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Preface

Many readers will be aware that the title of this book is a respectful nod in the direction of W. G. Hoskins’s classic, The Making of the English Landscape, which was published in 1955. At that time scholars believed they knew rather more than was actually the case. In the middle
of the twentieth century it was also still possible to paint a convincing picture with a broad brush. However, in the five
subsequent decades research has revealed a great deal more, and as a consequence we now realize just how little we do in fact
understand about the achievements of our ancestors. Broad brushstrokes are fine in their way, but there is a very great danger
that they might paint out and obscure the real picture – or pictures.

The pace and volume of recent research has provided so much high quality material that no two individuals would ever agree
on what might now constitute a ‘standard’ or balanced account of Britain’s landscape. For a few months I briefly chased after
this ideal, but realized the task was impossible, and opted instead for a personal account of what I believe to be the main
themes of an extraordinarily exciting story. This has meant that I have included places and topics that some might consider
trivial and have inevitably omitted sites and events that others would regard as essential. I have taken as my guide for selection
the wise advice of David Collison, the distinguished documentary film director who would often say to me: ‘Very good, Francis,
but does it advance our story?’ Nine times out of ten my bright ideas failed that simple test. So although I have made huge
efforts to be factually correct, I am aware that this is certainly no textbook and should never be treated as such.

The British Isles are remarkable for the variety and richness of their landscapes. This was brought home to me when I lived and worked in Toronto in the 1970s. There, if you wanted to sample mountain
scenery you had to drive for five days before you reached the foothills of the Rockies. The Prairies were vast beyond imagining
and the huge areas of birch tree scrub and open country that comprised the sub-arctic Canadian Shield were indeed starkly
beautiful, but interminable. The Great Lakes were, if anything, too great. You could have dropped the entire English Lake
District into Lake Superior and still have room to sail a navy.

I suppose it boils down to a simple question of scale: the British landscape is human-sized. Like the motto of England’s smallest
county, Rutland, there is multum in parvo (much in little). So from my house in the Fens near the Wash, I can eat breakfast, take photographs of the Peak District
before lunch, then head across the distinctive landscapes of the Trent Valley and the Vale of York, cross the North Yorkshire
Moors and finish up with a pint of bitter and an excellent supper in the White Horse and Griffin, by the North Sea, at Whitby.

The human scale of the British landscape belies its enormous complexity, which we have only really begun to appreciate in
the past fifty or so years. But as archaeologists and historians increasingly discover, the sad fact remains that less and
less land is available for study. Vast housing estates, sprawling gravel quarries, new towns, motorways, airports and, worse
than anything else, modern intensive farming are eating away at this huge resource of potential knowledge. In the simplest
possible terms, the intimate scale of the British landscape and the huge size of the British population mean that the one
is inevitably threatened by the other. This is a theme I shall return to from time to time, but it is not my intention here
to write an archaeological Silent Spring: a dirge that bemoans the passing of the British landscape. Even at this time of unparalleled destruction, I think that would
be premature, because so much still survives and some of it in remarkably good condition, albeit covered by an ever-growing
cloak of filthy litter.1

Almost the entire British landscape has been transformed at some time by man. Even such seemingly permanent things as ancient
woodlands have at some point in their lives been manipulated by humans. This means that people are increasingly realizing
that drystone walls, trackways, crumbling bricks and earthen burial mounds are as important as – if less cuddly than – our feathered and furry friends. But unlike trees, hedges or animal populations, once
destroyed, lost features of the man-made landscape can never be replanted or reintroduced.

Today, in the twenty-first century, many of us live increasingly mobile lives. We live where we work, or, speaking as someone
who is self-employed, we live where the work is to be found. Many British people today have relatives scattered not only across
all four countries of the British Isles, but across Europe and indeed, much further afield into Asia, America or Australia.
The idea of the romantic drifter wandering along the highway of life, with nothing to keep him company except a hungry dog
and an old guitar, is fine when one is a teenager living safely at home. But when the moment comes to embark on the real journeys
of life, roots become increasingly important.

Human beings are social animals and we all need to feel that we belong to a larger community. More than that, I believe we
also need to feel that a particular community is somehow greater than the sum of its component parts. So a community centred
on a parish church is more than just a priest and a few churchwardens. It is heir to dozens of generations of priests and
benefactors, often going back to Saxon or Norman times. This link with the past gives this otherwise insignificant community
not just legitimacy, but a measure of prestige and influence too. Such local or regional institutions ‘punch above their weight’,
because of their close associations with an area’s history.

Places matter to people, because they were almost entirely created by humanity. The geological and geomorphological2 foundation of a particular location, the rocks, mountains, rivers, lakes and coastlines were the long-term products of natural
processes, over millions and millions of years. The results of these processes will undoubtedly have affected the way human
communities developed their settlements and landscapes, but it would be a great mistake to suppose that such purely practical
considerations were the only, or even the most important, factors to influence those developments. The study of landscape
history has shown that human relationships, patterns of trade and commerce, religion, warfare and politics have had a far
greater effect on the making of the British landscape than landforms alone.

I believe this is one reason why urban and rural landscapes fascinate us so much. We are naturally inquisitive about our surroundings.
In some instances this curiosity can be satisfied with anger: by discovering why some halfwit decided to erect that 1920s
cinema (sadly, now a listed building) that still obscures the best view of a cathedral. But in most cases our enquiries are
less readily answered. Why, for example, was the cathedral built there in the first place? These are the sort of questions
that follow from the need to acquire or accumulate a sense of place. In my experience that process can take a lifetime and
lead to a wealth of new relationships, with both people and places.

The acquisition of an informed sense of place does not have to be a professional or a scholarly pursuit, although it will
have to rely heavily on the work of such specialists. But there is a big difference between looking and seeing. Without some
basic understanding of the story lying behind the making of the British scene, one may look at a landscape and appreciate
nothing.

No written account can ever compete with the real thing: the fields and houses, or streets and factories are out there in
front of you; but information about how they developed through time will fire them with new life. Little details, like the
large rectangular windows in the upper storeys of certain nineteenth-century working-class houses in Nottinghamshire, become
far more interesting when one learns that these upstairs rooms were the workshops of small-time lace-makers and frame-knitters
in the days before electric light.3 Given such knowledge, the odd-looking windows then cease to be even slightly peculiar, as one’s imagination tries to picture
what went on behind them. Suddenly a series of rather drab buildings that one may have driven past dozens of times before
acquires an entirely new and unexpected meaning.

The story of the development of the British landscape is not a single coherent narrative. Instead there are numerous themes
and sub-plots that criss-cross and intertwine, rather like a climbing wisteria or grapevine. Chronology might be seen as the
framework across which they scramble. I have tried to follow what I consider to be the principal strands of the story in the
main body of the text, but I am also aware that these themes are only a part of the whole. By and large these are the themes
that interest me; people from different backgrounds will doubtless find other aspects of interest and I have tried to include sufficient references for them to chase up.

We all experience landscapes for ourselves and I cannot dictate which are the most significant or important. Having spent
most of my working life around the Fens, I will not apologize for including many views of that region. For me, for example,
the construction of the first mosques in Peterborough was actually more significant than the opening of the magnificent gilded
building in Regent’s Park, London. So I have included a Peterborough example in a setting that owes its origins to the railway,
from which the mosque can be glimpsed, lighting up the otherwise drab urban scene on a summer’s afternoon.

I have always taken the view that in prehistoric and historic times people’s beliefs, hopes and aspirations were as important
to them when taking decisions as were purely practical considerations.4 So the layout of Bronze Age farms and fields might owe as much to the orientation of the sunrise, or to the location of long-respected
burial mounds, as to simple agricultural factors. In most cases it will be a combination of the two. On Channel 4’s Time Team I am often teased by other members of the team for seeing ‘ritual’ behind everything. I leave it for others to decide whether
or not this is entirely fair, but I must warn readers that although I do not disregard such things in the present work, any
attempt to reconstruct past landscapes must rely heavily on archaeological and historical evidence for relatively mundane
aspects of the ancient world, such as field boundaries, trackways and changing patterns of land tenure. In such circumstances
it is often difficult to see an overtly spiritual dimension – which is not, of course, to say that it was never there. Perhaps
it still lurks in the alignment of the towns and streets of our ancient cities, that often follow the ‘grain’ of Roman and
earlier landscapes. Maybe. But in each case it must be demonstrated, and never assumed. As we shall see later, many surviving
grid-like town plans within ancient walled Roman towns are actually the result of much later, Saxon, rather than Roman town
planning.

At this point I should come clean about my own approach to the landscape. There are two traditional approaches to the man-made
landscape: one historical, the other archaeological. The former approaches a given landscape by way of documents, whereas
the latter takes the evidence on the ground as its starting point. Very sadly, it is still possible to find historical books purporting to explain landscape change that simply ignore archaeology.5 Today most specialists try to study their landscapes using a combination of both approaches, but our own personal backgrounds
will usually lie in one or other of the two camps.

My background is archaeological. For some thirty years I surveyed and excavated pre-Roman landscapes around the edges of the
Fens.6 I soon learnt, however, that the key to understanding the way these pre-Roman landscapes might have functioned lay in much
later, post-Roman, times. The more I read about research by historians of the Middle Ages into the working of the many Fenland
abbeys and priories, the more I began to understand the relationship between wetland and dryland, pasture and arable. This
in turn opened my eyes to the richness and diversity of Fenland landscapes, which I had been brought up to see as impoverished
and rather ‘marginal’ (an imprecise and pejorative term that is best avoided in the study of landscape history). This perceived
‘marginality’ was emphasized when Fen landscapes were compared, for example, with the prehistoric wealth of areas such as
Salisbury Plain. We now realize that both areas were rich in their own ways and that the Fens and their margins were part
of the economic heartland of Bronze and Iron Age Britain. Part of my journey towards this new understanding of the region
I had chosen to study was a result of long discussions with landscape historians who thoroughly understood the working of
the medieval Fens. So although my own background is in prehistoric archaeology, I have the greatest possible respect for what
the historian can contribute.

I have another string to my bow which has helped me understand how some pastoral landscapes might have worked.7 It all began about twenty years ago when I was sold five sheep by the County Archaeologist of Norfolk, Peter Wade Martins.
At the time he warned me that keeping sheep could become addictive – he had a substantial flock himself – but I failed to
heed his warnings. In those days we lived in a farmhouse near the medieval village of Parson Drove, in the Fens outside Wisbech,
in Cambridgeshire. Parson Drove is one of a series of long, thin or ‘linear’ villages that were established as part of planned
developments that can be dated by scatters of fourteenth-century pottery in the fields around the village.8

Our house was within the two dykes (ditches) that defined the course of a medieval droveway known as the Seadyke, which was
used for driving livestock from the fen towards markets in Wisbech. The back of the house looked across a series of large
rectangular fields that were drained in medieval times and have changed little since then. The draining was quite a massive
undertaking, part of a much wider scheme that brought large areas of slightly elevated land around the Wash into agriculture.
The symbols of the prosperity of the medieval Fens can still be seen in the cathedrals of Ely and Peterborough and some of
the finest churches in the whole of Europe. Even so, the myth still persists that the Fens were drained by the Dutch in the
seventeenth century. The history of Britain’s landscape is rich in such persistent myths and I shall do my best to debunk
some of them.

In 1993 we moved ten miles north, just across the county line into Lincolnshire, where we manage a flock of about 130 pure-bred
Lleyn ewes. That short move has brought us onto a very different landscape. Here the soil is slightly heavier and more moisture-retentive,
which suits us well, given the steady increase in summer temperatures. We are in a different drainage area, where water in
the dykes is maintained at a higher level. These subtle differences are crucially important, and it took us the best part
of ten years to accumulate the knowledge we needed to make the change, which has been most worthwhile. Our new land, like
that of our old farm, was drained for pasture in medieval times and we are surrounded by some of the finest medieval parish
churches in the country, all built on the proceeds of wool. Today, sadly, our sheep are exceptional: as I write, the fields
around us are largely given over to winter wheat and oilseed rape, both crops that can be grown almost anywhere.

As we shall see, the story of the British landscape is rarely straightforward and even regions as seemingly homogeneous as
the Fens do actually have distinctive sub-regions within them, which only start to make sense when examined closely. The differences
between, for example, peat (or Black Fen) and silt (or Marshland Fen) are fundamental, although to an outsider both types
of landscape appear equally flat and, to some, boring. When confronted with the frequent accusation that flatlands are dreary,
I like to reply with Sir Harry Godwin’s riposte. Sir Harry was the leading palaeobotanist of his day, who had established his reputation with research into the ancient Fens. Towards the end of his life he published a popular
book on the subject, the introduction to which boasts some wonderfully evocative writing about the hugeness of Fenland skies
and the fondness Fen people have for their landscape. It includes this splendid quote: ‘As one [fenman], unexpectedly communicative,
explained to me: “any fool can appreciate mountain scenery but it takes a man of discernment to appreciate the Fens”.’9

It also helps if one understands a bit about farming. Only then can one appreciate what a huge difference the various types
and conditions of soil can make – and it is not just a matter of ‘good’ or ‘poor’ soil. One must ask: good or poor for what?
Good soil for grassland must be heavy enough to retain moisture in summer, and have appropriate levels of copper and other
trace elements, whereas good soil for arable must be light enough to plough well, but not to dry out during that crucial period
in spring and early summer when wheats and barleys do their main growing. Farming is a complex business that should not be
left to agronomists and soil scientists alone. The care of the soil requires the experience of good all-round farmers as well,
but, sadly, they are leaving the land in their thousands. It is a worrying tendency that one sees in other aspects of modern
life, and I have heard it described by the unlovely neologism, ‘de-skilling’. Once the regional traditions of farming experience
and expertise have been lost, ‘re-skilling’ that takes into account the very subtle differences of the landscape will probably
be impossible, or at best very slow and inefficient. I fear that in the not-too-distant future the largely urban population
of Britain will have cause to regret the rapid collapse of the family farm, a collapse which has been such a sad feature of
the very first years of the twenty-first century. The effects are visible in parts of upland landscapes today, where untended
and ungrazed fields are being colonized by birch and hawthorn scrub.

Although my own background is as an archaeologist, prehistorian and sheep-farmer, I have decided to write this book from a
slightly different perspective. Over the last two or so decades, and in common with many others, I have come to favour an
approach to the past known simply as landscape history. I shall discuss what I mean by that in the Introduction.

Most measurements are expressed in metric, but I sometimes write as a farmer rather than a historian and some traditional
imperial measurements appear at these points, or where imperial is more appropriate in the historical context. Readers should
note that a hectare = 2.47 acres; a metre = 3.28084 feet or 1.09361 yards; a kilometre = 0.621371 miles; and a bushel = 8
gallons or 36.4 litres.

Sutton St James, Lincolnshire
August 2009


Introduction

Landscapes are an expression of the here and now. But as I walk through them I am constantly reminded of their diverse histories
by numerous and always unexpected clues. It is rather like meeting a new person for the first time. Your initial impression
is certainly important: do you like him or her? Do they have a pleasant or an untrustworthy face? But then you automatically
start to pick up other hints, usually about their past, that their words and body language transmit. These clues allow you,
unconsciously, to place the person in some kind of context; they flesh out appearance with character and allow you to disregard,
or excuse, superficially irritating characteristics, such as an exaggerated accent or silly mannerisms. Without them your
new acquaintance lacks substance or indeed humanity: you might as well be talking to a cardboard cut-out.

I do not want to extend this metaphor too far, but for many people the landscape is something only to be appreciated at that
first superficial level. Indeed, this was the case until very recently: landscapes were either beautiful, ugly or dull, and
were best appreciated from well-known viewpoints. So if we are to get more out of our surroundings we must first learn to
pick up those clues that are instinctive in human relationships.

Learning to do this is not a long process, but it does take effort and time. As a student I walked the fields around our house
in the chalk hills of Hertfordshire with my eyes down, busily picking up flint tools, the evidence of Neolithic and Bronze
Age settlement. Today when I walk those same hills I still keep an eye out for flints (flint-spotting becomes a lifelong habit),
but I am also interested in the way hedge-lines have changed and how the lower parts of dry valleys are starting to fill up with soil, through intensive agriculture. These things are only interesting if you understand what might have gone
before; if you want to understand the landscape you cannot ignore the past.

There can be other reasons for an interest in landscape history. Some might want to understand more about their own immediate
surroundings. Perhaps it was where they were brought up, or where they liked to take their holidays, but the thought that
the suburban street where they now live could have any intrinsic interest may not have occurred to them. This is probably
because we tend not to think of towns as being part of the landscape, but of course they are. The modern industrial urban
landscape was a concept whose origins lay in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and although modern towns appear very
different from those of the past they still have to face the same problems of housing and employment, which by and large they
do successfully. Their story or, more accurately, their stories are fascinating and require telling. Each story, however,
will be different, depending on who is spinning the tale.

Landscapes cannot be changed or created overnight. They are the result of long-term processes and they provide a yardstick
against which one may judge the present. Today towns, cities and suburbs provide homes for nine out of ten people in Britain.
We talk about ‘urban sprawl’ as if it was a giant jellyfish that oozed its way across the neat and efficient patchwork quilt
of the rural landscape. In actual fact such ‘sprawl’ – ‘conurbation’ is a better word without the unpleasant overtones – is
a remarkably efficient means of housing and employing the huge population of Britain. It is so efficient that in England (the
most urban of the three countries of mainland Britain) over 90 per cent of the population live in just 8.3 per cent of the
total land area.1 In other words, 91.7 per cent of England is still rural, in theory at least. So when people bemoan ‘urban sprawl’ they should
be reminded that without it there would be precious little countryside left.2

If you enjoy a landscape you are halfway towards an understanding of it. But learning how to ‘read’ one with any competence
or facility can take years of practice and study. Landscapes are rarely, if ever, simple. They may be as complex as the succession
of people and cultures that fashioned them. I believe ‘landscape history’ offers the best way to understand how the current
landscapes of Britain came into existence, how they developed, and finally why they appear as they are today. As a first step, I must define what I mean by the word
‘landscape’.

Most of us know what we mean when we use the term, but unlike other descriptive terms, ‘landscape’ can imply different things
to different people. To a farmer the landscape consists of soil types with various drainage and nutritional characteristics;
to an engineer it poses load-bearing and other challenges that might require bridges or tunnels; to the tourist it includes
views and viewpoints. The term is rarely used to refer to urban, suburban or industrial scenes, nor to airfields or coastal
defences, yet to the landscape historian all of these – and many others besides – are important. It all depends on the periods
and the problems being examined. The trade in salt in the late Bronze Age could effectively be examined in parts of southern
Lincolnshire, whereas the landscapes of defence adopted by General Sir Edmund Ironside in 1940 must involve the entire island
of Britain.

The word ‘landscape’ was introduced to the English language from the Netherlands, probably in the sixteenth century, where
it was a painter’s term that referred essentially to a pleasing view.3 The archaeological use of the word has roots ultimately in the works of nineteenth-century researchers, particularly General
Pitt-Rivers (see page 50 for more). The landscapes that archaeologists and landscape historians study are essentially products
of human efforts, combined with natural features of the terrain, which together give certain regions a distinctive character.
That is as close as we can get to a definition. The big difference between a modern understanding of the word and its use
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is that today we would include all components of a landscape and not just the picturesque
rustic bits, such as ‘Constable Country’, the Lake District or Snowdonia.

SOLID GEOLOGY AND LANDFORM

I have read many times that the landscapes of Britain have been ‘painted’ by man on a ‘canvas’ provided by geology. Laying
aside the originality of such metaphors, it is not as simple as that. Geology is continuing to this day: every time there
is a rockslide in Snowdonia, or heavy rainfall causes layers of flood clay to be deposited over the floodplains of south-eastern England, these are geological
processes. So the relationship of landscape to geology is still in progress. Although it would be a mistake to see geology
as static, we can observe its effects at two levels. The earliest rocks that provide the bedrock of Britain probably formed
sometime around 1,000 million years ago and that process has been carefully plotted through the various eras of geological
time until about 2.5 million years ago. The rocks that formed during this vast epoch of time are generally referred to as
Solid Geology. From about 2.5 million years ago, during the Pleistocene era, northern Europe was gripped by many ages of ice
interspersed with warm spells. This process of freezing and thawing gave rise to a new series of geological deposits, such
as the gravels and boulder-clays that form the subsoil of much of lowland Britain. These much later Ice Age deposits are known
as Drift Geology and they affected the form of the British landscape as much as the older Solid rocks.

The landscapes of Britain are as complex as the geology beneath them. It would be a mistake, however, to assume that geology
simply dictates the form of the landscapes that humans have created on its surface. Indeed, nothing could be further from
the truth, and the relationship of the one to the other is complex and can only be understood on a case-by-case basis. Having
said that, there is undoubtedly a clear difference in the geology and the landforms of landscapes on the east and west sides
of Britain. This distinction led the archaeologist Cyril Fox to describe the ‘personality’ of Britain as being divided into
highland and lowland zones.4 The highland zone was to the north, west and south-west, the lowland mainly to the east of the higher ground. As we shall
see shortly, this distinction reflects the antiquity and immense complexity of Britain’s geological history.

I studied geology at A Level, and when I compare my old textbooks with what is being written today,5 I might as well be looking at another subject. Back in the early 1960s the intellectual revolution caused by the discovery
of plate tectonics had yet to affect education, where the history of geology was essentially a successional tale of oceans
and periods of mountain formation that seemed to make little coherent sense. Incidentally, the word ‘tectonic’ refers to building
or construction and reflects the fact that the plates are an integral part of the construction or structure of the earth’s crust. We now understand that the formation of the bedrock of Britain was the result of complex
interactions between the different plates that together comprise the outer crust of the earth. These plates are floating on
a hot core of viscous liquid rock, known as magma when it gushes into our world during volcanic eruptions. When the plates
collided, the mind-boggling energy released by their impact gave rise to the volcanoes and mountain ranges that have subsequently
been worn down to form the hills and plains of our modern landscape.

The result of these many geological events and processes is a pattern of Solid Geology where the older, harder sedimentary
and volcanic rocks, such as those of the Cambrian (545–485 million years ago) and Ordovician (485–445 m.y.) eras occur to
the west, facing the Atlantic Ocean. This contrasts with more recent and softer sedimentary rocks, such as the chalks and
limestones of the Jurassic (200–142 m.y.) and Cretaceous (142–65 m.y.) eras which are found on the eastern side. The latter
are far less weather- and water-resistant and through time have eroded down to form the undulating downs, wolds, plains and
wide valleys so characteristic of south and east Britain.

The geological formations of Britain are broadly arranged NW–SE. The northern and western parts of Britain are composed of
harder and generally much older rocks that are more resistant to natural erosion. These have given rise to the uplands, high
moors and mountains of Scotland, Wales and northern England. Many of these landscapes are quite acidic and where drainage
is poor, bogs mostly of Sphagnum moss can develop, fed directly by rainfall.6 These landscapes are broken up by steep-sided valleys with fast flowing rivers that rapidly flood when rain drains off the
surrounding hills. The peninsula of south-western England, mainly comprising Devon and Cornwall is also composed of ancient
rocks such as granite, millstone grit and Old Red Sandstone, but the landscapes here are lower-lying and sharper than those
further north, as they have not been affected by recent glacial action.

The great swathe of lowland Britain, very roughly all land south and east of a line from the Humber to the Bristol Channel
is formed on softer, and younger, bedrocks of clays, sand and sandstones, limestone and chalk, mostly formed from Jurassic
times. Here river valleys are wide and flat and hills are more undulating than precipitous. The contrast between south-east and north-west in England is
mirrored in Scotland, where the countryside of the southern Lowlands and Kingdom of Fife contrasts with that of the Highlands
and Islands. Similarly the east coasts of both Scotland and England tend to be more gently sloping and have fewer cliffs,
islands and rocky promontories.

ICE AGES AND THE LANDSCAPE

We tend to think of the Ice Ages as being invariably cold, but in actual fact the sheets of ice were interspersed with warm
periods when sometimes the temperature could be as warm, or indeed warmer than it is today. It was during these warmer inter-glacial
periods that most of the huge areas of sand and gravel that occur in most lowland river valleys were laid down. Rivers became
an extremely important agent of change in those warmer times.

The contrast between highland and lowland landscapes can most clearly be seen in the form of river valleys. The basic difference
between the two reflects the speed with which the river water flows and its ability, or not, to carry silt and clay particles
in suspension. The simple rule is that the faster water flows the more material it can carry; as the flow slows down this
material is deposited on the river or floodplain floor in the form of flood-clays, known as alluvium. In the uplands the valley
sides are steep and the rivers are swift to swell after heavy rain. They become forces of erosion, when in spate, scouring-out
their valleys and the water flowing into them, especially if it comes off freshly ploughed land, is pale brown and rich in
eroded topsoil. In the lowlands rivers take longer to respond after heavy rain, but when they do their waters will burst through
low natural banks and spread across wide floodplains, where they deposit thin layers of river-borne flood-clays, which accumulate
on the ground as thick blankets of alluvium. The mechanics of the process are simple: as the water spreads out across wide
floodplains it naturally loses velocity and the fine alluvium particles carried in suspension fall to the riverbed. In the
ultra-lowland, flat and often artificially drained landscapes fringing the North Sea, river levels can take days to respond
to rainfall inland, but when they break through their artificial banks their waters can flood immense tracts of land.

Glaciers and other natural forces changed the landscape significantly during the Ages of Ice, but these processes of change
did not stop when the Ice Ages ended, some 10,000 years ago. Frost, wind and rain continue to alter our surroundings, and
not always in subtle ways. Floods, for example, can cause devastation, and their frequent after- math, glutinous deposits
of flood-clay, can make the business of clearing up even more difficult. The situation today is being made worse by intensive
farming, which has removed woods and hedgerows, the roots of which would have prevented soil from being washed into rivers
in the first place.7

Many of the river valleys of upland and lowland Britain have been scoured out and enlarged by glacial action during the many
Ice Ages of the Pleistocene period, from 2.5 million to 10,000 years ago. Many of the very wide river valleys of the British
lowlands, too, where rivers meander their way across huge flat gravel floodplains, were actually formed by ice action in the
Pleistocene period. One of the largest river valleys in Britain is the vast plain of the River Ouse in Bedfordshire, which
seems to take about ten minutes to cross in a train travelling at 125 m.p.h., yet when one visits the actual river it is remarkably
small and does not seem to ‘deserve’ such a huge floodplain. The fact that the form of the landscape altered far more dramatically
in the Ice Ages than today also helps to explain why the transition between upland and lowland can appear to happen so quickly:
one moment the river is a bubbling torrent, the next it is lazily snaking through flat floodplain pastures.

The Ice Age glaciers of the Pleistocene period probably had the greatest effect on the form of the British landscape. Glaciers
are natural phenomena, of vast motive power. They consist of millions of tons of ice which carry and push huge rocks which
slowly grind or scour away the sides of steep or V-shaped valleys, to give them a softer, rounded open U-shaped profile. The
load of rocks they carry is deposited on the ground as they pass and when finally they melt. Isolated rocks lost in passing
are known as ‘erratics’, but when the glaciers start to retreat as conditions grow warmer the entire load of transported clay
and rocks is dumped to form a ‘terminal moraine’. Terminal moraines can block whole valleys and can have a major effect on the formation of subsequent landscapes. A large moraine formed in the lower
parts of the Vale of Pickering, in Yorkshire, and a lake formed upstream of it. The shores of the lake were fringed with some
of the earliest post-glacial settlements in northern Europe, including the key earlier Mesolithic site of Star Carr.

Other glacial and periglacial effects include the boulder-clays or ‘till’ (a preferable term, as boulder-clay does not necessarily
include boulders), a deposit which is laid down beneath the clay and is often found in chalk landscapes, where it provides
unexpectedly damp and acid conditions. During the Devensian, the last major cold stage of the Pleistocene Ice Ages, most of
east Yorkshire, Lincolnshire and the Fenland basin was a large lake fed by glacial run-off. The Breckland sands of central-south
Norfolk were laid down by wind-blow at this time. Similar wind-blown sand occurs on the bed of the North Sea between East
Anglia and the Low Countries.

TEMPERATURE, ICE AND VEGETATION

Although man has undoubtedly been the major influence in the formation of Britain’s diverse landscape, geology, drainage and
climate have also played an important role.8 Soil types, too, have influenced the sort of plants that grow in particular areas. Most British plants tend to prefer their
soils either alkali (limestone or chalky) or acid (usually sandy or volcanic). Trees such as beech and ash prefer alkali soils;
oaks, sycamore, yew, birch and lime, for example, can also tolerate more acidic conditions, whereas most pines and rhododendrons
(an introduced plant) like acidic soils. We see similar preferences among the common hedgerow shrubs, and with a little practice
one can make a reasonably accurate guess at the local geology simply by observing the surrounding vegetation. Similarly, drainage
will have a major bearing on the plant communities in a given landscape, with trees like alder and willow dominating very
wet regions; damp, as opposed to wet landscapes will favour horse chestnuts, hazel, limes and hornbeam. Beech will not tolerate
poor drainage and hawthorn, scrubby oaks, juniper and pines can thrive in even the driest and most exposed of landscapes.
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Fig. 0.1 Woods of Scots pines at Ockham Common, near Cobham, Surrey. These trees and the bracken at their feet are typical
of acidic sandy soils.



THE REGIONS OF BRITAIN

I take a less closely defined view of the highland and lowland zones than pre- and post-war archaeologists, who tended to
see them as contained or inward-looking phenomena. I prefer two loosely defined provinces, whose flexible boundaries have
always been determined by culture rather than climate I believe this contrast was one of the main characteristics, and creative
forces behind, the social development of the British Isles. The North Sea province, which consisted of the Scottish and English
east coast, extended across to the Pennines, through the Midlands, to the south coast around Dorset. The contacts here were
with Scandinavia, the Low Countries, France and Germany. This contrasted with an Atlantic province to the west, which included
Ireland, the Western Isles, the Isle of Man, Devon and Cornwall – an area previously labelled by E. G. Bowen ‘the Western
Seaways’.9 Bowen saw close ties between those regions and neighbouring parts of Europe, especially Brittany, Spain and Portugal. In
a recent and comprehensive reworking of the subject, Barry Cunliffe has arrived at much the same view.10

We know today that the development of the cultures, landscapes and societies of the British Isles happened through interaction
rather than in isolation. We also know that travel and communication both within and beyond Britain was a regular feature
from at least 3000 BC. By 2000 BC plank-built ships were being made that were perfectly capable of crossing the English Channel and the North Sea.11 A number of recent discoveries – for example, the burials found near Stonehenge – have shown that some of the inhabitants
of Britain actually grew up in central Europe. Numerous finds of Continental bronzes bear this out, and the close similarity of their burial rites show
that Bronze Age people on either side of the Channel must have been in frequent personal contact.
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Fig. 0.2 Professor Dudley Stamp’s map of the regions of Britain, published in 1946. The heavy line indicates the boundary
between highland and lowland Britain. The dotted areas plot coal measures, of which more on page 13.



Throughout most of prehistory the two zones were probably of similar importance and provided each other with the competitive
stimuli that might partly explain the vigour of pre-Roman culture in Britain. However, after the final conquest of Gaul by
Caesar in 51 BC cross-Channel connections to the West Country ceased and the centre of gravity shifted to Essex, Kent and the south-east,
where it has remained ever since. The Vikings subsequently complicated the picture when they settled in Ireland and along
the north-west coast of Scotland. Generally speaking, the two halves of Britain remained on friendly terms, even if sometimes
this relationship required the erection of monuments like Offa’s Dyke. Only recently, however, and with communications so
vastly improved, has the Atlantic–North Sea cultural contrast started to disappear. Perhaps its best expression is still to
be found in regional accents and dialects.

It has long been recognized that Britain is composed of a series of distinctive regions and that in most cases these follow
the broad highland–lowland division. Although there are inherent problems in broad-brush schemes, I personally prefer the
rather impressionistic map drawn up in 1946 by Dudley Stamp, then Professor of Geography in the University of London.12 In those days, of course, coal was still of vital importance, which explains why the coal measures are plotted onto a map
that is otherwise mostly based on human or cultural geography. Stamp’s map can still be controversial. Take the central Lowlands
of Scotland; here many would see two quite distinct regions, to east and west, with roots extending back to the Picts and
Gaels. I can also think of many residents of Essex who would be annoyed to learn that they lived in the London Basin, rather
than in East Anglia.

W. G. HOSKINS AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF LANDSCAPE HISTORY

The academic study of landscape history is a relatively recent phenomenon, whose origins are often attributed to a single
book: The Making of the English Landscape by Professor W. G. Hoskins, published in 1955. It has remained in print for more than half a century. As major academic milestones
go, The Making was unusual. It was a slim volume, written in a relaxed conversational style and copiously illustrated with many fine photographs.
It had an enormous effect.13 The story it told was that of England, as it was preserved in fields, farms, roads, buildings, towns and villages. Having
read Hoskins several times, both as a student and after graduation, my life has been hugely enriched. After a session spent
within the pages of The Making, I feel as if I have enjoyed a walk through a sublime landscape in the company of a great poet. In actual fact some of Hoskins’s
views were reactionary in the extreme. He detested much of the modern world, for example, and his writing often seemed to
hark back to a non-existent rural idyll. It is now clear that Hoskins’s work had its roots in the Romantic tradition of landscape
appreciation, as exemplified by poets such as Wordsworth.14

Hoskins’s work took me away from the narrow confines of prehistory that academic discipline had necessarily imposed upon me.15 This is understandable if one bears in mind that I had been brought up in a somewhat self-consciously scientific tradition
of academic prehistory, known in the mid-1960s as the ‘New Archaeology’. This approach to the subject was a reaction against
many of the intuitive, seemingly commonsensical views of pre-war archaeologists and historians. ‘New Archaeologists’ wanted
to approach the past more as a scientific experiment, because they recognized that ancient people did not think as we do today.
Accordingly, they argued, we should act more as anthropologists, who would approach a particular group of people knowing nothing
about them at all. Even working in this methodical manner, many mistakes were made, which merely proves that both anthropology
and archaeology are humanities and will never be sciences. Despite the acknowledged shortcomings of the anthropological approach, it was widely recognized that this was a
far better way of working than simply assuming, for example, that priests in the Middle Ages organized the social life of
their parishes in the same way as a modern vicar. In reality the two were worlds apart, and if there were links they should
be demonstrated and not taken for granted. So perhaps I should now come clean and admit at the very outset that, although
I adored reading Hoskins, I have nonetheless remained true to my prehistorian’s training.

Hoskins did, however, teach me to look at my surroundings with much closer attention. As I walked through the countryside
I could ponder at length on the meaning of what I passed: was that sunken green lane over there cut off in the nineteenth
century during the Enclosure Movement, or had it gone out of use much earlier? Could its origins go back before the Middle
Ages, to Saxon times? My curiosity was now aroused by all of my surroundings, not just at weekends on trips out into the country,
but also on the daily journey to work as I drove past the various layers of suburban houses that ringed the city of Peterborough.
These buildings reflected its long history, first as a medieval monastic town, then as a regional market centre, then a major
railway town and finally as an industrial city. Hoskins showed me that Victorian terraced housing or old canals choked with
supermarket trolleys were as important in their own way as places like Stonehenge. His book effectively democratized access
to the past.

Hoskins’s main thesis was that the landscape was there to be ‘read’. If one examined it closely one could ‘read’ or detect
evidence for earlier landscapes that had subsequently been replaced or adapted. This approach has been likened to a palimpsest,
faint traces of original writing visible in parchment that has been reused. Sometimes, the landscape, like manuscript palimpsests,
can reveal multiple episodes of use and reuse. Hoskins stressed the importance of combining evidence produced by an archaeological
examination of the landscape itself with a study of historical records, such as maps, parish registers, deeds and so forth.

Hoskins was writing in the post-war era. Soon, however, the growing number of archaeologists influenced by the New Archaeology
would be less keen to invoke invasions and other external influences to explain changes observed in the field. In the 1970s the emphasis was increasingly on regional change and development ‘from
within’, rather than on sudden and abrupt shifts, imposed by external forces or influences. These new research projects also
required high-quality and detailed field survey, documentary research and excavation, which the writing of The Making anticipated. In some respects it was years ahead of its time; yet in others it was already very old-fashioned. This tension
is perhaps what makes it still such a good read.

MODERN TECHNIQUES IN LANDSCAPE ARCHAEOLOGY

During the past three or four decades a number of science-based and other survey techniques have become available to landscape
historians and archaeologists, and these have provided a wealth of new evidence, particularly about the landscapes of pre-Roman
Britain. I do not want to linger too long on technicalities, but it is important to note just how much modern technology can
achieve.

It is probably fair to say that our current understanding of the antiquity of the British landscape owes more to aerial photography
than to any other single factor. Its roots lie in the First World War when first balloons, and then aeroplanes, were used
by both sides to direct artillery fire and assess its effects. Photographs of the shattered land surface became increasingly
important to the officers of military intelligence, and techniques of aerial photographic reconnaissance improved rapidly.
After the war archaeologists who had acquired these new skills soon put them to effective use.16

Aerial photographs are of two types: verticals and obliques. Oblique views show minor undulation very clearly, especially
in snow, or when the angle of the sun is low, in mid-winter, early in the morning or late in the evening. Marks in growing
crops are often best seen in oblique views, too. Cropmarks are simply patches of rapid growth where the roots of certain crops,
principally cereals, can reach down into water-retentive strata and cause the crop to grow faster and more luxuriantly. So
plants growing directly above ancient ponds, ditches or pits will show as dark marks when viewed from the air. Sometimes a good photograph of cropmarks can reveal about 80 per cent of what lies hidden beneath the surface. Usually such clear and
comprehensive marks only form on light, thin soils – and in dry years. Most often, too, only the larger pits and ditches will
show as cropmarks, leaving the smaller post-holes and gullies to be revealed by excavation. Vertical photographs are usually
taken for other purposes, such as military reconnaissance, or nowadays as part of routine map-making and they are best used
in conjunction with oblique views, to provide links between areas surveyed in greater detail.

Aerial photography is just part of a larger spectrum of survey techniques, known collectively as remote sensing. Today these
can also involve various forms of satellite imaging.17 Like aerial photography, remote sensing comes in two forms: aerial and land-based. Aerial remote sensing today includes conventional
photography and the use of heat-sensitive (for example, false colour infrared) and other film media.18 It also includes a range of new techniques based around radar. One of these, known as LIDAR (Light Detection and Ranging)
is beginning to prove very useful. LIDAR images are capable of mapping very slight undulations on the ground surface and are
not dependent on low light angles, as was the case with oblique conventional photography. It has proved particularly useful
in the mapping of complex sites, such as ruined towns and in the detection of buried features that protrude just above the
surface.
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Fig. 0.3 An oblique aerial view of medieval ridge-and-furrow fields near the village of Naseby, Northamptonshire. This photograph
is an excellent example of how subtle surface features can be brought out by careful use of low-angle sunlight, in this instance
aided by a light covering of snow.
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Fig. 0.4 A vertical aerial photograph of cropmarks on land about to be quarried for gravel at Mucking, near Thurrock, Essex.
The light gravel soils of this important site especially favour the formation of cropmarks, as revealed in this remarkable
photograph. It shows the double concentric ditches of the Bronze Age South Rings; overlying these are the rectangular ditches
of Romano-British farmyards and buildings. The darker spots are either wells or early Saxon sunken-floored houses and the
small circular ditches are the eaves-drip gullies (gutters at ground level) belonging to Iron Age roundhouses.



So the technology behind modern landscape research has come a long way from an eighteenth-century painter’s appreciation of
a view. But these advances do not invalidate aesthetic or historical approaches. There is room for all, because the landscape
is about the diversity of the marks that mankind has made on the world. When confronted with such an extraordinarily rich
source of information only a fool would presume to say that one particular approach was the right one.


1

Britain After the Ages of Ice (10,000–4500 BC)


Our story will start, as it will end, at a time of major climatic change. Never before have we needed so much to understand what happens when the world around us grows inexorably warmer and our once-stable surroundings are replaced by something different. But it is not enough to learn about the physical mechanisms of climate change, of global warming and of sea-level rise alone. We must also try to understand how our landscape will be affected and how human societies are likely to respond to such changes. Perhaps for the very first time it is now becoming apparent that the survival and adaptation of human societies will depend on the way that scientific disciplines, such as meteorology, geology and physics, can combine with humanities such as archaeology, sociology, political science and history.

Art and science must come together just as much when we look back as when we look forward; and we may be able to use our current approach to the distant past as a model for confronting the challenges of the near-future. I have studied human prehistory for many years and I have noticed that science becomes increasingly important as one moves back in time. For a start, there are absolutely no written records of any sort prior to about 3000 BC, when the first writing appears in western Asia. So we have to rely on other means, such as radiocarbon dating, to provide us with chronology. Climate and sea levels can be reconstructed using scientific procedures that involve physics, biology and chemistry. Archaeologists who study these more remote periods also have to be competent in both geomorphology and soil science and most, too, have a good grasp of physical anthropology – the science that studies the evolution of human beings. It would be wonderful if such a breadth of vision allied with close academic collaboration could become a routine part of current debates over climate change, which so often become bedevilled by single-issue politics.

While it is important to approach the past and the future from both sides of the artificial arts–science divide, there are other reasons why we should break down the intellectual barriers that have become such an accepted part of the modern world. I believe that a balanced and rounded appreciation of the past enhances our respect for humanity, both dead and alive. The more I learn about the way ancient human societies adapted to and changed their surroundings, the greater my respect for them grows. My sense of humility is increased when I look around and see how different communities are coping with sometimes impossible conditions, whether it be in parts of sub-Saharan Africa, the floodplains of Bangladesh or indeed some inner cities in Britain.

But there are dangers in relying too heavily on anthropology and other studies of modern societies when we examine the very remote past. Ten or fifteen thousand years ago, for example, not just the landscape and climate but the way people thought about themselves were so very different. There is a danger, too, of circularity along the lines, ‘if it cannot be done today, then it couldn’t have happened in the past’. My argument against that is simply to suggest a visit to Stonehenge. We could never have conceived and created that place today and it is very hard indeed to find a good parallel for it in the vast literature devoted to tribal societies. We must be creative about the past as much as the future. Sometimes we must hope that the vast quantity of archaeological and scientific information we excavate from the soil will somehow speak to us and allow our imaginations to reveal new insights that may, or may not, be ‘real’; we shall probably never know which. But I do not think that matters, because the process of investigating prehistory is valid in its own right for what it tells us about ourselves and our capabilities.

Such breadth of vision is certainly needed when we turn to the story of the landscape towards the end of the Ice Age. Everything was very different then. For a start, Britain was not yet an island and most of the North Sea did not yet exist. It was also bitterly cold. So how did the communities of the region cope with the rapid global warming that happened at the end of that final glacial period? To approach the problem we must briefly go back a little further, to the latter part of the Ice Age, around half a million years ago.

THE LATER ICE AGE

The maximum extent of Ice Age ice happened 478,000–423,000 years ago, when glaciers extended across what was later to become the island of Britain as far south as the Bristol Channel and then eastwards following a line just north of the M4, towards London and south Essex. North of this line the landscape shows clear signs of glaciation, but further south, and particularly in the south-western peninsula landscapes of Somerset, Devon and Cornwall, the valleys still retain their distinctive unglaciated sharp edges and steep profiles.
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Fig. 1.1 Map showing the southerly extent of ice during the two major cold stages of the Pleistocene Ice Age. Ice and glaciers of the Anglian cold stage (478,000–423,000 years ago) extended across Britain and Ireland as far south as the Bristol Channel and eastwards towards London and south Essex. During the last glacial, or Devensian cold stage (122,000–10,000 years ago), ice covered all Scotland, most of Ireland and Wales, and parts of north-west and eastern England. In the final years of the Ice Age (10,000 years ago), ice of the Loch Lomond cold stage was confined to the western Highlands of Scotland.



Because air in the northern hemisphere circulates from west to east (the result of the earth’s revolving as it orbits around the sun), most of Britain’s weather systems come from the Atlantic. The air picks up water as it crosses the ocean and precipitates it over the hills of the south-west peninsula, and the mountains of Wales, Lancashire, the Lake District, Scotland and the Western Isles. By the time they have crossed the central upland spine of England and Scotland most clouds will have precipitated their rain, so the eastern part of the country tends to be far drier than the west.1

Although eastern Britain may be dry it can also experience greater extremes of hot and cold. From a gardening or farming perspective it is a far less forgiving climate than that further west, which is altogether gentler. Put another way, the climate of eastern Britain tends more towards the continental, whereas that of the west is more Atlantic or maritime. Climate is one of the factors that gives Britain its special character.

The weather may change from day to day, especially in the winter, when warm westerly breezes can suddenly be replaced by Arctic north-east gales, blowing in off the North Sea. Similarly, one can encounter very different conditions on either side of the Pennines: wet and windy to the west, dry and often sunny to the east. Being maritime, the climate of Britain is not simply dictated by latitude, so although Scotland may generally be colder than England, places such as the Black Isle (actually a peninsula in the Moray Firth) are bathed by the warm waters of the Gulf Stream, with the result that frosts are rarely harsh, and palm trees can survive in a manner that recalls Cornwall or southern Ireland.

Global warming has rightly become the greatest environmental issue of our time. This may have given rise to a tendency to attribute more to climate change than can actually be proved. We shall see that many of the important changes to the British landscape were caused by humans and not by climate alone. In some instances the climate may have played a contributory part, for example during the slightly wetter and colder conditions that prevailed in the centuries following 1000 BC and during the period of colder winters that characterized the Little Ice Age from AD 1300 to 1850. But with one exception, climate was never the prime mover, nor instigator of change. That single exception was the period of what has been described as ‘astonishing’ rapid warming, shortly after 8000 BC.2 This led to a sharp rise in sea levels that gradually swamped the shores of Britain. The rapid increase in temperature allowed the familiar hardwood trees of Britain to spread north from the Continental mainland, but one or two were stranded by the formation of the English Channel, which is why a number of common plants, such as the green alder (Alnus viridis) are native to Holland and neighbouring parts of the European mainland, but not to Britain.3

THE LANDSCAPE OF BRITAIN IN EARLY POST-GLACIAL TIMES

The actual impact on the landscape of the bands of Palaeolithic hunters who inhabited Britain during the warmer episodes of the Ice Ages was probably very slight, so slight that almost all traces of their presence have been removed by the subsequent erosion of water and ice. So our story starts at the end of the Pleistocene period and the last of the Ice Ages, around 10,000
years ago (roughly 8000 BC).4

At the end of the Ice Age the great plain that underlies the southern North Sea basin was still largely dry. But water locked up in the polar, Scandinavian and central European ice caps was melting quite rapidly and sea levels were rising, as they have continued to do. In the early Mesolithic, communities along the eastern side of Britain could communicate with countries around the southern North Sea. But the journey would not have been at all straightforward and would have involved the crossing of numerous creeks, streams and marshes.

Today the marshes along the east coast and around the southern part of the North Sea basin are constantly changing. Some are very hazardous to the unwary traveller. The marshes around the southern end of the Wash, for example, have to be crossed with great care, because of quicksands and the sudden appearance of fast incoming, or ‘rip’, tides. The east coast of southern Britain may lack spectacular cliffs, but it more than compensates for this with extensive views and its rich and varied sources of food, such as wildfowl, samphire, fish, eels, crabs, mussels and shellfish.

It is not often acknowledged that Essex has the longest shoreline of any English county. Sometimes the marshes along the Essex coast can seem remote and even distant in time from the great capital city that lurks a few miles to the west. Terrain broadly similar to this would have
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LANDSCAPES OF INSULAR BRITAIN




[image: image]







[image: image]











BURIAL MOUNDS, RITUAL AND RELIGION
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