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A Mudlarking Year




For the river, my friend, companion and confidante.




A MUDLARKING YEAR

Finding Treasure in Every Season

LARA MAIKLEM


[image: Cover: A Mudlarking Year Finding Treasure in Every Season, by Lara Maiklem, published by Bloomsbury Circus.]





By the same author

Mudlarking

A Field Guide to Larking
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This QR code links to photos of Lara’s finds from this seasonal year. They can be enjoyed as a companion to this book.





‘Sweet Thames, run softly, till I end my song.’

Prothalamion, Edmund Spenser, 1596
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Prologue


Saturday 1 January 2022 (low tide 0.69 m @ Margate, 16.46)


Kent – Margate

I’m twitchy and need to get out. I’ve been weighed down for days by low damp clouds, but the sun finally shines through this morning, which is a good sign. Sun on the first day of the new year.

In a perfect world I’d nip out for an hour to the Thames for a quick look at what treasures the tide had left behind on the foreshore. I could do that when I lived in London. The river was just a five-minute walk from my house in Greenwich and I’d take myself there on a whim, or if I needed escape, comfort or solitude, but we moved in 2015 and now the river is miles away. I have to plan my visits in advance, work my life around tide tables, then check train times and roadworks to make sure I can get there. What were daily visits have become less regular, but more committed, six-hour searches.

I’ve never lived this far from London. I grew up on a dairy farm just over twenty miles as the crow flies from central London and moved to the city in the early 1990s. In 2002 I bought a tiny, run-down Victorian two-up, two-down cottage close to the river in Greenwich. I loved my little broken house; I was never going to move, but then I was never going to have children either. The twins arrived in 2012 and while the spare room was just big enough for two cots, it wasn’t big enough for two beds. So, when they were almost three, we moved, and although central London is now only seventy miles away, I am further from it than I have ever been before, and I miss it. Some days I miss it so much that it makes my heart ache. I miss the buzz, the feeling of being somewhere huge and relevant, I even miss the smell and grime, but most of all I miss the river… my river.

Mudlarking is my hobby, a comfortable obsession and not a necessity like it was for my Victorian counterparts, the half-starved scavengers, mainly women and children, who searched the foetid and sometimes frozen mud for anything they could use or sell to keep themselves alive. But while mudlarking might not be something I need to do to survive, I can’t imagine life without it. I’m a time traveller and a tide traveller, addicted to chasing lost and discarded objects and pulling stories of forgotten Londoners from the mud, to watching the tides fall then rise again and the city cycle endlessly through the seasons.

Since I can’t escape to the Thames today, I pile into the car with the twins, my wife Sarah and all the things she needs for swimming outside on a freezing cold day – wetsuit, gloves, bootees, float, towel, a little mat to stand on while she changes, an expensive changing robe to keep her warm, a hot-water bottle and a flask of tea. The kids throw in a football, wellies, buckets and spades, and all I bring is a canvas bag, rolled up small enough to fit in my coat pocket. I feel delightfully unencumbered.

For years, Sarah, who grew up in a landlocked part of Canada, has turned her eyes skywards and sighed in frustration at my sudden absences and obsession with weather and tides, but now she’s a sea swimmer, she understands, and I’m partially off the hook. While she checks the tides at Margate I check them at London Bridge, and while she looks at water temperature and wind speed to make sure it’s not too choppy, I look for rain and cold weather to make sure I’m warm and dressed to stay dry.

I hate being cold and wet. I didn’t learn to swim until I was ten and I’ve always been scared of water. In the seven years I have lived by the sea I have never been swimming in it, and I don’t intend to. Unless I can see my feet and the water is warm, I simply won’t go in. My place is beside water, mooching along the tideline or poking about for curiosities, which doesn’t interest Sarah, so we obsess together and separately. She swims and I lark. We both escape.

The twins are coiled springs of excess Christmas energy. They bicker and fight in the back of the car all the way to Walpole Bay tidal pool, a four-acre rectangle of trapped seawater that is reborn on every tide. It was built in 1937, the heyday of the English seaside holiday, from twelve-foot interlocking concrete blocks reinforced by reused iron tramlines. The one-ton blocks were lifted into place by hand cranes, working night and day to make use of the tides. When it was finished it was the largest tidal pool in the UK.

Occasionally the council pumps the tidal pool out completely for maintenance. This is when the metal detectorists descend like a flock of three-legged wading birds, searching for rings that have slipped off cold fingers and broken necklaces that tangle in and around the weed and lumps of chalk. I’ve been down there myself, but I didn’t find much, just a handful of loose change.

I look out over the English Channel, which is just over sixty-five miles wide here. I am almost as close to Flanders as I am to the Thames in central London: if I’d been standing here 105 years ago, I would also have been able to hear the pounding of the guns on the Western Front. The sea between us and Europe is never clear because of the chalk that constantly erodes from the seabed and clouds the water. On a bright sunny day, it can be a beautiful verdigris, but mostly it’s storm-cloud grey or even the colour of the Thames, which makes sense and makes me feel at home. I am technically only just outside the geographical boundary of the Thames Estuary, which according to the jurisdiction of the Port of London Authority (PLA) ends at Margate.

The bay is bounded by high chalk cliffs, and chalk runs beneath the yellow sand. At low tide, the sand peters out, revealing chalk that’s carved into grooves and stacks by the sea and embedded with sharp grey and black flints. The same chalk forms the Thames basin, deep beneath the ground over which the river flows. It is made up of the skeletal remains of tiny planktonic green algae that floated on the upper levels of the ocean and sank down to the bottom when it died. Layers of it built up millions of years ago and slowly consolidated into chalk, which contains the fossilised remains of other creatures that lived at the same time. Today, these creatures are my quarry.

Where the sea has drilled down into the soft chalk there are rock pools and everything is covered with long, slick, brown seaweed and bright-green sea lettuce. I pick gingerly over the slippery weed, while the twins chase each other in the distance with long, dripping strands of kelp. Their squealing and laughing is the background noise to my searching on an otherwise deserted beach. I look for the smooth, egg-like domes of Echinocorys, sea-urchin fossils, that poke up through the sand. They are flat on the bottom and shaped like little white helmets, with patterns of dots and lines radiating from the crown. The original shell of the creature would have been covered with a fine coat of spines, which fossilised as a layer of chalky calcite, as smooth and delicate as white porcelain, and just as easily broken, cracked open and worn away. The trick is to find them before the sea does.

By the time I round up the soggy, sandy, pink-faced children, I have a heavy bag of urchin fossils to add to my collection at home, where they are lined up along windowsills and piled among flowerpots in the garden. I lug the bag back to the car – where Sarah is smiling through cold blue lips and clutching a cup of hot tea in shaking hands – and heave several million years into the boot, along with Sarah’s wet swimming gear. The twins bundle into the back and Sarah folds her frozen body into the passenger seat. I turn the heater on full blast, tune out the conversation around me and think about my bench in the garage, which is vanishing under a pile of objects from the Thames foreshore that are waiting to be washed, examined and daydreamed about.

As the twins argue in the back and Sarah fiddles with the radio, I wonder if it’s possible for past lives to attach themselves to objects, and I think how noisy it would be if they did. I picture the inside of the garage, the strip light flickering on and figures taking shape in the gloom. In one shadowy corner a fine bewigged Georgian gentlewoman is crying over her precious shattered blue-and-white porcelain punchbowl. I hear a noise from the wood pile and see a Victorian poet, sighing as he dips his quill into a small octagonal glass ink pot. In front of him street urchins are fighting on the floor over a penny, and as I squint across to the other side of the garage, I make out the soft form of a pregnant woman in ragged clothes who is sitting on the tumble dryer, nervously twisting a silver ring on her finger. I jump as a sailor suddenly slams his last domino down on the table among my most recent river finds. A man in plain black puritan clothes hops around him trying to pull on his left shoe, and a toothless medieval crone shouts for them all to move as she steps around the bicycles, scooters and lawnmower with a chunky brown bowl of steaming pottage in her hands. It is a babble of history that takes my mind out of the overheated fuggy car and onto the foreshore, where an invisible community of people are waiting for me.

I’m running the next few days through in my mind, trying to work out how I can get to the river, when I realise the car has gone quiet. ‘Fish and chips?’ says Sarah with a hint of irritation that suggests it’s not the first time I’ve been asked. ‘For dinner? Is fish and chips OK?’ ‘Oh yeah,’ I say, pulling myself back into the here and now, ‘Yeah, yeah that’s fine.’
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January


Sunday 9 January 2022 (low tide 0.86 m @ London Bridge, 12.52)


Central London – South Bank

This morning is crisp and clear, the foreshore is deserted and there is a hard granite sheen on the river’s surface that draws me down onto the mud. I fumble my frozen fingers into my gloves and look across the water to the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral. It is bright, white and clean in the sunshine, and every line and edge of the buildings around it are hard and precise. I make a frame with my forefingers and thumbs. The scene inside it is absolutely still, like a painting or a photograph, until a solitary seagull following the river’s course west brings it to life.

It is the perfect day to bless the river, a tradition that only began in the early 2000s. The idea harks back to an ancient Orthodox Christian ceremony of throwing a cross into a body of water on the Feast of the Baptism of Jesus (the first Sunday after Epiphany), when Christians commemorate the manifestation of Christ. An epiphany is a sudden and striking realisation, and while I’m not quite expecting that, the river is the closest thing I know to a religious place, so giving thanks to its heart can only be a good way to begin the year.

It’s been a while since I’ve mudlarked on a Sunday morning in central London, and I’ve forgotten how loud the city’s church bells can be. The great bells of St Paul’s reach me across the river and behind me Southwark Cathedral’s humble answer is deep and melancholy. The lilting, trickling serenade bounces off the tall buildings of the City and rises into the bright winter sky before falling back to earth to fill streets and alleyways and flow down to the river. It sounds otherworldly, but it is just a matter of physics. Sound waves refract more in the cold, tilting and bending back down to earth when they meet warmer air, a nook of ease, higher up in the sky. This is why sound is different in the winter – louder and sharper, the intensity increased. Standing here, it is easy to imagine being on the foreshore on a cold Sunday morning in 1522, when London was a city of steeples.

If you peer between the towers of glass and steel that dominate the modern skyline of the City, you can still see some old churches, but if you want to get a really good idea of what it was like pre-Great Fire of 1666, look at Claes Visscher’s panoramic map of London, which was first published in 1616. It was drawn from the south side, looking north across the river, and is a similar view to the one I captured between my fingers and thumbs. Instead of Christopher Wren’s domed cathedral, Old St Paul’s dominates the city, even without its 500 ft spire, which burned down after being struck by lightning in 1561, and all around it is a forest of smaller spires and bell towers.

The bells that rang from them were essential for the smooth running of London life. They called people to worship, marked the hours of the day, and were rung for festivals, celebrations, funerals and coronations. The bellringers that served each church could be called from their daily tasks at a moment’s notice, but they were well compensated for their time. When Queen Elizabeth I (r. 1558–1603) was spotted travelling by royal barge, the bellringers were expected to run to their churches to salute her with a peal of bells at a charge of 3s 4d for each man.

A deep bong from the cathedral bell tower reminds me that the hours have slipped away from me again. I have wandered east as far as Southwark Bridge and I climb the slippery stone steps, away from the sixteenth century, through the heavy green iron gate at the top, and back into the crowds of tourists and day-trippers, but by the time I reach the cathedral I am too late. All that is left of the procession is the faint scent of frankincense and a verger tidying up. He points me in the direction they have gone, and I follow the smell of incense through Borough Market. I catch up with the rear of the procession on Borough High Street, not far from the site of the Tabard, the inn where Chaucer’s pilgrims began their journey to Canterbury to visit the shrine of London-born archbishop St Thomas Becket, who preached his last sermon at Southwark Cathedral before leaving for Canterbury Cathedral, where he was murdered in 1170.

We are a small crowd from the south, following a line of churchmen and -women carrying croziers and wearing scarlet robes that wouldn’t have looked out of place passing Chaucer’s motley rabble. The original church that is now Southwark Cathedral was situated at the southern end of the medieval London Bridge, which was finished around 1209 and demolished in 1831. The church was dedicated to St Mary and became known as St Mary Overie (‘over the river’) for its position on the riverside. St Magnus sat opposite on the north approach and controlled two-thirds of the bridge, including the chapel, which was dedicated to St Thomas Becket and swelled the church’s coffers with offerings made by pilgrims. After the Reformation, when Henry VIII (r. 1509–47) broke with Rome, the chapel on the bridge became a house, then a warehouse which was eventually demolished in the eighteenth century.

Old St Magnus burned down in the Great Fire, but the medieval bridge has left its mark on the new church that was built to replace it. When a new pedestrian walkway was added to the Old Bridge in the 1760s, a route to the bridge had to be created through the bottom of the tower at the west end of the church. When you stand under the tower today, you are directly aligned with Old London Bridge and the narrow thoroughfare, crowded buildings and chaos.

I can see the procession from St Magnus coming towards us from the north side of the bridge and we meet dead centre. A small congregation has gathered by the time the service starts and I have to strain to hear them bless not only the river, but also the people who work on it, look after it and those of us who use it for recreation. Special blessings are said for those who have died in or close to the river and my mind turns to the terrorist attack of 2017, when a van rammed pedestrians on the bridge, killing Xavier Thomas and Chrissy Archibald, and the attack in 2019, when Saskia Jones and Jack Merritt were stabbed and killed at Fishmonger’s Hall. Their attacker was shot dead by police just yards from where we were standing. I’m also reminded of the day last year when an unmistakable form floated slowly past me on an ebb tide just a few feet from shore and just upstream from where the river was being blessed.

At first I thought it was a large piece of driftwood, and then I heard sirens in the distance. A bright orange RNLI dinghy, blue lights flashing, skimmed in first, and was met by a River Police boat arriving at full speed from the opposite direction. They converged on the dark floating form just a little further upstream from me and held their boats either side of it while a police officer fished about with what looked






Monday 10 January 2022 (low tide 1.07 m @ London Bridge, 13.29)


Rotherhithe











Wednesday 12 January 2022 (low tide 1.44 m @ London Bridge, 15.19)


Central London – South Bank
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Thursday 27 January 2022 (low tide 1.25 m @ London Bridge, 14.28)


Wapping
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OBJECT: c.19th century toy figure

MATERIAL: Lead

DATE FOUND: 10/01/2022

LOCATION: Rotherhithe

NOTES: A small (3 cm high), solid, three-dimensional

lead figurine without a head or hands. Some
evidence of red paint on the torso, so it may
be a toy soldier. Surface find.
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OBJECT: Fossilised Sea Urchin (Echinocorys Scutata)
MATERIAL: Chalk

DATE FOUND: 01/01/2022

LOCATION: Kent

NOTES: A complete sea urchin fossil, formed

around 80 million years ago in the
Cretaceous period. Old folkloric names
include shepherd’s crowns, fairy loaves,
pixie helmets, eagle stones, chalk eggs
and sugar loaves. Surface find.






