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Off Course
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IN THE AUTUMN of 2018, my wife Margaret and I returned from a French cycling expedition to find one half of Great Britain cut off from the other. We had taken the Scotland-bound train from London Euston. It was still running to time when the first signs of devastation appeared shortly after the Watford Gap. This is the nearly invisible pass in the middle of England where the Grand Union Canal, the London & North Western Railway, a Roman road and the M1 motorway converge. Sheep stood numbly in flooded fields; trees were teetering or horizontal. In the ‘quiet coach’, an over-amplified metallic screaming reached us from a distant part of the train: someone seemed to be shouting at us from an exposed footplate next to a fireman shovelling coal. We and our fellow passengers hazarded an interpretation of the noise: the card-reader was broken and only cash would be accepted at the on-board shop. Then came a second, barely audible announcement informing us that we would be lucky to reach Preston.

An Atlantic hurricane named Ali by the Irish Meteorological Service had closed motorways, snapped overhead cables, precipitated landslides, killed someone in Cheshire and caused all train services between Preston and Scotland to be cancelled. A gale was still blowing and high-sided trucks were still being toppled.

The ease with which the island of Great Britain can be cut in half was noted by the Nazi invasion planners in 1940:

The only two lines between England and Scotland pass through [Carlisle and Newcastle]. It is no exaggeration to say that destruction of these two stations would interrupt all rail traffic between Scotland and England.

Later that day, as the sun rushed to bed in a distant place behind the battlements of a medieval castle, having no light by which to read, I had the idea for this book. I imagined a social, geographical and political history of the British Isles based on the evidence of natives, nomads, invaders and immigrants, the mighty and the impotent, the blindingly famous and the utterly obscure. The narrator would refer to his own self-inflicted or unavoidable experience as a child and young adult. He would recall the muddled mystery of events but, having what he had apparently called ‘a good rememberer’, he would not feel the need to reminisce.

No creature or nation lives life in chronological order, and so there would be room for the surprising contractions, dilations and reversals of time. Just as a naturalist would never refer to only one era when describing a landscape, the ages of this four-dimensional history would not begin on a certain day and then, when they ended, end for ever.

On that day of devastation and delay, it struck me that our most rewarding adventures and uprootings had been the result of accidents – the collapse of a canal path on a transnational cycle route, a dead body on a railway line, the geological events which placed a mountain pass in one place rather than another and all the other mishaps and strokes of luck produced by the two-wheeled time machine which has been our sole means of private locomotion for the last forty years.

*

AT THE VICTORIAN railway station of Preston in the county of Lancashire, passengers had been ‘detraining’ since early afternoon. It looked like the mass evacuation scene in a war film. Women were dictating shopping lists and simple recipes into mobile phones. No replacement buses were running and none would have taken bicycles anyway. The next train for Scotland would not leave until breakfast the following day.

Preston is the mill town which Charles Dickens used as a model for ‘Coketown’ in his novel of social and industrial misery, Hard Times. ‘It was a town of red brick, or of brick that would have been red if the smoke and ashes had allowed it.’ Margaret and I both knew something of Preston and did not want to spend the night in it. We found a member of the platform staff and told her that we had to reach Carlisle in time to cycle the eighteen miles to our home on the Anglo-Scottish border where a night without a moon means total darkness.

The staff member told us in confidence of a rumour: twenty-five miles up the line at Lancaster a train driver was preparing to attempt the crossing of Shap, the wind-scourged gateway to the Carlisle Plain and Scotland. If we could get to Lancaster in, say, two and a half hours, we might be home in time for tea . . . I left the bikes with Margaret, ran up the exit ramp and down Fishergate in search of an efficient bookshop.

‘Maps?’ ‘Upstairs.’ I grabbed a rudimentary road atlas and tore out the relevant sheets while my card payment was accepted. Plotting a rapid but safe route through an unfamiliar region normally takes at least a day. I ran back to the glutted station. In urban footage of the early 1900s a running pedestrian never turns heads; now, the thump of feet on concrete suggests emergency or crime. From a far platform, I waved the map sheets reassuringly at Margaret.

We pushed the bikes up the exit ramp into a barrage of police officers. ‘Which way is north?’ The constable pointed without hesitation to a cloud-streaked sky beyond a parapet. People stared and smiled: a helpful bobby, two slim touring bikes lightly packed, a crumpled map and a compass direction – these were the elements of a children’s adventure book, Chapter One.

*

THE PLAN WAS to reach Lancaster as quickly as possible without being killed. We zigzagged through the Industrial Revolution terraces of Plungington then Fulwood, in and out of the single-minded primary-school rush-hour traffic and out onto the A6. The surging circulation was siphoned off by the Preston Bypass. This was the first stretch of motorway to be built in Britain (1958). On trips north with my parents, the name ‘Preston’ had rarely been uttered without the sound of a deflating tyre on the ‘P’. Tailbacks and accidents usually forced us onto the old trunk road to Garstang and the North. I recognized the wide grassy verges and the now-deserted pavements of 1930s road building. The mesmeric cat’s-eyes were scuffed and bruised but still viable in their rubber-and-metal skulls.

In the absence of information on traffic flows and local attitudes, it is usually advisable to head for the past. Near Catterall, we branched off onto the turnpike road. The swerving undulations of these eighteenth-century stage-coach express routes can be frustrating to modern motorists. I spent a few precious seconds photographing a turnpike milestone with its proud flourish of curlicues: ‘To Garstang ¾ Mile | To Preston 10 Miles.’ Immediately after the milestone came a double bend and a fast descent to the river Wyre.

A month later, I found the exact same spot in an account written by Thomas De Quincey, the ‘English opium-eater’. He was travelling to Lancaster in a mail coach at the speed of a bicycle in 1817 or 1818:

About ten miles from Preston, it came about that I found myself left in charge of his Majesty’s London and Glasgow mail, then running at the least twelve miles an hour.

The night was deep and peaceful, the road smooth, the lamps agleam. Coachman and guard had fallen asleep; the horses raced along on the right (i.e. the wrong) side of the road, finding the sandy surface softer on their hooves. In opium-induced slow motion, De Quincey saw the pony and trap of a young man and his lady frantically manoeuvring as the coach bore down, and then the splintering collision. The post horses dutifully thundered on. Mail coaches were under no legal obligation to stop.

I rose in horror, to gaze upon the ruins we might have caused . . . The young man trembled not, nor shivered. He sat like a rock. But his was the steadiness of agitation frozen into rest by horror . . . The turn of the road carried the scene out of my eyes in an instant, and swept it into my dreams for ever.

Journeying into the past in a post-industrial conveyance can create serious practical problems. Beyond Garstang, the road narrowed on the approach to a humpbacked canal bridge. This was forty years before the railway and twenty years before De Quincey’s accident. I heard a car making up its mind, too late, to squeeze past before the bridge. As we reached the bottleneck, it juddered to a halt beside me. After a purely telepathic conversation, I invited the driver to proceed. She sidled onto the bridge just as another car came blindly from the other side.

This farcical situation is easy to explain. The Lancaster Canal, opened in 1797, was an artery of the new mass-transit nationwide system which connected Lancaster to almost every part of England. Canal barges had precedence over road traffic, and so the bridges were built at right angles to the roads, regardless of inconvenience to drivers. The simple geometry of these arrangements is still inscribed on the landscape.

[image: Start of image description, A map shows Snape Wood Bridge and the surrounding area. To the east of the canal two roads converge to cross the canal and then form one road. The bridge is at right angles to both the two roads and the canal., end of image description]
Ordnance Survey Six-Inch map, sheet xxxix (1847).



The region we now entered was a rolling plain of miry heaths and lanes which led to small farmhouses or perhaps nowhere but the sea. Each landscape has its own repertoire of skies: these were grey and endless, a planetarium projection of coastal cloud forms. A smudge on the western horizon was the ruin of a twelfth-century monastery – Cockersand, ‘standing veri blekely and object to all wynddes’, according to the travelling antiquary John Leland, who passed that way in 1538. I knew nothing of it, nor of the land we were crossing. The name of the region – Amounderness – rang a faint bell.

In nearly faceless but unforgettable country like this, it is hard to escape a feeling of being lost even when you know where you are. The squiggly lines of the field boundaries indicated ancient countryside; the erratic lanes which cut across them are more ancient still. Amounderness was one of the Viking divisions of the eminently invadable west coast of Engla-land. It was the headland (‘ness’) of Agmundr, which is either the name of a tenth-century Norse chieftain or a figment of etymology. The Norman Domesday Book (1086) classified most of ‘Agemundrenesse’ as ‘waste’.

The route we were piecing together had begun to coincide with a Roman road. Typically Roman, the road proceeded, not in a single straight line, but in a sequence of knight’s moves on a triangulated chessboard. Beyond Cockerham, it changed direction. This was disconcerting: the new bearing would take us more than a mile to the west of Roman Lancaster, the castrum on the river Lune.

Outside the old smugglers’ inn at Conder Green, a rare inhabitant of Amounderness had been watching our approach. He assured us that the side-lane which seemed to end at the sandflats of the river Lune would eventually take us into Lancaster. Daylight was drooping; the waves of the tidal Lune flopped onto the muddy shore; the last edible supplies had been consumed. I felt cold, jittery and optimistic. This was intellectually familiar territory. Two years before, I had discovered the simple grids which make sense of the eerily accurate British maps digitally preserved by Ptolemy in the second century AD (ch. 6). I knew that the city on the Lune had been an inland port of the Brigantes tribe and that we were now in the Celtic Iron Age on our way to the town called Vinnovium. The estuary route had existed before the Romans: from then until the early 1800s, Lancaster had been one of the busiest Atlantic trading ports in Britain. A route which survives for that length of time never disappears entirely unless the sea engulfs it.

Five miles later, we were hauling ourselves up a street lined with stone houses. The battlements of Lancaster Castle came into view at the same moment as a hedge-obscured lane. It led down to the left, then to the right and straight onto the northbound platform of Lancaster Station where, as foretold, a train was waiting.

The platform manager stared at the bicycles. ‘Where have you just come from?’ Apparently, we were the first stranded passengers to make it through from Preston. As I answered his question, I realized that we had ridden an accidentally coherent route backward through two thousand years of British history. This book was conceived at that moment and at first it seemed a matter of secondary importance that the train was going nowhere until tomorrow.
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‘Crap Country’

[image: Start of image description, In the foreground, workers wearing helmets and high-visibility jackets dig a trench. In the background, a British Airways Concorde aircraft is on the runway behind a wire fence., end of image description]
Heathrow Terminal 5.



WE REACHED HOME that evening because a bus driver wanted to test his nerve on the dying storm and its spent munitions. He threw our bikes into the hold, wrestled his bus over the debris-strewn roads of the Lake District and delivered us to the seemingly gaslit, semi-derelict or, according to the local Member of Parliament, ‘dynamic’ city of Carlisle. A taxi resembling an ambulance stripped of its medical equipment took us eighteen miles north and dropped us on a nameless road at the entrance to a wood which drivers from other parts of the country fear to enter.

Remote-controlled by memory, we tiptoed over the cattle grid and the cow-cropped track bed of the long-defunct North British Railway. A steam train once sped past on its way from Edinburgh to London. In the drawing-room carriage, Queen Victoria clutched the fittings and scribbled a note ‘requesting reduced speed for the rest of the journey’. On being handed this surprising complaint at Carlisle Station, the driver would promise ‘the utmost steadiness’ and the Queen would arrive safely at Windsor Palace on the morning of 6 November 1886.

Some other source of illumination must have been operating – probably the airglow of ions in the upper atmosphere familiar to all earthly creatures until the Industrial Revolution. Everything seemed to be normal. A tall oak born on the steep sliding bank of the ravine at the time of the Battle of Waterloo had been felled by the wind like all its ancestors. Its tree-top thicket now blocked the lonning.* Animals which had crossed from the Continent on a swampy land bridge at the end of the last ice age had colonized the garden. A light in the house showed one roe deer, then three, then four, looking up from their flower-bed buffet.

At dawn, we inspected our kingdom for the usual unexpected changes. As though by the gravitational force of re-entry, the centuries now lapsed in accelerated reverse order. I had recently begun to split the stones brought by melting glaciers and which the river arranges on its shifting beds of shingle. Those stony ‘dungeons of the soul’ (V. Hugo) contain archival evidence of sedimentations and eruptions. Cracked by the hammer, some gnarly black lumps released powerful smells of sulphur from a four-hundred-and-fifty-million-year-old Cumbrian eruption. Since time is the medium of history, I thought that the book should acknowledge the enormous weight of years on which we walk.

Even in the exceptionally unwooded island of Great Britain, time is measured by a bewildering variety of clocks. The pendulum cycles of the river move its pebble beaches to midstream then back to the shore between one series of floods and the next. Willow-pattern crockery sherds datable to c. 1900 began to reach us in 2020 from the nearest habitation by a clogged rivulet formerly used as a rubbish chute, indicating a conveyance speed of about eight feet a year. The concentric calendars of tree rings comprise accurate records of weather and local events – years of drought or deluge, summers long and short, half-centuries of overshadowing and crowding abruptly ended by earthflow, death or felling by hand and tool.

*

‘PROTOHISTORIC’ IS THE word applied to periods which predate deliberate records other than the testimony of outsiders. I felt the need for a term other than pre- or proto-historic – perhaps ‘non-human historic’ would do.

One day, near the mouth of the burn on the edge of our land where the torrent has exposed a cliff face, I realized that I was looking at frozen footage of an event which took place around three hundred million BC in the early Carboniferous Period.

A close-knit population of mussel-like brachiopods had been feeding in warm shallow waters south of the Equator. A storm had come and created a mudflow in which they perished all at once. There they still were, turned into knobs of calcite in flaky shale, having long since migrated tectonically to the future Anglo-Scottish border.

The brachiopods had shared those primeval waters with millions of dainty, flower-like creatures which first appeared five hundred million years ago. The frondy arms and tubular feet of the crinoids trapped plankton, transferring it to the mouth, which was adjacent to the anus. Beautiful even in fossilized disintegration, many a crinoid is still accompanied in its lithic photograph by the air-breathing gastropod which supped at its anal vent.

Natural selection equipped these complex beings with water vessels, nerves and muscles, a digestive tract and a reproductive system. They possessed a head or ‘calyx’ of coiled and radiant nerves. I have one in front of me now – a clutch of neat polygonal plates the size of a cupped palm. This ancestor of a brain lived through the micro-events and catastrophes of all sentient creatures. It had no emotions or morality and was not subject to the random brain-wiring events which prevent us from becoming clones of our parents. Some crinoids ‘learned’ to crawl or swim, which enabled them to refine their diet by specializing in particular kinds of plankton, but never in five hundred million years of evolution did they experience the need to develop the notion of ‘history’.

*

THE FIRST HOMININS known to have walked on land which is now British appeared less than one million years ago. In a landscape of conifers, grass and mud, a group of five adults and children left their footprints by the banks of the ancestral river Thames. The site, recently submerged, is on the Norfolk coast. For the next eight thousand centuries, at least four distinct species of Homo came and went, as did ice sheets and shorelines. Average temperatures rose and fell. In 450,000 BC, a gigantic lake burst its banks and created the English Channel.

At periods in its long history of damming and release, the Channel was less of an obstacle than a snagging swamp. Log boats and coracles of hide-bound hazel and willow are presumed to have existed. Yet in all the years from 180,000 to 60,000 BC, when Britain was once again joined to the Continent by the marshes of ‘Doggerland’ (named after a sandbank in the North Sea), five thousand generations of bison, reindeer, cave bear and woolly rhinoceros roamed the chilly tundra on the edge of the habitable world without ever having to deal with humans.

In other parts of Europe towards the end of that period, gods came into being, as did the realities and concepts of spare time, art, cosmetics, sport and humour, which existed long before ‘Wise Guy’ Homo sapiens sapiens arrived (after Homo sapiens neanderthalensis) on the south coast of Britain around 40,000 BC.

Geography and climate are not just matters of comfort or complaint: they determine patterns of settlement, architecture, clothing, outlook and, in the long term, physical attributes. They create communities like the one in which I live, where humans from different parts of Britain and, in one case, the world behave like members of a distinct tribe.

Twenty years ago, I knew a man from ‘Down Under’ – a term semantically similar to ‘Dumnonia’, the Celtic ‘underworld’ of Britain’s South West Peninsula. He had come from the red dust deserts of Western Australia to England, where until the late Middle Ages the Earth was also called ‘the Mould’ or just ‘Mould’: ‘Our time is three score yeare and ten, that we do live on mould.’ He missed the unwitnessed day-and-night-long bike rides across the deserts and his native population density of one human per square kilometre. Here, he had to share his square kilometre with two hundred and seventy-eight other people. When something went wrong, even if it was his own fault – boarding the wrong train or closing the front door and then remembering the key – he blamed this sodden, self-aggrandizing island outpost of humanity: ‘I’ll tell you what the problem is – the problem is, this is a crap country.’

For the purposes of human beings, Britain remained a ‘crap country’ until c. 9700 BC when the Gulf Stream began to warm these fortunate isles. From then on, there would always be a human presence in Britain. Much of it became what most people would call liveable or even pleasant. Brain-accelerated evolution enhanced the sapient primate’s puny jaws, hands and, to a lesser extent, legs. (Wheels did not reach Britain until c. 1300 BC and the revolutionary wheelbarrow not until the Middle Ages.) The people of the Neolithic or New Stone Age fished and hunted, worked wood, wore beads, warmed themselves at fires, used cooking stones and ate deer, elk, boar and shellfish under thatched roofs. They formed relationships with dogs. They buried their dead and communicated with beings wiser and more powerful than themselves.

They did not stay long in one place, which reduced the need for maintenance and improvement. For four years, we lived on the edge of Oxford under a recently made thatched roof which, by the time we left, was sagging, green and rodent-ridden. Here, we use willow and alder to firm up muddy stretches of woodland path. In the burn, there are flat ‘bakestones’ but we venture to use them only as decoration.

Agriculture in non-competitive, kitchen-garden forms came from the Continent in c. 4000 BC. Only then were permanent settlements established on British soil. The earliest known proto-villages – one in the far south, others in the far north – date from c. 3700, which means that, in the history of civilization, the British Isles come later than the Americas and Australia.

*

THE INCONGRUOUSLY DECOROUS village of Horton (‘dirty farm’ in Old English) lies in the environs of a sand-and-gravel quarry between Windsor Castle and Heathrow Airport Terminal 5. John Milton lived at Horton in the 1630s and evoked its prettiness in his poetry – its ‘aged oaks’ and smoky cottages, the lawns and fallows ‘where the nibbling flocks do stray’, and the ‘enclosure green’ of Eden in Paradise Lost, set off from the ‘hairie’ wilderness ‘with thicket overgrown, grottesque and wilde’. To Horton’s first permanent residents, it was a place where crops and children could be raised, a home on the wide Mould to which tribal memories would be attached.

In 2013, when topsoil was stripped away for gravel extraction, archaeologists discovered the ground plans of four rectangular houses. Thatched sheds made of oak planks and posts stood there some time between 3800 and 3600 BC. The largest house was partitioned into two rooms and probably had a mezzanine floor. It measured 1,132 square feet, making it slightly more spacious than the average detached house in Britain today. The occupants of this Neolithic housing development were not hand-to-mouth hunter-gatherers but settled inhabitants of a fertile floodplain. They made flint tools and arrowheads; they ground corn and used cooking pots. They had answers to the problems of rainwater and rubbish. Floor-sweepings were found at what had evidently been a front door.

These proto-Hortonians were connected to the filaments of a basic trading economy. They owned one of the must-have commodities of the fourth millennium BC – a polished greenstone axe from a cone-shaped mountain in the inaccessible heart of the Lake District two hundred and fifty miles to the north. Langdale axes have been found all over England and southern Scotland, with heavy concentrations in low-lying areas. For tree felling, flint was more effective, but the axes were beautiful to touch and behold. The polished greenstone might have brought good luck from the high fabled places which glimmered in its metamorphic sheen.

I was startled to discover by a simple calculation that we live within mind’s-eye distance of these outermost suburbs of British civilization. The Psalms of the fifth century BC posited seventy years as the standard length of a human life. By this measure, we of the Fossil Fuel Age are separated by only eighty-one lifetimes from the Neolithic colonists of Horton. Writing was invented in Mesopotamia three hundred years after their houses were built. There were cities in the Near East that were already a thousand years old.

From here on, we are dealing with relatively short periods. The entire span of documented British history covers no more than thirty lifetimes, which is why we are able to live in several ages at once without being disturbed by the anachronism.

*

THOUGH IT BELONGED to the same period (c. 3700 BC), the first Neolithic dwelling I knew was quite unlike the detached sheds of Horton. It lay, partially intact, in the far north of Scotland in the county of Sutherland – so named by early-medieval settlers from the Northland. In central and eastern Sutherland, there are thousands of stone ‘hut-circles’ on platforms cut into sloping ground for drainage and the view. These circles mark the sites of roundhouses. Some are surrounded by miniature fields, identifiable by alignments of boulders or cairns that were heaped up when the land was cleared of stones.

In the wandering glens and hummocky hills of eastern Sutherland, there are also mounds of stone which cover passages leading to a sunken chamber. Some of these dwellings of the dead, dated to 3700–3000 BC, were entered directly from an adjoining hut. Life changed so little that many remained in use well into the Ages of Bronze and Iron.

One ‘passage grave’ in Strath Brora was probably abandoned in prehistory. Five thousand winters and countless generations of browsing, burrowing and transhumant animals came and went, yet the tomb retained a palpable structural coherence. Even now, it was only half hidden by turf and heather.

In the summer of AD 1971, after befriending a free-range cow and then finding nothing else to do, my sister Alison and I, aged fourteen and thirteen, decided to investigate the bulges that were clearly visible in slanting sunlight all over the rough pasture around our rented hovel in Strath Brora. Excavating by hand, we uncovered a cavity which seemed to open into a narrow tunnel. ‘Treasure’ was unlikely but there was a good chance of a bone or preferably skull to take home as a holiday souvenir.

Having some experience of stonemasonry, our father recognized the work of human hands. He proposed a visit to the seaside town of Dornoch, seventeen miles down the coast. At Dornoch public library, the council archaeologist listened politely to our description and then, to my surprise, informed us that we were describing a ‘chambered tomb’. These prehistoric structures, she told us, were extremely common in the area. In fact, they were so numerous, and funding was so scarce, that only a tiny fraction had been investigated.

That night in the cottage, my mother, unusually for her, was visited by a nightmare. The local population of prehistoric living dead had clawed and crawled its way out of its chambered graves and come to peer glumly through the rain-streaked windows of our bleak and helpless abode. In the morning, though there was still another day or two to run on the lease, we left the moorland mortuary and migrated in our rented Dormobile to a vast encampment of semi-nomadic travellers and holidaymakers two miles from Dornoch on the edge of the North Sea.

Archaeologists in a distant future may struggle to explain this caravan metropolis. Arriving from the Neolithic Age, we found its version of modernity hysterically funny. The name of the encampment was displayed in giant letters on the gable end of an old stone cottage: ‘GRANNIE’S HEILAN’ HAME’.

The eponymous grandmother had died and many of her clan relatives had left the shores of ancient Caledonia and migrated to Massachusetts. The ‘highland home’ alluded to a popular song of the 1920s for voice and accordion. To the plangent compressions and expansions of that lung-like instrument, the voice from ‘ower the sea’ recalled ‘those days of long ago’ in the heathery highlands – ‘and it seems it was just yesterday’.
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The Size of Britain
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Robinson Crusoe’s island.



A GIRL AT MY third and last primary school lived in a tall pink house on a quiet back road to the next village. She had cheeks like Worcester Pearmain apples and a Christian name to match. Her surname was the name of a star sign. The house stood alone at the top of a rise where the lane twists itself around a blind corner. Whenever my friend Simon and I walked or pedalled along that stretch of hedge-shrouded lane, we looked up at her bedroom window and thought of an ocean pushing into the heart of the countryside, lapping at the limits of our landlocked rustic world.

Her seemingly risible claim that she could see the sea from her bedroom window struck us as a yokelish delusion or even as a lie since she refused to allow a verification committee to come and inspect the enchanted casement. And yet, because she was a modest girl who rarely drew attention to herself, a doubt remained. We loiteringly plotted break-ins that would have involved diversions, disguises and grappling-hooks. Planning a burglary must be one of the best means of fixing topographical details in the mind: the scene was still vivid when, two years ago, I happened upon a digital ‘visibility cloak’ and was able to test her claim without breaking the law.

Early on a school day in spring – the cartographic ‘cloak’ revealed – the rosy-cheeked visionary might have spotted the pearly sheen of dawn drawing a convincing maritime horizon along the Cotswold escarpment twenty-five miles to the south-east where a Georgian folly called Broadway Tower stands on the Worcestershire–Oxfordshire border. The view over the hedgerows is impressive enough to have satisfied the needs of a child’s imagination. As a literal-minded adult, I found it slightly disappointing. Then the visibility app suggested moving to higher ground across the lane and placed its crosshairs on an inconspicuous knoll which I must have seen a hundred times from my own bedroom window half a mile to the south-east.

The summit of the grandly named ‘Bush Hill’ is only forty-two feet higher than the casement, yet the view is vast. From that bump in the landscape, she may indeed have caught the glint of annual floodwaters laying siege to Tewkesbury and the fields of Gloucester-shire washed and scoured by the incoming tide of the Severn Sea.

*

SEEING THE SEA from far inland is supposed to evoke an exhilarating, dreamlike apprehension of unanticipated distance – which is why J. R. R. Tolkien’s homebody hobbits, who ‘liked to have books filled with things that they already knew’, have not the slightest desire to discover the view from the tallest of the elf-towers:

[They] said that you could see the Sea from the top of that tower, but no hobbit had ever been known to climb it. They did not go in much for towers.

The elf-tower is believed to have been modelled on Broadway Tower, in which case the elves would have enjoyed a very similar view of the Severn floodplain or, in their universe, the shores of the Great Sea of Belegaer.

These inland visions show how small the island is. Few high clouds over central England are not simultaneously observable from a ship at sea. In Britain, it is impossible to be more than seventy miles from the coast. All counties in Scotland, all but one in Wales, and twenty-nine of the thirty-nine English shires boast one or several hilltops with a view of the open sea, an estuary or of mountains on an opposite shore.

In the North Pennines at rare moments of clarity, eagle-eyed walkers can reputedly make out two oceans from the summit of Cross Fell. When it roars and tumbles past my house on the Anglo-Scottish border, Liddel Water is barely fifteen miles from the Solway Firth. Follow it upstream for twenty miles to the point where the river disappears into a forest, and there, on the peaty sponge of Peel Fell, a binocular-assisted eye can make out the headland where the Tweed enters the North Sea.

Admiring the view of the North Sea from the top of the Cheviot in 1726, Daniel Defoe was surprised to be told by his guide that if he turned around, he might catch sight of the Irish Sea. Defoe was right to be sceptical and perhaps disinclined in any case to see both oceans almost at once, having previously experienced in his mind the shrivelling effect of realizing that one is stuck on an island:

I travelled for discovery up to the top of that hill, where, after I had with great labour and difficulty got to the top, I saw my fates to my great affliction, viz. that I was in an island environed every way with the sea.*

*

AS THOUGH TO make up for the exiguity of the island, there is a long tradition of overestimating the length of Great Britain. The Romans bragged of conquering a land which overstepped the bounds of civilization. Caesar was told by traders or by the people of Cantium (Kent) that the side of Britain facing Germany ran north for eight hundred miles. This was a good enough estimate for the Venerable Bede in 731 and also for the thirteenth-century hagiographer of a Midland saint:


Vif kinges þer were þulke tyme  in Engelond ido

For Engelond was god and long  & somdel brod þerto

Aboute eiȝte hondred mile  Engelond long is

Fram þe souþ into þe norþ  and to hondred brod iwis

Fram þe est into þe west*

By ‘England’, he probably meant Britain, which is about three hundred miles at its widest and six hundred at its longest. My parents, natives of that reputedly rain-sodden realm of ‘wild and waterless mountains and desolate and swampy plains’ (Cassius Dio), often encountered similar conceptions of British geometry. Friends of my mother had a mental image of Britain which an ancient Roman might have recognized but which most medieval cartographers would have known to be false.

Our annual holiday to Scotland was deemed an appallingly long and spartan expedition. Why not take the children to Devon and Cornwall like everyone else? One year, my mother gave in. That July, as we sat in the sweltering holiday traffic squeezing into the lobster-pot peninsula, she looked forward to thanking her friends in no uncertain terms. From our home in Stafford, it was one hundred and ninety-four miles to Ilfracombe in Devon, where it rained all the time, but twenty miles less to Gretna Green, where it rained only some of the time.

This sub-insular misperception of remoteness survived the advent of turnpike roads, railways and even the first stretches of motorway. It had the power to defy mathematical and legal evidence. In 1676, a highwayman who had robbed a sailor at four o’clock one morning at Gads Hill in Kent was tried and acquitted because he was able to prove that he had been in York before sunset on the same day. The Lord Mayor of York himself testified in court. It was obvious to the jury that the accused could not have been in two such different parts of the kingdom on the same day. Gads Hill lay south of the Thames and twenty-six miles east of London, whereas York was quite definitely in the North.

The Gravesend ferry, the back roads and downs as far as Huntingdon, two stops for food, fodder, rest and sleep, then the Great North Road, and there was time aplenty to freshen up and change before going out and engaging the mayor in conversation at a bowls match. The amazing thing about William Nevison’s ride is the jury’s credulity. Nutmeg the mare averaged an impressive but not preposterous seventeen-and-a-half miles an hour over two hundred and twenty miles. In 1745, a Mr Cooper Thornhill rode almost the same distance over some of the same terrain, from Stilton to London and back, averaging almost twenty miles an hour. These days, the entire island, from Land’s End to John o’Groats, can be bisected by a human-powered vehicle in less than two days.

*

SEVENTEEN HUNDRED YEARS after Romans sailed around the top of Caledonia in pursuit of pirates and proved to themselves that Britannia is an island, the longest domestic expedition in the history of British science gave an irrefutable measure of the island’s extent.

Since before the time of Edward III (r. 1227–77), who replaced the wood stacks with pitch pots, and probably before the Saxon settlements, it had been known that vast areas could be covered by a telecommunications network of beácen-fýres lit on standing platforms. ‘The ghastly war-flame’ of the beacons could spread at the speed of light and a watchman’s torch. In ‘The Armada’ (1832), Macaulay, who was later made Secretary at War, pictured the scintillant web of intelligence which electrified a sleepless population:

Far on the deep the Spaniard saw, along each southern shire,

Cape beyond cape, in endless range, those twinkling points of fire.

. . .

Southward from Surrey’s pleasant hills flew those bright couriers forth;

High on bleak Hampstead’s swarthy moor they started for the north;

. . .

Till twelve fair counties saw the blaze on Malvern’s lonely height,

Till streamed in crimson on the wind the Wrekin’s crest of light,

. . .

Till Skiddaw saw the fire that burned on Gaunt’s embattled pile,*

And the red glare on Skiddaw roused the burghers of Carlisle.

The triangulation of the United Kingdom by the Board of Ordnance (1783–1858) incidentally revealed the remarkably small number of vantage points required to span the entire island. Macaulay was right to believe that ‘twelve fair counties’ can be seen from the Worcestershire Beacon, the culmination of the Malvern Hills. Living only thirty fields from the summit, the girl in the pink house was just one blink away from a trans-national chain of signals.

The map of principal triangulation stations (1856) makes it fairly simple to devise two optical highways – or eyeways – crossing Britain at its longest and widest extent using the smallest possible number of points. The trajectories shown here (map 1) run from Carn Llidi to Lowestoft and from Start Point to Cape Wrath. The two lines intersect at the Worcestershire Beacon. This vast invisible marvel of Victorian science also embraces a vast length of time. Elizabethan beacons had blazed from some of the triangulation stations. Others were served by upland Roman roads. Almost all had been occupied by Iron Age hillforts or prehistoric burial mounds.

Heading east from Pembrokeshire to the Norfolk coast, the distances between the triangulation points are separated by ever shorter distances and require the occasional assistance of a tower. But from south to north, the ground is covered in great glancing leaps. In ideal conditions, thirteen pairs of eyes are all it would take to see from one end of Britain to the other.
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Sea-Fearing Nation

[image: Start of image description, A page from an illustrated manuscript shows nine forts built along the Saxon Shore. Each fort is square, with a single arched entrance and internal buildings with clay tiled roofs., end of image description]
The ‘Saxon Shore’ forts of the late Roman Empire.



THE SEA CHOMPS away at this gangly island from head to toe, tearing off lumps of cliff and headland, slobbering over farmland and leaving its mess behind. ‘Nowhere is the sea’s dominion wider’, wrote the Roman historian Tacitus. He owed this cinematic description of the shredded shores of Caledonia to his father-in-law, who commanded the fleet-led invasion of northern Britain in AD 79–84:

The many currents of the sea are carried hither and thither, and their swellings and swallowings are not limited to the coast: they go swirling and rushing deep inland, pushing in amongst the hills and even the mountains as though in their own domain.

On the coasts of north-west England, windy harbours are engulfed by mud, silt, sand and shingle delivered by the sea or dumped by angry rivers. Winds, tides and dyke-builders create such complex processes of accretion and erosion and such ambiguous zones of floodplain and watery field that no two maps show an identical coastline.

On the eastern seaboard and the Channel coast, garden sheds and swimming pools teetering on the briny brink or lying slumped and shattered on a beach are now a common news item. At least as far back as records exist, there were tales of flourishing towns whose houses and histories had been stolen by the sea. Sometimes, only a name survived. The port of Dunwich in Suffolk, once the commercial capital of East Anglia, sank out of sight in the fourteenth century. Winchelsea in Sussex had a seasonal population of Gascon wine merchants and pilgrims bound for Compostela. It was swamped by storm surges in 1287 and was last shown on a map in 1610 as a circular blot on the sea labelled ‘Old Winchelsey Drowned’.

More than twenty of these sandcastle towns and villages are listed in the Domesday Book of 1086. Even then, Dunewic was contemplating its day of doom: ‘Formerly two carucates of ploughland, now only one. The other was carried off by the sea.’ At Wrangle in Lincolnshire, Guy de Craon, a knight from Anjou, found himself lord and master of seven households and land that was ‘waste on account of the sea’s overflowing’ – probably in the sector now marked on Ordnance Survey maps as ‘Danger Area’ and ‘Mud & Sand’. In Norfolk, the harbour town of Scepedane (Shipden) – the name means ‘valley of the sheep’ – has completely disappeared. It was last heard of in 1888, when a paddle steamer taking day-trippers from Great Yarmouth to Cromer impaled itself on a submerged flinty formation one hundred and fifty yards off the end of Cromer pier. Local fishermen were able to identify the obstruction as the tower of Shipden parish church.

*

ACCORDING TO A reasonable assumption, this island nation has always been a nation of sea-farers. When a mini-armada of French or Icelandic trawlers seems to threaten the maritime integrity of Britain, a government minister will hoist the ensign which bears the legend, ‘a proud sea-faring nation’. (The expression is also commonly applied to Norway, Denmark, the Netherlands, Latvia, Oman and several other small countries which are not islands.)

‘Sea-fearing nation’ would be more appropriate. In 1740, when two Scottish poets composed the patriotic hymn, ‘Rule, Britannia’, Britons may have ruled the waves and looked forward to never ever ever being slaves, but for more than one and a half millennia, from the twilight of pre-Roman independence to the last successful invasion from the Continent (1688), the sea was not the theatre of global dominance: it was the ‘wall’ of a ‘fortress built by nature’ or ‘a moat defensive to a house’ (Shakespeare, Richard II). For James Stuart, the first King of Great Britain, whose supporters staged Richard II in London in 1603, the ‘fortress’ was ‘a little world within itself’, with ‘but one common limit or rather guard of the Ocean sea’.

A trident-brandishing Britannia riding a wave-lapped throne has figured on British coins since her reintroduction by Charles II in 1672. She was a remodelling of the allegorical figure on coins minted under Emperor Hadrian. The genteel Lady Britannia of the second century AD symbolized the watchfulness of an imperial outpost whose barbarian inhabitants had been enslaved and walled off from even more barbaric neighbours north of the Tyne. The Britannia of 1672 wore a trembling negligee and waved a hopeful olive branch. The intention was to inspire the populace with confidence in the navy, which was suffering regular humiliations at the hands of the Dutch, and so she was depicted on halfpennies and farthings – the coins most likely to be handled by common people.

Then, as in days long past, the rivers which were the veins and arteries of a trading nation seemed to be the conduits by which the whole body would be destroyed. To Samuel Pepys, a high-ranking naval administrator under Charles II, the navy was a joke – recklessly underfunded and mismanaged by braggarts, liars and fools. Its warships were manned by freshwater sailors and landlubbers illegally press-ganged and ‘wholly unfit for sea’.

The noise of sea battles was heard far inland. Twenty miles from the coast at his vicarage in the Colne Valley, the Reverend Ralph Josselin was roused one morning in 1653

to heare the thumping, thundering Cannon, which filled into country houses, and our beds with the dreadfull noise, I have not ever heard the like shooting in my life, its no question a terrible sea fight neare our doores between the Hollander and us.

News of later Anglo-Dutch battles was transmitted to Londoners by the Thames. The guns were once plainly heard in the streets of Bethnal Green two miles from St Paul’s Cathedral. On 4 June 1666, hundreds of people gathered in Kensington and St James’s Park to listen to the booming sound of English ships being sunk by the Dutch navy.

The sea was to pre-eighteenth-century Britain what the sky was to wartime London, Liverpool, Hull and Glasgow in 1940–45. London itself, the key to Fortress Britain since Queen Boudica’s revolt against the Romans, was vulnerable to attack through the tidal gashes of the Thames and the Medway. An unwieldy iron chain was stretched across the Medway between wooden posts at Gillingham Reach. In June 1667, with the aid of English pilots, the Dutch disposed of the Medway defences and made off with the flagship of the English fleet, the Royal Charles. Having been assured that ‘all is safe as to the great ships against any assault’, Pepys was devastated to learn the news on returning home:

. . . all our hearts do now ake; for the news is true, that the Dutch have broke the Chain and burned our ships . . . And the truth is, I do fear so much that the whole kingdom is undone.

*

FAR FROM THE boom of cannon and the dismaying spectacle of smoke rising over incinerated dockyards, a river-faring nation went about its perilous and unheroic business.

I came across this neglected waterborne population when interviewing a medieval English sailor in the company of my sister Alison, my friend Simon and the Robb family dog. The telecommunications apparatus consisted of twenty-six Scrabble tiles and a small upturned water-glass. Connection was signalled by a twitching of the glass and a queasy growl.

The interviewee had been born in the fifteenth century under Henry VI. He had lived in a house of wattle and daub in the town of Droitwich (spelled in its modern form), which is ten miles from Worcester on the road to Birmingham. He had earned his living as a sailor. Death had occurred, unsurprisingly, as a result of drowning. We speculated that his ship had been holed by a French or Spanish cannonball, seized by pirates or even smashed by a whale. Where exactly had he died, we wondered. The answer came again: D R O I T W I C H.

Droitwich, we ventured to observe, is a long way from the sea . . . The glass swerved, as though tetchily, across the table, nudging each letter in turn. It was the last message we received from the unfathomable depths: I N A P O N D.

*

THIS FIGMENT OF three self-hypnotized minds now seems quite credible. I have found no record of a sailor drowned in Droitwich, but I did discover that in the thirteenth century a boy from ‘Dirtewychy’ had been ‘miraculously’ saved from drowning. A deputation including the boy’s mother had gone to Worcester to have his salvation certified as a miracle.

With no coordinated flood management or agricultural safety inspectors, inland drownings were run-of-the-mill events – especially at mills. Even in our safety-conscious age, two or more farm workers a year drown in their animals’ waste by falling into a slurry tank. In the fifteenth century, Droitwich, noted for its ancient salt springs, was also famous for flooding, as it still is. Since most Saxon place names could be understood without recourse to an etymological dictionary, Dirtewychy (‘dirty town’) and its river, the Salwarpe (‘dark sediment’), were as good as warning signs.

Under Henry VI, before the parasitic ‘sea dogs’ employed by the Crown challenged the dominance of Portugal and Spain by preying on the predators and snatching their booty on the high seas, England was also a nation of boatmen and bargees. It rowed, towed, punted and paddled. Even when global trade routes opened up in the late sixteenth century, the most popular tales of British naval heroes still had an earthy inland flavour: Francis Drake playing bowls on a lawn at Plymouth Hoe; a pipe-smoking Walter Raleigh doused in his armchair with a bucket of water; the same man draping his precious cloak over a puddle so that Elizabeth I could traverse ‘a plashy place’.

*

NOW THAT THE seaside is associated with certain notionally pleasant destinations, it is hard to recapture the sea’s pervasive presence in daily life. A mast and a square sail floating across open fields would look to us like a hallucination. Sea-going vessels reached Worcester and York on tidal rivers. Like a twisting, unfinished Panama Canal, the Thames almost bisected the island. Two hundred miles from its mouth, woven cloth and wine from France, Germany and the Low Countries were unloaded at Lechlade and could then be carted less than thirty miles to the navigable Severn at Gloucester, where a lugger serving Channel ports could take on a load of salt delivered by a sailor from Droitwich who plied the Salwarpe and the Severn.

A dozen towns along the central axis of Britain were inland ports, some of them sheltering beneath the Malverns, the Chilterns and the Cotswolds or, even more incongruously, in Pennine valleys. There were docks at Corbridge on Hadrian’s Wall, at the wool and mining centres of Wakefield, Sheffield, Derby and Nottingham, at the Midland markets of Shrewsbury, Worcester, Stratford and Oxford. The docks at Gloucester are still an impressive sight. This mutating internal trade network of more than two thousand miles had been in use since Roman and pre-Roman times. Thirty-seven of the sixty-one towns on the decoded maps of Iron Age Britain (ch. 6) are ports, of which sixteen are coastal and twenty-one inland.

Long before the canal-building boom of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, longships recognizable from the Bayeux Tapestry and logboats of a type first used in the Bronze Age transported textiles and pottery, lead and iron, coal and peat, building stone and timber, wine and cheese, fresh fish, livestock on the hoof and human beings. In the fourteenth century, it cost a shilling or more a mile to move a ton of grain by road, but only seven pence by river. Even a logboat could carry half a ton of merchandise.

Given a certain vigour and imperviousness in the workforce, and legal purges of obstructions such as ‘weirs, mills, stanks, stakes and kiddles’ (outlawed in clause 23 of the Magna Carta), the inroads of the ravenous sea were one of Britain’s main commercial assets. More than nine-tenths of medieval England and Wales lay within fifteen miles of navigable water. (See map 3.) The farthest point in Britain from the coast is Coton in the Elms in Derbyshire, but that most landlocked of English villages is only forty-five miles from the nearest high tide at Cromwell Lock on the river Trent, and a mere four miles by road from Burton-upon-Trent, where cargo vessels out of sea ports on the Humber and the Wash tied up at the wharves.

*

EVEN LANDLUBBERS WERE expected to be waterproof. Until the mid-nineteenth century, most road journeys of more than a few miles included a ford or a ferry, a flood or its aftermath, and, in the swathes of eastern England that will be under water by the end of this century, a stretch of river or navigable ditch.

Fleeing the wrath of Henry II in the rainy autumn of 1164, Thomas Becket left the road at Lincoln and ‘wended his way by water forty miles to the hermitage of Sempringham’. From there, he was rowed and punted another twenty miles by interconnected rivers and channels to Haverholme. Even without his mitre, the Archbishop of Canterbury was a recognizable figure, and so he fled mainly by night. With the glint of moonlight on water, and without a bone-shaking cart and a hungry horse, he could travel more swiftly than on a road.

This was not a tale of steady progress. On the rivers of Britain, time seems to stop and then run backwards before another onward surge. Four centuries after Becket’s flight to France, the fluvial network developed by the Britons, the Romans, the Saxons and the medieval English was in a clogged and dilapidated state. In 1623, the proselytizing ‘water-poet’, John Taylor of Gloucester, a half-lame bookseller and vintner, urged his contemporaries to consider the sources of their island’s prosperity:

You shall find that in the whole dominion of England, there is not any one Town or City which hath a Navigable River at it that is poor.

As Taylor recounted in A Very Merry Wherry-Ferry Voyage (1622), he sailed from London to York, hugging the coast and entering the river system from the Wash. He covered fifty miles on the first day, negotiated the derelict Roman Fossdyke which joined the Witham to the Trent – an eight-mile-long ‘ditch of weeds and mud’ – and rowed triumphantly into York without ‘[coming] in sight of Sea again’.

The following year, he thrust his sea-going wherry up the congested, undredged Wiltshire Avon. In 1372, Edward III had ordered that a barge ‘be made at Salisbury’ (forty-one miles by river from the Channel coast) ‘to resist the malice of his enemies of France’. The cathedral city had since become a backwater. Like an explorer in a ruined empire or the hero of a late-Roman epic poem, Taylor reached the centre of Salisbury guided by swans which ‘swam in the deepest places before me, and showed me the way’.

*

BETWEEN THE EVACUATION of the Roman legions to the end of the Middle Ages, Britain might look like a typically insular island – busily engaged within, fearful of the world without, forever weighing up the advantages and the perils of trading with foreigners. As late as the seventeenth century, a mental state of siege could affect whole communities.

Buffeted by the ‘rolling billows’ of a high sea off the Norfolk coast on his voyage to York in 1622, the water-poet and his crew decided to make for land. In failing light, they rowed and dragged their wherry onto the beach at Cromer, ‘supposing all was safe and well’. Nothing too outlandish was likely to reach seventeenth-century Cromer from the hinterland, but the sea was still the habitat of wild invaders:

. . . some women, and some children there

That saw us land, were all possessed with fear:

And much amaz’d, ran crying up and down,

That enemies were come to take the town.

Word spread through the hinterland: Cromer was under attack from pirates, thieves or Catholics. The pikestaffs of forty local defence volunteers in varying states of panic and inebriation bristled on the shore. Taylor and his crew were placed under arrest, the wherry was rendered unseaworthy by the tearing up of a hull plank and sentries stood guard over the town until three o’clock the following afternoon when two magistrates were found who happened to have read some of the water-poet’s productions and invited him to spend a few days of cheerful recuperation at the country estate of Sir Austin Palgrave, J.P.

Suspicion of the sea was an only slightly hysterical response to a historical reality. A political journalist has recently recorded seventy-three significant invasions of British soil since the Norman Conquest – by Danes, French, Spanish and Dutch, and, later, by Scots, Americans and Germans. (Several hundred minor raids and invasions in Wales and the South-West are omitted from the total.) The sea was not considered picturesque and healthful until invention of the deckchair and the bathing hut in the nineteenth century. The jagged coast and all other natural impediments and threats were the work of the Devil or a capricious God – as a character in Chaucer’s Franklin’s Tale complains: ‘these grisly feendly rokkes blake’, ‘this werk unresonable’: ‘It dooth no good, to my wit, but anoyeth.’

Echoes of this landlubberly trepidation can be heard in the nightly lullaby broadcast on BBC Radio 4. The incantatory shipping forecast issued by the Meteorological Office draws three verbal loops around the Isles – the far-flung sea areas with their ‘warnings of gales’, then the coastal stations keeping watch on the sea-swept frontiers, and finally the more familiar-sounding inshore waters. When the third circumnavigation is complete, the whole archipelago has been tucked up for the night and can fall asleep to the muted trumpets and drum rolls of the national anthem followed by the hypnotic Greenwich Time Signal which anchors Great Britain on the prime meridian to which all the world defers.

*

ISLAND NATIONS ARE not predestined to be insular. Anthropologists have found that island societies tend to be open to trade and immigration, whereas coastal societies with extensive hinterlands can be more insular than islands. Some maritime states had trading empires (Venice, Genoa or the Veneti tribe of Atlantic Gaul); others, like medieval Brittany and eastern Provence, turned their backs on the sea. For long periods, France was more inward-looking than England and often aspired in times of crisis to the status of an island, taking comfort in its natural frontiers and reinforcing them with citadels.

National self-perceptions are a subtle, subatomic force compared to the Newtonian physics of civil and military engineering, but their effects are more profound. Rivers and gorges can be bridged; entire countries can be reimagined. In every age and generation, there is another Britain to rediscover.

The unmoored appearance of the British Isles first entered common consciousness in the early twentieth century. World maps on school-room walls showed Britain as an ungeometric jumble, almost impossible to draw from memory. This was not the double axe-head or triangle pictured by the Romans nor the ‘middle earth’ of the Anglo-Saxons* suspended between sky and netherworld. It looked like nothing at all until the 1950s, when the British School of Motoring popularized the indelible image of Great Britain as a giraffe-necked car driver, with the accelerator pedal at Land’s End, the steering wheel at Anglesey and a cigarette in the mouth of the Clyde.

The British world map improved this geological accident by placing it on the line of zero longitude at the centre of the Earth. The spider brain of the Empire was attached to every continent by the shipping lines of international commerce. Territories in states of dependence, subjection or revolt were uniformly coloured red or (for the legibility of captions) pink. As the cosmetic hue of empire faded, Britain would again look like the defiant but friable little nation floating off the edge of a continent which was itself an appendix of Asia.

At 10 Downing Street in June 1997, the new prime minister, Tony Blair, urged his press secretary and his chief of staff to ponder the disturbing cartographic evidence. Britain was about to hand its richest remaining colony, Hong Kong, back to China. The map on the wall spoke to the leader of New Labour like the anxious guardian spirit of an ailing kingdom:

‘We shouldn’t lose any more territory . . . Britain’s not big enough. . . . Britain needs to be bigger. I mean, look at the map. Look at it! Britain is so small!’

The Prime Minister’s perception of geopolitical titchiness foreshadowed another brief and calamitous period of skimpily justified imperialism (the Iraq War), which, in turn, heralded another celebration of indignant but cosy detachment. Such is the amphibious nature of Britain and its constituent kingdoms that while some of its citizens asserted their national identity and felt ‘a little bit more English’ after the Brexit Referendum, others, north of the border, longed for a time when their own independent nation-within-a-nation would become a political island in its own right.





5

‘Barbarians Beyond the Ocean’

[image: Start of image description, A sculpture engraved in sandstone shows a soldier on a horse. In his right hand he holds a decapitated head and a Roman short sword. The headless body lies on the ground beneath the horse. The soldier wears a helmet with feathers on top and a cape draped over his shoulders. A Latin inscription is carved at the bottom of the sculpture., end of image description]
A Roman cavalry officer and the body of a Briton.



FAR BACK IN time – but not so long ago in geographical history – this spindly, sea-wracked island was part of a vast commercial empire of the ocean. Once the last reedy islets and mudflats of ‘Doggerland’ had been covered by the North Sea, long-distance travel to south and east had become faster, cheaper and probably less dangerous than on land. A thousand years before the Roman conquest, the largest of the Pretannic Isles was a well-connected landmass on the inshore highways of the Western Ocean.

Traces of this Atlantic–North Sea trading zone can still be detected in archaeological digs and human genes. Amber, glass, jet and especially copper and tin (for bronze) were the main drivers of trade. When iron, more locally available than copper and tin, replaced bronze as the metal of choice for weapons and tools in the sixth century BC, the international trade routes continued to flourish. A lingua celtica began to evolve in lands that would become known as Iberia, Armorica, Hibernia and Britannia.

By the time the Massalian merchant-explorer Pytheas set off from the Mediterranean coast of Gaul in c. 325 BC, it was possible to travel from the Pillars of Hercules to the far north of Caledonia without having to employ a translator. Pytheas apparently had no difficulty in obtaining local information as he ‘traversed all of Britain on foot’. He was not bludgeoned to death by natives or turned back by immigration officers.

To
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