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Dedication

For EMB, CMB Sr.,
 and particularly for John Smelt




Introduction

Hard-earned Ground



I can’t remember how I first met Paul and Dave Upton but it must be over a decade since they first took me out at dawn, onto the mud, to where the Ouse meets the Trent and the Humber. As boys, in the 1950s, the two brothers wanted to join the cod fleet but their mother wouldn’t allow it, on account of all the Hull trawlermen who had drowned at sea.

When Paul and Dave left school they got jobs in the shipyard and like lots of working men on the east coast, they spent all the spare time they had, out on the mud, in the halflight, shooting geese for the pot.

One February morning, a couple of years back, just before dawn, Paul and I were hunkered down on the mud beneath a rowan tree. Somewhere out in the estuary, a redshank cried, ducks whistled high in the blackness, and to the west you could hear the low rumble of the Humber Bridge.

As we sat there, sharing a flask of tea, Paul told me that the mud we were sitting on is contested ground. Down the decades, men like Paul and Dave have fought to preserve what they see as their right to go wildfowling. There are people in the Humber Wildfowlers Club, Paul said, who don’t have much else. Membership isn’t expensive and for them, ‘the pinks’ returning in autumn, after spending the summer on their breeding grounds in Svalbard, is an almost spiritual thing.

When the Wildfowlers’ Association of Great Britain and Ireland was founded, by a railway worker called Stanley Duncan, in a since washed-away hut in 1908, his concerns were drainage and the rich. Duncan recognised that areas like the Humber Estuary were being claimed for agriculture, which resulted in less habitat for birds, and he was also troubled by the prospect of wealthy sporting tourists buying up and renting land that had long been shot over by local people. Paul and Dave’s latest worry, over a century on, is that the marsh will have to be sacrificed when the river rises. After all, mitigating flooding in Hull must take precedence over the preservation of the dark mud and reedbeds.

After retracing our steps through the reeds, we drove to a bakery to buy breakfast, then we sat at a bus stop outside an old Methodist chapel to eat our pies. As we ate, Paul told me that if I had time, he’d show me Stanley Duncan’s grave. When the old wildfowler died there hadn’t been money for a headstone but years later the Uptons worked out, using parish records, where it was he was buried, and local wildfowlers had a whip-round on account of what Stanley had done for them.

There was a cold northerly blowing through the firs and we stood for a while, next to the grave, with the traffic on the road behind us, running into Hull, backing up at a set of temporary lights. At the top of the headstone there was a carved goose and the words ‘Not for one but for all’ had been inscribed beneath it. That was, Paul explained, the way Stanley saw the land.

Every year, in autumn, when the geese return from the north, Paul and his brother collect feathers from the mud and leave them at the grave. ‘I’m not religious’, Paul said with a shrug, ‘but sometimes I’ll scatter a bit of gunpowder too.’

Paul might not be a man of any sort of traditional faith but it’s clear that he has a profound, almost pagan, connection with the land. The marsh for him is a sacred place and the goose is his totem. That morning on the Humber confirmed to me that for some people, to lose access isn’t a trivial thing, it’s truly existential. It was also a reminder of how extensive and varied the battle for access is in Britain.

Currently, the fight for land access makes the news regularly but it is almost always about camping on Dartmoor or some MP calling, usually without having much of an understanding of the subject, for a new Right to Roam Act. Often, the most interesting access battles going on are completely overlooked.

All the same, there is a narrative that access to the countryside in England and Wales is as bad as it’s ever been and it’s often said that landowners and politicians are intentionally trying to exclude us. Once upon a time, the story goes, we were all free men who farmed the fields together and lived sustainably. Whereas currently, it’s claimed most weeks, we are only able to access 8 per cent of the countryside. This is simply untrue.

In England and Wales, we have 225,000 kilometres of right of way, which can’t be shut, built on, or ploughed up by any of us, no matter how mighty. The American novelist, Nathaniel Hawthorne, in his Series of English Sketches, was amazed by the status of footpaths. American farmers, he wrote, would have just sown them with corn but in England ‘these little footsteps of the centuries are protected, “by the full and mighty power of the law ”’. Our network of permanent rights of way is so extensive that if you joined them all up and walked from one end to the other, it would be the equivalent of walking round the globe six times.

It’s often said, or shouted (frequently through a megaphone), that the land was stolen from the people but just the scantiest bit of research makes it clear that for as long as land has been a source of sustenance, wealth, identity and status, we have fought over it and have sought to exclude others from it. ‘The commons’, for instance, weren’t an egalitarian free-for-all. People were quite literally beaten for grazing animals on common land without having the right to be there.

The more I explored the question of access and listened to the dominant discourse around it, four things emerged very clearly. First, that for many people, like Paul and Dave, it matters immensely. Second, that access in England and Wales is far greater than some would have you believe. The third point is that access can have profoundly negative consequences for nature, and lastly that in spite of the access we have, many of us remain chronically disconnected from the land. Perhaps counterintuitively, that disconnect is not because of a lack of access but often in spite of it.

To create a complete and meaningful picture of access in Britain you need to speak to people who are often forgotten. The most involved, yet least listened to. Over the course of three years, I met with men who live in the woods, gamekeepers, poachers, historians, Britain’s most-hated landowners, poets, county lines drug runners, senior Defra officials, and grassroots activists. I went to Gypsy horse fairs, slept on kitchen floors, visited South London boxing gyms, poached with Travellers, picked magic mushrooms, and went out fox hunting.

As ever, it became apparent that we spend too much time listening to those who shout the loudest. On the road, I met conservationists who are on the verge of losing the species they’ve devoted their lives to, from the capercaillie to the black grouse, in part because of mountain bikers and dog walkers. I met people who weep not because of a lack of access but because of what it’s doing to the creatures they love. There is a nature crisis, there is a crisis in terms of ecological understanding, and there is a crisis in terms of a lack of empathy between the public and farmers, but what is much harder to identify is an access crisis.

Campers regularly trash beauty spots and threaten those who try to stop them, people have no idea that the species they’re disturbing are endangered, but at the same time opportunities to actually do meaningful things on the land, like coppice, fish, forage, and even manage deer are limited. Opportunities to have the sort of connection that Paul and Dave have with the geese and the marsh, are hard to come by.

Education and opportunities to engage need to be at the heart of restoring our relationship with nature. It isn’t about throwing everything open or taking bolt cutters to every padlock. There are even places where there is a very real case for limiting access severely. There should never be another dog off the lead on the beach in spring and there are some landowners who ought to do more to protect the wildlife on their land from the public. It would be an act of immense arrogance to see species become extinct in Britain, in part due to us being unable to limit our human desire to wander through every habitat.

In a country where the population is at an all-time high and where birds like the curlew and lapwing are on the brink of local extinction, we need to be intelligent about creating a countryside that works for all forms of life. In 1500, we had a population of 2.5 million. It is now almost 30 times that. Clearly, what might have worked then, might not work now.

Currently the loudest voices are drowning out nuanced conversation and limiting understanding. To get to a better place, a place where the land unites and inspires people, rather than divides us, we need to work with each other and we need to start by understanding the extent of the access we have and its many consequences. It’s not that we can’t have more but it’s about what ‘more’ should look like.





1

History



The history of land access, a true and remarkable saga

Beneath the cherry blossom, at the end of the street, a man in a gas mask is standing in the rain. He has big rubber boots on, a large coat draped over his shoulders, and a pair of Y-fronts pulled high up over his sinewy belly. When I get closer, I hear two paramedics asking him why he’s been hanging women’s underwear in the trees but he shakes his head and looks away as though it’s important business that they wouldn’t understand. The girls at the coffee shop on the corner tell me that for months, the man has been doing naked yoga in the park, and now the police are on their way. Apparently, nobody seemed to mind much until he started picking tulips from the garden in the square. ‘I think’, says the Peruvian barista, ‘that he is maybe not well. He used to be well but now I think he is not.’ When I pass again, on my way back through the park, before setting off to drive north, a patrol car has turned up. ‘And the maddest thing’, I hear one of the young policemen telling another, ‘is that the Porsche he’s been living in … fully taxed, got its MOT, the lot.’

By the time I arrive at Hayfield, a little village in Derbyshire, for the 91st anniversary celebration of the mass trespass on Kinder Scout, the whole thing has already been going on for some time. On the green, outside the village hall, Dave Toft, the chairman of the Hayfield Kinder Trespass Group, is standing up at the front, telling the crowd about a moment of realisation he recently had while flying back to Manchester. All he could see, he tells us, while holding his arms out as though conjuring a miracle, were green fields. It was something he’d never noticed before but doesn’t that dispel the myth, he asks the crowd, doesn’t that just dispel the myth that we, as a country, are running out of space? ‘There are huge swathes of land’, he goes on, ‘from riverside sites to fields that we don’t have access to.’ Toft, who grew up in Salford, first made it to the top of Kinder Scout at 12 years old and he’s climbed it at least once a year since. After graduating from Cambridge he became a teacher and he speaks as though he’s telling us things that will forever make us see the world differently. There must be 150 people in the crowd, mostly retirees and families with little children but there are communists too, dressed up for the occasion in braces and woollen trousers. ‘The land literally underpins everything, doesn’t it?’, Toft continues. ‘It’s where we live our lives. It’s where we grow our food and build our houses. But most of it is not built on. We only have access to eight per cent of it but only two per cent of it is built on.’ I look round at those sitting beneath the gazebos. Some are eating pizza, others are drinking beer out of plastic cups; the young communists are rolling cigarettes, and everyone is politely nodding along.

In 1932, Benny Rothman, who was the son of Jewish Romanian immigrants in Manchester, led a now-infamous march up the side of Kinder Scout. The fabled event is seen as being a defining moment in the fight for land access in England. Rothman, who was just 20 years old at the time, was the chairman of the British Workers’ Sports Federation (BWSF), which was initially established by Labour Party activists, trade unionists, and The National Clarion Cycling Club before being subsumed by the Communist Party in about 1928. The trespass on Kinder Scout was inspired by a confrontation, three weeks previously, at the BWSF Easter camp when members tried to get to the top of Bleaklow, some 20 miles north of Hayfield. The trespassers were forced to turn back after a violent run-in with a group of grouse keepers. Over the next three weeks a larger trespass was planned, which would see Rothman’s young Mancunians converging with other groups on Kinder Plateau. As a diversion, the BWSF announced a rally in Hayfield. The event drew in a third of the police in Derbyshire as the authorities feared there would be a noisy communist faction. With the police focused on the town, the crowd massed a few miles away at Bowden Bridge Quarry where Rothman addressed them before they set off.

At William Clough, halfway up Kinder Scout, a fight broke out with the Duke of Devonshire’s grouse keepers but unlike three weeks previously, the ramblers broke through and stormed on up the hill. That afternoon when they walked back into Hayfield, six of the organisers, including Benny Rothman, were arrested and five were imprisoned. The event inspired an outpouring of support and is now seen as being the most important land access protest in the twentieth century. Two months later, when Rothman was up in court, he told the judge that ‘we ramblers, after a hard week’s work, in smoky towns and cities, go out rambling for relaxation and fresh air. And we find the finest rambling country is closed to us … our request, or demand, for access to all peaks and uncultivated moorland is nothing unreasonable.’

Ewan MacColl, the Salford-born musician and Labour activist, was a member of the Young Communist League and was there that day on Kinder Scout. MacColl was tasked with managing the publicity around the event and supposedly, just the night before they set off, he wrote the now-famous ‘Manchester Rambler’, which recalls a conversation with a gamekeeper:


He said ‘All this land is my master’s’

At that I stood shaking my head

No man has the right to own mountains

Any more than the deep ocean bed.



While MacColl was writing ‘The Manchester Rambler’, MI5 were opening a file on him. He was, it was said, ‘a communist with very extreme views’.

Looking down at his notes, Toft introduces the panel: Owen Hayman from the Outdoor Swimmer’s Society, Cath Flitcroft from the British Mountaineering Council, and James MacColl from the Ramblers Association. As they take their seats on the stage at the front, I walk to the bar. While I’m waiting, a lady in a red fleece prods the woman next to her in the ribs. ‘See her’, she hisses. ‘See who’, the woman replies. They both turn round. ‘Her, see.’ It takes the first lady some time to explain to her friend who it is she’s pointing at. ‘Her there.’ We are all mostly, except for the communists, wearing slightly different variations of nylon and fleece. ‘Her there in the hat. She’s from the New York Times.’ The woman she identifies is surrounded by dictaphones and notebooks and has a red-haired photographer standing at her shoulder. ‘Never’, the second lady says, incredulously. ‘She’s come all the way here to write about this?’ The lady peers at the journalist hard as though she might have missed some important detail. I order a pint when I get to the front of the queue and then I walk back and sit on the wall.

James MacColl, the Head of Policy, Advocacy, and Campaigns at The Ramblers Association, is up first and he tells us, in a reassuring way, that we must see it for what it is. The Conservative Government has been saying that access matters to them but it’s become clear, he thinks, that they are actually ‘against access to the outdoors. They are hostile to access, and we need to do something about it.’ MacColl doesn’t claim to have the answers – instead he says he’s looking for them. What we need, he suggests, is to work out how to make land access a priority for the next government. He receives a little cheer and Toft thanks him earnestly for his contribution before introducing Cath Flitcroft, Head of Access at the British Mountaineering Council.

Flitcroft talks about it being a ripe moment for a new vision, and a new approach to public access. She says it all as though she’s said it a thousand times. She tells us that part of the problem is that the fight for access doesn’t have a home within government. ‘It runs across Defra, the Levelling Up department, and Health.’ But bureaucracy aside, this moment of opportunity, she concludes, must not be allowed to pass. What we want, she tells the crowd, ‘is the ability to move across land and water as part of a continuous journey, so you’re not actually aware of who owns the land’. The crowd applauds and an old man standing with the communists whistles loudly with his finger and thumb in his mouth. Toft stands at the microphone and pushes his hands into his jeans. ‘It’s interesting’, he says when the applause dies down, gesturing towards Kinder Scout, a couple of miles to the east, ‘it’s interesting that what’s emerging today is that the legal way of trying to extend access is being shown to work alongside the tradition of direct action.’ He says it as though he’s trying to reassure himself that the whole event is radical and is actually honouring Benny Rothman and the movement’s genesis, rather than just being lots of middle-class people in walking boots drinking craft beer.

Before we move on to the next speaker, Toft points towards the back of the crowd and says that there are a couple of new people present. ‘People from a group called Right to Roam.’ They wave and Toft takes a moment to pick over their name. ‘You know, as in “rights”’, he tells the crowd and then number two, ‘to roam’. They wave and we all turn to look at them. ‘Anyway’, Toft says, ‘they’ve got some very interesting literature with them.’

Owen Hayman, of The Outdoor Swimming Society, a ginger-haired man from Sheffield, who looks to be in his late thirties, is on the microphone next. Where the first two speakers didn’t have much in the way of answers, Hayman tells us that the secret to winning more access, is making people realise that it’s a fight that affects them. ‘It’s not just swimming. It’s hula hooping, it’s yoga. We need to bring all those people in, to make them realise they are part of a big access struggle.’ Think of an Amazon factory worker, he tells us, who might want to swim at four in the morning at sunrise because it fits in with their schedule. ‘But then they realise how few places they are actually allowed to swim and every one of them becomes an activist.’

Toft leads everyone in a round of applause before inviting members of the crowd to ask questions. ‘Short questions.’ This is not, he emphasises, an opportunity for people to give speeches of their own. As soon as Toft sits, a man in his sixties takes his place and heads off on a passionate multi-point journey about how unwelcoming Britain is. His main point, he tells us, five minutes in, is that the police are ‘criminalising Gypsies’ for just living their lives. ‘We’re destroying their culture’, he says, turning to look at the crowd accusingly. The National Trust, he goes on, are building car parks on land where the Gypsies used to stop. ‘We are letting them do it.’ A little terrier starts barking and the man glances over at it and appears to lose his thread for a moment. ‘If we’re gonna do this’, he concludes, ‘we have to do it seriously.’[fn1]

Next up is an old communist called Bill, who says he’s come with the Morning Star group. ‘They’re going to close’, he begins, ‘a number of visitor centres.’ Bill suggests that what we need to do is quite obvious. ‘Why don’t we occupy the one in Bakewell?’ Two ladies sitting at the front start clapping. The point, Bill continues, would be to occupy one and then to tell the press about who actually won the National Parks for the nation and how they were won. Bill concludes by suggesting that next year, rather than heading up Kinder, we find somewhere that we aren’t allowed to go and actually have a proper trespass. ‘It’s important to celebrate what Benny Rothman did but let’s do what he did. Find an area where the ruling class says you can’t go and we say we will go.’

Rothman is seen as the grandfather of the land access movement in Britain but quite what was achieved at Kinder Scout in 1932 and who has the right to claim any associated glory is disputed. The Ramblers call it ‘a landmark trespass’ but Peter Frost writing in The Morning Star in 2021 claims that the Ramblers dress the event up as being something they were involved in when really they ‘wanted nothing to do with the young communists’, and actually opposed any ‘militant’ action at all.

Those who celebrate Kinder Scout believe that the effects were tremendous and that the trespass and the mood it created led to the creation of National Parks as well as leading to the Access to the Countryside Act being passed in 1949, but others feel this is an exaggeration. It no doubt raised the profile of the struggle but quite what led to what is fuzzy.

After Bill has finished, Toft decides it’s the right moment for him to read a poem that he wrote some years ago to honour Benny Rothman. He tells us that, in part, he wrote ‘Climbing Kinder for the 1932 mass trespass’, because he wanted to capture the beauty of Kinder Scout and he was thinking about the impossibility of learning to love the natural world if there are huge parts of it we aren’t able to access. The curlew, the poem goes, has a voice ‘like a drop of Kinder water’, and ‘the walkers came’, it goes on, ‘to claim for those who followed, the right to hear that song […] to pause a moment from the draining waste of hard industrial existence’. He concludes the poem by pointing once again towards Kinder Scout in the distance. ‘Remember there are those who would have kept this from us and those who even now if they could, would keep us from the silver stream and open moor and windswept wood.’ At access protests the spectre of landowners who dream of kicking us all out again always looms large.

I go to the bar for another beer and on the way back, heading in the direction of the men dressed in Spanish Civil War outfits, with tight shorts on and with legs that look as though they’ve never seen the Salamancan sun, I pass the journalist from The New York Times Magazine. I stop to introduce myself and she looks up from her notebook. Brooke Jarvis, born in Tennessee but now living in Seattle, is a little aloof but it becomes clear, after she rejects my suggestion that she really ought to speak to the communists and the men in the Spanish Civil War outfits, that we aren’t pursuing the same story. She wants to speak to the organisers. We talk about access in America and how different it is. The concept of private property, she explains, means everything there and ownership is seen as an absolute right. It’s sort of strange, I tell her, because we always think of America as a place of wilderness and being on the road, and Ken Kesey and his bus, a place where people are free. She has over the years, she tells me, been yelled at countless times.

She wants to know what sort of book I’m writing and I explain that I want to speak to everybody. I want to speak to farmers, people from the Right to Roam campaign, pilgrims, Travellers, landowners, naturists, and conservationists. I tell her I want to create a complete picture of the fight for land access, why it matters to people, and what the consequences of more land access would actually be. She scribbles in her notebook. ‘I guess we keep being told’, I continue, ‘that we can only access a tiny percentage of the land and that we’re massively restricted.’ She looks up, stops writing, and asks if I don’t think that’s a fair representation? ‘I’m not entirely sure it is’, I reply.

The photographer for the piece, Muir Vidler, a Scottish guy with long red hair, appears at Brooke’s shoulder and tells her there’s an old man, ‘who was with Benny’. I turn to see that he’s standing just to the left of the bar, thin and hunched. Brooke nods and then asks me what I think private land ownership means in the UK. I suppose, I reply, gathering my thoughts as I go, it’s about identity. ‘You can kind of buy status through buying land. When people make money in England, they often buy land, or they did, anyway. It makes them feel like they’re someone.’

I wander over to talk to Don Lee. Lee, when he was a young man, was a firebrand in the Peak and Northern Footpaths Society. His mantra was that you need three things when you go for a walk: ‘your boots, a map, and a pair of wire cutters’. Lee wasn’t at the first protest but he helped to plan the 50th anniversary of the Kinder Scout. The event wasn’t universally popular. The Manchester Ramblers Federation declined to give the celebration its full support and people in Hayfield, whose relatives had been employed as gamekeepers were vocal in their opposition. The chair of the parish council objected to anybody wanting to remember such a ‘violent’ and ‘misconceived’ occasion.

Don leans towards me and tells me with great pride about the walk that Sunday. ‘I was a whipper-in, they called them in those days – you know, like the beagles – and Benny was organising.’ The walk, he explains, ‘was against the National Trust’, who had ‘recently taken on the moorland round here and the first thing they wanted to do was close it’. He squints at me as though reckoning with my naivety when I ask him about the National Trust being an organisation that promotes access. ‘The National Trust’, he replies, ‘were all just a bloody bunch of landed people.’ Up at the front, the band starts playing Leon Rosselson’s ‘The World Turned Upside Down’ and I ask Don if he thinks land access has improved. He tells me that it’s a lot better than it was when he was young. This is a really interesting observation, in that it runs counter to the narrative that in the good old days you could wander wherever you liked until landowners started restricting access one field at a time. It is important to note that in 2002, the then-Duke of Devonshire, Andrew Cavendish, 70 years after the event, apologised and said that it gives him ‘great pleasure’ to welcome people onto the very land that his family’s gamekeepers had fought the trespassers on.

In the village hall, they are showing Charlotte Bill’s film, Right to Roam: the story of the fight for land access from 1932 to 2022. I buy a packet of crisps, slip in at the back, and try to eat them as quietly as I can. The film starts with a song about roots, trees, family trees, and stolen land, then cuts to a video of Guy Shrubsole standing on a private hill on the Sussex Downs in 2021. ‘The first figure I want to give you’, he tells the crowd, ‘is one per cent.’ One per cent of the population, he goes on, ‘owns half of all England’. A little boo goes up. ‘The next figure’, he continues, ‘is eight per cent. We have a right to roam over just eight per cent of England […] That’s why I decided to set up the Right to Roam campaign.’ The final figure, he offers up, is 50 million, which is a rough estimate of the number of pheasants released in England. Maybe, he concludes, we make more room ‘for us peasants’ and ‘a little bit less room for the pheasants’. A lone, overweight policeman looks on.

The twenty minutes of film that follows is a gentle compilation of footage from land access protests down the years interspersed with vox pops. Lisa from Bristol thinks that having access to less than 10 per cent of the land is ‘disgusting’. There is a man called Joe who tells us he’s long enjoyed the countryside but he didn’t get fired up until he read Guy Shrubsole’s Who Owns England and Nick Hayes’ Book of Trespass, and also, Joe adds, ‘the way it’s linked back to colonialism and the way land has been passed down through these estates and the way no one’s ever challenged them’. Joe adds with some uncertainty that what he thinks the campaign is about, presumably answering a prompt that’s been cut, is fighting for a Scottish-style right to roam. ‘It seems to work well there.’ Some say, Joe adds, playing with a piece of grass, that people don’t behave well in the countryside but that, he thinks, ‘is a complete myth’.

The film cuts to archive material of the trespass on Kinder Scout, including recordings, held in the Working Class Movement library in Salford, of the voices of the organisers. ‘It was the beginning of Spring, April 24th’, the gentle voice of Benny Rothman recalls. ‘And when we got there, there was a tremendous number of ramblers there. Far more than we ever imagined.’ When they were three-quarters of the way up, Benny remembers that the gamekeepers, who had been watching on, descended from higher ground shouting, ‘Get back, get back.’ Benny’s friend Wolfie, who later went off to fight in the International Brigade in the Spanish Civil War, was hit over the head. But not being ‘the sort of chap who would accept that, he just slammed the keeper and took the stick off them and they all carried on’. They’d come, Benny concludes, to make a point and they would face up to the consequences.

The film winds up with Guy Shrubsole speaking into a megaphone: ‘The land is ours, so let’s take it back.’ The credits roll over signs reading ‘Hidden dangers’, ‘Private woods keep out’, and ‘No trespassing. Violators will be shot’. A lady sitting along from me, with wild white hair, drags her chair over. ‘What kind of mindset’, she asks me, ‘what kind of mindset, what kind of man, would put up a sign like that?’

Outside, people are heading off but the band is still playing and Brooke Jarvis is writing up notes. I walk down to the side, where the young communists are gathered next to a table of Spanish Civil War memorabilia. ‘Some of it’s genuine’, an old guy in uniform tells me: ‘the belt’s genuine. Hat’s genuine.’ His shorts, he confirms when I ask, are not genuine. There’s a student standing next to me, who has a copy of Mao’s Little Red Book sticking out of his shirt pocket and we talk for a bit about public spaces in Manchester being privatised, then he tells me about an article he wrote, on Kinder Scout, in the latest edition of the Socialist Worker. He produces a copy and we’re looking it over together when the chorus of Ewan MacColl’s ‘Manchester Rambler’ begins. ‘Sorry, comrade’, he says, breaking away and starting to sing, his right hand raised in the cold spring air.

*

On a foggy Thursday in December, I pull up on the double yellows outside a tired-looking semi-detached Victorian villa behind the University of Bristol library. I lock the car, push open the rusty black gate, and ring the buzzer. There are posters stuck up in the dirty windows: ‘Hands off our pensions’, ‘Support the UCU strike’, and ‘Pay down 25 per cent since 2009’. While I’m reading them, the heavy footsteps of Dr Leonard Baker sound on the stairs.

As I follow him up to his colleague’s office, which he’s borrowing for the day, he explains that he normally works from home near Shepton Mallet. His family have been ‘dirt farmers’ there for hundreds of years and it’s where he writes best. He points at a chair and invites me to sit but he stays standing a moment while he looks at his phone. Reading a message on the screen, he tells me that the postman is due, at any moment, with his new cricket shoes.

Leonard spends much of his time studying enclosure. ‘I suppose I look at’, he says, gathering pace as he goes, ‘the way that agricultural improvement was perceived, performed and punished by rural communities.’ His doctorate, ‘Spaces, Places, Custom and Protest in Rural Somerset and Dorset, 1780–1867’, explores various ways that popular narratives about rural society don’t always apply.

When he finally sits down, Leonard starts telling me, in order to explain the sort of thing he’s interested in, about a West Country constable in the spring of 1811, who was woken in the night by ‘rough music’, and came downstairs to find that the villagers, who were protesting against enclosure, had torn up a hedge and ‘were scolding it like a cuckold’. There were apparently so many of them that the constable felt threatened and he decided that the best thing to do was to supply them with beer and play the fiddle while they marched out of the village, holding the hedge above their heads. He later received a fine of five pounds.

The trespass on Kinder Scout, in the long and bloody story of the fight for land access, is one relatively recent chapter. For as long as land has been a source of wealth and status, people have fought over it and have sought to exclude others from it. Much of the current land access campaign is built on flimsy foundations. That well-worn 8 per cent figure is the most obvious sham but the idea that the land was stolen from the people is also dubious. The claim makes for a powerful rallying cry but it’s a thread that leads to such obscure places that it becomes absurd. ‘When was this field stolen, who did the stealing and who should we give it back to?’ The sentiment, Leonard admits, is both a great motivation for protest and a fascinating line of historical enquiry, but it’s a lot more complicated than most people realise. Leonard was invited to speak to the London chapter of the Right to Roam campaign when they were trespassing in Sussex. But he couldn’t make it. He did think, though, he explains, that he would have had to tell them that his findings are at odds with their narrative.

It’s true that for a long time, land wasn’t owned in any sort of way that people in contemporary Britain would recognise. When Augustine arrived in Kent in 597 AD, to re-establish Christianity, nobody was considered to own the earth beneath our feet. The land was ‘folkland’ and it was held by kinship groups and was generally passed down within that group. It’s worth noting that in Anglo-Saxon England at least 10 per cent of the population were slaves, with some historians suggesting the figure was as high as 30 per cent. In the early Anglo-Saxon period, slaves were often descended from the Britons, who had been conquered first by the Romans and then by the Saxons. Clearly, these people did not, in any sense, own the land they worked. The emergence of ‘bookland’, under King Ethelbert, was a way to endow the church. Ethelbert gave Augustine land in Canterbury by charter or ‘bok’, on which to build an abbey. The land also gave Augustine a means of raising taxes.

This set a precedent that was applied in the case of new and expanding monasteries, and eventually various powerful individuals were granted ‘bookland’ estates. In a sense, when this happened, land was privatised but it would be difficult to claim that this was the moment that the land was stolen from the people. It hadn’t actually been theirs and it would clearly be a reach to suggest that this was when picnickers and wild campers got screwed, but the emergence of ‘bookland’ is an important moment when you’re chasing this big land-theft hare that the access campaign has set running.

The idea that freemen, up until when Harold Godwinson was defeated at Hastings, could do as they liked on the land, has been popular with various radical groups. In the seventeenth century, for example, it was evoked by the Diggers in their fight against enclosure. But Leonard Baker isn’t alone in his scepticism about the idea of a utopia before the oppression of the Norman yoke. Dr Tim Flight, in an essay published in 2017, in the journal Anglo-Saxon England, suggests – based on evidence in The Memorials of Saint Dunstan (Dunstan being the Archbishop of Canterbury until his death in 988 AD) – that ‘hunting was a socially-inscribed pursuit, legally restricted to the ruling classes long before 1066’. That said, even if the Norman aristocracy just continued what the Anglo-Saxon thegns had already been enjoying, there were changes in terms of how people interacted with the landscape. Same grind, different landowner, but with caveats. Peasants were restricted from fencing off their crops as it would reduce hunting ground; they were banned from taking wood and scrub for fuel, and if you were caught poaching you would likely be hanged.

In the Peterborough Chronicle, under the entry for 1087, the year that King William died, there is a poem thought to have been written by a member of the king’s household. The American professor of literature, Seth Lehrer, calls it ‘an elegy for an age, as much as for a king’. The anonymous poet writes that King William ‘established many deer preserves and he set up many laws concerning them such that whoever killed a hart or a hind should be blinded’. The king, the poet goes on, ‘loved the wild deer as if he were their father’.

Over a century after King William’s death, in 1217, the Charter of the Forest, sought to re-establish some of the rights that the free had lost. The charter permitted the cutting of turf and firewood for fuel, the digging of marl to spread on the fields, and the grazing of livestock.

A couple months after I went up to Hayfield, Brooke Jarvis’s piece was published and I managed to find a copy of the New York Times at St Pancras Station.[fn2] It was charming and wide-eyed in that way that American journalists writing about English culture often are. Early on in the piece she writes that Kinder Scout ‘many centuries ago’ used to be ‘king’s land’ and ‘the access was free’. It’s so vague as to be pretty meaningless, what does she mean by ‘free’ and ‘king’s land’ has never existed as a designation. Kinder Scout was in the royal forest of High Peak and therefore between 1217 and 1600 when it was disafforested and the land was sold, free men could graze their pigs on it but there would have also been people in chains in Peak Castle for hunting boar and deer. It’s not that she’s totally wrong but her breezy oversimplification illustrates the complexities of historic land access and serves as a warning against reductive narratives.

Two years prior to the Charter of the Forest, the concept of ‘common land’ had been enshrined in law as part of the Magna Carta, in order to provide a living for those who had no ground of their own. At one point, nearly half of Britain was common land but today, due to enclosure, that figure has fallen to just 3 per cent.

In total, between 1604, just after King James VI was crowned, until the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, 5,200 enclosure bills were enacted. These bills changed the relationship that people had with the land but it’s important too to recognise what common land wasn’t. At land access protests, you often see banners reading ‘Give us back our commons’, and countless variations on that theme. But access was often tightly restricted and Leonard says it’s a mistake to suggest the commons were some sort of ‘egalitarian’ space. Leonard points to a record of a farmhand in Dorset, in 1834, who after allowing his horse to graze on the common, was struck across the head twelve times by James Young who believed that the farmhand, being a mere farmhand, didn’t hold ‘common of pasture’. In court, Young argued that in striking the boy, as well as asking a passing ‘jew’ for a knife, presumably to harm the boy further, he was in the right as he needed to ‘defend the commons’. Less dramatically, in Lancashire on ‘common fields’, farmers had ‘the right to tread on part of their neighbour’s strip during cultivation’. But they seemingly weren’t permitted to wander freely.

There were areas that were a free-for-all, known as ‘common waste’, to which the ‘landless poor’ did have access. This was generally land that nobody else wanted. In the sixteenth century this constituted some 4 per cent of farmland and was usually of very marginal agricultural value. ‘Give us back our waste’ or ‘we want the 4 per cent’ would be a more historically accurate campaign slogan to rally behind but it doesn’t, admittedly, feel all that empowering.[fn3]

It is quite possible that the existence of areas such as the 220-acre expanse of Clapham Common, in southwest London, complete with ice cream stalls, public toilets and ponds for sailing model boats, causes a degree of confusion. Such places are sometimes referenced by those spearheading the access campaign but Clapham Common, as with a number of other similar sites in London, was officially turned into parkland by an Act of Parliament in the nineteenth century. It was because it became parkland that people started to be able to use it in the way they do, not because it is common land. It is important to add that in 1925 the Law of Property Act gave the public the right of access ‘for air and exercise’ to all urban commons in England and Wales. People were granted the right to use commons in urban spaces as parks. They were not using them as commons in their original conception.

Up until about the mid-nineteenth century, the campaign for greater access was generally about livelihoods. Campaigns against the creation of royal forests and enclosure were not about wild camping, wild swimming, or having picnics. Folkland was not a place to walk one’s Anglo-Saxon ‘hund’. To suggest that modern campaigners for recreational activities are in league with pre-Norman peasantry or early medieval serfs is ridiculous. An anachronistic picnic on your local common in 1550, with an off-the-lead labradoodle sniffing around the villagers’ pigs, would have probably resulted in a horsewhipping. There are places, like Dartmoor, where common land is still an important part of farm businesses. They are not owned by the commoners, the commoners pay rent to the landlord, and what you can do on them is limited. You can’t legally, for example, hold a fête without the landowner’s permission. The commons were and are a place of work for a specific group of people.

One afternoon, while trying to understand the commons, I unearthed a vellum map of an estate in Lincolnshire which was given to a family who had provided support to the Crown during the Civil War. In the top right corner, a common is visible and I dug into various regional archives in an attempt to discover when it was enclosed. The trail became hard to follow but I came across a letter, dated 1805, which was sent to a London lawyer by the new landlord (who had recently inherited). The landowner was making the case for the parishioners of Spanby, in the Fens, having the same access to the manorial common as parishioners in two adjacent parishes. The value of the letter is that it shows the extent to which access to the commons was both very restricted and immensely complex. It also provides real intimacy with the psychology of an early nineteenth-century landowner, somebody who wasn’t trying to restrict tenants’ rights but instead was trying to gain them rights that he believed they had lost.

Leonard doesn’t believe, as was suggested at the time, by some, that commoners were incapable of maintaining the land and continuing on as they had. Their lives were often very modest but not impossible, and it is important to set enclosure in its economic context. In the medieval period, landowners sought to capitalise on the booming wool trade by turning over their ground to sheep and then in the early modern period, when the wool price fell, landowners set their sights on grain. In Scotland, the provision to transport cattle into England without duties was included in the Act of Union, which created an incentive for landowners to convert small holdings into pasture and to run larger folds across the hill on what had previously been common grazing. In the southwest of Scotland this was met with fiery opposition and in the Stewartry of Kirkcudbright in 1723, men who had been evicted in order to create cattle parks ‘rose in a mob and with pitchforks, gavelocks, and spades, leveled the park-dykes’. Almost a century on, during the Napoleonic Wars, from the autumn of 1806 to the spring of 1814, England was under blockade and as a result of being unable to trade with the continent, the domestic corn price rose – it made no financial sense for landowners to have commoners grazing livestock where wheat could be grown.

It is notable that the land access campaign in Britain is hugely hung up on enclosure, whereas ‘farm engrossment’ hardly gets a look-in. I can’t recall ever hearing the word ‘engrossment’ at a campaign meeting but ‘enclosure’ is almost always mentioned. Engrossing is simply the process of landholdings being subsumed into others. It is a mistake to imagine that all landowners were rich aristocrats – in some parishes in the eighteenth century for instance you had upwards of twenty small landowners who might seek to strengthen their position. It wasn’t the gentry grabbing land – it was a case of yeomen buying out other, lesser yeomen. This changed land ownership patterns and resulted in fewer people being employed on the land but it doesn’t have quite the same weight as the idea of a rural pauper having their vegetable patch stolen by some lofty peer.

Leonard looks at his phone, confirms that his cricket shoes have still not arrived down in Shepton Mallet, then tells me that as land started to be seen as having more value, property laws were strengthened. In 1820 the Malicious Trespass Act was introduced, which provided the basis for convicting those caught causing ‘malicious injury’ to any ‘building, hedge, fence, tree, wood, or underwood’. But, Leonard says, leaning back in his chair, what was and wasn’t malicious was decided by the magistrate and the whole thing was pretty arbitrary. In researching his doctorate Leonard discovered the case of William Barnes, who in 1822 was imprisoned for a month for taking a drunken shortcut through an orchard and a decade later, Thomas Mitchell was handed the same sentence when he ‘wilfully trespassed in the corner of a field’. Mitchell protested that it was simply his ‘usual journey home’. According to Leonard, by 1853 16 per cent of all imprisonment in England was due to malicious trespass of one form or another but while ordinary rural people were enduring bleak conditions in jail for walking among apple trees, change was steadily coming. Middle-class intellectuals were starting to argue that access in industrialised England mattered. Not to collect firewood or to graze your pig but simply to escape from toil and the smog.

In 1851, at the age of 18, Octavia Hill, who went on to become a pioneering social campaigner, dedicated to securing access to open spaces for the urban masses, wrote to her friend Mary Harris. In the letter she notes how much of a positive impact an outing to Epping Forest had on some labourers she’d spent time with. But the very land she watched them playing cricket on was under threat.

Throughout the 1850s and 60s Lord Mornington, the nephew of the Duke of Wellington, and the then Lord Cowley, Lord Mornington’s nephew, were seeking to enclose parts of the forest in order to build a cattle market and new housing. Their efforts were met with opposition from the sort of people Hill wrote about as well as from Hill herself and other affluent progressives like the artist William Morris. Morris, of course, created a whole aesthetic out of a world that never really was, a place of dryads and elves. Throughout history the campaign for land access hasn’t been part of a single continuous movement and it’s intellectually feeble to pretend otherwise. One theme that does recur, however, is the involvement of what we might call, although admittedly somewhat anachronistically, the middle classes. From, as Leonard explained, people like Robert Kett, of Kett’s Rebellion in 1549, through to cobblers and shopkeepers who fought enclosure, and had their own idealised conceptions of England, through to Octavia Hill. The contemporary Right to Roam campaign, with its barristers, Morris dancing, and chunky book advances, is much more similar to the likes of Hill and William Morris, than Wolfie and Benny Rothman. Interestingly, like Morris and like the Diggers, the current campaign draws extensively on mythology, whereas Rothman was concerned with the practical pleas of the working classes.

In 1871, the situation in Epping came to a head when 30,000 Londoners gathered to listen to speeches. Those organising the event called for calm but that evening, fences put up by Lord Cowley were torn down and in the days that followed, the Gladstone government got behind the battle to keep Epping accessible. In the aftermath, just three years after Cowley was routed, the Master of the Rolls ruled that all enclosure to happen in the forest since 1853 was illegal. The preservation of Epping Forest is remembered as being an early success for the Commons Preservation Society, of which Octavia Hill was a founding member. The group, which also saved Hampstead Heath, is now known as the Open Spaces Society.

While Londoners were fighting for their right to escape the city, driven grouse shooting was taking off across Britain. Up until the 1870s, walked-up shooting took place across swathes of the British countryside but as firearms technology improved, bigger bags became possible and the number of gamekeepers employed rose dramatically. Where landowners and their guests had previously only gone out a couple of times a season to shoot relatively low numbers of grouse, big shooting parties at places like Kinder Scout became standard fare and people picking berries or wandering packhorse trails were no longer welcome.

Some months after I went to see Leonard, I spoke to Dr Rowan Jaines, a geographer at the University of Sheffield, who said to me that the problem I’d come up against is one she knows well. ‘A free bucolic land, that everybody has access to and that is all bountiful, never existed.’ Rowan thinks that however we look at it, there has never been a history of people without violence and struggle and there has never been a landscape that hasn’t been contested as well as generative. The perpetual ebb and flow of rights is a far more useful way to understand access to the land, rather than the idea that it has been stolen from us.

*

When Emily Oldfield and I push through the front door of her flat, five flights up, above the High Street in Todmorden, Ramsey Janini, who has thick dark hair and a tea towel over his shoulder, looks round nervously. He is standing over a small cooker, holding a large pan upside down with a plate clasped beneath it and yellow rice is spilling out onto the floor. Ramsey and Emily are together, but most of the time she lives across town in a house built into a hill beside a cobbled packhorse trail.

Ramsey, whose father is Palestinian, tells me he’s spent all afternoon making maqluba. Literally meaning ‘upside down’, maqluba is a layered dish of meat, rice, aubergines, tomatoes, and onions, with lots of turmeric, chilli and cinnamon. Cooked on a stove top before being upended onto a plate, it often marks a celebration or, Emily tells me, it’s made when a guest comes. Outside it is dark and streaks of rain run across the skylight in the low ceiling.

All day, Emily has been waiting for copies of her new poetry collection to arrive. She called up the editor in Salzburg, a matter-of-fact Austrian called Wolfgang, and he told her all he knew was that they were in a warehouse somewhere outside London and they would no doubt be with her shortly.

The following morning, we’re going to walk across Winter Hill in Lancashire, where 126 years previously, thousands of people marched in protest against being shut out by Colonel Ainsworth, a landowner, who wanted to maximise the grouse shooting on his moor. It is thought to be the biggest land access demonstration to ever take place in Britain but it went, as far as Emily has been able to work out, almost unmentioned in the national papers and even now, it is often overlooked. Emily knows Winter Hill well. She recently set 12 months aside to walk across it, every couple of weeks, with various local writers and artists and she recorded their conversations about what the hill means to them and how it inspires their work.

Emily thinks that for most of those who marched on Winter Hill in 1896, it was about escape. Their lives were hard and getting out onto the tops was a chance to rise above the smog. Looking back, they probably wouldn’t have even been able to see Bolton below them because it would have been so thickly shrouded. To Emily, though, it’s about connecting rather than escaping. ‘I think the past lives on in the packhorse trails and corpse roads. I think there’s a kind of depth. It goes so far beneath the surface. Walking connects me to the past.’ Emily tells me that if she was no longer able to walk in the places she always has, she wouldn’t think of it as a loss of some sort of right. It would be more like a severance.

Calder, Emily says, as she sits down next to me, is a collection about walking. It’s about going out on foot into the edgeland between Lancashire and Yorkshire to explore ‘presence and absence’ and to think about what the landscape really means: the rivers and the moors, the shoe factories and the packhorse trails, to her and to everybody who has ever called Calderdale home.

Ramsey passes me a plate of maqluba, and apologises for not making it quite as he’s been told you should, then he lies on the floor, resting on his elbow with his belly protruding over his trousers. ‘Do you want a chair, love?’ Emily asks but he shakes his head. As she eats, Emily tells me that the road down in the valley bottom is pretty recent. It was so marshy down there, she explains, that it would have been impassable and ‘the proper thoroughfares’ would have been the packhorse trails that run through the hills.

Emily has been a wanderer for as long as she can remember and her father and grandfather were wanderers before her. Her family were sheep farmers originally but when the people were cleared from the hills, they came down into the valley in search of work. Like most men in Bacup, where she grew up, a town five miles west of Todmorden, her grandfather and then her father worked in a shoe factory. As a girl, Emily walked a lot with her grandad. He was almost illiterate but he was apparently a clever man. He grew up collecting birds’ eggs and he could identify almost every species they came across. At her grandad’s funeral, the local bank manager, a man called Gordon, turned up and wept. Her grandad and Gordon had struck up what she thinks was a pretty unlikely friendship. They were the first people to film a kingfisher nesting on the River Irwell. Gordon had all the cameras and a car and her grandad knew every clump of reeds and every ditch.

Emily’s dad spent eight years in the shoe factory before he decided he wanted more from life. He had always hated school and authority but typically, when he was older, he decided that school was exactly where he wanted to be and he took night classes, so he could eventually become a teacher. When Emily was a child, they would walk together through the fields to the primary school where she was a pupil and where he had become the headmaster, and he would tell her all about the land around them and its history. ‘There was some right crazy farmers’, Emily says, over the top of her wine glass, ‘there was one farmer used to chase us with a gun.’ All his life, Emily’s dad has escaped into the hills, and since retiring from teaching, some years ago, after a breakdown, he now spends his time writing about Lancashire, about the overlooked and forgotten. But much to his annoyance, his books have led to people visiting the places he writes about. Emily’s interests are what they are because of her dad and her grandad and their interests, in turn, came from the land.

Ramsey wants to have a cigarette and I follow him down the stairs. The rain has worsened and we shelter in a doorway with a sign above it that reads ‘Todmorden Industrial & Co-operative Society’. It was the headquarters in the nineteenth century of a group, formed by factory workers, who protested against the high price of flour and it is now a health food shop. As he smokes, Ramsey talks about his own sense of home. His family were displaced from Palestine in the forties and the building they lived in is an Israeli-run arts centre now. It’s an interesting thing, he tells me, when you ask Palestinians where home is, because they will often tell you about a place they’ve never been to, somewhere they were forced out of long ago.

Back in the flat, Ramsey helps me unfold their sofa bed and Emily finds me a copy of Grit from the shelves in the corner of the room next to an umbrella plant. It was her first collection but all the copies are gone now and it’s the only one left. We say goodnight and I lie there reading. There is a poem about being in hospital, a poem about going home, a poem about bloody feet in worn-out trainers, one about the mud at the bottom of the River Irwell, and there’s one about a badger. In the night the rain worsens and geese fly up and down the canal, calling in the blackness.

In the morning, we leave the flat and drive south. Heading over the top, at Cloughfoot, a pair of ravens drift high in the wind, and the last of the winter snow lies in the shadow of a low stone wall.

In Bacup, I stop for a moment to look at the art deco bingo hall, which was later a cinema, and is now closed. Emily tells me it’s beautiful inside, with its grand staircases and painted plaster. She tells me too that not many people had heard of Bacup until the murder of Sophie Lancaster and the brutal beating of her boyfriend in 2007. The couple were walking through Stubbylee Park in the early hours when a group of local teenagers attacked them. The incident became synonymous with ‘broken Britain’ and Lancaster, who had pink hair and a metal bar in her bottom lip, was known as the girl who was killed because she looked different. But her boyfriend, who lay in a coma for a week after the attack, said the press had got it wrong. It wasn’t, he thought, because they were ‘goths’ or anything like that, it was that the boys who attacked them were ‘forgotten people’. They had been left behind, with nothing much to do, in a town rinsed by the industrial revolution.

Acts of violence have always occurred but I don’t think we can overlook the impact on young people in rural, post-industrial towns, feeling disconnected and cut off. Relationships that once gave them a sense of identity and purpose have been lost: fishing towns with empty harbours, market towns where the livestock in surrounding valleys goes elsewhere, and shut-up pubs that would once have been full of farm workers. Hollowed out places, without context and connectedness, which have lost much of their culture and identity, are unhappy places and Britain is full of them.

We turn left near Rivington Services and head up a steep single-track lane. There are passing places all the way up but ‘No Parking’ signs have been fixed to the trees by the local estate. The residents and emergency services need access, the signs reason, ‘due to the pandemic’. We drive up and down the road twice and then decide that the only thing we can do is leave our cars pulled over to the side at the top.

A couple of hundred yards up the track, there is a gate across a path and a weathered sandstone slab, with a chiselled inscription running across it, has been sunk into the grass: ‘On Sunday 6th September 1896 10,000 Boltonians marched by this spot to reclaim an ancient right of way over Winter Hill. The path is now dedicated as a public right of way for the enjoyment of all.’ We stand next to it for a moment and Emily tells me that obviously her grandad wouldn’t have been born at the time but when he was a young man, four or five decades later, the march was still a very big part of local lore. Even if people hadn’t been there, they spoke about it as though they had. Emily recounts the details, like a child who’s learned a list of capital cities – ‘It set off from Halliwell Road in Horwich and then joined Coalpit Lane. The crowd swelled and swelled as the march went on and when they got to the gate, Colonel Ainsworth, the landowner and heir to a cotton-bleaching fortune, was there with the police.’ Emily tells me that a fight broke out and despite Ainsworth telling the protestors he’d have writs issued against them, they threw one of the policemen over a gate, ducked Ainsworth’s land agent’s son in the stream by our feet, and then marched over the hill.

Emily was in her mid-teens before she found out about the trespass. Despite the numbers being far larger than the estimated 400 who marched on Kinder Scout with Rothman in 1932, the Winter Hill protest never achieved the same profile. It’s difficult really to know why but Emily thinks that Kinder Scout gained more notice among the middle classes. The enduring popularity of Ewan MacColl’s ‘The Manchester Rambler’ has no doubt had an effect too. Emily also thinks that the authorities were keen to suppress the momentum that the march on Winter Hill appeared to be gathering – the whole thing was initiated by the Social Democratic Foundation, who had placed a small advertisement in the Bolton Evening News, and she suspects that the socialists, under the leadership of a man called Solomon Partington, were considered to be dangerous. After the success of the 10,000-strong march in early September, another protest was scheduled for the following Sunday and a song was commissioned: ‘Will yo’ come o’ Sunday morning, For a walk o’er Winter Hill. Ten thousand went last Sunday, But there’s room for thousands still!’ There were 500 song sheets printed but in spite of trying, Emily has never managed to find one. It rained hard that Sunday and she wonders if the sheets were destroyed.

Emily, as well as writing poetry, and teaching at Manchester Met, is currently working on a book about northern food culture and packhorse trails. She isn’t sure really when her interest in old roads and forgotten routes began but she thinks it was probably when she came across a road called the Long Causeway. ‘It connects Burnley and Hebden Bridge and then goes on to Halifax and sometimes on old maps it’s just called “Causey”. It’s properly ancient.’ As well as walking the Long Causeway, Emily started reading up on its history and learned all about the preaching crosses on the road that signify places of spiritual gathering. She soon realised that almost all the paths she’s ever known, the railways, the canals, and the roads through the valley bottoms, are relatively modern and that for thousands of years before they were constructed, packhorse trails would have been the paths that her family and people like them would have used every day. She often thinks, she tells me, about all those people whose footsteps she’s walking in: the farmers, post boys, and murderers. Further up the hill there is a memorial to George Henderson, a Scottish merchant who was shot through the head in 1838.

As we walk, the temperature starts to rise and the morning becomes muggy and close. Up ahead of us, a lapwing cock rises and tumbles across the moor. In the late eighteenth century, Baptism and Methodism became popular throughout Lancashire; as a consequence, Emily says, of industrial work being so grinding. ‘It was basically a death sentence and methodism preached universal salvation so even if your life was miserable and short, you’d still go to heaven.’ It was, she supposes, a great source of hope. Emily thinks it’s sort of sad really but she supposes it brought people peace and they would often walk for miles and miles over the hills to listen to ‘open-air preachers’. In a way she thinks that the walk itself, the actual journey to hear that misery wasn’t going to be eternal had a sort of spiritual quality. It wasn’t just about the words. It was about the journey to get there too.

In front of us, running along a Rylock fence, large gritstone slabs, each of them a slightly different size, are sunk into the heather. Ramsey has walked all over the world but he thinks there’s something unique about paths like the one beneath our feet. ‘The slabs round here just have this sense of heft and resilience. They kind of meet you and they have a sense of importance.’ He talks slowly and in a considered, thoughtful way, as though every word counts. Emily, who is walking behind me, tells me that when she was very ill her relationship with the landscape changed. ‘I was like proper ridiculously skinny. My writing’s really tactile about the land because when you’re so thin everything’s amplified.’ When the wind blew
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