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Modern history has been much too sparing in its prose pictures of pastoral life. A great general or statesman has never lacked the love of a biographer; but the thoughts and labours of men who lived remote from cities, and silently built up an improved race of sheep or cattle, whose influence was to be felt in every market, have no adequate record.

H. H. Dixon (1869–1953)




On English ground

You understand the letter, – ere the fall,

How Adam lived in a garden. All the fields

Are tied up fast with hedges, nosegay-like;

The hills are crumpled plains, – the plains, parterres,

The trees, round, woolly, ready to be clipped;

And if you seek for any wilderness

You find, at best, a park. A nature tamed

And grown domestic like a barn-door fowl,

Which does not awe you with its claws and beak,

Nor tempt you to an eyrie too high up,

But which, in cackling, sets you thinking of

Your eggs to-morrow at breakfast, in the pause

Of finer meditation.

From Aurora Leigh, Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806–61)
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Prologue

Et in Arcadia Ego

A dedication to Joe and Margaret Amos

THE GRAVEYARD IS SHROUDED in mist from the river.

I’ve come here to meet people I cannot see, but the mist is blameless. My people are long dead.

In the dark tower of a yew tree a wren tisks its alarm call, as regular as the counting of clocks. Further away, in a vague fir, a robin sings an autumn hymn, muffled and melancholic.

Then, there they are: Percival Amos and Margaret Amos, their names inscribed in black on a grey marble headstone. The roots of the fir have tilted the stone; ivy clutches at it. Clagged with damp, their memorial needs a wipe of my coat sleeve for their names to shine.

I loved my maternal grandparents, and not just because they cared for me during tranches of my childhood, but also for what they were. They were the people of Thomas Gray’s ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’:


Oft did the harvest to their sickle yield,

Their furrow oft the stubborn glebe has broke;

How jocund did they drive their team afield!

How bow’d the woods beneath their sturdy stroke!



Percival – known to everyone as Joe – and Margaret Amos were yeoman farmers, salt of the earth, the backbone of England. My grandmother’s ancestors fought at Agincourt as men-at-arms; they were hard people, hard like the Herefordshire mountain they kept their sheep on.

For most of their adult lives – they married in their early twenties – Joe and Marg were tenant farmers, of hops, and for a decade or more farmed up the lane from here at Lindridge.

Time flies; ivy grows. My duty this morning is the pulling away of the evergreen parasitic tendrils.

I was last here in this churchyard beside the River Teme in the long hot summer. It was midday in late June, and a young guy in a baseball cap was varnishing a bench, encouraged by his girlfriend and her radio, though this was turned down reverently; a wood pigeon was roo-cooing in the heat, soft and somnolent. It was peaceful, and it was beautiful too. Bounded by the sparkling Teme and a row of red-brick cottages, St Mary’s in Tenbury Wells, Worcestershire, is the perfect English graveyard.

That day in June, with not a cloud in the sky, the sun blinded off the weathervane, a gold cross, on the Norman steeple. A sparrow flew to its nest, a hole in the stone of the nave. Swallows plastered their cup-home on an oak beam in the porch. The church gave both birds refuge.

The grass was full of flowers as I wandered down between the gravestones. Ox-eye daisy, borage, white clover, dandelion, meadow vetch.

In almost every floral-coloured aisle, an echo of a name gone now, a call on conscience and memory. Lambleys. Wilcocks. Yarnolds.

Kin.

Cabbage-white and meadow-brown butterflies blatted about in the silent air, indecisive, before settling on the lilac. There were mason bees, and the elder’s fruits were green and vital.

Odd, is it not, that to see living things today one often needs to visit the place of the dead? The churchyard of St Mary’s is God’s Acre. Today, in the great white peace of an October morning, a single thrush starts singing matins in the yew behind the nave.

I’m not sure how old the yew trees of St Mary’s graveyard are. Taxus baccata can live for thousands of years. But I do know they have seen generations of my family come into this life, leave it. When I see the yews they recall to mind – always – four particular lines from Gray’s ‘Elegy’:


Beneath those rugged elms, that yew-tree’s shade,

Where heaves the turf in many a mould’ring heap,

Each in his narrow cell for ever laid,

The rude forefathers of the hamlet sleep.



My rude grandparents sleep here, in their native red soil. Today, from a yew as feathered as a bird itself, a thrush sings, louder and louder in the mist in this corner of England where Herefordshire, Shropshire and Worcestershire meet.

I cannot carve stone. So, I wish to fashion a memorial in print to Joe and Margaret Amos, and all the yeoman farmers of England, past, present and future.

This is what follows.




Introduction

I remember Woodston …

IF GOD HAS DESIGNED a Typical English Setting, it is surely Woodston Farm on the Herefordshire/Worcestershire/Shropshire border. The land to the front of the farm is flat and runs down to the River Teme, and beyond to woods; behind and to the sides it is gently hilly, suitable for slow, fat sheep. There are still some limes or ‘linden’ on the rising land that gives the surrounding parish its name, Lindridge, or its various corruptions over the centuries: Lindericgeas (eleventh century); Lynderug, Linderugge (twelfth century); Lindruge, Lindrigg (thirteenth century); Lyndrugge, Lindriche (fourteenth century); Lynderige (sixteenth century).The nearest property to Woodston is the church of St Lawrence, reached by a footpath and a five-minute walk to the top of the linden ridge, which begins the east end of its sharp, sheep’s-back arc in Woodston’s fields. There is no village of Lindridge as such, only the church of St Lawrence, the Georgian-faced rectory and a school; the nearest settlement to Woodston is Eardiston, a hamlet a mile and a half to the north. That is not to say that Woodston is isolated – among the historic reasons for its relative success as a farm is its proximity to transport systems, beginning with the ancient road to Tenbury Wells, the nearest town – but it lives in a small pool of its own tranquillity. The parish of Lindridge comprises 2,496 acres of land, of which 21 are inland water. Lindridge figures prominently in the life story of Woodston for a simple reason: Woodston as a distinct working farm was only named in the 1300s; before that, it was merely unnamed land in that essential unit of English physical and legal recognition, the parish.

The soil of Woodston is marl, clay and sandstone; the subsoil is Old Red Sandstone (and more of that anon, since the soil is the beginning and, maybe in these chemical days, the end of the farming story). Once, Woodston boasted some of the finest hopyards in England, watered from the gin-clear Teme (a tragically misnamed river; the name derives from the Celtic ‘tamesis’, meaning ‘dark’, ‘Thames’ coming from the same root). The hops have gone, the brick hop kilns converted into bijou, gleaming apartments. (Well, farmers were told to diversify.) But Woodston remains a traditional working farm, part arable, part livestock. Family owned.

I think I was seven when I first went to Woodston; we, my mother and I, walked up the long farm drive, past the orchard, to look at the farmhouse. She was on a nostalgia trip.

My mother grew up at Woodston, where my grandfather, Joe Amos, was the farm manager. Joe Amos managed Woodston for about thirty years, with a few breaks, when he stormed off in dispute with the agent of the absentee owner, the somewhat sinisterly named Farmer Pudge, a major local landowner. My grandfather, known to his grandchildren as ‘Poppop’, always went back. He was always welcomed back, because he was an acknowledged master grower of hops.

After managing Woodston, my grandfather managed Woodend at Cradley (part of the Duchy estate) then, semi-retired, worked as the bailiff – an antiquated expression, but essentially a farm overseer – at Withington in East Herefordshire. When he finally, finally retired from farming at seventy, he and my grandmother bought a house along the road from Woodston. My parents were married down the road at St Lawrence’s in 1950 and had their wedding reception in the bagging room of the hop kiln at Woodston.

For many years I have wanted to write the life story of a farm, but which farm? For a while I was tempted by the ‘biography’ of my own sheep farm high in the Welsh Borders, but its ovine monoculture barred half the farming story, the raising of crops as well as livestock. So Woodston became the chosen place, partly through sentimental family attachment, partly because it was the archetypal English farm, mixing animal husbandry and crop growing. I could find no better example. It is England’s farm.

Also, such a manner of farming is not only the story of the best of England’s farming past, it is the route-map to a better farming future, more profitable, more Nature-friendly.

This, then, is the biography of Woodston, from the creation of its DNA – the very soil on which it thrives – four billion years ago to AD 1950. And ‘biography’ is the correct term, because farms live, have character, personality.

Few of Woodston’s farmers and labourers left written records. Archaeology reveals a little more of the picture, as does folk memory (tales my grandparents and my mother told me), as does the ‘lie of the land’ – farmland can be interrogated by anyone with a trained eye. A field with a corner gate, for instance, is almost certain to have been founded as a meadow for livestock, since beasts are easier to herd or drive through such an arrangement (the 90 degrees where two lines of hedge or wall meet act as a funnel) in distinction to a hedge with the gate in its middle.

However, these methods together are insufficient for a complete biography of a farm. They are not enough. Accordingly, sometimes I have engaged in what I term ‘Method Writing’™ – I have tried to live and work in the style of the period concerned, such as ploughing with an antler like the Prehistorics, eating medieval peasant potage. Woodston is tethered by factuality but not chained by it.

The English countryside was improved by our ancestors after it was created by Nature; England’s landscape is the result of agri-culture. This is one reason why the English landscape, particularly its ‘classical’ quilt pattern of fields and hedges, causes such devotion. It is shared heritage. As the poet laureate John Masefield versed during the Great War, when the patriotism of so many boys and men was fired by English pastoral scenes, the land is ‘the past speaking dear’. He knew, because he lived in this self-same heart of England, at Ledbury.

The English countryside is a work of human art, done by the many and the nameless: farmers and farm labourers.

My family. Yours too.
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CHAPTER I

Earth


From the void to the making of the soil that is the foundation of Woodston and English farming – The volcanic eruptions, the inundations, and glaciations that produced the current course of the Teme – The wildwood

In the beginning was the earth …



THIS PLACE HAS NUMBERS, as well as letters. The coordinates of Woodston are 52° 19′ 2.12″ N, 2° 28′ 39.43″ W. That is its current location on the globe, and ‘place’ in the life of a farm makes for three inescapable inheritances: geology, climate, angle of relationship to the sun. The waxing and waning of the moon has an influence too; the stars, unlike the navigational aid they provide those at sea, have no role, except to charm the scene.

In the beginning there was nothing here. Only void. The Ancients believed in four Elements, those of Air, Fire, Water, Earth, and while we might sneer at their science, the physical early history of Woodston is exactly a story of these things. From the nothing of the void came, via the ‘Big Bang’ of 13.5 billion years ago, the gaseous cloud (Air), which reduced to a burning ball (Fire), then to something solid (Earth). Order out of chaos. By 600 million years ago there was terra firma in the place that one day would be called Woodston. After Fire, Earth, came Water. Life in its earliest forms appeared 3.8 billion years ago, complex life 570 million years ago; it slowly evolved in the warm Ordovician and Silurian seas which covered Woodston then; relics of those primeval seas are the Silurian coral reefs at nearby Ludlow.

Each succeeding geological epoch laid down sedimentary rocks, each layer a stony-soily epitaph to that time. We think about history as coming down to us; but creation, generally, builds upwards, layer on top of layer. A land building upwards. After the coming of life, these geological eras had one common characteristic. They were necropoli of dead fauna and flora. The rocks and soil beneath us at Woodston are boneyards. Or, in the prosaics of farming, fertilizer. This earth, this soil-food at Woodston edges to acid, with a pH of 4.0 to 5.4, meaning it will support acid-longing plants such as sorrel, sucked by farmworkers when a-haying to slake their thirst.

Only on paper are geological sequences smooth. The land we call Britain, as it drifted around the globe, spasmed with fractures, folds and faults. Around 400 million years ago a clash of tectonic plates threw up giant mountains around Woodston. A bird flying over Woodston today can see their eroded stumps in the Malverns, Clee Hill and, in the far dramatic distance to the west, the Black Mountains of the Welsh border.

In the Devonian period Woodston was south of the equator; it was a fiery desert dominated by prototaxites, 20-yard-high fungal spires; the red, haematite colours of this badland still glow in Woodston’s soil. Thus the geology of Woodston is officially ‘Old Red Sandstone Raglan Mudstone Formation (Silurian/Devonian)’.

There is something literally grounding about putting a finger into this earth. If you stick your index finger in this Woodston soil, as I did the other spring day, wriggle it around and withdraw it, you will find your finger stained with the pink-going-on-scarlet of human blood, and see why people once thought humans were moulded by the divinities from clay. The word human and the word humus, meaning ‘soil’, even come from the same root in Proto-Indo-European, the ancestral language of the European family. The Hebrew adam, meaning ‘man’, is from adamah, ground. We live off the earth, and when we die we go back to it. To add to the humus.

The picture of Woodston, as it piggybacks northward on a tectonic plate, turns tropical. Three hundred million years ago, Woodston was a fetid, insect-infested everglade straddling the equator, whose forest of giant ferns fossilized as Carboniferous rocks – coal, the thin seams of which would one day be mined at Mamble, on the edge of the Wyre Forest coalfield, ten minutes from Woodston Farm as humans walk. This coal would light Woodston’s fires for eras and epochs, and into my grandfather’s heyday, the 1940s.

Over the vastness of biological time – but the blinking of an eye for a Creator – the strange creatures that crawled from the Devonian ooze become stranger still. The first insects – the farmer’s salvation for their pollinating, but the farmer’s curse for their destruction of crop and beast – shuffled around in the ferns of Woodston around 479 million years BC. In the Mesozoic era, giant reptiles haunted Woodston’s land, and darkened the sky overhead with their wings.

It was a time of original noise: the jaw-grinding of herbivores grazing, the scream of animals losing their life as the talons of archaeopteryx sank in. These were protofarmland sounds, their echoes heard millennia later in the cows eating down in the river meadow, the cry of the chicken taken by the hawk.

During the final 60 million years of Mesozoic time, England subsided, leading to deep inroads of the Cretaceous seas, the tropically warm waters of which teemed with tiny marine organisms whose skeletons dropped in an endless white blizzard of death. Where they fell they buried other corpses, including shoals of primitive sponges which, over time, became the flint knobs from which early humans would fashion tools to cut down the wildwood.

Only with the ‘Alpine Storm’, a 20-million-year-long global shiver, was England raised from the waves. By now the giant reptiles were gone, along with the primitive tree-ferns and giant horsetails of the coal forests. In their place came plants and animals more closely related to the flora and fauna of today. Sabre-toothed tigers and other fabulous beasts – elephant, elk, cave bear, woolly rhinoceros, bison – roamed the Woodston wilderness.

In western Scotland, volcanoes still poured lava, but Woodston was becoming docile. Never again would it be a place of extremes. Henceforth it would always respond to gentler rhythms. The two or three million years of the Pleistocene period brought the Great Ice Age (water, again), a frozen, smothering white tide that slid down Britain, groaning and grinding away at the land, throwing up great crystalline, sparkling cliffs.

Woodston escaped the glacial sheet, though the ice-cold left its mark on the landscape. The gentle hummocks behind and opposite Woodston today are the result of solifluction, where the upper layers of permafrost melted in summer, allowing the top six feet or so of ground to slide down over the more frozen base.

Meltwater drained into the Teme valley from the west, creating a lake. Under Woodston the groundwater still follows the routes of this glacial era, but the surface at some indeterminate moment in the past began draining to the east, a mismatch causing the long record of flooding around the farm in our historical times. In a submission made to Parliament during Cromwell’s Protectorate, the inhabitants of Knighton, two miles away, declared that Lindridge was too far to travel to church, because ‘the ways thereof [are] very fowle and deepe in time of winter’.1

More importantly for the life of Woodston, the presence of ice ten miles away at Woofferton caused the River Teme to reverse direction and find a new passage eastwards from 12,000 BC. This new river course would later provide the southern boundary of Lindridge and, eventually, of Woodston Farm itself.

When the ice retreated for the last time, in about 8500 BC, and the glacial lake at Woodston disappeared, leaving in its wake meres and mires, there came the two thousand years of warm, dry weather known as the Boreal period. The bitterly cold tundra was slowly repopulated by trees, and a fertile earth recovered. Dwarf birch was first to recolonize; then stands of true birch, the ice queen of trees, then juniper, willow, aspen and Scots pines, hazel, alder, oak, followed by elm and lime, including the rarer small-leaved lime. The latter still lives on in the Teme valley, particularly in the dingle streams that go down to the river.
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A word about lime.

‘Lime’ is an altered form of Middle English lind, cognate to Latin lentus (‘flexible’), fair enough for a tree which, when young, is elegant-limbed, skin-smooth. The English ‘lithe’ is from the same root. The seventeenth-century arborist John Evelyn noted regarding lime wood:


And because of its colour, and easy working, and that it is not subject to split, architects make with it models for their designed buildings; and the carvers in wood, not only for small figures, but large statues and intire histories, in bass, and high relieve; witness (besides several more) the lapidation of St Stephen, with the structures and elevations about it: The trophies, festoons, frutages, encarpa, and other sculptures in the frontoons, freezes, capitals, pedestals, and other ornaments and decorations, (of admirable invention and performance) to be seen about the choir of St Paul’s and other churches; royal palaces, and noble houses in city and country.



The lime tree is rich in lore. In the age of chivalry, the ‘Lind’ was the tree of love; in the Second World War, its wood provided the frames for Mosquito aircraft. The yellow flowers are the flavouring for ‘lime cordial’. The lime features in the poem ‘The Owl and the Nightingale’, circa AD 1200, the earliest mention of a hedgerow tree in English literature. Perhaps, most appositely, the ur-botanist Carl Linnaeus owed his surname to the linden tree outside the family home.

Such is the interest of lime to the artist, the lover, the warrior, the scientist, the cook, the arborist. For the farmer, large-leaved lime Tilia platyphyllos and small-leaved lime Tilia cordata are shade for livestock; they can be coppiced for fuel, bean-sticks, and – usefully for Woodston – hop-poles. The heart-shaped leaves are fodder for cattle, sheep, goats, while the fibrous layer of under-bark called ‘bast’ can be twisted into ropes or used to make sandals, even cloth, and was so woven by Neolithic people. The flowers are pollinated by honeybees and other insects visiting for their nectar. The wood of lime burns bright and white, fast but hot. I know because we have lime trees in our garden, pollarded every several years, the limbs unwanted for poles going on to the sitting-room fire.

Wood was the first serious fuel. We humans have been utilizing the wildwood for warmth for five hundred thousand years. Changes in climate over the last millennia have caused lime to diminish, but once it crowded the elephants and rhinos of lowland England. Touch a lime tree in a wood and you touch the ancient past.

The forest of the post-Ice Age flourished, and from shining sea to sea, England was covered by a canopy of trees. G.M. Trevelyan, in lines I learned at school, conjured the English scene then as one of innumerable treetops which ‘shivered in the breezes of summer dawn and broke into wild music of millions upon millions of wakening birds: the concert was prolonged from bough to bough with scarcely a break for hundreds of miles over hill and plain and mountain’. This fantastic dawn chorus was unheard by man save where, at rarest intervals, a troop of skin-clad hunters, stone-axe in hand, moved furtively over the woodland floor.

What did the first Neolithics see when they scrambled up the salmon-pink bank of the Teme at Woodston? A wooded scene, but also a place of kind climate, a green land. Put a Neolithic man or woman at Woodston today, and he or she would in some way know it still: a place where it rains enough, but not too much, and there is ample water in summer from the river. Where the climate is mild. Where the land is sheltered from the whipping winter winds by comforting low hills. Where the soil is good.

The Neolithics came to Woodston around 3000 BC,2 when Britain was already cut off from the Continent. They began making holes in the limitless canopy of the wildwood. They began the farming of England.
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CHAPTER II

The Clearing


The beginning of farming in the Woodston wildwood by the Neolithic people – The coming of domestic sheep and cattle – Field patterns established – The continuation of hunter-gathering – The making of the first English hedges – Tree hay – By the late Iron Age (Christian Year Zero) half the wildwood around Woodston cleared for farming – The unacknowledged plenty of prehistoric farming



AT THE TAIL END of the 1700s a Neolithic polished stone tool was found in Lindridge parish, a lucky find, given the sparsity of Neolithic artefacts in Worcestershire, a county with no landscape remains of the Stone people. The nearest standing-stone witness to the presence of the Neolithics is the henge circle at Mitchell’s Fold, just north of Bishop’s Castle, Shropshire; the nearest long barrow is at Dorstone in Herefordshire’s Golden Valley, under the shadowy wall of Mid-Wales.

The Lindridge stone tool was troved in a toothill at Dodenhill (half a mile from Woodston); the toothill, a man-made lookout post, was in the process of being flattened by workmen, the stone sought for other uses, in the endless, eternal recycling of farmland materials. Six feet down, in a bed of gravel, was the Neolithic tool, finely polished, 4¾ inches long, 1 inch wide and ¼ inch thick. At one end a sharpened cutting edge; at the other three holes drilled into the stone, presumably for a handle. The object was acquired by a local antiquary, the vicar of nearby Great Witley. It was an age when parsons did such things.

Stone suitable for making tools does not occur naturally near Woodston, or indeed most other places in England. The right stuff has to be hard but workable, capable of keeping a sharp edge. So, stone tools were mined in quarries with antlers (the Neolithic flint-miners of Grime’s Grave in Norfolk used over 50,000 antlers as picks), then traded across Britain, even to and from the Continent. A well-known trade route, the Clun–Clee Trackway, a snaking earth-path running just north of Lindridge, operated in Neolithic times. It started at the Kerry Hills and led to the Severn at Bewdley. Another, lesser trackway – a branch-line – ran parallel to the Teme, and is today the A456 Tenbury to Newnham Bridge road, lying between the farmhouse and the river; Woodston was thus between a duo of trade routes, two of the hundreds that spiderwebbed Neolithic Britain. In the ensuing centuries these self-same Neolithic trade routes would be rescribed on the landscape around Woodston by canals, tarmac roads and railways. The landscape is a palimpsest, on which each epoch etches its lines of communication, of trade.

The geology of the Lindridge axe-tool suggests it is composed of the same Welsh stone from the Preseli hills transported to Wiltshire to construct Stonehenge. Other Stone-time tools have also been found in this north Worcestershire parish: a large hand axe and a loom weight; across the Teme at Eastham, a collection of flint implements was discovered in 1936 during excavation for the New Road at Hanley William. (They are exhibited in Eastham church, a matter of local pride; my mother took me to see them when I was nine. For weeks after, I tried to make fires by striking flint rocks.)

The New Stone Age people at Woodston lived a double life, part nomadic hunter-gatherers, part tyro-farmers. Foraging and farming are too easily counter-poised, too frequently regarded as mutually exclusive. Our precursors were less adamant about what was weed, what was crop. Tollund Man, of Danish prehistory, had porridge containing cultivated barley and feral fat hen (Chenopodium album, also known as wild goosefoot) for his last breakfast before he was hanged. The wildwood glades where the prehistoric people grazed their cattle and sheep were the same glades where they hunted red deer, wild swine, wild cattle. A glade, as well as providing space for crops, offered a clear line of sight for a flung spear, an arrow from a bow.

They hunted in earnest, because meat was good and filling: the decline of the big beasts of England, accordingly, was steep. The bears and aurochs were gone from Woodston within a millennium; of the bestiary of large mammals, only red deer survived beyond the Middle Ages locally. The animal extinctions were tragic, though we should not lightly despise the bravery of the prehistoric farmfolk who, with a pathetic spear or arrow, sought to bring down a wild bull, horns a yard wide, and which was as quick witted as it was quick at turning on its hooves. The toros of Pamplona and Spanish bullrings are sad, plump facsimiles of the rampaging cattle of yore.

Down to my childhood in the 1970s, farmfolk routinely picked hedgerow fruits for jam, game-hunted over the land, fished the pond and the stream. The land was expected to provide in all ways, the tame and the wild. It seemed natural. I made my own children pick nettles for soup, sorrel for sauce as late as 2010, but even at the time I was aware it was a constructed middle-class experience, one they had to be persuaded into. Foraging was not a given for them, or a necessity, as it was for my mother, my grandfather, or even for me on Broadmoor Common, above Woolhope, when no blackberries picked equalled no jam made in my stepmother’s iron cauldron on the cooker from the Electricity Board showroom.

The Neolithics’ antique pattern of farming and foraging died in 1996. I saw its end, on a hillside in the Golden Valley, above the medieval abbey of Dore, when an old farming couple, Eric and Molly, drove 25 miles in their Land Rover 110 to pick up the windfalls from the crab apples, so ‘they would not be wasted’. Nobody would bother now, and in the west of Europe the cessation of farmfolk-foraging was general.

I spent last autumn in France, where walnuts grow by the laneside, and I was the only person in the village who picked them.

So much for foraging. Neolithic farming required the creation of glades of pasture for the semi-domesticated herbivores, glades of bare earth for the crops. For these open spaces, the Neolithic peoples needed to clear land of trees, and for that task they needed tools of stone, such as the Lindridge axe-tool.

The Stone-Agers’ prime method of clearing the trees was crudely effective. They ring-barked selected trees by chipping with a stone-axe a weeping mortal skin-wound, in imitation of the deer. Pollen records suggest a decline between 4000 and 3000 BC in tree species such as ash and an increase in plants such as nettles and plantains. As ash tends to grow on the edges of woods, its decline is associated with the clearance of tranches of the wildwood for agriculture. Stone was not their sole tree-razing tool. In the unlikely happenstance of a long, hot English summer, the Neolithic clan at Woodston may have used fire (the ash from which would have also acted as fertilizer), although English trees do not burn easily, and felled trees need to be cut up for firewood. The Neolithics also employed their livestock in clearing the land, and keeping it that way.

Certainly, there is no archaeological evidence for Neolithic use of livestock for razing the wildwood. But it stands to farming reason. In the twenty-first century I’ve renovated woodland choked by bramble (a domestic invasive species) and sycamore (an alien invasive species) by sending in the livestock – cows to blunderingly clear paths, trample the understorey, and then sheep to browse, pigs to rootle.

The grazing of the Neolithics’ cattle, sheep and pigs, by their gorging of emergent tree shoots, stymied regeneration by the wildwood on the linden ridge at Woodston, as elsewhere. Primitive sheep would also have stripped many species of tree of their bark, a sweet favourite food. Some years ago, I put ten Shetland sheep on a borrowed paddock by the Dulas brook, in the peace of the Black Mountains, on a balmy March afternoon; next morning, the green grass was untouched, but every hazel in field and hedge was de-skinned from ground to four feet high, as far up as the sheep could reach standing on their thin back legs. The white, suppurating wounds of the hazels were accusing in the dawn light. (The owner of the paddock, Brian Edwards, was very understanding.)

I have reasoned this conclusion concerning the use of livestock in clearing trees and scrub: the Neolithics would simply have noticed, noted, the ways and effects of their herbivores, and understood that all they themselves were required to do was work with the animals’ natural appetites. A wood to which sheep or cattle are often admitted loses its woodland plants and quickly turns to grassland with trees.1

The Stone-Agers were not separate from Nature. They were of it, but beginning to take a human stance, which is to control Nature. Which is farming.

[image: ]

If a primitive farm animal such as the Soay sheep was to be utilized as a portable live brush-cutter, a warm-blooded ground-clearance instrument, it would need to be fenced in. Otherwise it would roam, ‘cherry-picking’ rather than nihilistically razing.

Which is why this January morning I am in a Herefordshire copse near Woodston, constructing a five-foot-high ‘dry hedge’ of boughs and sticks. I am putting my personal theory into my personal practice.

Since there was hard frost last night the earth is only just thawing out. (A daily Ice Age and Aftermath Melt; Nature is all cycles within cycles.) From the bare trees around me, the meltwater drips as wet as tears. Further out in the wood, a jay screeches, which is the coldest sound of the English winter. Two robins up in opposing hazel bushes 25 yards apart sing their territorial songs; building their own sort of fence, invisible in the sky.

The oddity of manual work is that it encourages philosophy, as per the venerable Chinese aphorism, ‘If you want wisdom, ask the fellows who cut the hay.’ Thoughts keep rising like bubbles, as I pound sharpened branches into the ground with a round stone, putting the driest, most brittle stuff aside for a hearth fire; the Stone Age could equally have been termed the Wood Age. At one point I stop to de-pith some glistening red rosehips for a snack. The sheer scale of such work, days and days, must have engendered a radically different sense of time. When you have for ever, the only time that counts is now.

The Stone-Agers would doubtless have undertaken a task such as fence-making cooperatively, as a clan. My sole companion in our supposedly progressed Modern Times is a black Labrador puppy, Plum.

I start to flag, and decide to spend ten minutes on dog-training instead. Of course, if you think about it, teaching a puppy is only a replication of our original taming of the wolf. If you think about it more, the wolf-dog, which is menacing to sheep, can be used as a furred, running hedge to contain and control sheep. A sheepdog, in other words.

Herding. Men and boys did it too, carrying sticks. (And still do; I have a long shepherd’s crook, which can be waved like a giant hand behind the flock to guide them; held right, they go left; held left, they go right. My stick for the cows, the ‘cush stick’, is a short hazel pole cut from a bush in the hedge by the house. Some of us still ‘make do’.) Up in twenty-first-century Cumbria, much is made of ‘hefted’ sheep, ovines trained to remain within definite borders, the knowledge of the cordon passed down from ewe to lamb.2 Perhaps hefting was employed in misty, ancient times elsewhere in these isles?

Whatever. The ‘dry hedge’ worked to contain our Hebridean sheep, which are as close to the primitive Soays as you can get. They annihilated the 25 by 25 yards of scrub to the ground within three days.

While I was constructing the dry hedge, a fox trotted past. The fox is perhaps our most ancient landowner. The species has lived in these isles since the geological Wolstonian period, 352,000 to 130,000 years ago. Time is never linear, it contorts and spasms; it takes a fox from millennia gone by to accompany my scene in AD 2020.

I saw the fox. So did my Woodstoni ancestor.

On this same day, I heard a deer barking in the wood, and some atavistic impulse tempted me – fleetingly – to pick up a shaft to use as a spear. You can take a human out of the prehistoric wildwood, but you can never quite take the prehistoric out of the human. I was confirmed in this by the family BBQ at night, bits of rare-breed beef (and vegetarian option) cooking over open smoky fire, and me glowing with the heat and the contentment, as sparks joined the stars; once upon a time all food was ‘slow food’. In those night moments, my clan around me, I was Stone Age and Primary.

[image: ]

The day after, I made nettle pudding, the oldest-known dish of the British. Researchers from the University of Wales Institute have found traces of nettle pudding 8,000 years old; Neolithic chefs blended the nettles with barley flour, other greens, salt and water to make a big dumpling to go into stews.

God, that pudding was good, and it was filling, for stomach and for mind (with its green marbled beauty): firm but rubbery fawn on the outside, on the inside green marbling, a gorgeous dumpling which satisfied my theory of the long coexistence of foraging with farming, the nettles being wild and the barley being cultivated. It reminded me, too, of the importance of Fire, because without the domestication of Fire, and its ability to tenderize the previously unpalatable (cereal grains, for example), farming would have been pointless, and Sapiens would have required intestines so long that little energy would have been left over for brain work.

The Neolithics disrelished nothing that came usefully to a sweep of the sickle, a pluck of the fingers, as analysis of carbonized cakes at Glastonbury Lake village shows. They were found to be made not only from flour of wheat and barley but also that of roughly ground seeds of wild oats, brome (Bromus secalinus) and orache (Atriplex pautula). The prehistoric grain crop was weedy, and the strong flavours and coarse textures of some ‘weed’ seeds were accepted, even enjoyed. Of course, one should not assume that plants such as orache were regarded by the Prehistorics as wild; they may well have cultivated them.

For millennia the line between weed and cultivated crop, what was wild and what farmed, was blurred. Doubtless this led to variety in diet and was good for the guts, or the ‘microbiome’, in contemporary parlance. The best of both worlds.
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Unfortunately, humans seem doomed to learn and forget. It is not just the wheel that gets reinvented, but food and medicine. The nettles of nettle pudding remained a British health tonic until the nineteenth century – hawkers on Victorian streets used to cry, ‘Nettles with tender shoots to cleanse the blood’, Scottish miners put them in their ‘parritch’ – and then in the West we suffered a collective amnesia until the 1970s, when we again grasped the nettle as a health booster, in the form of nettle tea.

Our greatest amnesia, though, has been antibiotics. In 2017, researchers discovered that a Neanderthal with a dental abscess had been eating a penicillin-producing mould, implying knowledge of its antibiotic properties. Alexander Fleming received the Nobel prize for ‘discovering’ what supposedly stupid Neanderthals knew millennia ago. There are other less ancient examples of medical knowledge, including Ötzi the Iceman, a Neolithic corpse found in glacial ice in the Italian Alps, dating from around 3000 BC. On the day he died, the Iceman was carrying a pouch stuffed with wads of the birch polypore mushroom (Fomitopsis betulina), the curative properties of which are confirmed by modern pharmacological studies. The mushroom is antibacterial, antiparasitic, antiviral, anti-inflammatory, anticancer, neuroprotective and immunomodulating.3

[image: ]

A comment on hedges. Prehistoric farmers patented the ‘mixed farming’ that would be Woodston’s story, and the best of English agriculture, part arable, part livestock, symbiotic because the one system fed the other: animal dung manured the cereal land, the cereals provendered the animals. The flaw in mixed farming was that the livestock needed to be kept apart from the cereal crop. Fences keep livestock out, as well as in.

Hence the hedge, if only a ‘dead hedge’ of thorn bushes or cleft stakes. (Moccas Park in Herefordshire has a medieval-type fence of split oak, eloquently able
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