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To know fully even one field or one land is a lifetime’s experience … a gap in a hedge, a smooth rock surfacing a narrow lane, a view of a woody meadow, the stream at the junction of four small fields – these are as much as a man can fully experience.1

Patrick Kavanagh, ‘The Parish and the Universe’


Prologue

NEW YEAR’S EVE

Maps transform us. They make birds of us all. They reveal the patterns of our existence and unlock our cages. If it wasn’t for that map, a second-hand Ordnance Survey given as a Christmas present, maybe none of this would have happened. It was New Year’s Eve and I lay on the bed with the town unfolded before me. I felt tired; constrained; racked with cabin fever. I needed to get out. From a circle of Biro drawn around my new house I flew up and over the unfamiliar rooftops and roads, past shops, schools, hair salons and bookmakers, seeking the nearest open ground. Below me suburbia slunk down a shallow hill towards an endless patchwork of delineated farmland. Hemmed in between the two, I saw it: a tract of white paper, tree symbols and the varicose vein of a river. It lured me down, eyes to paper, body to freezing earth.

Somewhere a bell struck five as I cut through the start-stop traffic of the ring road. Exhaust fumes swirled fog-like, landlocked by the plummeting temperature. Underfoot the afternoon rain was hardening into a slippery film; frost feathered lawns. That peculiar post-Christmas malaise, thick with burning coal, pressed down on the houses. As the shrivelled sun disappeared into the mass of pitched roofs, chimney stacks and telegraph wires, I flowed on past a plastic Santa on a roof with no chimney and along a trench of emerging street lights. Either side of me, rows of Victorian terraces morphed into post-war semis before, finally, modern red-brick boxes whirled off the road in car-cluttered cul-de-sacs. Then, after a mile of walking, even their low walls and privet hedges began to thin. Through the gaps the dark, dank countryside of northern England rose like a great black wave.

At the bottom of the hill a rough track bisected the road suddenly and steadfastly, tracing a contour with nineteenth-century arrogance. It was a definitive border. Light and vegetation were in accord. Dimness shrouded the land beyond. Among the bare blackthorn, ash and spider-limbed elder, I spied relics: soot-blackened sandstone walls, riveted iron plates and the overgrown ditch and mound of a siding. It all uttered a single word: railway. A footstep and I had crossed from the bright lights and right angles of bulbs and bricks into black bushes and trees, whose infinitesimal branches overlapped the track like hair growing over a scar. Unwittingly the railway was fulfilling a different function now – this was the high water mark of the sprawl. Suburbia washed against its southern bank in a mass of rickety fences and scattered bin bags disembowelled by brambles. Down its northern side the town dissolved into something other: a kind of wildness. Winter-beaten meadows stretched into wood before the earth rose again as field and hill that met sky in an unbroken ridge.

I hunkered down by a fence and tried to take it all in. Nothing stirred. There were hints of shapes forming in the distance – stands of larch, pylons, barns – but they were impossible to distinguish. The road I’d followed narrowed and wandered past a squat pub crouching in a hollow, then became lost in the rawness of fields. Tarmac turned to footpath, footpath into soil. Marking the border on opposite sides of the road were two vast oaks thirty metres high. Entwined above me their limbs created an arch, ancient sentinels guarding a forgotten world. I knew it, though. The urban fringe. The no man’s land between town and country; this was the edge of things.

I can’t say what imperceptible force drew me there, only that I needed to reach it. That frontier called me. Maybe a speck of its soil carried in a starling’s foot had been drawn down deep into my respiratory system, circulating around my bloodstream and lodging on my temporal lobes, establishing itself as a point of reckoning. Whatever it was, I felt a sense of returning, like a bee to a hive. Weeks had passed since I’d left London with the weightlessness of new horizons in Yorkshire, the place I’d grown up, but far from being the liberating experience I’d imagined, moving house had proved to be an imprisonment. For too long I’d been stuck in an unending cycle of working, painting walls and unpacking boxes, sleeping fitfully in rooms that stank of gloss, acid in my throat, numbed by the cold of open windows. I’d find a whole day had slipped by as I sifted through collections of things that suddenly seemed to belong to a previous life. I’d hardly ventured into the world outside. Soon the shortening days and wintry gloom made familiarising myself with new surroundings even harder. All my routines were jumbled; every light switch was in the wrong place. In truth, the act of handing over the keys to my London flat had signified a greater shift: present to past. All the maps I had once navigated my life by – the routes to work, streets, cafés, flats, parks and pubs – were redundant. They covered a region 220 miles to the south. I was stuck somewhere else, between tenses, between spaces, between lives.

Everything changes continuously, of course, nature is perpetual flux, but we are good at suppressing uncomfortable reminders of the greater cycles. We rope ourselves to imagined, controllable permanence. Clocks are wound to the rhythms of modern anthropocentric existence: the nine-to-five grind, career trajectories, the working week, Saturday nights out, summer holidays, twenty-five-year mortgages, pension plans, retirement. It’s how the adverts metronome our lives. Yet staring out over that edge rendered such things irrelevant. Time was a different animal, indifferent, a deer running unseen through the trees. There was nothing by which I might measure the moments passing until the rise and fall of a siren shrieked through town, then silence again. With the cold, clear, descending dark came euphoria; it prickled my neck and released the atom-deep sensation of otherworldliness. It was the blur of joy and terror felt when facing something prior to and greater than the self. My pulse slowed as the adrenalin dispersed and for a second I imagined it was my cells recalibrating to the deeper rhythms of the dark, my body resetting to the land.

Resetting is the right word, for I have long loved the edges. As a boy I would jump the fences around my home town to walk and play in the scrubby penumbra between the urban and rural. I remember snapshots: watching badger setts at night above lagoons of amber-lit houses; seeing a grass snake slide past my single-buckle school sandal; catching the sapphire flash of kingfishers as cars droned over a road bridge above. Those seams were wide, exotic kingdoms possessing a kind of condensed wildness precisely because of their proximity to the civilised. A feeling of being alive and in the moment used to fill me when watching the unfurling of leaves in spring or the dying back of bracken in autumn. For a boy growing up in 1980s Britain, such things provided a vital counterpoint to the increasingly fabricated reality of classrooms, kitchen tables and TV.

Not that I could have explained as much at the time. The fringes of towns were regarded as worthless, scrappy, litter-filled areas. The 1980s, hard-edged with modernity, eyes fixed on slick futures, were a triumph of ownership and boorish capitalism; the margins didn’t just fall through the gaps, they were the gaps. At best they were work-shy and unrealised. At worst, dangerous. Parents warned of tetanus-carrying beer cans, used condoms and addicts’ needles. If you believed what teachers told you, every pond teemed with Weil’s disease and every wood held a resident paedophile. Perhaps because of the proliferation of these myths, mine was the last generation to lay claim to the edges in a meaningful sense. A great societal shift indoors was already in motion. When the first of my friends got a VHS player and TV in his bedroom, lines of us sat cross-legged in wordless rapture; it was as though God had materialised on his chest of drawers. Watching Star Wars for the first time was as altering and exciting to young minds as voyaging into space itself. The borders between town and country soon became even emptier, trembling in the periphery of our vision, rarely coming into focus. A seam of silver birch here, a shock of wildflowers there – dimly remembered dreams glimpsed from passing cars and trains.

Of course, edges by their very nature are always being drawn and redrawn but a relentless force shapes the urban fringe. Developers had done for the places I loved by the last years of the 1980s – about the same time I began daily journeys into a city for school. Wood and bracken field crumpled and creased under bulldozers to be replaced by stacks of executive homes and double garages. Lawns were laid and the scrubland that had hidden dens tilled into river-rock flowerbeds. It was odd to watch the deconstruction of my childhood in such literal form. My connection to the fringes altered then too; the needle of my internal compass pointed to the exciting new worlds of adolescence. Once traced, however, these perimeters are never truly lost. They are only ever picked up and flexed. There are always edge-lands for those that seek them.

A dog barked somewhere. How long had I been sitting in darkness? I tried to get my bearings. I retrieved the map zipped into my jacket pocket and, using the light of my phone’s screen, found my position. The meadow I was in ran along the old railway north-west for half a mile before meeting the snaking curve of a river twisting east. The topography of the railway and river formed two sides of a harp-shaped piece of ground perhaps only half a square mile in size. Ahead I could just about make out the entrance to a narrow lane. It was little more than a hole in the trees but by my reckoning it twisted up the eastern side of this region all the way to the river, creating the final side to what looked like an inverted triangle. Seeing the space laid out like this I was gripped by the urge to explore, to align myself with somewhere that, like me, was caught between states. I pushed myself up and jumped the fence again.

The lane was claustrophobic with darkness. The road crumbled into uneven track beneath my trainers. Thin trees, somehow blacker than the inky air, pressed inwards. I fumbled across a beck as a wash of moon illuminated the earth. I had trespassed into the passageway of a house where nobody lived. Hazel and beech formed dilapidated walls and dog prints threadbare patches in a carpet of frost. Another hundred yards and I breached into open fields where cheek-numbing air testified to hard, anthracite land to the north. Pylons disappeared west into gloom, roped to one another. I thought of climbers crossing a glacier in a blizzard. The path was little more than a silver thread stitched along a frayed blackthorn hedge, running along the length of a field before linking with an opposite thicket of hawthorn. Together they encircled the unmistakable form of a holloway. This exuded the same mysterious gravitational pull of all ancient paths; I was drawn into its high-hedged heart, aware I must be tracing footsteps sculpted over millennia.

How does one know that a house is empty even before knocking at the door? A sensation? A mix of stimuli? We do, though. And it was the same in that tunnel of trees. Everything had the feeling of time-slipped abandonment and loss. Quarried stones running down the track spoke of centuries-old shoring up for hoofed beast and cart. My arm scraped a holly, stirring the whispers of men who first cut these paths when all England was forest. Ahead a different sound: a hiss like an unlit cooker ring leaking gas. Suddenly the banks around me grew higher as the path sunk, dropping me into a wooded ravine. I smelled the mercurial stench of river water and knew I’d reached the northernmost boundary.

Sure enough a sweep of river materialised. At the bottom of a gorge, through the silhouettes of trunks, its surface was a sheen of pewter stained with the patina of reflected trees. The hiss came from where it slid over a wide cobbled weir in a sheet of foam. The break was brief; within a few feet it returned to reflection and I walked westward in a similar state, upstream, into the black wood. I saw only one other colour: a blue fertiliser bag bobbing around the roots of an alder. Even defiled by litter, the river seemed to possess an intractable power – a seam of continuousness cutting through deep, silent strata. Night rendered the trees both three-dimensional and completely flat, as if a cubist painting. Knuckled roots poking through rotting leaves became branches at chest height; distant trees suddenly scratched my face and hands. Then, behind me, a fox tore down the curtain of wildness with a scream. I felt my body shiver under my jacket, my breath blowing in quick, thick clouds. By the time I had scrambled back up a high, bramble bank and into open meadow again, I was lightheaded, ecstatic and bleeding. My mind flitted between disorientation and elation as I walked back over brittle grass in something like a state of bliss. Beyond the veil of singed-whiskered willowherb the geometry of the town encrusted the hill. Half-dim, half-bright pulses in the dark, orange-red, white and yellow, blurred by the cold night air. Sporadically, fireworks whined, plumed and burst over the roofs – and it all looked different, as if by walking through the edge-land I already had new eyes.

I was yet to know how powerfully this colloquial tract would come to affect me over the coming year, how intertwined with my existence and consciousness it would become; how profoundly it would alter me. The ground and its inhabitants were still to stir and take possession. But this encounter was my first experience of that patch of earth as a place of transformation. It had triggered within me a fascination that grew into obsession. Despite being in the shadow of thousands of houses, this place felt different, unclaimed, hidden.

For many years I had sought and written about the wildness encountered in the more expected places: the rarefied national park, the desolate moor, the distant mountaintop, the sweeping coast, but I’d forgotten that there is something deeper about the blurry space surrounding us all where human and nature meet. One word stayed with me: layers. Even before I’d started the process of investigating it in any depth I was aware that this edge-land was a crossing point where countless histories lay buried. There were its human narratives, the records of our long tangling with land – colonisation, hunting, farming, war, industry and urbanisation – but these were only part of the story. Enmeshed in every urban edge is also the continuous narrative of the subsistence of nature, pragmatic and prosaic, the million things that survive and even thrive in the fringes. This little patch of common ground was precisely that: common. And all the richer for it.

I began to walk through it at different times of day and night and from different directions. Some days I’d stay until there was no light left; others I’d wake up in darkness, disoriented, unsure where I was, with the haunting calls of tawny owls thrilling my ears. Other voices from the fields, woods and meadows brushed up against my consciousness, catching on my skin like the threads of spider silk. There is a depth that comes from revisiting a place relentlessly. I would pass a fallen pine and suddenly see it as a sapling breaking through the mud; I would know the ranks of people who’d sat beside it and the innumerable dogs that had cocked their legs to spray its rough scales. I would see the river not as a man but as a mayfly. I’d approach hares with the tread of a medieval trapper. Tracing the screaming arcs of swifts, I could feel thermals above as keenly as they did. I began to perceive the stories of everything that stepped, slid and swooped over my patch of common ground, to see through an increasing array of eyes and know myriad existences. And at the same time, the land, its layers and inhabitants seemed to be ever more bound up in things happening in my own life.

I started carrying a notebook with me everywhere, filling its pages with my experiences. Some days I’d drop off in the grass and dream of changing shape. It wasn’t madness, it was a growing awareness born of watching and it brought with it relief and a flood of understanding: if I could dissolve myself from the human shackles of logic and reason, I thought, I might achieve an immersion, perhaps a written expression in common that goes beyond the sterility of the field guide, the dry social history or the overblown romantic eulogy, something drawn from observation, heightened awareness and sensitivity; something akin to a truer shape of the place I’d found.

Some years ago, by an arc of stone and another river, I stood outside the sealed entrance to the Chauvet cave, halfway up a cliff face in the Ardèche Gorges. Lost for millennia but rediscovered in the 1960s, it was found to contain over 400 representations dating from between 15,000 and 30,000 years ago. The mind can struggle to take in that reach of time, especially when you consider the pyramids are ‘only’ 5,000 years old. The handprints and multiple forms painted, scratched and worked within show the land outside the walls as it once was. Life, as it once was. To enter it now you need written permission from the French interior minister but its secrets can be seen and studied in the masses of high-definition photographs, film footage, interactive websites, even a full-scale, life-size and painstakingly accurate reproduction of large sections of the cave being built in a hangar nearby. Beasts massing to cross the river are represented on a section where the buttery flank of wall narrows, giving the same sense of compressing, jostling and funnelling you see with animals congregating at a water’s edge. Astoundingly beautifully rendered aurochs and rhinoceros dissolve into one another; lifelike horse heads merge perspectives. Owls, bears and panthers emerge and change shape in what is a dark, frightening and fascinating world. There are strange human forms too, all of which seem at a point of transformation. On one piece of rock is a half-human, half-animal couple: the man has the right leg and arm of a human and a buffalo head. The woman ends as lioness. They embody a now inconceivable engagement between animal, land and human, a sort of becoming-animal.1

In a similar way, it didn’t feel strange to cross between narratives in what I was writing. I felt myself moving with a sort of Chauvet cave-like focus and freedom through the creatures, characters and stories I encountered over the passage of that year. What I didn’t realise until later is that in seeking to unlock, discover and make sense of a place, I was invariably doing the same to myself. The portrait was also of me.

Once upon a time the edges were the places we knew best. They were our common ground. Times were hard and spare but the margins around homesteads, villages and towns sustained us. People grazed livestock and collected deadfall for fuel. Access and usage became enshrined as rights and recognised in law. Pigs trotted through trees during ‘pannage’ – the acorn season from Michaelmas to Martinmas – certain types of game were hunted for the table and heather and fern were cut for bedding. Mushrooms, fruits and berries would be foraged and dried for winter; honey taken from wild beehives; chestnuts hoarded, ground and stored as flour. The fringes provided playgrounds for kids and illicit bedrooms for lovers. Whether consciously or not, these spaces kept us in time and rooted to the rhythms of land and nature. Feet cloyed with clay, we oriented ourselves by rain and sun, day and night, seasons, the slow spinning of stars.

Humans are creatures of habit: we all still go to edges to get perspective, to be sustained and reborn. Recreation is still re-creation after a fashion, only now it occurs in largely virtual worlds. Clouds, hyper-real TV shows, 3D films, multiplayer games, online stores and social media networks – these are today’s areas of common ground, the terrains where people meet, work, hunt, play, learn, fall in love even. Ours is a world growing yet shrinking, connected yet isolated, all-knowing but without knowledge. It is one of breadth, shallowness and the endless swimming through cyberspace. All is speed and surface. Digging down deeper into an overlooked patch of ground, one that (in a global sense, at least) few people will ever know about and even fewer visit, felt like the antithesis to all of this. And it felt vitally important. You see, I still believe in the importance of edges. Lying just beyond our doors and fences, the enmeshed borders where human and nature collide are microcosms of our world at large, an extraordinary, exquisite world that is growing closer to the edge every day. These spaces reassert a vital truth: nature isn’t just some remote mountain or protected park. It is all around us. It is in us. It is us.
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CROSSING POINT

I am dreaming of the edge-land again. It has begun to colonise my sleeping mind. Dreams take place in the midst of Scots pines and down among the cold, scrub-scattered banks. I am following a fox, a copper coat floating through the trees. He pauses. A backward glance. Incredible eyes – coronal black holes over exploding suns, that intense face; mouth curled at its edges in the white, greasepaint smile of The Joker. Another step. Am I to follow? He pads up to the lip of a rise and disappears. Suddenly I can’t move. I wake. The weak glow of a street light forms an exclamation mark on the ceiling. I dress quietly, shivering in the dark, pick up my notebook and walk out.

Modern life is such that it can be hard to see beyond the present. You think you know somewhere, but really you only know a layer, a moment. Most people don’t even notice such things, but just look around you. The moss-swollen pavement crack, the rosette of a dandelion defying a driveway or a gutter-growing sow thistle, these are glimpses of what lies beneath and beyond. The deep past and the far future.

A map drawn by Ely Hargrove in 1798 in his History of the Castle, Town and Forest of Knaresborough: with Harrogate, and Its Medicinal Waters shows the town I call home as little more than two rows of cottages. Harrogate, as the world now knows it, doesn’t yet exist. This hilly stack of roads, traffic lights and pristine flowerbeds, of imperialistic hotels, antique shops, churches and promenades, is still open land. Its cottage gardens, fields and marsh-meadows await delineation, diversion, draining and deed. The ‘medicinal’ wells that will soon lure legions of the aspiring middle classes to holiday here or, should they strike it lucky in the mills and mines, build vast villas on the woody escarpments to the south-west, are little more than mud-edged watering holes. Pigeons pick at salt accretions forming at their rims; only the informed aristocracy and gentry shoo them away to take the waters. The arches, domes and sweeping curves of Regency and Victorian architecture that will soon form the grand structures of ‘the English Spa’ lie dormant, locked in the gritstone cliffs and subterranean clay of the surrounding countryside.

Hindsight imbues the map with the feeling of land on the cusp. It has the death-stare of ground destined to be choked with high-density housing, tower blocks, supermarkets, shopping centres, warehouses and car dealerships. In a matter of decades the two little rows of cottages will bloom into an urban mass that consumes the surrounding land and villages. Eventually it will reach an ancient settlement a mile and a half to the north marked on Hargrove’s map with a green blob – a legacy of its past life as part of a royal hunting forest. Between the 1950s and 1990s, the sprawl will swallow Bilton almost entirely, appropriating its Celtic name – farmstead of ‘Bilain’ – for the suburb thrown up around the scattering of old homesteads and farms. But it will be a last meal. For now at least, Harrogate will reach no further in this direction. Bilton will become edge-land. There will be no protests, no public outcries or petitions, no organised lines of conservationists standing in front of diggers or activists hauled down from centuries-old oak trees. The ground won’t resist sublimation. After all, it has always been a place of transience and transformation. It has known innumerable beginnings and endings.

In contrast to the raw, jump-in-head-first shock I’d felt on the night of its discovery, my preliminary forays into this new-found land were to take more methodical lines. Confronted with this unknown world stripped bare by winter, I planned to navigate via its most obvious physical structures and landmarks in an effort to map and taxonomise it. I felt I needed to gain a sense of its definable perimeters and the logical starting point was its western edge.

In the 1840s, Britain’s burgeoning railway network reached Harrogate. Or, more accurately, it reached its outskirts. A decree had been passed to prevent the town’s reputation for restorative waters, clean air and new regal façades from being besmirched by steam-spewing engines and dirty tracks. Instead, it was decided that the first rail link should end a mile to the east, down a hill at a cluster of old houses named after the little stream that flowed past them. Starbeck station birthed a thriving community. Rows of terraces, pubs and hotels sprang up around the marshalling yards and engine sheds. Horse-drawn coaches more aesthetically acceptable than coal-fired trains carried the great and the good up the hill to the unsoiled spa resort. Meanwhile, financiers and speculators gripped by the frenzy of nineteenth-century Railway Mania had already turned their eyes to the land beyond, prospecting its gullies and ridges for potentially lucrative routes that would lead further north.

The intention of the hastily formed Leeds and Thirsk Railway Company was clear from its name: to connect the thrusting might of an industrialised Leeds with the outlying city of Ripon and the market towns of Thirsk and Northallerton. Starbeck soon changed from terminus to thoroughfare. Track was hammered at startling speed along a contour heading north-north-west, skirting Harrogate in a sweeping curve, colluding with natural features where possible and running over earth-stacked sidings where it wasn’t. Lying on its path like a body on the tracks was Bilton.

Seated in an ornate Leeds office, no doubt with a ticking clock and glowing dog grate in the corner, a suited and bespectacled planning clerk drew a line in pencil. That was all it took. The course of the railway sliced scalpel-like through the community, straight over Bilton Lane, an old drovers’ road that had already seen 400 years of foot- and hoof-fall. The bisection created an ‘X’ of road and rail, necessitating a level crossing. Probably no more than two white-painted wooden gates with lamps on top, it was a crossing nonetheless. X marked the spot and it still does, for today this is the edge-land’s point of origin, its moment of departure from the housing estates, cul-de-sacs and crescents; it is where town becomes something else.

I’m sure such coincidences must occur frequently in the buffers between urban and rural worlds. Over time, people and landscape leave unintentional impressions on each other. Things assume significance impossible to predict or design in the moment they are conceived. Though the planning clerk is dead and the railway gone, the crossing point remains.

It was an afternoon in January and I had finished work early and returned to follow that pale seam of rubble and mud, heading north-west from where it jutted off at ninety degrees away from the divisions of tarmac, B&Q plank fencing and houses at the end of Bilton Lane. The dismantled railway line was much as I imagined it would be with rail, sleeper and shingle removed: its edges grew unchecked with bramble, dog rose and willowherb. Overshadowing it were the interwoven tangles of blackthorn, hawthorn, willow, hazel, elder and ash that become indecipherable when denuded by winter and silhouetted by a low sun. Light torched the cascades of dead grass and birds flapped between branches in shrill fly-pasts, needling the air. Everything else was still. Poised.

A long, rectangular block of masonry and concrete, green with algae, was almost entirely consumed by bare vegetation. I would find out later that this was an old raised platform constructed in the 1880s to unload the coal that supplied Harrogate’s new gas works built to the west of Bilton at New Park. Its by-products, vats of ammonia and bitumen, were ferried back here and loaded onto trains heading for Middlesbrough and the shipbuilding yards of the north-east. It’s an exchange commemorated in the bulbous liquorice residues that still dribble down the platform’s face – great black drips hanging frozen in perpetual movement.

A few steps on and the ground gave way on either side, giving the impression of being on an elevated causeway. To my left, through the bare shrubbery, the siding became a sea wall holding back waves of housing. Tidy terracotta boxes with grey roofs rolled with the landscape’s contours like a swelling ocean, its peaks and troughs awash with the debris of suburbia: wires, cars, caravans and, cresting the waves, the square tower of a church, a tree or two and a dull defiance of offices. To the north the land assumed the form of a sloping field, dipping down to a farmhouse and beck, then quickly gaining height and thickening with tawny wood. Before long both sides rose again to rejoin the old railway. The land flattened out ahead, disappearing into that curious imperceptibility of distance.

Neat staves of high-tension cables ran perpendicular overhead, east to west, carried underarm by pylons. The nearest one stamped down the brush beside the track with four barbed-wire-rimmed feet and wore a thin shawl of starlings around its shoulders. The fence of power line skirted the bulbous edge of Bilton, disappearing westward and corralling the town as it fell away downhill towards a sewage works and the old hamlet of Knox. To my left as I walked, houses petered out into a sward of common land, a grassy plateau fringed with willow wood and birch copse that accompanied the old railway onwards. A hay cropping meadow that in summer would be sewn with bird’s-foot trefoil, orchids, Welsh poppies and alive with the rhythms of crickets, it was scarred with the marks of the urban: wonky white goalposts rusting in damp air, shrubs and gorse bushes fruiting the odd multicoloured membranous bag of dog shit.

Mirroring it on my right, through a thin belt of vegetation, I recognised the meadow I had stumbled back over in darkness on New Year’s Eve. The trace of a path cut across its dead grass and disappeared into a dark intensity of trees running parallel to the old railway, 300 yards east. Seeing it from the opposite direction elicited a similar feeling as when I’d first come here; it was like there was something undisclosed in the grass, brush and branches, something alternative. But I didn’t change course. Materialising through the mist ahead was what I’d come to find – the conclusion to this western border. Amid the blur of alder and beech was a huge metal gate prickling with railings and razor wire. The old railway plunged headlong into these reinforced shutters. Walking to the side, I craned my neck, expecting to watch the track’s crumbling demise down the wooded gorge into the river. Instead, an unbroken viaduct spanned the deep, narrow valley.

In 1846, having progressed north-west half a mile from the crossing point at Bilton, the Leeds and Thirsk Railway Company faced a major obstacle. The River Nidd’s meandering course rises on the mountain flanks of Great Whernside in the Yorkshire Dales, flowing on to the River Ouse near York before winding a further fifty miles east to the Humber Estuary and, eventually, the North Sea. This immovable, looping line was also proving a problem for men working a few miles east laying track for the East & West Yorkshire Junction Railway trying to connect York to Starbeck. Simultaneously, both companies began the gargantuan task of bridging the river, one at Bilton, the other at Knaresborough. Teams of men quarried enormous gritstone slabs straight from the sides of the Nidd gorge at an impressive rate. Then disaster struck. Nearing its completion in 1848, Knaresborough’s viaduct dramatically collapsed, sending thousands of tonnes of stone, crenellated towers and carved abutments thundering into the water. Rebuilding took another three years. Today it is an iconic sight, ranked among the county’s ‘best views’, immortalised in local TV news credits and preserved in the digital repositories of countless visitors. Upstream, Bilton Viaduct suffered a different fate. Opening without incident in 1847, it towered 104 feet in height with seven arches that dutifully carried freight and people over the water for well over a century. The railway’s closure in 1964 heralded an unglamorous downfall. Unneeded, unnoticed, I found it shut-off, shackled and destitute, left to the plumes of dead Oxford ragwort and buddleia that bristled from its cracks.

Mostly we have no idea what surrounds us. We don’t care. But to me the viaduct’s scale and size seemed extraordinary, so too the sense of rectitude, the way the abandoned arches reflected nobly, silently in the river. Pines and bare larch furred the far bank; wide black water flowed beneath. An irony, I suppose, but this once great crossing point was now a definitive end, closing the western border of the edge-land with steel and wire and by virtue of its sheer height above the river. There was no plaque or information board, just words scrawled over the metal shutters and mesh: ‘Kurt has Hep C’ in crude, white letters. The font was difficult to age, having an almost 1970s punkish, sectarian quality, like a Belfast wall, and yet the name and disease suggested a more modern story. In the dusk-darkening trees, this combination of viaduct and graffiti felt like a worn memorial to vanished narratives, fragments of time, lost lives. Here was an arbitrary bridge between the solid and the sensory. I thought of the men who built the viaduct clambering over its sides on ropes and wooden platforms, and of the water below sliding over slabs of rock that will outlive me. I thought of Kurt, his disgruntled lover and the randomness of what is lost and what is passed on. Of time passed and time passing.

Stupid, dangerous, but I wanted to get closer.

Manoeuvring gingerly around the railings, I shimmied up and onto the top of the three-metre-high shutters, smashing my feet against them with a loud bang, balancing precariously, a leg on either side. As the drop to the river below dizzied my vision I felt a moment of vertigo but pushed through it to tip my body over, dropping heavily onto the viaduct, heart pounding. There, from that lofty position above the slow, sliding river, I could see the shape of the edge-land from the other side. The breadth and depth of the landscape, past, present and future, era stacked on top of era. There lay the northern border, the ancient serpentine Nidd, twisting east on its course through flak-like explosions of trees. Westward, where the horizon vanished, hundreds of rooks and jackdaws were swarming rookeries, rattling, squeaking and murmuring in the furthest sepia crowns, jostling for position, bickering, fluttering up and settling again. They turned the bare branches black. I thought how each must be the offspring of the victorious or the lucky, a culmination of a bloodline dating back incalculable years. Out where the river gorge slumped into fields, the white and yellow orbs of street lights demarked the western rim of Harrogate. The sewage works was an abandoned city turning and whistling to itself. Bare sycamores towered over illuminated suburban avenues, stark against the ashen sky. Closer were beeches whose forms resembled milky streams of hearth smoke rising from cottages. A light, strong and gold, burned by the river’s edge in a clearing. In the descending gloom it passed for a great bonfire.

Standing there on the margin, listening to the faraway chatter of swarming corvids and watching the spectacle of night drawing a veil over the river, time and space seemed to slip and reel. All at once, I was on top of the viaduct; down by the fire and among the feathery swarm of rooks. Although it had appeared to reach its end, the long, straight track of the old railway had derailed me into a multiplicity of time, body and space. The air was thick with the sour-sweet tang of slurry, leaf-litter and pine. Then a more urgent, sweaty-smoky reek clamped over my nose and mouth, that rancid but unmistakable coming alive of irrepressible earth and animal. Fox.

Where? I wanted to see it. I wanted to glimpse the creature I shared this timeless twilight with. Keeping out of sight, I scanned the woods from my position high in the canopy, before clambering back over the shutters to search among the brambles, finding nothing. A few days later, though, it found me.

The smell was there when I returned at dusk to carry on plotting the next side of the perimeter, the edge-land’s northern boundary. Turning right at the viaduct, I took a rough track leading east along the edge of the meadow’s curtain of trees and down into the wood. Despite the onset of night, I followed the Nidd downstream, guided by the weak circle of a head torch, past drowned trees and along a muddy edge. The water tricked and teased, appearing still, not even a ripple giving away movement. I noticed a branch and a plastic cider bottle held in its surface overtaking me. The sudden presence of the fox was just as bewildering. Its scent, strong and sharp as cut lemons, crowded, pressed and pushed me, as though the animal was dancing between my legs, mocking my cumbersome, slithering progress. At moments I was sure it must be right behind or beside me, but each time I turned, my beam only emphasised the wood’s emptiness, silvering briefly the bars of beech and oak bristling the banks.

I fell back to the task in hand: making notes on distance travelled, cross-checking my location with the old OS map and striking a rough outline of the edge-land in my notebook. The next human mark wasn’t far away: the large weir I’d found on New Year’s Eve and, in my drawings at least, the region’s easternmost point from where it rose up and headed south in a final continuous track all the way back to the crossing point. The weir announced its position first, roaring with the previous night’s rainfall. My torchlight touched the long raised hump that spanned the river; water broke over it into a spumy waterfall that seethed down its cobbled slope. Lurking in the shadows of the far bank was a building whose small windows set in a solid, strong wall gave the impression of a scowl – the architectural expression of industry. Newly rendered stonework and posh cars parked in its drive suggested a private house, but the weir was a giveaway of its origins. Mills had once mirrored each other on opposite banks. One had crumbled, one survived; now the water held the only reflection. The ground where I stood still had the ghost of foundations, a muddy clearing pocked and chipped with roots and buried stones. Nearby, presumably set up to take advantage of the view of the Nidd’s continuing journey east, I found the stone-ringed blackened ground and ash of an old campfire. It had been lit about the same place as the ruined mill’s hearth would once have been. Here the smell of the fox was strongest. I rounded the trees and breathed its musty trace, trying to discern a route, stepping, pausing, sniffing and moving again until I lost the trail near an uprooted beech. Some way off to my right I heard the fleet-footed scarper of animal through brush. It’s marking territory, I thought. Just like me.

One final pencil stroke needed drawing: the eastern border. It was the connecting line of the perimeter and, fittingly, the way I’d first entered the edge-land. Now it would take me back the opposite way. I headed up a set of steps and then on to a track called Milner’s Lane – most likely a derivation of ‘Miller’s Lane’ – which rises south through the woodland to where the trees funnel, telescope-like, into the holloway. In places the interwoven saplings and shrubs squeezed in so closely that they felt like hands holding my shoulders. I pushed on with the sense I was swimming for the surface from too deep in a dark sea. Red aircraft warning flares winked from turbines on far-off moors. Closer was Harrogate’s nebula of lights flashing like a zoetrope through the black stems and twigs. Then I was out and breathing. Behind me, the aperture of the holloway shrivelled as I strode towards the crossing point over moonlit fields, descending through a last few hundred yards of wooded tunnel rank with the stink of fox. Over the crossing point, at the street lights of Bilton Lane, I closed my notebook and looked back. The dots were joined; I had navigated some form of the edge-land’s limits. But even as I traced that final line with my pen I knew all attempts at fixity were an illusion. Scratching the surface had already revealed far more than I could hope to contain in a cartographic triangle.

I see the fox for the first time on the same day I lose my job. It is an amicable split over lunchtime beers but no less worrying. ‘The business is downsizing. Last in first out. I’m very sorry.’ His hands are shaking so I make it easy. Besides, there is a catch in his voice, a fear for his own future. Well-founded, as it turns out. Everywhere is talk of cuts, job losses and economic turmoil the likes of which the world has never seen. Across my own industry, in writing and journalism, fees are being dropped and positions slashed. Writing, it seems, has gone from a profession to a luxury, an aside indulged in by those who have a ‘real’ job too. I heard a minister talking on the radio yesterday saying: ‘Given we are in a recession, anything that cannot justify its existence financially has to go.’ What, like education? I wanted to shout. Like libraries? Like a reed warbler? Like love? And go where exactly? Out to the shed with a revolver? Do the honourable thing and leave the world to those who think solely in economic terms? How did we ever get this far, confusing what is necessary for life with what living is about? To make it worse, I couldn’t shake the image of him slinking off the mic, taking a congratulatory call from the party whip and letting his thoughts turn to an upcoming two-week break in Tuscany or somewhere. It seemed such a removed existence, so unreal.

I call Rosie, my wife, who is still working most of the week in London, and she falls quiet when I tell her the news. ‘It’ll be OK,’ she says, even though we’re both thinking the opposite. We bury our fears about moments like this but it’s only ever a shallow grave. The profound uncertainty of it all is dredged from our unconscious as we sleep, manifesting as a strange 4 a.m. panic, a cold world that (you hope) melts away with the daylight.

After leaving the pub I forgo the quietness of our empty house for the edge-land and wander along the lane up into the fields. I need space. I’m vexed by an earworm: the words ‘recession bites’ – currently in every strapline and news VT – bounce around my head. It is a curious, irregular verb ‘to bite’, but it feels appropriate. Almost the first thing I find is a crow, an offering, headless, its chest open and the keel of its breastbone picked clean white. It lies back in the mud with its wings spread as if it has fallen out of the sky. I know this is the fox’s work. I can smell it everywhere. Chances are it was disturbed and marked its prey, intending to return. Nearby I find a torn hole pushed through the vegetation, a gap in the fuzz where new growth has been restricted by regular passage. The tatty circle promises open field beyond and, crouching, I can make out a shallow trench disappearing up and over the dirt. Half-pissed and growing sick of my human skin, I push through.

A pink-grey film of sunset behind pylons reflects in puddles between the dark, ploughed peaks of soil. Shards of sky shine in a hundred tiny fjords, briefly turning earth to heaven. Pressed into the churned ground between my feet is a single deer print. Inspection reveals it is a decent size with dewclaws visible, a roebuck’s. I search around but see no other, only this single hieroglyph lifted out of context months ago by a farmer’s plough. Ahead, a fat woodpigeon settles and bobs into a cluster of holly; I follow and find the indentation of a deer’s laying-up point scattered with white hair. Around it are clumps of badger-dug earth tilled by its bear-like paws on the hunt for a rabbit nest. It is darkening but I’m drawn further by the fox’s scent, west, tracing prints, walking deep into the heart of the edge-land. Waves of brambles as high as my head catch my clothes. Each tug on jacket or trouser works free a thread and unpicks a layer in me too. Moving through this terrain it becomes impossible to hold onto the cares and concerns of town: my worries about money and work. Through the saplings and brambles, the changing light and sounds, my attention cannot rest for long on anything; all things rush up and are absorbed in a second – the dry rattle-caw of a crow concealed in a black ash, the sour reek of fox sprayed on the frigid earth.

My eyes adjust. As the fields swallow the last of the day I crawl under a hedge and trudge across soil as thick and dark as chocolate cake. There is a little wooded valley ahead and, from within it, a barking. The fox? No, it’s more dog-like, a hoarse rasp, a smoker’s cough. I slip down an escarpment to a beck where it echoes again, followed by the crash of undergrowth. A flash of white rump bounding into inky brush – deer. It was a roe throating a warning. I’m standing still, wondering what other creatures are moving about me in the darkness, when I realise I’m sinking. Ankle-deep sludge drowns my shoes, forcing me to wade quickly forward in blind, belching steps until, leaping a stagnant pool, I land face-first on a muddy bank.

The fox manifests as I kneel there trying to catch my breath and work out where I am. I begin to right myself when a tree’s shadow morphs into an ebony silhouette, a shape from another realm trotting, head raised, along the treeline, fifteen, maybe twenty metres away. It is large, full-grown and winter-pelted, with a thick tail that it drags semi-submerged through the scrub like a rudder, scenting its wake. Seconds pass and I realise I’m holding my breath, immersed in the smell, the stillness, the sheer immediacy of it all; I’m

























































Epilogue

THE NOTEBOOK

It has lain untouched on a low shelf by the door for well over a month. I’ve walked past countless times without incident, yet today I find the notebook has somehow secreted itself into one of the cavernous pockets of my warmest coat. Rummaging for a glove, my nail meets a familiar hard-backed cover. I curl my forefinger under the elastic band that keeps its pages closed, and pull it out with a frown of puzzlement. Hello. How did you get there? Between wrestling on boots and hauling the pushchair out through the narrow hallway, my hand must have instinctively reached out. I shouldn’t be surprised, though; old habits die hard. Sometimes we know ourselves better than we think. This morning, for the first time, I’m walking Thomas down to the edge-land.

It’s a creaking-cold day. Winter, unblinking, is staring down autumn, frightening it from its perch, chasing it from the woods with first frosts and sharp, fiery light. The sun shows willing but shines weakly from the east as I steer the pushchair down Bilton Lane, stopping every now and then to make sure the boy’s all right. He’s probably a bit overdressed. On top of a thick cardigan I’ve bundled him up in a bright woolly hat, mittens and tucked two blankets under his muffler, but then again we’ve never walked this far from the house before and the air feels distinctly draughty, like a great sash window has been left open to the north. The sky has the same oily rainbow sheen as you find inside oyster shells and it stretches brilliantly behind roofs and telegraph wires, over hard, bare stubble fields, woods and the hills that range away unreachably between the bungalows and semis.

At the crossing point the two oaks either side of the road have been almost stripped completely. The sun paints branches yellow; beneath, the grass plays dead. Thrushes spill song and dogs bark. I’m grateful for the track they’ve laid over the old railway. The pushchair’s wheels glide over the bitumen in a single, smooth, continuous note. Bikes whistle past us in both directions and light ripples the red, tiled rooftops of Tennyson Avenue. Reaching the meadow, I push us past the pylon and across country to the wood’s edge, where I sit on a fallen pine branch. A few feet away a tiny goldcrest appears and begins working up and down a dead thistle, its Mohican of gold gleaming like a celestial streak. I assume Thomas must be fast asleep from the trundling, but when I turn the pushchair around I find his eyes are staring up in wonder, reflecting the trees and sky, taking everything in. Lucky thing. To have those days ahead when all the world is wide and bright, and all the world is all you can see.

I reach into my pocket and retrieve the notebook. It is a clutter of things, layered and brown like the earth, its cover wonderfully dirty. I undo its elastic fastening and flick back and forth through its pages, through the maps, scribbles of fox tracks, paragraphs of nineteenth-century railway research, drawings of the weir, a tramp’s babblings, a folded-up brochure for Bilton Hall Nursing Home, dead leaves and squashed deer droppings, dried flower heads and stray Himalayan balsam seeds. There are wobbly, half-completed tables that note the timings of owl calls and the appearance of swifts above the fields; sketches of hares and the compass-point fields of vision matriarchal rabbits adopt when guarding their young. Here, pressed in a margin, is a mayfly’s wing; here a found roach end and a squashed sprig of nettle. Here, a rough outline of a badger’s print. Bound and folded together with it all, my thoughts and feelings and impressions. Brief moments in time. The extraordinary you can find in the ordinary. A changing life in this fleeting, wheeling world.

In many ways I wish I could have written a neater story but I suppose edge-lands, like our lives, are tangled stories that write themselves. And for all the pages we might fill, nothing comes close to a second of being here.

We sit quietly, the boy and me, until the goldcrest has gone. After a while I close the notebook, tuck it next to him and turn us both for home.


You showed me eyebright in the hedgerow,
Speedwell and travellers joy.
You showed me how to use my eyes
When I was just a boy;
And you taught me how to love a song
And all you knew of nature’s ways:
The greatest gifts I have ever known,
And I use them every day.

Martin Simpson, ‘Never Any Good’
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