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Dedication

Ahakoa he iti, he pounamu

Although it is small, it is a treasure

To all the women who opened their farm gates, pantries and garden sheds, who, despite our muddy appearances, shared in the stories of those lost to the land, offering a warm brew and a homemade slice in return.

And lastly, to all the responsible metal detectorists, who have spent countless hours trudging up and down fields, adding to our history, filling our museums and fuelling our imaginations with treasures – made possible by their unwavering dedication to the hobby.
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Introduction


2011, Lincolnshire, England – Ellie

Roman Britain first invaded my life on one of the many weekends spent with my grandparents, Mammette and Papa Allan, at their rural Lincolnshire farmhouse. Much like the actual Roman invasion of Britain in 43 CE, it wasn’t a sudden obsession, it took a while to seep in – not quite the forty-five-odd years it took the Romans, but it spread its influence slowly, piece by piece.

A pair of slightly eccentric artists, neither of my grandparents are quite what you would expect when you think of a grandparent: they are more likely to be found collecting ridiculously heavy tables, laying concrete, and removing thick stone walls during the ongoing restoration of their second home – a medieval property in France – than sitting inside worrying about the vast progression of the internet from a threadbare armchair in front of the TV. They possess a stubborn productivity and activeness that’s practically embedded in their gene code, and they always encourage us grandchildren to explore everything, whether erecting leaning wooden shelters in the village thickets or digging human-sized dirt traps in their garden (even after Papa Allan himself took a tumble down one in the dark). Needless to say, weekends spent with them are always an adventure.

The backdrop to these weekends – one of those typical, rural, Lincolnshire villages that’s practically been frozen in time – is almost as eccentric as its occupants. Trailing ivy tumbles down the crumbling limestone walls of the quaint cottages lining the heavily potholed lanes, some of the residents seeming to have lived there – and not left the village – since the dawn of time itself; with the endless expanses of open fields surrounding this antiquated haven, watched over by the same family for over five centuries. Historically, Lincolnshire has always been a farming county; by the time of the Roman invasion, farming had already been around for at least 4,000 years, and much of the natural wild landscape tamed into cultivated fields and pastures. It’s a vast, wide, flat patchwork of land that remains relatively unchanged today, and is utterly perfect for our weekend family tradition of an afternoon walk, topped off with a picnic diligently prepared by Mammette.

It’s on one such picnic excursion that a new weekend tradition presents itself to me, sat as I am among the wispy long grasses and swaying wildflowers of a field margin, soaking in the country air and talking constantly (as I did at that age, and some say still do). Crustless ham sandwiches, wrapped tightly in clingfilm, yellow bananas, and a selection of chocolate biscuits are spread out on a thin blanket between Mammette and I; a rough brown landscape of tumbled plough before us – chunks of limestone, clay and leftover wheat stalks, churned into a busy mixture of texture and shapes. Mid-bite of a soft, buttery sandwich, I find myself frowning down at this soil beneath my feet – I’ve always had sharp eyes (Mammette often refers to me as her little magpie) – and just sat there, peeking out of the dirt, nestled between a white shard of limestone and a smooth pebble, is a small patch of grey – something that isn’t quite in place.

‘What’s this?’ I ask, grasping the curious object.

In response, Mammette clasps her hands together in excitement, immediately recognising the fragment clutched in my crumby hand – a shard, or sherd as they’re technically known, of Roman grey ware; a type of pottery that, although not very high status at the time, was used by almost every household in Roman Britain and happens to make up 80 per cent of all the Roman pottery found on this isle.

‘Oh, Ellie!’ she delights, ‘I think that’s Roman!’

Running my thumb over the prominent throw lines of this coarse and dusty body sherd in wonder, I can almost feel the ancient maker who crafted it. We rush back home, picnic forgotten, sherd clutched in one of my hands, the other grasped tightly by one very proud grandmother. The field becomes a haven to bond over, uncountable hours spent searching its ploughed soil – no matter the weather – building up an archive, piece by piece, which Papa Allan soon has to donate his garden shed for.



2004, Tasman Bay, New Zealand – Lucie

One morning I rise with the dream of finding an adze. There’s something to be admired about an object made by the human hand, crafted from the Earth’s raw materials – tamed and shaped. While discovering a golden nugget dislodged from the surrounding mountain ranges and deposited into the large tidal bay below my house would be exciting, here in Aotearoa, New Zealand it is these treasured artefacts we call taonga, skilfully carved from stone, wood and bone many centuries ago by Māori craftspeople, that hold the greatest stories. Perhaps the idea of finding a piece of history still lingers, but it is the only thing I can think about over breakfast.

Unable to dissolve the thought in my bowl of cereal, I make my way down the small, concealed track crudely dug into the cliffside inhabited by penguin burrows and cave wētā hiding at the bottom of the garden. Clinging to the path, much like the old beech trees that line it, the bay reappears through the undergrowth. To the east a prominent monolithic rock rises from the crashing waves – a guardian between the Tasman Sea and the vast shallow safety of the mudflats – and in the distance, a sandbar slowly shifts with the rushing water of a river mouth pouring in. To the west, a stretch of fine pale sand arrives at a sheltered beach where a corrugated iron bach, or beach house, built in the 1890s sits in solitude beside a small boat launch; an ideal place for building waka, timber canoes, and a natural playground to act out the fantasies of a child.

My eyes are always observant, grazing the sandy canvas for toki – a stone adze used for cutting wood – imagining that one would actually appear, washed out from a crumbling bank with the eroding tide. Distracted from my daydreaming, a patch of beach stands out from my scan of the terrain, a small section, littered with driftwood, tangled strands of seaweed, and pipi and cockle shells, calling me over to dig.

Many of New Zealand’s provincial towns in the South Island exist today as a result of digging; the gold rush of the 1860s commencing much exploration of the mountainous backcountry, prospectors following the old Māori trackways into the bush, carving out new pathways and building settlements in their search for gold. I spent my childhood summers with my sisters, perfecting this art of digging: building dams, diverting creeks, scooping sand, and, of course, looking for treasure. Digging generally involves a bit of luck and a good amount of intuition, but my connection to whenua, the land, runs deep. Reading it as my tipuna, ancestors, would have comes surprisingly naturally to me as tangata whenua, and through my Māori whakapapa, line of descent, the landscape imparts its sacred knowledge willingly.

Still digging, with a large pile of sand and a very deep hole to show for it, I commit to one last scrape, my fingers suddenly stopping mid-motion, interrupted by a cold mass among the damp leaf matter, the profile of an angular stone coming into focus through gritted sand, its edges purposeful and sharpened; the imaginings of an 11-year-old coming into realisation. The adze would be darkly polished, with tapered ends and streaked with ochre; made out of pakohe, a baked argillite that is best described as metasomatised mudstone – meaning the rock has been chemically altered by hydrothermal fluids. As New Zealand sits right on top of two active plates, the Indo-Australian and Pacific Plates, it certainly isn’t short of these hydro and geothermals. Pakohe is found almost exclusively in the Dun Mountain Ophiolite Belt of Nelson’s eastern ranges; possibly the most important convergence of these two plates and a location that has been the topic of interest for both Māori and European settlers for centuries.

Brushing the sand from my knees, my daydream ungrasped, I make my way home, exhausted from digging, my mind still clutching onto the idea of taonga; refusing to give up, even though my body has, eyes scanning the sand restlessly. An iridescent glimmer flashes in the corner of my vision, a pāua, abalone shell, discarded among the rocks collected at the bottom of the cliffline by the last high tide. Pāua were harvested by Māori long before European settlers came to these islands – a valuable delicacy and material resource for the decoration of art and the creation of tools, the shimmering shells making attractive fishing lures – often traded between iwi, tribes. A taonga imparted from Tangaroa, the guardian of the ocean, and a tohu, sign, from my tipuna, a reminder to keep looking.



March 2020, Plymouth, England – Ellie

My aspirations of following in the footsteps of Andy Warhol, drinking wine at my art degree show and celebrating the successful application to the MA course of my dreams in London, were all shattered by a simple knock at the door, on the day after my twenty-first birthday – taking my planned course of life as an artist and throwing it into the back of my Fiat Panda.

Away from the expectations and pressures that governed my school days – never truly fitting in – I’d found a group of like-minded, wayward souls at art school in Plymouth, where it was celebrated to be a little odd and out there. The tight-knit family waiting at my uni house weren’t afraid to embrace the parts of myself I hadn’t dared to acknowledge, the parts I’d always kept hidden – especially when it came to my sexuality – reshaping my identity into what I had always wanted it to be, with no fear of the consequences, and no one, apart from my liver, to be held accountable to.

Then there was The Dirt Waders, a group from my art course, banded together over an obsession with old artefacts – and taking it to the tidal riverbanks and estuaries of Cornwall and Devon to hunt for the treasures lost in the mud. I was rediscovering the solace in searching from my childhood, disconnected by Mammette and Papa Allan’s move away from the village, to spend more time in France than England. Before too long, The Dirt Waders became a common sight in the obscure Cornish pubs, squelching our way up to an assortment of bars, clutching one ditched and clanking carrier bag filled with the mostly broken – but sometimes complete – treasures (generally an assortment of tide-worn Victorian bottles) we’d just waded up to our necks in thick, smelly river mud to find. We might not have been the bartender’s chosen customers, but sitting on a leaning beer-garden bench, sipping a cool, freshly pulled pint, and poring over the latest finds – I’d never felt more alive.

Only, the dirt wading, the booze, the poor life-decisions were all brought to an abrupt end on the morning of March the twenty-first, at around 8.30 a.m.

‘Here’s breakfast, we got you a McMuffin, Mum’s going to help you pack your room.’ University daydream over.

This was certainly the first I had heard of such extreme plans as my bedroom door opened, revealing a room still clouded in the thick, dense alcohol-fog of far too much fun the previous evening. Decorations still hung limply from the banister, they, too, feeling the effects of the night before. But with a national lockdown on the horizon, Mum and Dad weren’t taking any chances and were unwavering in enforcing a rather rapid and unwarranted evacuation back to Lincolnshire.



March 2020, Lincolnshire, England – Lucie

I’ve barely set foot on British soil when Lincolnshire calls, and it isn’t a gentle beckoning to rediscover the countryside idyll of my early childhood:

‘I think we’re going into lockdown next week, you’d better get a train up here,’ my mum’s youngest brother Tom (four years my senior) cautions over text, plans for the extended family visit hurriedly brought forward – I wasn’t expecting to stay for long.

My flight to Europe had been an impulsive late-night purchase, one fuelled by a summer fling and false promises. I’d spent the last six months at my parents’ Tasman Bay farm, tending to strawberry runners and picking boysenberries with crippling burnout; life as I knew it before, gathering dust in a storage unit. Its sorry contents: a fashion career and the belongings of a six-year-relationship that walked off into the night with only a duffel bag. I wanted nothing more than to pull up roots and escape – I needed a dopamine hit, and ‘booking complete’ gave me one.

The pandemic at this point was pre-global, and the first sign that things were about to get alarmingly global came while transiting through Changi Airport. I had left New Zealand, after twenty sheltered years, deciding it was very much in its own bubble, even before the pandemic. Geographically speaking, it is one of the most isolated countries in the world, making it the last landmass on Earth to be inhabited by people arriving over 700 years ago – remote really is an understatement. As I landed in Singapore, I caught a harsh first glimpse of the reality to come. COVID-19 came crashing into existence as everyone was body scanned and temperature checked at the end of the travelator, with large screens for all to see: we were given one final check, then herded onto the connecting flight.

Clinging onto what was left of my antipodean optimism, I boarded, putting thoughts of face masks and temperature checks behind. She’ll be right, I told myself – the Kiwi version of Keep Calm and Carry On. I hoped so. It was too late to turn back, and New Zealand’s safe but slow way of life was soon far away.
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The family’s home base in Lincoln has been a sanctuary since the 1960s. It’s a large Victorian townhouse, set back from the road and enclosed on all sides by mature trees of beech and lime. Walking across the street, wheeling my suitcase, the old but familiar sight of red brick looms through the foliage, its façade hiding the many changes to its interior over the decades. Its current configuration is two houses – Grandad Papa Rob on one side and Uncle Tom on the other.

Having heaved my life up several flights of stairs, the top-floor landing welcomes me in again. I remember playing hide-and-seek up here during family gatherings, getting lost in its many rooms and throwing stones up at the windows with my cousins (maybe resulting in a broken window). I set up camp in my mum’s teenage bedroom which overlooked the back garden, in what would become my new isolation. It’s just Tom and me trapped in a bizarre reality on this half of the house – a reality that exists of Outlander and The Bachelorette New Zealand on repeat, as the days and subsequent months pass by.

With lockdown’s length becoming an increasingly unknown entity, at what point do you get back on that plane and head home? With dual citizenship and refuge, I was in a position of privilege, I could essentially wait it out, but at what cost? I didn’t feel homesick, I’d never felt a strong need to belong anywhere, preferring to be absorbed in my interests rather than the dynamics of a group. But nothing could have prepared me for the emotions I would experience from the abandonment of my own country: when the safety net was taken away a few weeks later, and the border closed to all travellers except returning citizens and residents. Only it wasn’t as simple as booking a flight home, most airlines had stopped flying to New Zealand altogether, and the slim chance of securing a bed in a compulsory and scarcely available quarantine hotel upon arrival, was raffled off in an online lottery.

An estimated one million New Zealanders live overseas, so I wasn’t alone in my displacement, experiencing intense bouts of rage and anxiety, followed by the immense wave of guilt, knowing other Kiwis were in far worse circumstances than I was, unable to see sick relatives or attend the funerals of loved ones – which often didn’t count as compassionate grounds for entry. New Zealand became a lifeboat with no COVID-19 infections, those back home known as ‘The team of five million’, and us trapped beyond the border, left to tread water, far from the sanctuary of home. Well, unless you enter the raffle.



August 2020, Lincolnshire, England – Ellie

Trapped in Lincoln, it seems like I will spend the rest of my life watching paint dry. Quite literally. That’s the family business, you see, making wallpaper. As part of the manufacturing sector, we doggedly stay open throughout the pandemic, my parents utilising the family bubble to rope me and my brother into the workforce; the motley skeleton crew keeping the business afloat. My new job is hand painting every square inch of coloured background, and it’s not the art career I had imagined. It’s starting to feel like a life sentence – one I’m torturously serving, a metre at a time. As the weeks brush by, so do my aspirations, optimism and the identity I’d embraced back in Plymouth – I think I need a hobby.

‘What about metal detecting? It’s basically mudlarking on the land.’ Mum is stretched to her limits at this point, making this desperate yet loving suggestion to improve my struggling mental health and boredom. She never quite approved of the mudlarking activities – finding the tales alarming, I think, especially that time I had to be rescued from a mudflat using a discarded car bonnet as a life raft – and only thought the worst of the deep, river mud. She probably wants to personally thank the Romans who canalled all of our waterways here in Lincolnshire, rendering mudlarking practically impossible (and she likely regrets this suggestion ever since it left her mouth), but she has always encouraged our strange and varied interests to a fault – at least I don’t collect antique swords like my brother.

‘Metal detecting?’ Thinking back to the few episodes of Detectorists I was coaxed into watching with my dad – a big fan of Mackenzie Crook – all that comes to mind is camouflage, fishing vests and ring pulls: the Holy Trinity of detecting camaraderie. It was a hobby that intrigued me, though, and a show I secretly enjoyed, not wanting to give Dad too much confidence in his control over the TV remote – lest I end up subjected to more reruns of Car S.O.S.

‘Maybe. I mean, how would I even do that?’

A week later, I’ve joined every public group on Facebook for metal detecting that I can find, and I’ve taken the first terrifying leap: pressing send, seeking advice about what metal detector to start with. Standing on the doorstep to Papa Rob’s grand Victorian townhouse, just down the road from Mum and Dad’s – and the current abode to most of the extended family and the largest and oldest garden I have access to – a freshly unboxed and assembled Minelab Vanquish 340 is clutched firmly in one hand, in the other, a Second World War military entrenchment tool, loaned to me by my brother (he doesn’t just collect antique swords: specialised military digging equipment is apparently also included in his interests).

The initial plan to detect in the neatly maintained rear garden doesn’t last very long; I am swiftly banished to the untamed front lawn after digging one hole and not finding anything for my troubles apart from a new dead patch in the grass. Undeterred, I start again in the front, fumbling with the buttons and settings on the metal detector, when my cousin Lucie pops her head round the corner, dressed in leopard-print slippers and grey pyjamas. She’s been sheltering in the attic bedroom here since New Zealand closed its borders. Before this trip, I last saw her half a decade ago, on a family holiday to the ‘Land of the Long White Cloud’, meeting up for a meal in Wellington.

‘What are you doing? Are you metal detecting?’ she asks with a distinct Kiwi twang, curiously watching as I unearth a nail and battle through a thistle, another beep revealing a screw.

‘Can I have a go?’



September 2020, Lincolnshire, England

Before we get into the digging, we need to set a few things straight about this odd little world we’ve found ourselves in. Just so you know what you’re letting yourself in for.

Metal detecting is one of those hobbies that often graces the news headlines with shouts of incredible, life-changing discoveries. Yet it is almost confined to the same niche as fishing, a hobby exclusively, as it is stereotypically seen, for the middle-aged man escaping the clutches of his wife. But there’s a lot more to it than that. There are actually thousands of women who pursue this hobby, and the escape it provides is about a lot more than just getting away from the missus.

It’s all about the search – some call us history hunters – out in the fields, praying to the gods we’ll walk over something interesting. To onlookers, it looks very much like someone waving a pole over the ground, with an odd-looking television aerial attached to the end of it (and don’t get us started on what the pinpointer, the mini handheld metal detector looks like). You’ll observe this detectorist listening intently to the different beeps in their headphones and occasionally stopping to dig or sigh – both mutually inclusive – only to chuck something into the depths of one of their many pockets – and there are never enough pockets – before typically muttering about ‘it’ being in the next hole. ‘It’ being the proverbial treasure they are always looking for but never finding. That’s the whole art to it, you see, the art of searching, though everything you find won’t always be contained within the ground. We’ll do our best to explain all things metal detecting as we go along, but don’t worry, we aren’t here for the technical jargon either, we find it boring, too. The digging and the adventure comes first.

[image: ]
Taking command of the bright red metal detector that, for a plastic tool, was quite the hit on Ellie’s bank account, Lucie continues the amateur excavation unfolding in the front garden. She’s swinging the machine back and forth, not really sure what might be hiding among the weeds, but enlivened by the prospect of something to do. Ellie, on the other hand, clutches her borrowed entrenchment tool and wonders why she spent so much money on something she isn’t currently using.

‘What do the numbers mean?’ Lucie questions, as a multitude of them appear across the small display that adorns the plastic control box, followed loudly by an aggressive tone.

‘Umm … I’m not exactly sure,’ Ellie admits, having left the user manual in the box after a quick skim through – it was just a pamphlet anyway.

‘Well, which ones should we dig?’ Lucie presses.

‘All of them?’ Ellie responds with a shrug.

As we pace a few more steps and Lucie gets to grips with finding a number, we find ourselves falling quite naturally into some very distinct roles – finder and excavator, playing to our strengths. Ellie is rather fondly known as ‘Ellie Smash’ in the family circle, after several instances of going in head-first with little regard for the consequences. Needless to say, patience in swinging a satellite dish over the ground and listening carefully to mindless tones is not her strong suit. She’s already started to enjoy watching and digging, anyway, secretly not missing the arm ache of swinging the machine. Lucie, on the other hand, is discovering a calm in the task; the repetitive search offering a quieting distraction.

‘Let’s try this one!’ A particularly shrill-sounding tone has captured her attention, and the attention of anyone within a few hundred yards, the Vanquish being a screamer. Unfolding the entrenchment tool, Ellie places the tip to the grass when Tom appears, skidding round the corner, looking more than slightly flustered.

‘Not there!’ He waves frantically over the middle section of the overgrown lawn, having just remembered the Virgin internet cable – a cable that, only a few inches below the surface, was mere minutes away from becoming the next victim of another ‘Ellie Smash’ incident – and warns us not to cut off the house’s only connection to the modern world. Giving it a wide berth, we hunt down the next target.

Rather quickly, and with every new hole (that’s not in the exclusion zone) we learn there is a little bit more to metal detecting than just finding a beep and digging. There’s a whole new and unforeseen challenge that presents itself: actually finding the source of the beep in the hole.

‘How are you meant to find anything?’ Ellie grumbles, scrabbling about, soil flying in every direction.

‘Keep searching!’ Lucie peers on hopefully from above, convinced we can find something in this garden, grateful for the rest on her swinging arm, and very, very glad she isn’t on her hands and knees searching through the dirt.

At this moment, we aren’t entirely sure why we thought you could simply turn over the earth and a shiny gold coin would be looking up at you, just waiting to be found. It seems the world of digging holes isn’t quite as easy as that. So, it’s no surprise that the surface of the garden is soon looking like a plague of moles has suddenly set upon it – dotted with small piles of dirt containing nothing but frustration and the odd screw.

We can’t really tell you how long we spent, or how many holes we dug on that first afternoon. It isn’t even a relatively large patch of ground to spend one’s time on, but time passes differently, governed only by the beeps, the holes and the growing patch of dirt smeared across Ellie’s cheeks. Yet it must have been quite some time to the family onlookers, because we were eventually brought refreshments.

‘Have you found anything?’ calls Zoe, our aunty who, like Lucie, is stranded; back from her COVID-interrupted honeymoon in New Zealand and seeking shelter at the family residence. She wobbles around the corner of the house clutching a floral serving tray, balanced precariously with several options of biscuits and mismatched china cups of tea.

‘Only screws and nails, but there’ll be something here,’ affirms Ellie, as she heartily accepts the offering of a steaming cup and grabs a chocolate digestive, brushing off some loose soil from her hands onto her jeans. We aren’t quite sure if it is enthusiasm or stubbornness that is keeping us optimistic at this point, but one thing is for certain: we are going to find something.

Lucie is still waving the detector over every available patch of dirt as she, too, chooses her biscuit. The promise of finding something greater comes in the next signal, like in a gambler’s next roll of the dice, meaning neither one of us has experienced an ounce of boredom.

‘There’s no problem in finding a signal, it’s finding what’s in the hole that’s the issue,’ Lucie offers into conversation as she scans over a semi-loud beep, voicing our greatest frustration.

‘Oh! Wait there a second!’ Zoe starts, and disappears to the sound of distant clattering at the back of the house. She emerges a few moments later, triumphantly clutching a slightly rusted and battered, wooden-framed soil sieve which looks like it’s existed in the garage for decades. ‘I use this for my gardening! It’s perfect.’

Equipped with this new piece of kit, we get a bit carried away, Lucie eagerly making piles of dirt ready for sieving as we engage in our own ‘landscaping’. The garden looks less like a plague of moles has descended and more like no-man’s-land as craters are now added to the dirt piles. Sieving away, Ellie tries not to think of the incident a few years back where the whole road had to be shut down after Papa Rob unearthed a grenade in the old spoil heap that now makes up the ‘helipad’ (a parking area fondly named after Papa Rob’s piloting days in the Royal Navy) which we are digging into the side of – a heap moved several times with a mini digger before revealing its deadly secret.

In what is probably the fifteenth dirt pile of the day, Ellie stops dead in her circular sieving motion as the soil sieve starts rattling and a small round object emerges in the bottom.

‘Lucie, quick, look, it’s not a nail!’

‘What is it?!’ Lucie discards the Vanquish on the ground as she drops to her knees and peers into the bottom of the sieve with Ellie, both grinning ear to ear at the sight. In possibly one of the most unconventional ways of metal detecting (a soil sieve not being standard equipment), it appears we’ve sieved out a find.

There, lying in the palm of Ellie’s dirt-streaked hand, is a button stamped unmistakably with a fouled anchor – the symbol first adopted by the Royal Navy in 1774 and introduced in the new uniform regulations (they’ve only been wearing uniforms since 1748!) – which is still in use on naval uniforms today. Distinctively entwined with its serpent-like cable, the fouled anchor is actually something best avoided at sea, so it does seem rather strange that it’s the symbol of the Royal Navy.

We’ve sated our need for finding, at least for the moment, but now a new need has emerged; a deep kindled curiosity to know everything about this small artefact sat in Ellie’s hand. To answer this call, we must delve back to 1588, to a great victory for England which first brought this symbol and the Navy together …



1588, London, England

Lord Charles Howard of Effingham, the son of a great nobleman, who had recently experienced great success at the helm of military and naval command, is pacing down the flagstones towards the Royal Court, his heeled leather boots thudding with urgency. A great courtier, he knows the queen well, especially as his first wife, Catherine, was a close friend of Elizabeth’s. He’s just been summoned personally to her side as concerning news has broken, and the air is abuzz with chatter and worry over the 130 Spanish ships and galleons that have set sail from Lisbon – they have one target, and that’s overthrowing the Queen of England. 

Several tense weeks later, Lord Howard finds himself back at his home port of Plymouth, in charge of the English Fleet as the newly appointed Lord Admiral of England. A message has just passed through the harbour: a sighting of the Spanish Armada through the hazy mists off the Lizard – the most southerly peninsula of the British Isles. That evening, he and six of his finest ships set sail to defend their queen. Beacons lit around the country, as the last sight of them disappears from the horizon; a warning of the oncoming naval conflict about to commence in the English Channel.

A few days later, Sir Francis Walsingham, the principal secretary to the queen, receives a letter, marked with Lord Howard’s personal seal – which includes a fouled anchor – bringing news of the Spanish Fleet and the cannonfire exchanged so far. Battles and attacks continue between the two great fleets for several more days, Lord Howard biding his time, playing to the strengths of the English ships; utilising their superior long-range gunnery to try and pick off the Spanish Armada from afar. Until the greatest opportunity presents itself: anchored just off the coast of Gravelines near Calais, the Armada awaiting reinforcements is vulnerable to a devastating strategic attack. Prompting eight English vessels, manned by skeleton crews, to sail quietly into the anchored fleet under the cover of midnight; the only warning of their imminent arrival, the gentle creaking of their main masts in the night breeze. Suddenly, the masts are set alight, forcing the Armada to cut anchor and flee, scattering the Spanish forces and driving them straight into the English guns.

As the last Spanish galleon retreats from English waters, Lord Howard has successfully led the English fleet to victory, accomplishing one of the greatest naval achievements of the era and establishing England as the new ruler over the waves. It’s no surprise, then, that part of his personal seal, the fouled anchor, becomes the official symbol of the British Admiralty, and is introduced as the standard symbol for naval uniforms just a few centuries later. 
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‘Do you think it’s one of Dad’s?’ Zoe asks. Back in the garden, the family – their interest piqued by our infectious excitement – have clustered around to view our discovery.

‘Surely not,’ Lucie chuffs, not wanting the excitement taken away at our first and only find.

‘It can’t be!’ Ellie interjects stubbornly, refusing to believe our treasured button was simply lost off the jacket of Papa Rob during his Navy days – it looks much older than that.

All digging – or we should say, sieving – is abandoned for the moment, as every focus is on this small button. Ellie’s phone is gripped tightly between her muddy fingers as she scours every corner of the internet for a reference on its date. We know the history of its symbol, and now we simply must reveal its age. We can almost taste the history on our fingertips; we just need confirmation. Stumbling across a site reminiscent of the early internet era, we find a meticulous catalogue of British military buttons. Ellie carefully scrolls back in time, past varying styles of fouled anchor, until finally, she finds an almost exact match and some closure – 1774–1860. Much before Papa Rob’s time.

‘No way,’ Lucie breathes, stunned. ‘It’s older than the house!’

Papa Rob is not the first naval officer to walk these grounds, an unexpected connection to the past that would have lain there forgotten for centuries without our discovery. Filled with an adrenaline rush, we look at one another and find the same glint in each other’s eyes, knowing immediately, there’s no going back. Craving our next fix, we pick up our tools and turn back into the garden, ready for the next target.
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1.

Empanda


September 2020, Lincolnshire, England

‘A keen metal detector fairly new to the sport.’ Words that would have the more seasoned detectorist rolling their eyes in exasperation. Still, after several hesitant and subsequently deleted openers, the message is sent. It’s been a few weeks since our diggings in Papa Rob’s garden and scrounging around in the unkempt pieces of land entrusted to us by our foolish friends and family hasn’t even come close to satiating our new cravings.

The shoebox kept on Ellie’s chest of drawers has seen a handful of carefully tissue-wrapped treasures added to its bounty: A 1930s Art Deco make-up case, a 1990s token from Fantasy Island, Skegness, and a diecast Toyota Celica LB Turbo. And while these new additions contain the fascinating history of ‘One of the best days out in Lincolnshire’ and the only non-German car to compete in the top division of the German Series, DRM Championships, they are a far cry from the ancient history we know is on our doorstep.
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The Romans have been consuming our every waking thought. There’s something alluring about their empire, which began the day Octavian became Augustus – the sole leader of Rome in 27 BCE – and lasted for over 1,000 years. Maybe it’s due to their eternal impact on how our world is shaped today; defining our languages, calendar, law, infrastructure and planets. The Roman Empire is not the largest empire to ever exist – it isn’t even in the top five – yet, if we asked you to name any empire, we bet the Romans would spring to mind.

Almost 2,000 years later, they can still be found in the British landscape. Surviving in ruins such as the Newport Arch in Lincolnshire, the only Roman gateway in the country still used by modern traffic; Hadrian’s Wall in Tyne and Wear, Northumberland, and Cumbria, the best-preserved frontier of the Roman Empire; and the Roman Baths in Somerset, one of the most renowned ancient baths and temple complexes in Northern Europe, attracting visitors to its thermal hot springs since foundation. Of all our ancient predecessors, the Romans are the ones we could probably tell you the most about. Here in Britain, they arrived twice before the successful conquest of 43 CE, and they didn’t leave for another three and a half centuries. They built over 10,000 miles of road, twenty-two major towns, introduced a monetary economy, and, most importantly, wrote things down. The connection offered through their surviving transcripts, ruins and records makes them tangible, relatable and so easy to obsess over. ‘How often do you think about the Roman Empire?’ Well … Ellie’s never stopped.

Luckily for us, much of their history is still hidden in the ground and there’s still a chance to add to our collective knowledge, lost in treasures waiting to be found. In 2010, detectorist, Dave Crisp, discovered Britain’s largest coin hoard unearthed in a single container: the Frome Hoard, containing 52,503 Roman coins within a ceramic pot. Bringing to light more evidence that not all coin hoards were buried to be recovered, and rewriting our preconceptions and understanding of Roman coin hoarding in the late third century. With so many coins contained within one humongous, fragile vessel, the only way this hoard could have been recovered in antiquity would have been through its destruction – not something very handy when retrieving your valuables in a hurry. But it’s believed this wasn’t the point; located on high, boggy ground (the potential site of an ancient spring), instead it’s a compelling example of a community coming together, adding to a group ritual deposit through separate smaller offerings over time.

We aren’t asking to find the equivalent of the Frome Hoard, although that would be nice, but more Roman coin hoards have been found in Britain than in any other province in the entire Roman Empire – with many containing thousands of coins in one single location. So how, when we are based in one of the most important Roman cities in Britain, the Roman Fortress and Colonia of Lindum Colonia, aka Lincoln, are we unable to find a single coin?
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Desperation has led Ellie to break down whatever social fears she had over sliding into a stranger’s DMs on Facebook – and she has little to no experience of sliding into any DMs, for that matter. But as designated driver, provider of metal detector, and chief excavator, it’s up to her to arrange the digs. Lucie just needs to be ready and dressed when she turns up.

There’s one on this weekend, a group dig right next to a known local Roman settlement. Now, Ellie currently can’t even set her dating profile to ‘only women’, fearing some unknown consequence, not realising the only real consequence is having to swipe left for hours on end to break through the endless sea of men on her phone screen. However, when it comes to driving to an undisclosed postcode in the Lincolnshire countryside – sent by a stranger on the internet the day before the dig … Well, that’s no problem at all, not when the Romans are involved.

‘The dig’ is actually more than just digging, it’s a whole organised weekend of camping on a rural farm a stone’s throw from Horncastle. We won’t be camping. That seems like a step too far, and we don’t think a few hours spent fossicking around in the dirt is quite enough to remove all creature comforts and throw ourselves into a tent together for the weekend. Particularly when there’s no toilet confirmed on site and the only tent on offer is a neglected pop-up one from the garage.

The Facebook page for the dig is full of pictures from the metal-detecting group’s previous visit, promises of Roman coins and brooches. It’s our first toe-dip into the wider world of metal detecting, the first time we will step out beyond the gardens and into the fields. So we leave Lincoln early, earlier than we’ve both gotten up in a long time. We’ve learned we both aren’t morning people, but today digging starts at 9 a.m. and we are far too eager to care about the early morning struggle. It’s only a forty-minute drive, in a car filled with nervous trepidation, cautious excitement and the high hopes of finding a Roman coin. That, and the odd bump and clatter of Ellie’s 2004 Fiat Panda Eleganza, European Car of the Year, and eighteenth birthday present from her parents.

The faded yellow, boxy machine complete with matching plastic interior reminiscent of a care home, wasn’t quite the first car Ellie imagined driving, as hinted by the bold statement of its rear window sticker proclaiming, ‘My other car’s a Mustang’. And especially not when two weeks into ownership it left her stranded, half in, half off the Torpoint Ferry with only third gear remaining and the ferry staff refusing to help push – apparently that wasn’t in their job description. An expensive tantrum from the Panda, which saw her cheered past her first-year uni accommodation in a tow truck and required a brand new clutch.

Yet somehow, since then, Ellie has become very fond of this ridiculous little car and now the trusty steed is responsible for delivering us to every dig. After all, it was originally named in 1980 after the Roman Goddess, Empanda, whose temple was always open to those in need – including weary travellers – so maybe her famous generosity will bring us some luck. You just have to look past the rattles, the colour, and the alarming sway of the rear end when you get over a certain number of miles per hour – it can only do a top speed of 96mph anyway, on a hope and a prayer.

Bouncing around in the boot is the Vanquish 340, a £12 spade, Aunty Zoe’s trusty soil sieve and an old toffee tin Ellie’s filled with foam in preparation for all the Roman coins coming home with us.

‘You have reached your destination,’ the satnav informs us in a helpful tone. There are plenty of fields in sight but not a single detectorist. We continue hesitantly up the single-track lane, dodging potholes, Lucie on the lookout, Ellie getting a bit fidgety, worried she’s put the wrong postcode in, as we drive ever further away from civilisation.

‘There!’ Lucie shouts, pointing excitedly at some bright green teardrop flags, the outline of two metal detectors, crossed like swords, flapping in the wind as if they are an ancient coat of arms, marking the entrance to a farm lane. ‘That’s got to be it!’

Driving down the very off-road track for the poor Panda, the underside occasionally catching on a wayward clump of grass or loose stone – a blooming cloud of dust in tow – we find the stranger from Facebook waiting at the bottom, collecting the dosh. She’s a lone woman clutching a ziplock bag of cash and a notebook, sporting a weathered baseball cap and a look that says she’s had enough of answering stupid questions early in the morning. Twenty quid later, with our names and addresses handed over, we are pointed further down the ramshackle lane to find our ‘parking’ for the day – which, of course, is a field. Lurching into a spot, Ellie’s beginning to wonder whether her parents should have got her the 4x4 Panda.

Trying not to feel underdressed, we grab our ‘gear’ from the car and make our way to the pre-arranged meeting place among a swarm of camouflage, hiking boots and wellies – for comparison, Ellie’s in white Reebok trainers and Lucie a bright pink parka – we didn’t realise we needed to come dressed for a skirmish. The ‘meeting place’ is a field entrance, opposite a cattle shed, identified by a huddle of fifty fellow enthusiasts, strapped up to the eyebrows in utility belts, military backpacks, and combat harnesses. We are both nervous but there’s an infectious energy in the air, an animated chatter growing between the detectorists, and it’s impossible not to get swept up in it. Only ten minutes until 9 a.m. now, and the adrenaline coursing through the gathering is the same as that felt on the starting line before a race.

This communal vigour has been stoked and fuelled by the close proximity to Horncastle, a town first recognised as a Roman settlement in the 1720s by Lincolnshire-born William Stukeley – an eighteenth-century antiquarian known today as one of the fathers of British field archaeology. As a gifted artist, Stukeley left behind a valuable record of the ancient countryside recorded on his travels across Britain, including a plan of Horncastle in 1722, which identifies a previously unknown, walled Roman fort.

Horncastle’s walls are the best preserved of the period in Lincolnshire, and our favourite glimpse of them can be found inside Jabberwock Books at 14 St Lawrence Street – where a piece of the Roman wall is hidden in the back room, nestled between the shelves of the history and archaeology section. Today we know the Roman occupation in Horncastle is split into two separate areas, the small Roman fort taking up only five acres and a much larger settlement to the south, which suggests occupation from the Iron Age to the Roman period. Only little is known about why a rather substantial Roman fort is based here. What required the presence of this military stronghold? One theory is that the fort was an extension of the Saxon Shore, a defensive chain of Roman forts built for protection against Anglo-Saxon sea-raiders who increased their attacks on Britain during the third and fourth centuries. Horncastle, during this time, would have been a lot closer to the sea than it is now, with a similar defensive advantage to the known forts on the South-East coast of Britain …

Our wistful daydreams of the Roman history, which could be hiding in this very field are abruptly cut short by the arrival of a man with a megaphone, swaggering to the front of the crowd – he’s got to be the ringleader of this organisation. It’s go-time. Silencing the attendees with a loud shout, he lays down the law in a stern tone: ‘All holes must be filled in, all finds shown before leaving, and headphones must be worn at all times!’ We look at each other in worry, dozens of detectors chirping and beeping into life around us, slowly quieting their din as headphones are found and connected. We don’t have any bloody headphones …

Bickering between ourselves, we decided to switch the volume off – or at least turn it to its lowest setting.

‘Everyone’s wearing headphones!’ Ellie despairs, the fear of being caught doing something wrong sending her into a spiral – she hates being singled out for anything.

‘So, they won’t hear our machine will they?’ Lucie replies, more confident about bending the rules.

But that’s the least of our worries. Digging has barely commenced and in the time it’s taken to simply lower the volume of the Vanquish, the gaggle of detectorists has long dispersed, scattered across the fields at a rapid pace, and finding Roman coins for all we know.

‘At least we have a soil sieve,’ Ellie forces out a smile, trying to dispel the worry of being left behind.

The peaceful crunch of tumbled plough underfoot descends, interrupted now and then by the pitiful chirp of our gagged Vanquish and an odd electronic scream occasionally emerging from a crouched detectorist searching through a hole. We drop into our natural roles of finder and excavator, try to put doubt behind us and wait for a muted tone to catch our attention.

‘This is impossible,’ Ellie grumbles, as we soon discover a flaw in our prized soil sieve. You see, clay-based soils are perfect for retaining important nutrients for the farmer, but they are a nightmare for the fledgling, underprepared detectorist attempting to sieve a find out from what is undoubtedly a thick, dense, gluey, solid mass. An hour in and it’s painfully clear, the soil sieve’s days are numbered.

Watching the sorry affair, Lucie’s realised she’s picked the better job, or so she thought – searching for the signals offers a quiet escape from the world and the uncertainty she finds herself in – but not when you’ve been swinging away for hours with very little to show for it. Ellie, however, finds this solace in the finds, in the research and the history that comes after – when we find something, that is – and has little patience for the searching. Especially when this involves clawing fruitlessly at the clay trapped in the mesh of the soil sieve, while Lucie waits, slightly embarrassed at the sight, which was probably of high amusement to the other, seasoned, detectorists.

‘What have you found? China?’ The helpful input of said fellow detectorists comes from above, as Ellie, elbows deep in clay



























Around 86 CE, Just Over TWENTY Miles West of Dundee
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