that are perpetually emptied in nature’s widest cause, then the National Trust has no competitor. After the Forestry Commission it is Britain’s largest single landowner: with the National Trust for Scotlandfn3 it owns 815,000 acres (330,000 ha). Judged in the round, there is something magnificent about that achievement.

If one traces the sequence of events by which it first saw light of day, it was not any of the key founders, but Octavia Hill’s sister Miranda who sowed the first seed. The two women were lifelong collaborators in campaigns of social welfare for the poor, and one winter’s evening, in a lecture to her own family, Miranda proposed the foundation of a ‘Society for the Diffusion of Beauty’. It drew on the radical if quixotic proposal that to be truly happy humans – all humans, rich and poor – needed beauty just as much as they needed decent housing or fair wages. The better-connected Octavia, who could call on royalty to further her schemes, circulated the essay among friends and invited them all to a meeting in 1878.

The very notion that the shortcomings of Victorian society, with all its poverty, injustice and inequality, might be cured, and that you could ‘save starving souls by means of pictures, parties and pianos’, received a broadside from more practically minded critics.5 But the central idea survived its baptism of fire.

All eventually agreed: beauty – in the form of gardens, window flowers and open public space – enriched the lives of all. From it grew a short-lived body called the Kyrle Society, with Octavia as its treasurer and named after a seventeenth-century philanthropist who had devoted his wealth to the good of his Herefordshire neighbours. One of the truly outstanding achievements of Miranda Hill’s brainchild was the preservation of the Burnham Beeches, an ancient wood near the Buckinghamshire village of Burnham that had been threatened with enclosure. The team sent to persuade the Corporation of London to buy the wood – with its glorious antique pollards that survive to this day – was a twin delegation involving the Kyrle and the like-minded Commons Preservation Society (CPS). The brilliantly effective solicitor employed by the latter was Robert Hunter.

If beauty had inspired the creation of one organisation, it was a concern to secure green space for public good that had led directly to the foundation in 1865 of the Commons Preservation Society.fn4 The great period of enclosure – roughly from 1760 until the first decade of the nineteenth century – had seen 3 million acres of wastes and common lands turned over to private farming interests. And while the process gradually slowed, it had by no means stopped in Hunter’s day.6 By 1845 the total area levered into the estates of Britain’s landed classes was 6.5 million acres. In the next two decades a further half a million were privatised.7 Hunter and the CPS sought to resist both this loss of land for the public’s recreational use, and the forfeiture of individual common rights, which were often economically vital to poor landless people. Its solicitor had built up the CPS’s astonishing record of success, and had overturned or defeated in open legal battle proposed enclosures at some of England’s most iconic landscapes, such as Epping Forest and Wimbledon Common.

This had also attracted support from major intellectuals, including John Ruskin and John Stuart Mill. In fact, it was the Burnham campaign that triggered a Damascene conversion in Mill. From being an enthusiastic privatiser of land, the philosopher later wrote, ‘The desire to engross the whole surface of the earth in the mere production of the greatest quantity of food and the materials of manufacture, I consider to be founded on a mischievously narrow conception of the requirements of human nature.’8

The battle for Burnham Beeches might have brought Hunter and Hill into close working partnership, but they realised that there was a need not just to preserve access to open space, but also to create an institution that could buy and hold such properties in the interests of all. Hunter’s original idea was a joint-stock company with the necessary economic clout and legal infrastructure to manage large tracts of land. Hill, on the other hand, favoured a trust (her proposed title was ‘The Commons and Gardens Trust’), which would emphasise its benevolent purpose as opposed to its commercial acumen. At the top of her letter containing these suggestions Hunter scribbled two words: ‘National Trust’. At an inaugural meeting held on 16 July 1894 the trust was born.fn5 ‘Mark my words, Miss Hill,’ said the Duke of Westminster, who was its first president, ‘this is going to be a very big thing.’9

There have been many biographies both of the National Trust’s founding trio and of their famous institutional offspring. It is not an easy life story to narrate in linear form. For one thing, the organisation evolved in fits and starts, and the narrative centres on different places at different moments. Sometimes major developments occurred concurrently, but each with very different focus or consequence. But three clear elements stand out in its history.

The first is that the National Trust began life as a campaigning organisation, and open, green spaces for the usage and enjoyment of people were very much its origins. Recall Octavia Hill’s initial attempt at a name: ‘The Commons and Gardens Trust’.

The second salient fact was the importance of a legal entitlement framed by Sir Robert Hunter in what became known as the National Trust Act of 1907. This provision makes the organisation unique among all other environmental bodies, and a quasi-agent of the nation. From that date the Trust was allowed to confer on its property inalienable status, which meant that it could not be mortgaged, sold or taken away for other purposes. In truth, the UK government has found ways around the inalienable provision when so required. But its establishment and confirmation through subsequent National Trust Acts gave a strong guarantee to potential benefactors that their generosity could not be thwarted or overturned by life’s vicissitudes. It made the gift as permanent as possible and steered the Trust towards its status as default recipient of private donations.

The third and more controversial element in its history was the marked shift during the 1930s from its original ethos to one in which the organisation became dominated by concern for built structures formerly owned by the aristocracy and landed gentry. It had always been engaged with the conservation of beautiful buildings. From the 1930s, however, the National Trust was primarily devoted to buying up or, more often, obtaining through gift, large country houses of a single powerful social group. In defence of the measures, one historian has observed that there ‘was a widespread conviction that the [Second World] war would mean the end of one social order and the beginning of another’.10 It was now or never to obtain a priceless and vanishing part of Britain’s built heritage.

This change in emphasis by the National Trust was directly a consequence of what was called ‘the Country House Scheme’, floated by an aristocrat, Lord Lothian, whose estates included Blickling Hall, just fourteen miles from the north Norfolk coast and now the Trust’s headquarters in the region. In 1934 he proposed that landowners could escape death duties, which rose from 50 per cent in his day to as much as 75 per cent by 1945 on assets valued at more than £1 million. However, if the owner left their land assets to the National Trust with its agreement, then these tax obligations could be waived, and in return they could keep part of the property as a rent-free residence. In short, they would lose their house but keep their home, and avoid the swingeing taxes into the bargain. Over the ensuing decades it led to a widespread transfer that enriched the Trust immeasurably, but it established a pattern and an image of the organisation from which it has never escaped.

Such was the attentiveness of both National Trusts to the architectural and landscape achievements of the aristocracy that, according to the historian Chris Smout, they possibly helped to smooth class relations in the twentieth century. A ‘speculative case could be made’, he suggests, ‘that they delayed the abolition of the voting powers of the hereditary peers for nearly one hundred years.’11

It is certainly true that no one but its most partial devotees could deny the Trust’s deep bias towards the cultural milieu of the upper classes. Its top officials, like its council members over 120 years, have been drawn from that same social cadre, many of whom were either related or family friends of one another. Famous will be the day when its chair, or even the chief executive, speaks with the traces of a working-class accent or, better still, bears evidence of a non-white ethnic descent. The National Trust is patrician in both make-up and ethos. At times, its refusal or inability to challenge the vested interest of the landed classes induces in it a form of political and cultural rigor mortis.

One obvious consequence of ‘the Country House Scheme’ is that the organisation now owns in excess of 200 historical properties like Blickling Hall. These places are peppered all over a National Trust map of Britain. Equally remarkable is that the Trust has probably acquired its extraordinary membership – surely the world’s largest for any non-governmental ‘environmental’ organisation – directly because of its ownership of beautiful bricks and mortar. The American Paula Weideger, one of the more sceptical chroniclers of the National Trust story, has pointed out that 78 per cent of all members are recruited at properties or their associated shops. Less than one in eleven comes from its countryside or its coastal holdings.12

The exponential growth of the National Trust coincides precisely with this phase in its development. In 1933, just prior to the launch of the scheme, it had 2,750 members. After the war this jumped to 13,000, and there were already half a million people visiting its properties, and particularly its big posh houses.

Today the figure is in excess of 10 million. The number of subscribing members also rose rapidly with all those hordes that passed through the turnstiles. In 1950 it was 20,000, and by 1970 226,000. The first million was reached in 1981, and then the two-million mark by 1994. By 2014 this figure had more than doubled again.13

A more ambiguous blessing of this extraordinary process is the extent to which big houses dictated and still dictate the character of the Trust membership. Joining the organisation became a transactional arrangement. For an annual fee of around £100, a modern family gains free access to some of Britain’s most important houses and their landscaped surroundings. This exchange is about value for money. For family weekend entertainment membership of the National Trust is one of the best deals in Britain. But what it quickly ceased to be about was supporting an organisation and underwriting its campaigning zeal. It was a swap rather than a cause; a purchase, not a moral statement about values.

The emphasis upon caring for Chippendale chairs as opposed to large copper butterflies may have been financially rewarding, and increased the organisation’s theoretical clout by boosting membership numbers. Ironically, however, it also reduces the National Trust’s actual ability to flex its membership muscle. Fear of offending its 5 million members is the tail that wags the dog.

A classic example occurred with a proclaimed return to the campaign trail under Dame Helen Ghosh, who has been the figurehead of the Trust’s drive to confront climate change. Why would it not show concern about this issue? Setting aside that climate chaos threatens the very bases of our lives, the National Trust owns and manages longer stretches of vulnerable coastline than any other landowner except the Crown Estate. It possesses some of the most important land for wildlife in Britain. Why would it ignore the cardinal environmental challenge of the age?

Yet arguing for wind farms or solar panels or energy from sustainable sources is not how people wish to see the Trust use its time, resources and influence. ‘To its four million members,’ argued the Daily Mail columnist Quentin Letts in an attack on the policy shift, ‘the National Trust evokes a bucolic image of the conservation of our history.’ Another journalist, who claimed he would rather eat worms than renew his membership, pointed out that ‘no longer, it seems, is the National Trust about preserving the glories of the English country house, connecting us with our past and conserving the 775 miles of coastline.’ Implicitly, neither critic wishes to accept that the organisation has a campaigning remit. For them, the National Trust should only conserve ‘our history’ as if the past could be magically retained, corralled and made material. The bricks and mortar of the English country house are presumably the perfect means of connecting us with this rigorously stratified cultural past.14

In the same issue of the Daily Mail as Letts’s attack was a letter from an ordinary member of the organisation, who responded thus: ‘Thanks to Dame Helen Ghosh’s political agenda outside of the true objectives of the National Trust, that’s £100 membership saved this year.’ Note here the absolute assumption that the member, far better than its director-general, knows exactly what the Trust’s ‘true objectives’ are. Note also the repeated and explicit disavowal of campaigning that has any degree of political content.15

One cannot help reading of Hill’s lifelong efforts for social housing, or of Hunter’s tireless legal struggle to preserve open natural spaces for public use, or of Rawnsley’s near-religious mission to preserve the beauty of upland landscapes, without concluding that the National Trust was born of social agitation and of cultural politics. The muddle over what precisely the National Trust stands for now and what its life mission should be has bedevilled the organisation almost since its inception.

In a curious way it somehow seems very British – absorbing fundamental contradictions and carrying on regardless in its own bumptious, brilliant, Churchillian manner. What is indisputable is both that the National Trust has always campaigned, and that one of these campaigns radically affected saltmarsh in north Norfolk.

The initiative was launched in 1963 and it was entitled Enterprise Neptune. Merlin Waterson, the Trust’s former regional director in East Anglia, has called the scheme ‘the most effective campaign’ in its history, ‘and its greatest achievement’.16

It is hard to disagree. I imagine that its three founders would have heartily approved not only of the scale of its ambition, but also of the quietly relentless way with which it has been pursued until the present day. At times there is something wonderfully bloody-minded about the Trust.

Essentially it began with a detailed inventory of Britain’s entire coast. The findings were mixed. A third had already been completely trashed; a third was of little or no interest. The last fraction, a mere 900 miles, was to be bought for posterity. And it’s still being bought.

It is perhaps more than coincidence that the first man in charge of Enterprise Neptune was none other than Commander Conrad Rawnsley, grandson to the indomitable and visionary Canon Rawnsley. His appointment, no less than his methods, was deeply controversial. In mid-campaign he had the temerity to lambast the Trust for having lost its founding ethic and zeal, especially in its concern to involve or reflect the lives of ordinary people. In Rawnsley’s judgement it had become a toffs’ club – complacent, high-handed, elitist. In particular, he criticised the Trust’s work in the period since the 1930s when all it seemed to care about was hard-pressed aristocrats.17

Rawnsley’s roughshod campaign may have created enemies and stirred up trouble, but it is hard to dispute that Enterprise Neptune returned the Trust to its original calling. Between 1965 and 1977 the organisation bought 199 miles of coast, to create a grand holding of 386 miles. Today, as stated earlier, it owns 775 miles.

Commander Rawnsley was eventually sacked for his insubordination and retired to north Norfolk, setting up home on the green at Burnham Market. Even into his nineties he simmered with resentment at the way the official histories had largely erased him from the Trust’s collective memory. But he surely took pleasure from the fact that so much of the north Norfolk coast now has the Trust acorn on its title deeds. The grandson of Europe’s most active volcano deserves immense credit.

Even before Neptune, in 1923 the National Trust had obtained a second key part of north Norfolk: Scolt Head Island. Like Blakeney, it is a stretch of high dune hemmed by creek and saltmarsh. It runs for 4 miles from directly opposite Commander Rawnsley’s home in Burnham Market, right through to a point due north of Brancaster. Technically Scolt is a genuine island being encircled by tidal flow, yet you can easily walk there at low water. Its purchase protected the other key geomorphic feature in the county. Yet what really captures my imagination and illuminates the far-reaching nature of Enterprise Neptune – not to mention the radical character of the entire National Trust project – is all the further acquisition. Here are the Trust’s purchases in chronological order:


Blakeney Point, 1912, 1,184 acres (479 ha)

Scolt Head Island, 1923–37, 1,621 acres (656.6 ha)

Brancaster, 1967, 2,150 acres (870 ha)

Morston Marshes, 1973–86, 588 acres (238 ha)

Stiffkey Saltmarshes, 1976, 487 acres (197 ha)

Gramborough Hill near Salthouse, 71 acres (28.6 ha)

Friary Farm, Blakeney, 1984, 80 acres (32.4 ha)

Branodunum Fort, Brancaster, 1984–5, 23 acres (9.3 ha)

Blakeney Freshes, 1986–9, 196 acres (79.3 ha)

Holme-next-the-Sea, 1991, 5 acres (2.2 ha)



I find it fascinating to reflect upon this series of purchases in north Norfolk in the light of Octavia Hill’s personality and her original vision for the National Trust. Much of her reforming work was devoted not to place and nature, but to the housing and living conditions of the urban poor. However, in all fields to which she attended, she appeared to be one part fusspot nanny, one part deeply conservative Christian, but also one part radical vigilante. In the same way, her co-founding of the National Trust has about it a touch of socialism that should still astound us.18 Speaking at an Oxford meeting about the first large parcel of land that the Trust acquired in the Lake District, Hill declared of Brandelhow, near Derwentwater:


It commands views of Skiddaw in one direction and Borrowdale in the other, from its slope you can see the whole space of the lake set with its islands, it has crag and meadow and wood, on it the sun shines, over it the wind blows, it will be preserved in its present loveliness and it belongs to you all and to every landless man, woman and child in England.19



There is perhaps an element of patrician condescension in her remark, yet there is also, surely, a touch of the Marxist, of the Leveller’s sense of equality bound up within it.

It strikes me that there is a still strong strain of that Victorian radicalism in the Trust’s determined acquisition of north Norfolk saltmarsh. In many ways it is the very antithesis of the country house and its showcase garden. For these landscapes, which were acquired without fanfare or fuss, are resistant to human access or human occupation, even at an imaginative level. By their very nature they are deceptive, churlish, dour, sometimes even positively hostile. It is one thing to buy a place that’s famous, unique or conventionally beautiful. It is easy, in a way, to campaign for rare animals and unique habitats. It is not so easy, however, to champion a dripping gulley. It takes vision to see the worth of all that mind-mending mud. In a sense, saltmarshes are places for nobody. What better landscape, in a way, for us all?

Over the course of the twentieth century, conservation has become the preserve of a cadre of specialists, whose vocabulary is clogged with the technicalities of environmental science. At times the jargon seems to have become deliberately obscure. It is a language of professional exclusion. Yet something simpler is in the air tonight.

All I can tell you, as I stand at dusk on Stiffkey Greens, watching winter geese come to roost, is that immanent here is something
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