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To John Hatt, who brought me to Cumbria, challenged everything that I believed about politics in the country, inspired many of these letters, and who made me a better writer and a better politician, and became both mentor and friend.
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Historical Timeline




	AD Pre-70 (Iron Age)
	State of the Carvetii





The parliamentary constituency of Penrith and the Border was, during the Iron Age, an independent state: the nation of the Carvetii, which probably means the deer people. One of their important shrines seems to have been at Bewcastle and was dedicated to a god called Cocidius, who looks – in surviving depictions – a bit like a beetle with a spear and shield.

Its material culture seems to be quite distinct from (and poorer than) those of the tribal kingdoms of southern England or northern Scotland.




	AD 70–410 (Rome)
	Military frontier





The Romans invade Britain and capture the state of the Carvetii. They run Hadrian’s Wall through the state, cutting off its northern areas and leaving the shrine of Cocidius marooned seven miles north of the wall.

They turn the state into a Roman civitas or tribal territory. It has its own local senate, but the Romans station an astonishing concentration of troops from across the empire in the territory and seem to have governed much of the modern constituency under direct, brutal military rule.




	410–c. 1000 (Post-Roman)
	Brittonic kingdom(s) – Rheged / Strathclyde / Cumbria





After almost 350 years, the Romans leave. In their place, and sometimes in their forts, a new local warrior aristocracy emerges. Penrith and the Border again becomes the centre of an independent kingdom: a Middleland stretching at times as far north as Glasgow.

Its linguistic culture is related to modern Welsh. It has its own dynasty of kings and bards and epics and saints. Perhaps its most famous ruler is King Urien. The kingdom is then called Rheged.

In later periods it is called Cumbria or Cumbraland – which means, in Welsh, simply ‘our nation’. It comes under pressure from the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Northumbria in the east, and later from Norse settlers who come in from the west.

But as late as the tenth century, the Cumbrian king is still meeting on almost equal terms with the kings of England and Scotland.




	c. 1000–1300
	Forgotten border and royal forest





By the eleventh century, the kingdom has been squeezed out of existence between the expanding realms of England and Scotland, and it has become a debated no man’s land. The Scottish kings still crown their heirs ‘Prince of Cumbria’; the land is not included in William the Conqueror’s Domesday Book.

Half of the constituency is turned into a royal hunting reserve and the people are largely excluded from much of the territory.

A great deal of the remaining land is then given to cross-border monasteries, originally from France, who begin to drive agricultural and economic development.

By the late thirteenth century, great border lords such as the Norman family of Robert the Bruce have lands and interests in both English Cumbria and the now Scottish parts of Cumbria.

The borders are indistinct and cross-border landholdings are common. The people of Cumbria continue to be recognised as having their own identity and customs in law books.




	1300–1603 (Border Wars)
	Western March





At the end of the thirteenth century, the war of succession to the Scottish throne turns the whole area into a frontier war zone. What is now Penrith and the Border ultimately becomes the English Western March, governed by a Warden of the March. The northern part of the old independent nation becomes the Scottish Western March. In between lies a no man’s land called the Debatable Lands.

For the next three hundred years, the constituency is one of the most dangerous areas in Britain – a zone of proxy wars and border raids by ‘reiving clans’ – governed by the Warden of the Western March under ‘border law’.

The war, however, paradoxically preserves the cultural connection across the old Middleland – the clothes, ballads, laws and practices of borderers form a single culture quite different from England or Scotland.




	1603–late 1700s
	Middle Shires and Romantic discovery





When the Scottish King James VI is also crowned King of England as James I of England, the war between England and Scotland ceases. He renames the area the ‘Middle Shires’.

Paradoxically, peace intensifies the legal and administrative differences between English Cumbria and the part of the old Middleland now in modern Scotland.

By the late eighteenth century, the area has become the cradle of the Romantic movement. Walter Scott celebrates the ballads and history of the borders; Wordsworth, Coleridge and Turner, the landscape and culture of the Lakes.




	1800–2010
	Extraction and early industry





Mining for iron begins in Cumbria in the early modern period, but by the time of the nineteenth-century industrial revolution, west Cumbria is increasingly dominated by coal mining. The fell farms of Penrith and the Border seem increasingly poor and marginal by comparison.

In the twentieth century, the remote location and sparse population of the constituency attracts munitions factories and missile test sites.

By the 1950s, farming, and particularly small upland sheep farms, remains the cultural heart of the constituency. But tourism has become the largest income earner.

By 2010, Penrith and the Border is the largest and most sparsely populated constituency in England, the only constituency with ‘border’ in its name, and contains half the English–Scottish border. It is a safe Conservative seat. It is in England, but it is coincidentally represented exclusively by MPs from Scottish families, of which the longest serving and most celebrated is Willie Whitelaw, Margaret Thatcher’s deputy prime minister.




Preface

I wrote these pieces between 2009 and 2019: as the liberal order of the early twenty-first century collapsed into its shadow form. I began soon after the financial crisis of 2008, at the moment when Iraq and Afghanistan were fully exposed as 3-trillion-dollar catastrophes, and when Twitter and Facebook were shattering the old media. I wrote through Xi Jinping’s rise to power, ISIS’ creation of a caliphate and the flight of 5 million Syrians; as Putin invaded Crimea; when a Brexit referendum was lost, and Donald Trump was elected for the first time.

But the ‘dispatches’ in this book are about none of those events. They were written for the Cumberland and Westmorland Herald: a newspaper, founded in 1860 and addressed to the inhabitants of the Eden valley, on the edge of the Lake District in the far north-west corner of England. The paper included letters from angry voters. But it was better known for its detailed accounts of agricultural fairs and livestock prices; its coverage of charities, deaths and snowstorms; and its old photographs from primary schools, printed for the benefit of people whose grandchildren were now attending their old schools. My column appeared, usually every two weeks, under the letters. It was called ‘The Word from Westminster’, because I was the Member of Parliament.

That is a problem. My other books have been written in retrospect and at a distance. These are pieces of journalism, written at the time, by a politician addressing local electors. My former colleagues in the House of Commons will wince. And with good reason. Some of these pieces, which I think of as letters, have the breezy optimism of a headteacher’s report or, even worse, a parish notice. Re-reading them I was reminded of Reverend Yorick reviewing his sermons, in Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy:


—I don’t like it at all … This is but a flimsy kind of a composition; what was in my head when I made it?

—For this sermon I shall be hanged – for I have stolen the greatest part of it.



And I was tempted to follow Yorick’s example and hide this collection in an old magazine cover, stinking of horse drugs. Instead of which I have got rid of two-thirds, fixed some grammar and punctuation, left in my self-serving comments and shallow analysis, and published them. Why?

Because I think the letters show something about local politics on the ground, at a time when ‘Politics’ seems ever more inflated, global, virtual and melodramatic. They reveal some of the radical strangeness of our democracy: one man, trying to understand and then represent the separate needs, desires and dreams of 100,000. They record my flaws and prejudices as an MP. They illustrate how government ignored, frustrated and sustained lives in unpredictable combinations. And they are an elegy to a very unusual place. A constituency that had roots stretching back hundreds of years, but which does not exist any more.

Much, of course, was amiss. This constituency, like other parts of the country, had front gardens dense with nettles and broken toys; and fetid waterways lined with Japanese knotweed and syringes. Knocking on the door of a Georgian house, I found a stumbling man in his eighties, whose grand dining room was littered with used and stinking nappies. The door of a smaller house was opened by a younger man, too distraught to speak, and too terrified, it seemed, to step outside. Such suffering could not be skated over with happy talk about ‘joined-up adult social care’ and ‘well-being’. There were businesspeople who bullied, lied and polluted. (One tried to bribe me.) There were ‘free-range’ egg farms, in which the chickens never left the sheds in their six short weeks of life and were only stopped from wounding or eating each other, in this crammed mess of stinking feathers, by having their beaks painfully trimmed with hot blades or lasers. The Eden valley was not paradise.

But it was not simply political propaganda when I said that I had never lived anywhere so improbably beautiful. It was true. The intimate, evolving encounter of Cumbrians with the natural world was preserved in the thousand miles of hand-built dry-stone walls – granite, sandstone and limestone, glittering with quartz and mica – which separated meadow, pasture and fellside into separate patches of coloured altitude. I walked through every one of the 120 villages in the constituency and developed a deep admiration for Cumbrians – even if I found it difficult to record my admiration without sounding fey, obsequious or antique.

I remember, for example, a tall man who tapped on my car window in a snowstorm, having been up since two in the morning, searching for a one-year-old sheep on a mountainside. I am tempted to write about his ‘dignity and courage’. But this doesn’t quite capture his thin ribcage, or large cracked hands, the precision of his footsteps in the snow, or his rather lengthy dismissal of my heated car – which was, simultaneously, an insult, a joke and a world view. Nor have I fully captured my friend from Mallerstang in these letters. She was hardly over five feet tall, with a past that included being a barmaid and a pony trek organiser, and unlike the farmer in the snowstorm, she did not seem like a Viking saga hero. But she forced the government to subsidise housing, broadband and footpaths, in remote places where officials insisted such things could not happen. She embodied ‘hope’: but only insofar as hope meant being innocently sceptical, slyly flattering and courteously blunt.

It was no accident, perhaps, that the constituency had once been an independent country. The upper frontier of this ancient nation of Cumbria had moved back and forth over time, sometimes stretching almost as far as Glasgow, and sometimes fading back into the sodden clay of the wastes of Bewcastle. Often, however, the state’s boundaries coincided almost exactly with Penrith and the Border. The featureless moor where the eastern edge of my constituency met County Durham was recognised as a national frontier by centuries of Northumbrian, English and Scottish kings: it was here that Eric Bloodaxe, the last Viking ruler of York, was slain.

The place-names, stone walls and even bloodlines in Cumbria still demonstrated startling continuity with these ancestral identities. The dry-stone walls of Yanwath, first built in the late Bronze Age, were maintained for livestock by a modern community. The largest town in the area, Penrith – a word from the lost language of the kingdom of Cumbria probably meaning ‘Red Hill’ – still had the highest concentration of Viking DNA in the UK. Many of these letters, however, are also about startling, extreme change: about empty places, which had once been densely populated, and tranquil valleys, which had for centuries been industrial mines.

In modern times, we were also defined by our sparsity – in this most thinly populated constituency, the parish of Bewcastle had one-fifth the number of people that it had had 1,800 years earlier, while in the same period the population of England had increased forty-fold. The Eden valley had a population density one-twentieth of that of the south-east of England. Our sparse population encouraged government officials to treat us almost as an empty space in which to dump munitions factories and missile launch pads, commercial forestry, reservoirs, military ranges, nuclear power and nuclear waste. Later still, others treated us as a new kind of blank space: a zone onto which they could project fantasies, not of war, but of rewilding, aiming to turn the slopes again into what they had not been for at least 6,000 years – unfarmed wilderness.

But all the regulations, subsidies and impositions from Westminster, more obvious in a rural area than almost anywhere else, never seemed to undermine a dense web of voluntary organisations, and a powerfully self-reliant culture. The constituency had among the lowest average incomes in the country but also had one of the lowest unemployment rates, and was consistently recorded in surveys as one of the happiest places in Britain.

I had ways of communicating with constituents, other than these articles. I often received and replied to more than 20,000 constituent emails in a year. I met many thousands face-to-face. I also spent too much time – sometimes two hours a day – on my addiction to Twitter. But I probably found writing these articles more difficult than anything else. The deadline for the Herald column was Friday morning. Each article took me six or seven hours, with the first three hours spent writing 800 words, and the remaining hours spent deleting and rewriting.

I have excluded two-thirds of the pieces which I wrote from this collection, because they were too local, too international or too dull. But I have included five more personal letters from the Herald (they appear as ‘interludes’). I have also kept some material which has appeared in my other books on this period, although I have tried to minimise the overlap.

I did most of the writing after I had finished my day’s work on Thursday. My wife Shoshana often generously read drafts back to me. And hearing them in her voice transformed them – revealing where the articles had become too political, pretentious or muddled. But when I did not start writing till six, Shoshana was asleep long before I had got the article into a state to be read. On those nights, I wrote till one in the morning, or sometimes, three or four. Often, I got into the bath for the last two hours, propping my laptop on an adjoining chair, and trusting to a combination of cooling water and terror at dropping the computer to keep me awake through the editing process.

I finished many articles in the kitchen. As I wrote, I could hear the scufflings of the stoat that had its burrow beneath the counter, and sometimes the high-pitched screams of its prey. I could sense, beneath my feet, the stream which had once run along the kitchen floor, as a convenience, but which now only re-emerged in heavy rain. The gas stove scalded my calves, filled the kitchen with methane, and my head with fumes.

Why did I find these letters such a struggle to write? It was partly because I was trying to describe an area and people which fit none of our standard assumptions about nationhood, identity or economic life, and which demanded a quite different vocabulary. My constituency was the imaginative soul of Britain. This was the place where Keir Starmer’s parents took him every year from the London commuter belt, and where David Cameron did his wild swimming. But our population was too small, entrenched and dispersed to deliver the sort of dramatic national change which leaders promise before elections. Government policy required generalisations, statistics and abstractions, which my constituents did not supply. The narratives of neoliberals or their opponents, nationalists, populists or even centrists seemed to have little relevance in Penrith and the Border, and my voters often made concepts like ‘growth’, ‘democracy’ and ‘productivity’ seem comically absurd. They felt forgotten by politicians. And they often were.

But re-reading the letters reminds me that much of this is also true for most of Britain outside the south-east of England, and, of course, for much of rural America. Penrith and the Border was an extreme example – the largest, most sparsely populated constituency in England – but its uniqueness brought a clarity and focus to more universal themes. This constituency, which often seemed, on the surface, to preserve the world of the past, also suggested what other democracies might become.

So much for the grander themes. In the end, my strongest regret is that – partly because I did not want to seem too romantic – I failed to express how intensely I loved the place. It was less embarrassing to record the glint of an abandoned shopping trolley sunk in river mud than to describe the wonder which I felt on Knipe Scar, hearing the long call of a thrush, catching the sunlight on the broad face of Bampton church, or meditating within the scarlet sandstone walls of St Ninian’s Cave. It was more comfortable to joke about Colin’s bulk on his tiny quad bike, or Steve’s welded rust, than to say how much I admired the wild strength with which they ploughed life out of heavy soil. Easier to tease, than to thank and praise the impressive and improbable people with whom I spent the most stimulating decade of my life.




OUR LAND




PENRITH AND THE BORDER WAS, until its abolition by the Boundary Commission, a constituency in the far north-west of England. Its northern edge was formed by the English–Scottish border, of which it contained the western half. When I was elected to the constituency – as a Conservative MP – in 2010, my southern frontier was formed by a range of hills called the Howgills, and in the west by the sharp volcanic ridges of the Lake District mountains of Helvellyn and Blencathra. Its eastern frontier was where Cumbria ended on the bleak, round tops of the Pennines.

At the centre of this horseshoe of granite and volcanic slopes lay a valley called Eden. The free-draining soil on the sandstone supported large herds of dairy cattle. The Pennines, and the Lake District valleys in the constituency, running up from Haweswater and Ullswater, supported upland sheep farms. Beyond Hadrian’s Wall, four hundred people lived in the wastes of Bewcastle on a hundred square kilometres of wet clay soil. And beyond that lay a stretch of country, long disputed between England and Scotland, and often rejected by both, called the ‘Debatable Lands’.

The largest town was Penrith, with a population of 14,000 people. Seven other settlements were recognised as towns: the smallest, Brough, had 750 residents; the largest, Wigton, had 5,000. The others were Longtown, Brampton, Alston, Appleby-in-Westmorland and Kirkby Stephen. Two-thirds of my constituents lived outside these towns, scattered across a hundred villages, two hundred hamlets and thousands of isolated buildings. Butterwick, the hamlet in which I lived, consisted of eight houses. But I was a long way from my neighbours, half a mile up a steep farm track, through two gates on a limestone crag, backing onto open fell.

As the pieces in this first chapter suggest, it was difficult for outsiders or officials to understand such a place. Nor, as an MP, was it simple to ‘represent’. The first piece was written six weeks after I was first elected as the MP for Penrith and the Border in 2010. In the long walk that took place two years later, every new person I met exposed differences in lives and attitudes that defied my attempts to categorise or generalise. Steve Pattinson, whose farm I describe visiting here, worked the wet, bleak expanses beyond Hadrian’s Wall. He often put me up, invited me on his initiatives (I joined him for example on a Young Farmers’ bicycle pub crawl in 2010) and in turn supported mine (he joined me on horseback in 2019 in my attempt to create a new border riding festival).

Newton Rigg, which is described in the third essay, was the only agricultural college in the area. Established a century earlier with generous gifts of land by local farmers, it had a strong tradition in upland farming and dairy. Like so many Cumbrian institutions – from the community hospitals to the community ambulance at Alston – its income was struggling, and it was on the verge of closure.




6 December 2014

I approached Steve’s farm up the wet slope from the river, kicking the clay off my boots. Steve was in his yellow-and-blue boiler suit, stacking a trailer, and his ten-year-old son was examining a pet calf. Steve had been up milking at four in the morning, and it was now five in the afternoon, but he stacked quickly and energetically. It was easy to believe that he planned to cycle ten miles before returning to milking that evening. He saw me, stopped what he was doing, and smiled broadly. With his round glasses perched on his nose, and his grin, he almost seemed younger than his son.

His daughter cooked for us. After tea, he took me down the valley. The first fields we passed contained bedraggled and scrawny sheep among glossy spikes of rush. The field belonged to another farmer. ‘It’s just sheep ground. It’s just enough for sheep,’ said Steve.

‘Enough?’

‘I’d say comfortable rather than thriving. They’re hill-bred sheep, they’re Swales in there. They can live in it but not much else could.’

The surrounding land had a thick clay base. Most years, the rain wrecked the fields: pools of dark stagnant water gathered on the chocolate-brown mud; the cattle destroyed the grass roots and the deep structure of the soil.

‘Do any of these roads get cleared of snow?’ I asked.

‘No.’

‘How do you get the kids to school?’

‘In the winter it’s down to us with 4x4s. Two years ago when we hit minus seventeen, I was taking the pick-up down. The kids had to finish school at dinner time and get up the road and spread the grit.’

Back in the farmhouse, Steve put me up in the main downstairs room, in front of an open fire. I slept right through the night, woke to find that I had left my wet clothes scattered everywhere, pulled them on, and went outside. Steve was in the milking parlour, a tiny stone shed in the corner of the farmyard. The equipment was forty years old, and he was having to learn to weld rust. He had only sixty cows. It was not easy farming.

The supermarkets and the milk processors were driving down the price of milk (it was in real terms half of what it had been twenty years earlier). He had joined a farmers’ co-operative, which had then gone bankrupt. The new buyers were charging high haulage fees.

Trevor and Colin came into the yard – neighbouring farmers, his age, and friends. Colin was on his quad bike, with a child sitting on the handlebars. He was six feet four inches and very broad. He dwarfed the quad, looking as though he was riding a child’s push-car. His hair was blonder, his cheeks even pinker than Steve’s.

A hundred yards from Steve’s farm stood the old school. I had passed the old church, the old shop, the old petrol pump, the old village pub and the old auction mart. All seven community institutions had been abandoned. Only the farms remained. But they, too, were beginning to disappear.

The Forestry Commission had begun to plant more of the grazing with conifers; the edge of Colin’s land had been forcibly converted into a peat bog conservation zone; competition from farms, ten times their size, in the lowlands was forcing neighbours to sell for holiday homes. We can only estimate the population of Bewcastle when it was a Roman fort, but it seems to have been 2,000 – which was then one for every 2,000 people in England. In 1841, 1,274 people had lived in the parish. Now, there were only 411, while the population of England was twenty times larger than in Roman times.

But Steve, Colin and Trevor were not giving up. It was their land, a place, they said, where you could ‘feel free’, where people left you alone. Steve pointed to a patch that he thought had promise. ‘You could get that back into production. Personally, I would graze hard, and clean the ditches out, and then start spreading muck on some of the good places, then I’d get out on a weed wiper and get rid of a lot of these rushes; a little bit of fertiliser on some of the better places which burns a lot of the rushes away …’

Steve had collected reconditioned computers for farmers, he had helped run IT training courses and built – ‘after a bit of a battle’ – a website for the local school. He had experimented with better breeds of cattle and won the Highland Show with his vast muscled British Blue bull, whom he had named ‘Colin’ in honour of the size of his friend.

Trevor and Colin had taken major steps with draining, and new grass types. Year after year, the brutal weather destroyed what they had achieved with the soil. Year after year they tried again.

Their small family-owned farms had been on almost exactly this footprint since the fifteenth century. But it was the people more than the landscape that mattered: rare reservoirs of vitality. Steve’s ten-year-old son passed me as I left, solemnly taking his calf out of the yard. He said that he was thinking of taking over his father’s farm.




18 August 2012

It is the parliamentary recess, and I have been walking through Cumbria and the Borders. On the second day I climbed over Helvellyn and Great Dodd, and slept in cloud on the top of Blencathra. I found when I had cooked my porridge that I had forgotten to pack a spoon to eat it with. Day six was along the sand from Maryport to Silloth. Day nine was over lowland raised mires from Wigton to Bowness. Fording the Solway, the waist-deep water was silver. In the country between Longtown and Bewcastle, the rain-gorged rivers were sometimes chocolate with clay, and sometimes black with peat. Days fifteen and sixteen were spent in the 200,000-acre spruce forest of Kershope and Kielder.

There seems to be more time for conversations when walking, and for encounters which would be unlikely in a car or a chair. In Wigton, I had breakfast with community workers, coffee with apprentice engineers in the factory canteen, dropped into the youth club, looked at a new park, lunched with the manager of the auction mart, called on a town councillor and the rector at the church, joined a patrol of the community policing team, had supper in the kebab shop, and finally slept on a sofa belonging to a mother on the Greenacres housing estate.

Connections stretched tightly across the county: the farmer who gave me coffee by Dearham was the brother-in-law of the farmer who gave me coffee at Plumpton. I saw Emerald the Limousin cow at John Elliot’s farm, having seen her earlier, seventy-three miles away, at Matt Ridley’s. (She had been moved by truck to visit one of John’s bulls.)

At Kirkbride the soil was peat-dark, the drainage ditches choked. Bowness Common was thick with sphagnum and bog asphodel. In the Bailey valley, boots sank in heavy clay and, despite the new draining and planting, the soil was poached by the cattle, and the blue water oozed over a dozen 200-acre owner-occupied farms. Across the Kershope Burn, however, the farms were tenanted at 2,000 acres, and the countryside was empty of homesteads: the legacy of the Scottish Border clearances. Each half-day brought a different geology, or altitude, or rainfall, or landholding pattern – and different problems stemming from different soils. When I walked between the two related Saxon churches of Bridekirk and Dearham, I transitioned from the limestone fells to the coal seam, and found at Dearham an explosion of hedges, nettle, meadowsweet and deprivation: in an hour’s walk, the average life expectancy had fallen by a decade.

In the nineteenth century scholars recorded oral traditions in every valley: the ballads about the Captain of Bewcastle, and stories about the King of Patterdale – a trace of a memory of a time when this had been an independent kingdom. Each hill had its story. No longer. The ‘characters’ who were remembered in Longtown’s Graham Arms were still alive in the 1980s.

Trevor Telford had learned that his ancestors had lived on almost every farm in that upper valley over the four hundred years since his reiving ancestors flowed south, but he had discovered this from parish records; his grandparents had not told him this, and probably had not known. The man who could name sixty plants in the hedgerow had moved here from Leicestershire. It was not in the perfect medieval villages but in the new housing estates that everyone seemed to know and be related to their neighbours and be in and out of each other’s homes. My host in the 1950s estate in Wigton knew the inhabitants of a hundred houses, and could name all their children and aunts; I doubted that the IT consultants in their seventeenth-century grange knew more than two people in their village.

Within this landscape, these boundaries, and this history I encountered a bewildering diversity of professions and experiences. I forded the Solway with a publican who was also a haaf-netter, fishing in that 1,200-year-old Norse tradition. I climbed Helvellyn with a man who was a potter, a solar panel installer, a beer festival organiser and a web designer. The Silloth harbour-master who walked with me from Allonby had trained in Dubai, and introduced me to the captain in the harbour, who was from Kaliningrad. The manager responsible for Carr’s flour was the sixth generation of his family to be a miller, but he was operating brand-new machinery spouting the purest flour through ever-juddering steel tubes. Eric Weir was knowledgeable not just about his Swaledale flock, but also about the history of lead mining in the Howtown hills. Barry Todhunter, the huntsman of the Blencathra fox hunt, had a name which implied his ancestors had been fox-hunters in the Middle Ages, but his passion was riding the American railway system.

There is nothing straightforward or orderly about such conversations: the eccentricity, the learning, the charm and often the bluntness of a hundred meetings on footpaths. Ours is a Middleland of frontiers, and of encounters along the ancient Marches of England and Scotland. Such stories and lives could exist nowhere except in Cumbria and on the Scottish border, nor could they have flowered in just this way, even here, a decade ago.

Twenty-three days into the walk with another twelve to go, it feels as though the energy of our place springs from neither history nor landscape, but from incongruous lives and unexpected voices.




16 October 2010

On Friday morning I discussed the role of an MP with a roomful of eleven- and twelve-year-olds. A girl from Patterdale suggested I was there to improve rural services. A boy from Skelton focused on the cost of fuel. They explained the difficulty of making a profit in a village shop. And they had strong ideas about the constitution. ‘Your job is to advise the prime minister,’ suggested a boy from Stainton. ‘Your boss is the prime minister: it’s his money you’re spending,’ suggested a girl. But when I asked, ‘Who are really my bosses?’ they turned this on its head. ‘We are,’ they replied. ‘What would happen if I just sat around drinking coffee?’ ‘We’d vote you out.’ ‘Whose money am I really spending?’ ‘Ours.’

If I’m lucky enough to still be around in seven years’ time, I would enjoy representing the next generation of voters.

But perhaps I could have explained an MP’s role better not with theory but by showing them what I do hour by hour. I did this for a student from Kirkby Stephen Grammar School. He came with me from the primary-school meeting to Penrith hospital to hear about breast screening in Carlisle and the new GP-commissioning process; then to Eamont Bridge to look at the new flood protection barriers; then to a room above a curry house in Penrith for East Cumbria Family Support’s annual meeting, and then to the gleaming glass pentagon that housed the Environment Agency. He was not able to attend the morning meeting on Newton Rigg agricultural college, see the fourteen people who came to the surgeries that afternoon at the George Hotel, or come to the speech at Longtown memorial hall that evening. But he sat through discussions on clinical procedures and survey data; tender and procurement processes for childcare; and mathematical modelling of river flows.

I wonder what the primary-school children would have made of this day. What would they have thought of the meeting on the future of Newton Rigg, for example? It was, I think, the fiftieth meeting I have had on Newton Rigg with academics, farmers and ministers in Cumbria, Cheshire and London. We have been joined by staff from the county council, and a group from the district council. A senior scientist and a Member of the European Parliament turned Conservative lord have written a report. A former Liberal Democrat councillor has come up with a slightly different plan – and there is a third plan from the staff of the college, who have offered to take a pay-cut. I have been making freedom of information requests on their behalf, and asking friends to examine accounts in Carlisle and Lancaster to establish whether Newton Rigg is really losing £4 million a year, as the last vice-chancellor implied.

We all agree that we do not want a forced marriage, yoking Newton Rigg to an institution which does not ‘get it’. But it is going to struggle on its own. Could we match the college with a partner who wants the relationship, is wealthy enough to underwrite the deficit, understands land-based education and isn’t going to asset-strip and leave?

What kind of role has a Member of Parliament in all this? A cross between an intelligence officer – trying to ferret out the information that the Yorkshire bidder for Newton Rigg and the civil servants would prefer to conceal – and a marriage counsellor, trying to bring untrusting parties together?

And how would you explain the other fifteen meetings on Friday? The East Cumbria Family Support meeting was about the detail of government policies on charities; Eamont Bridge was assessing engineering work. In a meeting with Sainsbury’s, I was like a pedantic lawyer, pushing for a promise that the access to the old town centre from their car park would be ‘direct’, ‘immediate’ and ‘pedestrian’. In broadband meetings, I was raising money.

Would the children have seen a pattern in all these roles? What expectations do they have on how an MP should use his time? It is easy to lurch between optimism and pessimism: to think politicians could construct a perfect state or do nothing at all. But my sense is that politics starts from an awareness of limits. A sense of what politicians don’t know. Most of the time I am not initiating or deciding but instead doing that ambiguous thing called representing – which I think could also be described as juggling incompatible roles, managing my own ignorance, choosing between lesser evils, and reinforcing energies which are already there without me.
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