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			Dedication

			For Rebecca

		

		
			Epigraph

			Alder was a mender. He could rejoin. He could make whole. A broken tool, a knife blade or an axle snapped, a pottery bowl shattered: he could bring the fragments back together without joint or seam or weakness … ‘It was a joy to me … Working out the spells and finding sometimes how to use one of the True Words in the work … to put back together a barrel that’s dried, the staves all fallen in from the hoops – that’s a real pleasure, seeing it build up again, and swell out in the right curve, and stand there on its bottom ready for the wine.’

			Ursula K. Le Guin, The Other Wind
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			Preface

			There has never been a better time for lovers of Roman roads – those seeking, and seeking to understand, the indelible but elusive lines tattooed onto the face of Britain by the Roman occupiers long ago. Thanks to new technologies and the recent labours of archaeologists and the Roman Roads Research Association, we can track and map thousands of miles of road more accurately than ever before and explain the extraordinary role that they played in the military, social and economic life of Roman Britain, as well as during the centuries that followed. As I write, our understanding of the roads is changing constantly, with the map being redrawn weekly, not only because previously lost roads are being rediscovered, but also because we are learning that even those well known and long known didn’t go where we thought they did. Such knowledge changes our ideas about trade and industry and communications, about where forts were built, and about why and how the Roman invasion and occupation progressed. It changes the maps we have in our minds when we think about the past.

			Roman road hunting is a well-established if not always venerable tradition in the historiography of Roman Britain. Confirming a route is called ‘proving the line’. It is the province of antiquaries, poets and local enthusiasts, as well as academic historians and archaeologists. I am interested in all these perspectives. This book, like my last, Hollow Places, is about a personal hunt across time. I go in search of one road in particular and in doing so hope to tell the wider story of Britain’s Roman roads. I could have trekked one of the great ways or iconic roads – Ermine Street, say, between Lincoln and the Humber, the Ackling Dyke from Old Sarum to Badbury Rings, or the Stanegate in the shadow of Hadrian’s Wall – instead I follow one of the lesser ways. Not an insignificant way. Oliver Rackham, the great historian of the English countryside, wrote about those Roman roads that survive only in bits and pieces between places that stopped being important long ago, calling them ‘more eloquent’ than any that became modern roads. He singled out one in particular. ‘But what of the road between Braughing and Great Chesterford?’ he wrote. ‘There were still people in these Essex-Hertfordshire backwoods for whom bits of it were of use as local roads. Every few years, through the darkest of the Dark Ages, there has been somebody … to take a billhook to the blackthorn on two short stretches of Roman road, which stand out by their straightness amid the maze of lanes.’

			This is the road we shall follow. An ‘eloquent road’, so it will speak to us if we are prepared to listen. Eloquent suggests fluent, forcible, powerfully expressive, lyrical. It can be all these things. Let’s have a conversation with this road. It will tell us stories.

			While this book celebrates the new precision, the latest findings and the determination to set Roman road research on sound academic footings, I am determined not to turn my back on the amateurs, the romantics and even the dilettantes, nor to shun those qualities of a Roman road that give them their greatest allure. We mustn’t reduce these magical relics to three-letter acronyms, to GIS and to CAM, or to GPS. Here you’ll find that the imagination is just as essential a tool for getting at the roads as are aerial photography and LiDAR. The hunt for a road’s essence and why it fascinates us is as important as the hunt for its physical remains, which is why I widen the customary evidence base for a road to poems, church walls and hag stones; oxlips, killing places and Rebecca West; hauntings and immortals and things buried too deep for archaeology. After two thousand years, the road I am hunting is now made of these things as much as it is of gravel and sand. It is important to remember at the outset that many of us who love Roman roads love them not because they are roads, but for what they have become over centuries of use and misuse.

			There have already been many excellent histories and technical treatises on the roads the Romans built during their occupation of Britain. I haven’t set out to write another, although you will find some road history and a bit of technical stuff here. Nor is this book a general history of the Roman province of Britannia, but inevitably there are quite a few stories from those times in these pages. They are irresistible.

			This book is not one of those poetic encounters with nature: a walk to exalt in the countryside and the act of walking, while exorcising demons or mulling over some personal tragedy, and yet it bears a passing resemblance to such writing from time to time.

			It is a hunt through time and space – for a physical road but mostly for its quiddity and for its charms too – though even that often seems like a proxy for searching for something else. I think that something else might be the power to time travel. I have discovered various ways to accomplish that. I began by pretending to walk in the footsteps of the legions but I want to get beyond that cliché; to get at what it is to encounter something concealed in the landscape that transports us into the past, or transports the past to us in the present. A Roman road is uncanny, singular in its capacity to reflect both continuity and change over such a long period of time; it can manipulate time and space and open up no end of ways to the past: historical, archaeological, anthropological, technological and poetic. It makes a fine time machine.

			Many accounts of walking in someone’s footsteps are about the famous – writers or artists, soldiers, explorers, the great and the (not always) good. Their journey is reconstructed from written accounts, histories and letters and diaries and such like. There is nothing so grand or definitive here to guide my steps, only the merest trace of the road written in the landscape in a strange alphabet that can be read only with a remarkable array of tools and strategies. Many of them are technical, some are literary and artistic, but chief among them is a restless curiosity and a romanticism. A Roman road is surprisingly good at feeding that.

			Which is all a long-winded way to say that this book is, in part, of course, all the things I’ve insisted it isn’t. It is also a paean, an ekphrasis, a love letter, an attempt to describe the remains of one of these extraordinary feats of human endeavour that are hidden all around us, not as we might usually describe a layer of stones laid across the land, but with much the same reverence and attention that we might give to a great painting, a cathedral or a poem.

			Let’s begin at the real beginning (which is also an ending). How would a road disappear, what actually happened to it, and, most importantly, how should I describe this process? These were the questions I was struggling with when I began to write the opening sentences of this book. I was at a loss how to start, but I then came across Richard Jefferies’ strange novel of 1885, After London, and there on the opening pages was my cadence and with that everything else fell into place. And so I began … I begin, with that brilliant writer’s voice in my head and with the encroaching grass …

		

		
			PART I

			Endings and Beginnings
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			The grass spread inwards from the margins and turned the road green in the years after the legions left. Willowherb, groundsel and bindweed tunnelled through the gravel and chalk and few did anything to tame them. Those who knew where the road had gone and where it came from said it only brought trouble and sickness now, and so did nothing to discourage the brambles where they caught at passing feet. In places people took mattocks to it, violently, as sure as raising a drawbridge.

			When spring arrived, the bluebells painted the surface brighter each year. Dog’s mercury poisoned the berm. Most used the lesser ways now, local ways, older ways and newer ways. Cloudbursts mired the once great road, loosening the pebbles where the ruts cut deepest so that some washed from the metalling into the side ditches. This achievement of man, a link in a great web at the edge of empire, now weighed heavy on a land the Romans had spent nearly four hundred years inscribing with roads. Ten thousand miles of them. There would be nothing to rival the endeavour for over a thousand years, until the coming of the railways in the nineteenth century; no one would build and repair roads on the same scale until the first motorways in the twentieth.

			Time and weather erased these Roman labours.

			They rotted the bridges and brought down trees across the route so that travellers went a different way round. The clay itself began to swallow lengths of the road, drawing its hoggin back into the land. When the crossing places slipped and drifted, the road lost its purposefulness, its directness. Carters found an easier ford downstream, a kinder gradient out of the valley, and they robbed out the old ways and broke up its milestones to mend the new ones.

			Abandoned Roman farmsteads on the heavy lands disassembled themselves and their contents into fragments of tile and sherd to temper the black earth and give testimony that people travelled this way once and stayed a while. When the population shrank again – after plague and calamity – few farmed the clay anymore so the hilltops over which the road ran tumbled down to woodland. In parts now, it was a blackthorn hedge, in others a thicket where founderous ash and oak took root, until entire woods hid what was left. Within them, swine rooted among the stones. Only flights of rooks remembered the road’s long cambered trail and followed the shadow path that still showed at first light.

			In later years, the men who returned to cultivate the clay stocked up the smooth ginks and the flints and with their ploughshares and mouldboards ate at the foundations ever more ruinously. They severed the ways with glebe and quarry, founding estates across it that forbade trespass. An entombing till and silt slid off the valley sides, a slow deceitful fluxion of the earth, an eroding, concealing, smoring, gnawing thing. The wanton outrage of improvement quickened: the road thinned and denuded by the great plough, the steam plough, the mole plough, the bulldozer.

			And then it was gone. Wasn’t it?

			Some knew the roads were there. Some had never stopped using them. Some turned them to other ends. In time, the curious began their search for them. The Romans built roads that endured; triumphs of humanity’s struggle against distance. They circumscribe the journeys we take and how we negotiate hills and valleys and rivers – even when they are no longer roads. They are things of permanence and also of immanence. Lengths of them call to travellers: incomers – guttural and wild, say the old stories – came up the valley and, on finding a firm footing, followed its ridge north-east, intent on clearing the land again and staking a claim to a homestead and a new life. Their children nursed its fragments where it served their purpose. Riders paused to let their horses drink from ponds that had once been gravel pits, quarried to make the road, and drovers favoured the hollows alongside it.

			Folk who know it is here, that it has always been here, stop late on a winter’s day and look back along their route, listening. The sky and the dusk conspire to burden the land so that there is no telling one from the other. They add a grey mass to everything, erasing the horizontals, the dips and the rises, accentuating the verticals so that all the trees are sinister silhouettes looming out of the mist. A flat wind climbs keenly towards the chalk scarp, the land ever paler, ever colder. Britannia, that place cut off at the world’s end. Ahead on the road, a lone traveller emerges from this grey light, one who set off long ago. He pulls up the hood of his birrus, clasps its woollen folds about him, trying not to think again of warmer lands where he would return if the roads still went there. He is oblivious to the drayman in his Leyland hauling empty casks homeward, avoiding potholes in another day’s dusk, in another time, past the manor house where one of Sir John’s men leads the mortuary cow ahead of the bier, startled when he hears … what? The tramp of feet? Wellies, cavalry boots, the caligae of a soldier, his sharp-edged dolabra hanging from his belt, forever retracing his steps searching for the lost fibula that pinned his cloak, unaware that Mr Sworder’s men found it when they carted away the last stones in the year Prince Albert died.

			A patch of burdock now, a drainage ditch cut deep through Crooks Crout and Further Jefferies field, dark-toned anomalies in the soil. After a thousand years and more they came to this corner of Hertfordshire and Essex looking for the road, first on foot and horseback, later from the skies. Callous in their curiosity, they prayed that the parched earth would give up its secrets. But the harder they looked, the more they seemed to doubt it was there.

			Two thousand years after the road opened to the traffic of Roman Britain, sections of it remain, not as the motorway it was in ancient times – there to speed an army to its fort or bring pots from the kilns – but as a bridleway, as the footings of a windmill, a green baulk, a country road, or the line of a parish boundary. It is some fourteen miles from end to end – a day’s march. A little over a mile and a half is still road, in three short sections. Another two and a half miles are public rights of way now – green-dashed footpaths and bridleways on the map. For the rest of its course, the road is lost, severed by cornfield, woodland, lake and pond, driveway, paddock, riverbed, garden and building, across fourteen parishes, five of the old hundreds, three counties, five rivers, countless tributaries and one watershed.

			It was still there if you knew where to look. Erased and indelible. Mutable and constant.

			Look. There. Running straight towards that boundary oak. Running back in time. Was that a thickening, a deepening, a terracing, a bounding and bordering, a resistance to a fence post, a ringing of the pick handle on the ground? No trace … Faint trace … Possible line … Little trace … No surface indication … Suggestion of course … no trace … course uncertain … no trace.

			♦ ♦ ♦

			In the beginning was the road.

			Joseph Bédier, Les légendes épiques (1908)

			♦ ♦ ♦

			The roads begin at a beachhead on the Kent coast, in the forty-third year of the first millennium. They begin with the Roman general Aulus Plautius, the man leading the invasion of Britain. It is he who is charged with capturing glory for Emperor Claudius, with plundering the island’s rumoured precious metals and pearls, with helping the ‘traitor’ Verica put down the too-powerful Catuvellauni tribe. By some counts, Plautius lands on the Kent coast with an expeditionary force ten times the size of the Norman army that will invade in 1066: four legions totalling twenty thousand men and a similar number of auxiliary forces – slingers, archers and cavalry, supplied by client states. Once they win the initial skirmishes, the invaders begin their march inland along the line of what will, centuries later, be called Watling Street, the first and most important of Britannia’s Roman roads.

			Temporary campaign roads roll out westwards, establishing routes that will be highways for two millennia and more; no small testament to the courage and expertise of scouts and surveyors taking the measure of a hostile land. The legions arrive at Rochester and their first major battle, traditionally at the Medway – the first of the two river battles attested a century and a half later by the Roman historian Cassius Dio. The Britons fall back to the far bank of the Thames and the line of Watling Street pursues them to the river’s edge, bringing troops and supplies and military despatches. Togodumnus, one of the sons of the late king Cunobelin – the hound of Belos, the War Dog, Shakespeare’s Cymbeline – loses his life, after Batavian auxiliaries swim the river and take the Britons by surprise. In the months and years of the fighting that follow, Watling Street will reach the River Severn and the great legionary fortress that will be built at Wroxeter over 270 miles from the Kent coast.

			Perhaps the next major road to be planned is that from London to Colchester in Essex, by then the capital of the Catuvellauni. ‘Perhaps’ because modern historians are careful not to speak with certainty about the course of the invasion, nor to tie every archaeological find to an event described in the few questionable sources that have come down to us. But a historian of an earlier generation did not hesitate to describe the Colchester road colourfully as wide at its incept, ‘an unprecedented width’, because he thought it must be intended to carry a large army and baggage train on the march, as well as the elephants and camels that will come with the emperor when he arrives in Britain just in time to see Colchester fall. In time, roads will radiate out from Colchester like great spokes from a hub, north to the Wash, north-west to Cambridge, west into Hertfordshire to intersect Ermine Street, and thrusting north to link the Thames to the Humber.

			And the Romans keep marching, surveying, laying out and engineering roads, establishing supply lines from the harbours to the marching camps and forts. A network gradually taking shape from individual roads built for a specific military purpose – both a symbol and a concrete expression of Roman imperial might. Another road from London reaches Exeter and branching from it at Axmouth, the Fosse Way sets out towards Lincoln, in a line of linked roads that look both outward and inwards, there to supply the advance and from where the legions might police the province. Roads built to carry an army into the interior become transport routes to carry minerals to the continent; within six years of the invasion, lead from the Mendips is finding its way to Gaul, no doubt silver too.

			The conquest lasted forty years under eleven governors and eight emperors (albeit four of those emperors squabbled for supremacy in a single year – 69 CE). Penetration roads would be built north to York on the east coast and to Chester on the west, often thought to represent the advance of two legions: IX Hispana and XX Valeria Victrix. The first volume in the story of Roman Britain doesn’t end until Governor Julius Agricola’s subjugation of the north after the decisive defeat of the chieftain Calgacus at Mons Graupius near Inverness in 83 or 84 CE. It is a story picked out in roads, one that archaeologists can still read in the soil today. The invasion of Britain cost tens if not hundreds of thousands of lives – 250,000 is a modern estimate – as the legions pushed west into Wales and north into Scotland in search of booty, mineral wealth, land and tribute, leaving behind a vast web of military roads, changing the landscape permanently, etching the story of the Roman advance into the face of the land.

			The key moments of those first forty years were once found – vividly illustrated – in every history primer: the fall of Colchester to the emperor Claudius and his famous elephants, the surrender of eleven British kings to the emperor before he headed back to Rome after just sixteen days in Britain; the long resistance of Cunobelin’s other son Caratacus before his final betrayal by Cartimandua, the queen of the Brigantes in the north; the destruction of the druids and their sacred groves on Anglesey. There was the role Britain played in the rise of the Flavian dynasty: the emperor who came out on top in 69 CE was its patriarch, Vespasian, Titus Flavius Vespasianus, who had been there when Watling Street was just a line in a surveyor’s sandpit. He made his name commanding the II Augusta Legion in the first four years after the invasion. Advancing towards the Solent along Stane Street from London to Chichester, he fought thirty battles, accepted the submission of two tribes, captured twenty hillforts and seized the Isle of Wight. That’s what the coming of the Pax Romana, the Roman peace, really meant to the Britons and if we were to draw a picture of it, it would be one framed and criss-crossed by roads and the troops marching along them. No march was more famous than that of the troops racing back from campaigning in Wales to confront the dreadful rage of Queen Boudicca and the uprising of her Iceni near Norwich. In the immediate aftermath of that disaster yet another road was built, branching north-east from Ermine Street at Braughing, in Hertfordshire, driven directly over the low hills towards East Anglia – our eloquent road.

			♦ ♦ ♦

			Thy Roman fame o’er England still

			Swells many a lingering scar,

			Where Caesars led, with conquering skill,

			Their legions on to war:

			And camps and stations still abide

			On many a sloping hill;

			Though Time had done its all to hide,

			Thy presence guards them still.

			John Clare, ‘Antiquity! Thou Dark Sublime!’ (1821–22)

			♦ ♦ ♦

			In a field somewhere you’ve never heard of, behind a pub on the goblin ridge, is one of the busiest road hubs in Roman Britain. An octopus of routes stretches to the points of the compass from this eight dials in Hertfordshire: all the way to Kent, to the sea and beyond to the continent along ancient roads. An unbroken channel of communication far beyond Hertfordshire and Essex, to the potteries on the banks of the River Guadalquivir in southern Spain, to the imperial mint at Arles on Gaul’s Mediterranean coast. As far away as the vineyards of Campania on the Tyrrhenian Sea and beyond into Asia Minor and North Africa, from the Nile to the Atlantic at Rabat along a coast road nearly three thousand miles long. Closer to home, roads once led east to Camulodunum and west to Verulamium, south to Londinium and north to Lindum and Eburacum. Direct roads from a tiny Hertfordshire village to five of the six most important towns in all of Britannia: today’s Colchester, St Albans, London, Lincoln and York.

			We know the road hub is there thanks to Eric Stacey. I imagine young Eric in an oversized woolly jumper, short trousers and gumboots, looking like an extra from The Railway Children or Goodnight Mister Tom, no doubt thinking about which ditch he is going to scour for treasure next, although Eric wouldn’t have called it treasure: at twelve years old he was already taking his archaeology very seriously. On Monday 14 July 1941, as the German Panzer divisions pushed east towards Kiev and Allied troops continued to hold out in the Libyan fortress of Tobruk, Eric started keeping a diary.

			MAPPED PART OF THE LARKS HILL CAMP WITH A FRIEND, he printed in careful capitals, beginning his endeavours by exploring a non-existent Roman encampment imagined years earlier by the English antiquary Nathaniel Salmon. The earthworks there are really field lynchets, but Eric wasn’t to know. Salmon’s eighteenth-century description had caught his imagination.

			There was nothing else until 1 August:

			TODAY I WAS WITH SOME OF MY EVACUEE PALS AT GATESBURY MILL AND WE WERE ABOUT TO CROSS THE RIVER RIB VIA A FALLEN TREE TRUNK, WHEN, ONE OF THE BOYS PICKED UP A LARGE PIECE OF TERRA COTTA POTTERY.

			Eric writes in pencil, in capital letters on blue-lined notepaper that will yellow over the years, its corners dog-eared and rusted by old paperclips. He has formed an archaeological society and appointed himself secretary. Soon he is writing letters to museums asking for information and advice. He visits the Hertfordshire Museum, whose curator Herbert Andrews encourages him in his fossicking, and Eric starts to present his finds to the museum, initially from a ‘burial site’ on Ford Street in Braughing where he has been picking up bits of pot and oyster shells with his friend Evans and developing a rivalry with another gang of schoolboys – more evacuees from London. One Saturday during October 1941, Eric complains that they are digging without permission at Weirs Farm.

			TODAY I WENT TO SEARCH FOR POTTERY AT WIERS [sic]. I GOT THERE AND DISCOVERED SOME BOYS SEARCHING FOR POTTERY WITHOUT PERMISSION. I TOLD THEM TO GO IN CASE THEY GOT IN A ROW, THEY DID BUT CAME BACK AGAIN. THEY HAD ALREADY DUG OUT A COMPLETE OR NEARLY COMPLETE POT. IT WAS A FLAGON WITH ITS NECK & HANDLE BROKEN OFF … I THEN INSPECTED THE EXCAVATIONS THEY HAD MADE. POTTERY FRAGMENTS WERE ALL OVER THE PLACE; AND BROKEN.

			We can hear his youthful, earnest indignation across the years, while delighting in the fact that these teenagers’ idea of mischief is a morning of illicit archaeology. But all is not lost. A short while later his friend Jimmy Cox appears wading through the River Quin.

			HE WALKED ALONG IN THE WATER INSPECTING THE BANK. PRESENTLY HE DISCOVERED A LARGE PIECE OF SAMIAM [sic] AND LIFTING IT UP, HE UNCOVERED A CINERARY URN; FULL OF BONES. OUT OF THE BANK TUMBLED A SMALL FLAGON, ANOTHER POT AND A SMALL FUNNEL SHAPED SAMIAM [sic] DRINKING CUP.

			Eric would later lament that the interlopers carried away several complete pots, which eventually went back to London with them. And even worse, the landowner wouldn’t allow him to search the land again, because the boys had damaged the fences and gates. Or perhaps Farmer Weir had realised what was being pulled from his field. Roman urns were tumbling from the riverbank and while these would have been cremation burials, the ancient methods left an unnerving quantity of charred bone.

			Where there is a Roman cemetery there is often a road since Roman law forbade burial within settlements, and on Sunday 30 November, Eric spots his first one.

			TODAY I WAS PROCEEDING ACROSS THE ‘MEADS’ TO THE BUNTINGFORD ROAD WITH MY FRIEND EVANS. THE FIRST THING WE OBSERVED WAS A PERFECTLY STRAIGHT RIDGE RUNNING TOWARDS THE RIVER WHERE IT ENDED IN A MASS OF MUD NEAR THE MODERN FOOT-BRIDGE.

			ON THE OTHER BANK IT WAS PRECISELY THE SAME; THE END OF THE RIDGE THIS SIDE ENDING IN SWAMPY GROUND HALF WAY BETWEEN THE RAILWAY LINE AND THE RIVER.

			His thoughts turn back to this probable road nearly a month later on Christmas Eve when he first considers where it might be going. Although his initial ideas are wrong, they still lead Eric in the right direction. I HAVE COME TO THE CONCLUSION THAT IF THE RIDGE AT THE MEADS SIDE OF LARK HILL IS A ROAD, he begins and continues with various speculations as to where the road is going, concluding: IT IS LIKELY THAT IT CONTINUES THE WHOLE LENGTH OF THE BRAUGHING VALLEY …

			In the entries that follow we find Eric mulling over and exploring possible routes. He has caught the road-hunting bug and spends his time marking Roman roads on an Ordnance Survey map, but the weather keeps him indoors. It’s some six weeks before he ventures out again in the footsteps of the legions towards a hamlet called Bozen Green.

			THE WEATHER IS STILL RATHER UNSETTLED AND HAS MADE MOST FIELDS AND TRACKWAYS INTO BOGS THUS PREVENTING PROPER SEARCH.

			DESPITE THIS I WENT ALONG NUMEROUS CART TRACKS TO SOMEWHERE NEAR BOZEN GREEN WHERE ONE OF THE ROADS (ROMAN) ENDS OR RATHER DISAPPEARS. THE PART SURROUNDING THE TRACKS IS WOOD & GRASS FIELD WHICH ARE EXCELLENT FOR SEARCHING IN. IF I AM STILL HERE THIS SUMMER I INTEND TO SEARCH FOR THE LOST ROUTES.

			He ponders its course through grassland and woodland, looking forward to searching for it ‘undisturbed’. IS IT ‘LOST’ OR JUST NOT RECORDED AS BEING FOUND? he wonders. It’s an excellent question. Come spring, Eric turns his attention to tiles and clues to the location of buildings, but he hasn’t completely forgotten the roads. Over the coming months, he will continue to explore possible routes, marking them on maps, inventing names for them. He is developing the skills necessary to follow the roads. Tracking them across fields, trying to understand the topography like a Roman surveyor. Earlier that year, he’d made a discovery that would teach him a valuable lesson about how to find roads and other remains too.

			SINCE THE BIG FIELD BY BRAUGHING RAILWAY STATION HAS BEEN PLOUGHED A NUMBER OF LIGHT PATCHES HAVE APPEARED ACROSS THE TOP OF THE HILL. THIS LOOKS PRETTY OBVIOUS, PROBABLY MORTAR DUST FROM BURIED FRAGMENTS OF WALLS.

			‘Mortar dust’ is ingenious and charming. These are the soil marks of the Roman buildings that one day Eric and a local schoolmaster, John Holmes, will find and record, but in January 1942 he doesn’t understand what he is looking at. In time, he will develop an excellent eye for this sort of work.

			People had been spotting strange shapes and trails in soil and crops for centuries. Both were caused by features hidden under the ground. Soil marks were simply darker or lighter lines created by buried structures that made the ground wetter or drier. Once the fields were put to crop, the traces became even more obvious. A ditch that had been filled in would hold more moisture and the crop above it would grow stronger, whereas a wall or foundation stunted growth. The result? Magically distinctive marks that might show the outlines of a building or road long hidden in the earth. Cereal crops growing on chalky, well-draining soil gave up their secrets best of all, especially in dry summers when the difference in crop colour or height would be most marked. Clay soils were more concealing and it required a drought to grow the shadow of a road, or etch the playing card shape of a lost fort into the wheat.

			One of the earliest accounts of a cropmark comes to us from the antiquary John Leland, who in the early 1500s travelled through Britain describing its ruins. Of the Roman site at Silchester, in about 1540, he wrote: ‘There is one straung thing seen ther that in certen Partes of the Ground withyn the Waules, the Corne is mervelus faire to the Yee, and ready to show Perfecture, it decayith.’ Marvellous fair to the eye.

			Leland’s successor, William Camden, would also record cropmarks in his sixteenth-century description of Britain, Britannia. Writing of the settlement that once stood outside the Roman fort at Richborough, in Kent, he observed:

			But now age has eras’d the very tracks of it; and to teach us that Cities dye as well as men, it is at this day a corn-field, wherein when the corn is grown up, one may observe the draughts of streets crossing one another (for where they have gone the corn is thinner).

			The locals named these crossings St Augustine’s Cross, after the monk from Rome who had landed there at the end of the sixth century and gone on to become the first Archbishop of Canterbury. By the second half of the nineteenth century, archaeologists had a better understanding of what they were looking at. In 1857, Stephen Stone wrote a detailed account of his excavations at Standlake, in Oxfordshire. After observing that the soil in the neighbourhood didn’t retain much moisture, he explained:

			The crops of corn, or clover, or whatever else may chance to have been planted, are so quickly affected by drought, that a few successive days of dry sunny weather in summer are sufficient to show the situation and extent of every excavation underneath the soil as clearly as though a plan had been prepared and drawn upon paper.

			Braughing’s fields were a blotter for similar diagrams, as Eric Stacey eventually discovered. His boyhood interest never dwindled, and his knowledge and experience grew, as did the debt future students of ancient Braughing would owe him. By the 1950s, Eric and John Holmes were exploring the land by the railway station on nearby Wickham Hill, basing many of their conclusions on the patterns in the soil and its crops, finding in them a plan of the narrow corridors of the supposed temple there. Holmes would later write: ‘The crop marks were produced by the stunted growth and earlier ripening of the wheat wherever the roots encountered walls or other solid structures. They began to appear in June and were at their best about mid-July, when the stunted wheat had turned brown but most of the field was still yellow.’ The marks became clearer as the summer of 1954 advanced and eventually ‘a photograph was taken on 14 July from the roof of the station building and shows the streets and the walls for the temple at their clearest’.

			Eric was an old hand when, five years later, he spotted a rather special cropmark that would come to define Roman Braughing, emphasising the startling contrast between the place’s modern-day obscurity and its importance in antiquity. In 1959, a field known as Drage’s Mead, behind the White Hart Inn in Puckeridge, a village bordering Braughing, was ploughed and sown with wheat for the first time in living memory. The following summer, in June 1960, the soil sprouted something more impressive than cereal: a diagram in corn of the meeting of ways, a rune or cuneiform wedge of Roman roads imprinted in the crop by the stones beneath the soil. One line came in from the south, thickened, changed angle and headed off north-west. This was the great Ermine Street. Another was but a hint of something, a faint mark continuing the line of a hedge running east to west. Here was the Essex Stane Street, the Colchester Road, on its heading from Horse Cross just over a mile and a half away, along which ghostly monks were said to walk every five years. But it is the third, nameless trace that should interest us the most: from the junction it travelled a few yards north to the field boundary, where it disappeared into a hedge. It is our road at its origin.

			♦ ♦ ♦

			I stand one spring day at a Bermuda triangle of roads, in Eric Stacey’s footsteps, on ghost roads that will sometimes reveal themselves when the sun is low enough in the sky. Half a century ago, Eric sank a trial trench here and found a road surface sixteen inches below ground on the edge of Pumps Mead. This finally confirmed the course of the mighty Ermine Street just before it met our road.

			Ermine Street was the second great road of Britannia. Running north from Bishopsgate in London, it heads to Ware in Hertfordshire where it changes alignment, seemingly diverting to this very spot, before turning north-west to continue its march up to Lincoln and beyond to York, the most important town in the north of the Roman province. Much of Ermine Street is still followed today by modern roads, by the A10 and A1. It has been suggested that the apparent diversion means our road was the original planned course of Ermine Street at the beginning of the occupation. Whatever the truth of the matter, here in this field near Braughing lie the remains of one of the Four Great Ways of the realm; the others were the Fosse Way, Watling Street and the Icknield Way.

			[image: ]

			Legend says that the Great Ways were established not by the Romans, but by Belinus, a king of the Britons. According to the fourteenth-century Cornish writer John Trevisa, Belinus’s father had declared that the people should have free use of all highways leading to towns or cities:

			But afterward, for that wayes were uncertayne and stryf was had, therefore Belinus, the kyng … for to put away all doubt and stryfe, made four hyghe kynges wayes, pryveleged with all pryveleges and fredom. And the wayes stretch thorugh the Ilonde.

			No two of the early authors who wrote about the Great Ways seem able to agree on where they started and ended, let alone the course they took. Nearly five hundred years ago, John Leland struck a cautionary note for any who would follow them:

			It is the general voice of all our Historians that four great Roads or Streets ran from several points cross this Island; but writing long after they were made, and in ignorant times, they have left their accounts of them so obscure and uncertain, both as to the courses they held, and the names they were known by, that it is no wonder if we, who come so many ages after them, are still in the dark, and so much at a loss to trace any one of these Streets from the beginning to the end of it. And indeed I now conclude it is impossible to do it without great interruptions, time and other accidents destroying every day more and more of their mouldering remains.

			And that’s the Four Great Ways. What hope have all the little ones got?

			Eric’s discoveries drew the archaeologists the following year. They excavated and tracked the course of the shadow of Stane Street, to its meeting with our road. And they measured the newly uncovered section of Ermine Street: it was forty feet wide and three feet thick and had been resurfaced at least three times, sealing the ephemeral into its substance: a cook’s mortar that must have come up the road one day in the late first century. When, nearly two thousand years later, the mortar was found it still bore the stamp of Matugenus, a potter known to have worked at kilns near present-day Stanmore in north London. Best of all, archaeologists picked up a brooch, lost or discarded in the first years after the invasion and tamped down hard beneath a four-inch layer of gravel: a simple bronze brooch with a flat, fluted bow, a type fashionable on the continent before the conquest. A Briton or a traveller from Gaul came this way – it was not a brooch worn by a Roman – with their clothes gathered and pinned at the shoulder. Did they catch their cloak on something? Did the spring give out or did a hand yank the cloth and snap the pin against the catch plate? We will never know who they were or how far they had come or why their brooch was tumbled into gravel used to surface a road. They passed this way before it was built, unaware that their little misfortune would give a date to it nearly two thousand years later.

			If the road is part of an unbroken line of communication across space, it is one across time as well. It is a spur to the historical imagination, conjuring carts laden with earthenware made by Matugenus that give way to slabs of venison heading the other way to the table of Edward II, to the lord of the manor on horseback visiting his vineyard, or to carts on market day in the fourteenth century. Ermine Street was a coaching road, a turnpike road and until the bypass was built in the 1970s, the trucks of the Old North Road still thundered down Puckeridge’s pretty high street, rattling the glass out of the casements and threatening to shake the pargeting from the timber-framed inns.

			The author Herbert Tompkins caught the mood in 1903 while contemplating the highways and byways:

			What is to be gained from tramping on the King’s highway in such frosty weather unless it be the memory that old Pepys went this way before me and that Turpin galloped up the hill towards High Cross, rattled merrily through Collier’s End, clattered along the narrow street of Puckeridge, rounded the dangerous twist near the Old George inn and raced for dear life towards Royston.

			After running through the respective fates of a list of notables who trod these ways, Tompkins adds:

			They are all gone; almost forgotten; for they are ne’er thought of save by some collegiate fellow with his nose in a folio, or some vagabond rambler who, as he wanders from village to village, has sometimes little enough to think about unless he remembers those worthies who once owned the land upon which he treads.

			And so, with a proper place to start, I imagine this vagabond on my road and set out to follow him. Trusting that the land lying before me will prove the way as clearly as the corn in Drage’s Mead and is prepared to give up its secrets.

			♦ ♦ ♦

			We are coldly drawn unto discourses of antiquities, who have scarce time before us to comprehend new things, or make out learned novelties. But seeing they arose as they lay, almost in silence among us, at least in short account suddenly passed over; we were very unwilling they should die again, and be buried twice among us.

			Thomas Browne, Hydriotaphia, Urne-Buriall (1658)

			♦ ♦ ♦

			Buried twice among us. If only so few times. I soon came to realise that this old road was always being rediscovered, lost, forgotten and found again, and despite this, or because of it, few could agree where precisely it was. Its general course, its alignment, had been guessed at since the mid-nineteenth century when the Cambridge botanist and antiquary Cardale Babington published a description of a road he thought the Romans had built between the villages of Great Chesterford in Essex and Braughing in Hertfordshire. In an afterthought of a section headed ‘Other supposed roads in Cambridge’, he had then dismissed the great William Stukeley’s idea that a lost road had linked Cambridge with Braughing. The polymathic Babington postulated the course of the road through Essex as far as a village called Elmdon, but he was then unsure where it went next as it passed ‘through a country with which I am totally unacquainted’.

			And he was none the wiser when he brought out a revised edition of his Ancient Cambridgeshire in 1883. A short section of the road heading south-west from Great Chesterford was marked in contingent dotted lines on the map at the back of the book as only ‘probably’ a Roman road. Twenty years later, the engineer Thomas Codrington wrote the first comprehensive account of the known Roman roads in Britain, remarking briefly on a road which ‘seems to have continued on from Braughing to the north-east, in the direction of Great Chesterford’. He was more forthright when he came to draw his map, adding a bolder, straighter line than Babington’s, scored confidently into the two-dimensional landscape that exaggerates the straightness of roads. At one end, he found it arrived at Great Chesterford and at the other it met the road into Braughing a little under two miles north of the road hub.

			Codrington’s conviction would be undermined on later maps and the doubts persist – nearly 80 per cent of the lost road’s course remains unmarked on modern Ordnance Survey maps – but his line will be our default. A hypothesis. An alignment, an imagined road, a route, a survey line, the straight road as an ideal of Roman roadness in the popular imagination, and as something else as well, a fixed materialisation of human longing, and of the human notion that it is better to be in one place than in another.

			♦ ♦ ♦

			In short, the only means to recover the tract of these Ways, besides what we may pick out of our Historians, is diligently to trace what is left of them where any footsteps or names of them are yet apparent; and where no such are to be found, by observing where they show themselves again after any discontinuance, and filling up the intermediate loss upon the best conjectures we can make.

			Roger Gale, ‘Essay Towards the Recovery of the Courses of the Four Great Roman Ways’ (1711)

			♦ ♦ ♦

			Nodules of flint litter the field edges like newborn lambs encased in their cauls. Hard-going underfoot, walking on the chines of the long dead, rinsed and boned by a land that has rejected them. I am stalking the missing miles to the alignment. Trying to fill up the intermediate loss.

			Nature is washed out to lime greens by sunshine and rainfall. There is a clear trail here, but it is the memory of an old railway line. The road must have crossed it heading for the banks of the Rib, the river that winds its way from the chalk hills to the north towards the River Lea. The railway line might answer some important questions
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