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A Crossing with Red Pillars

Even when the Solway’s pulse is slow, at low tide on the most placid day of the year, everything flows. This is the sea that never sleeps. On rare days when the wind forgets to get up, leaving the wetlands wrapped in white, the coast underneath is still as restless as ever. Dark stones along the shore, settled into thick mud and drenched sand, look as if they belong there, but soon they are on the move, too. The stones beyond are smaller, scattered among the sea-brack and the thin, glistening lines of water, ridged banks and pools. Tufts of reeds turn into islands now, then back to muddy reed mounds again. Everything lies quiet, while the water comes and goes. It is hard to say whether the tide is flowing in or out, ebbing, flowing, or on the turn, as the river makes its way into the sea, the sea into the river, stirring in slow-motion backwards and forwards as if a full circle would be too much. The birds understand things better here, cutting across just above the surface, taking quick steps across the flats, sweeping down like scattering speech marks. The only sounds are from the sky. Sharp shouts, cries, rhythmic mewings, duller moans: many voices talking at once. Somewhere, a warbler is singing.

All along the north Cumbrian coast are signs warning of treacherous marshes, quicksands, inundations too sudden to escape. The bus stops on these small, well-made roads display photographs of local buses ploughing through floods. Impossible to avoid the sense of danger all around. There are ways to cross the firth when the tide is out, but only if you know when and where – and only if you’re quick. There are so many tales of people who got it wrong – the pair of wildfowlers who drowned in pursuit of geese, the passengers who mistakenly disembarked on a sandbank in the middle of a storm, the Scottish and English soldiers caught by the Solway Bore during a desperate and, as it turned out, ill-judged retreat across the sands. The course of the river, the character of the bank, are constantly in flux. Where there are now fields and farms, once there was seawater. The currents move and move again, making the old ‘waths’ harder to find. The Solway is named by its crossing places – the waths that meant so much to those living on either side or passing through. ‘Sol’ may derive from the geese (súla) that have always flocked here, but probably comes from the Norse word for a pillar – súl – referring to the Lochmaben stone, a prehistoric megalith on the coast near Gretna Green. If it were once part of a larger stone circle, the pillars, grey and austere, may have symbolised gratitude for a safer crossing place – without taking anything for granted. The waths have moved with the tides.

Those who know their way – or think they know – can easily be caught off guard by the speed of the tide. As the Irish Sea sweeps in to do combat with the combined force of several rivers in full charge, the Solway churns into terrifying action. The roar of the Solway Bore has sent shivers down spines on either side of the estuary – and, worst of all, in the middle. In Scott’s Border novel Redgauntlet, the wheels of a cart carrying Darsie Latimer across the Firth at night are caught in quicksand. As the captive of unknown enemies Darsie is doubly stuck: ‘I soon not only heard the roar of this dreadful torrent, but saw, by the fitful moonlight, the foamy crests of the devouring waves, as they advanced with the speed and fury of a pack of hungry wolves.’ The Solway tides are always highest when the moon is full. Storytellers have an easy time when their tales are set around this unpredictable estuary – all they need to do is listen to the local accounts of lost lives and near misses.

Charles Dickens and Wilkie Collins spent a couple of nights eating shrimps and drinking brandy at the Ship Inn in Allonby, where the great mouth of the Solway opens wide to meet the Irish Sea. Collins was laid up with a badly sprained ankle after they got lost in a storm on the top of Carrock Fell and came slithering down in the dark. Dickens, increasingly frustrated by the enforced interruption, was irritated by the rain, the noise of wailing children, and the dismal guest houses, which matched the beach: ‘all more or less cracked and damaged as its shells were, and all empty – as its shells were.’ Collins, who spent more time staring out to sea, listening to the wind and the seabirds, would take the hero of his mystery story, The Woman in White, to a remote part of northern Cumbria soon afterwards. Memories of the Solway seem to have surfaced again a year later in the Shivering Sand of The Moonstone, where the sea leaves ‘the waves behind it on the bank, and rolls its waters in smoothly with a heave, and covers the sand in silence’.

On the banks of the great estuary, there are obvious danger spots where only the foolhardy or desperate might think of venturing into the restless tide. At the mouth of the Nith, the river races towards the sea while the estuary waters are advancing upstream, lapping up the reeds like an inadequate breakfast. There is no need for a sign here telling the unwary to keep away from the agitated waves. But across the Firth at Cardurnock, the green grass stretches out invitingly, smooth as a carpet leading down to the sea. Here the dangers are hidden. The merse is all awash with secret, serpentine channels and sunken lakes below cliffs of sand, where a child might look in and never be seen again.

On each shore, seaward lanes turn suddenly from tractor-tyred mud into moss-beds, hiding sand holes and ways into some subterranean world of salt and samphire and sea-filled caverns. In the wetlands, nothing stays in place. The air tastes of the sea, the mists merge sea and sky, the seashore is an ambiguous space of mossy islands, marsh and meandering streams. As the estuary rises and subsides, submerged sandbanks and scars heave flat, deceptive backs into sight from time to time. The fluid margins of sea and land are nowhere more distinctive or less clear-cut than in the Solway Firth, at the westerly edge of the old debatable lands.

What’s surprising about this endlessly moving seascape is that anyone ever tried to fix things in place. But something about the open estuary has always provoked straight lines. From the square-cut Roman fortifications to the rusting sewage pipes still visible in some spots at low tide, the slippery, sinuous Solway has been dug and drilled and dredged and determined. Walls and wharfs, railways and radar masts, canals and caravan sites have come and gone, stamping their rectilinear characters on surfaces where nothing really sticks for long. A recurrent revelation is that what was here has gone again, with most of the remnants washed away. Still successions of powerful men surveyed the scene and felt impelled to stamp their mark on the shifting surface. The Emperor Hadrian decreed that Bowness signalled the end of the great Wall, but the sea paid no attention and ran on around the Cumbrian coast. Soon they needed forts further west.

Where the Romans drew a straight line to divide Britannia north from south, their nineteenth-century heirs commanded the perpendicular. A railway right across the Solway Firth was a Victorian vision of money-making modernity. The Lakeland fells were famous not just for pure water and natural beauty, but for being rich in all manner of minerals – coal, lead, iron ore, tungsten, copper, arsenic, graphite, plumbago. The rail project would connect the mines and quarries of the northern Lakes to the factories and ironworks on the Clyde – just as Thirlmere’s water would soon be flowing south to Manchester. Even Hadrian might have been impressed by James Brunlees’s viaduct, with its marching iron columns cross-braced to bear parallel rails and heavy freight at a steady eighty feet above the seething waters: flat and straight and efficient as the best Roman road.

The railway opened in 1869 and for the best part of fifty years, steam engines rattled across north and south, south and north, pulling the heavy loads of minerals, goods and passengers. An exceptionally hard winter in 1880–1 brought heavy blocks of ice coursing down the estuary. When they smashed against the cast-iron trestles, big sections of the viaduct crashed down into the waves. But it took more than icebergs to deter Victorian businessmen once they had made a start. Fading photographs of grey days on the Solway show steam funnelling from the chimneys of determined steam trains, in thick puffs barely distinguishable from the low, louring clouds. A black viaduct cuts right across the scene, marking a machine line of intricate stitching between the river and the sky. What was once an image of modernity now looks like a still from a very early movie. You almost expect an ambush or a stick of dynamite beneath the track.

The unlikelihood of the Solway Railway Viaduct was obvious from the start. Even Brunlees had his doubts about the commission. For a generation who had witnessed the spectacular opening of the Clifton Suspension Bridge, however, a low-level viaduct across the Solway Firth seemed to require nothing more than grit and perseverance. As it turned out, that was the problem. The shifting sands and the ceaseless tides kept up the relentless war of attrition until 1921, when the viaduct was finally declared unsafe for rolling stock. Schoolboys in the 1920s and 1930s, including my father, still faced the winds daily, treating the long iron road as a footbridge to take them from Bowness-on-Solway across to school in Annan. I can see why he grew up with no fear of heights – or indeed much else.

The seemingly empty shores on either side make the historical facts harder to believe than the historical fictions of the area. Unless you know something of the grand Victorian plan, you would be very unlikely to guess that the Solway Firth was once crossed by elevated steam trains. The viaduct has vanished and the waters flow on, impervious to human attempts at control. And yet the old line can still be traced from a striking red door into the past.

On the Cumbrian side, it is more overgrown than at Annan. You can make your way through the trees from the little coast road and scramble up the lower slopes of the steep stone embankment onto the ridge. The unnatural structure juts out into the waves, like an oddly well-organised long barrow, covered in a scrub of brambles and shrubland – something between a bier and a pier. At low tide the sand below cleaves into dark ravines, snaking about the causeway as if intent on bringing down the whole show. When you finally reach the furthest point, high above the lines of wet mud, marbled sand and heaving waves, you can see far into Scotland, England and out to sea. More startling are the six vast columns left behind by the demolition crew. They stand in line, linked by what’s left of the iron braces – crumbling saltire crosses, dark against a pale blue sky. The iron pillars have rusted into a dull red, as if to match the huge sandstone blocks at the base. A few feet away, the broken stumps of another row of pillars juts up from the pile of disorderly boulders. Nothing else remains of the long straight metal railroad that once ran for more than a mile across the sea.

On a clear day, the colours of this rusting, ruined Parthenon are as rich as any emperor might desire – ruby and garnet, tourmaline and gold, glinting as the light shifts. The weather-beaten pillars are brighter now than when they were rammed into the causeway – until the sun goes behind a sudden cloud. Far below, the sand gleams opalescent. Opalescence and obsolescence – ruins and radiance – accidental intensity born of opposition. The old borderland of the Solway is deeply resistant to hard edges and defined lines.

It is easier to see the dismantled track from the Scottish bank, just a short walk from the red sandstone town of Annan. From what is now a raised path straight out to the water’s edge, you can see the Firth, shimmering in each direction, with a few fishing nets hanging out to dry on the marshy banks below. Cumbria is more than a stone’s throw in these winds, but near enough to see the small houses in Bowness staring back. There’s room for everyone here, but hardly a person in sight. Once it was full of boats and fishermen, nets and creels and life. Where has the busy port gone? A solitary dog walker nods and puts up his collar against the wind.

The open mouths of the Solway, the rivers and streams north and south, mock any ideal of solid ground. Earth, sand, rock, reeds, salt and fresh water meet and mingle. The sea constantly reclaims its own, contemptuous of opposition. When Robert Burns came to Annan Waterfoot, tasked with imposing excise duties on goods arriving by boat, he understood at once the scale of the place. Troubled by finding himself alone at ‘this wild place of the world’, he kept up his spirits with rum. The strangeness of the Solway put him in mind of ghosts, witches and bogles. The local water spirits, known as kelpies, were ‘haunting the ford, or ferry, in the starless night, mixing a laughing yell with the howling of the storm and the roaring of the flood’ as they watched the ‘perils and miseries of man, on the foundering horse, or in the tumbling boat!’ The chilling atmosphere on the coast made him think of ‘the world beyond the grave’ and the precariousness of his own life. Perhaps the massing clouds and shrieking seabirds caught in the wind over the great expanse of water were a cold, fleeting premonition of his early death.

Four years later and four miles from Annan at the small village of Brow, Burns spent his last painful weeks, drinking the red-tinged waters at Brow Well and wading into the Solway each day on disastrous medical advice. He died in Dumfries at the height of summer and was buried in the corner of St Michael’s graveyard. William and Dorothy Wordsworth were among the earliest literary pilgrims to call on his widow Jean and the surviving children, and to weep over his unmarked grave. From the road along the coast, they looked across the broad estuary to the clear silhouettes of Skiddaw and Scafell. The familiar outlines of the Lake District mountains brought home the nearness and eternal distance of Robert Burns: ‘Neighbours we were, and loving friends we might have been.’ Had the railway been built a few decades earlier, they could have rattled across to Annan and caught the West Coast train to Dumfries.

Almost twenty years after Burns’s death, a gleaming white mausoleum with neoclassical columns was erected in the kirkyard at Dumfries to celebrate Scotia’s chosen son. A new boat named in his honour was launched in the Solway, just as the grand mausoleum was nearing completion. Half a century later, as work started on the viaduct, the Robert Burns, laden with passengers bound for a new life in America, set off down the estuary passing Brow on the starboard side. I’d rather think of those on board singing Burns’s songs than shedding tears as they sailed ‘on the seas and far away’.

Throughout its long, fluctuating history, the Solway coast has been a site of adventures, invasions, defences and retreats. If the landscape now seems a sanctuary from the heavy urbanisation of the twenty-first century, its seemingly vacant spaces are brimming with turbulent, only half-hidden experience.

You don’t have to dig to find Roman remains – they are there along the seashore and in the contours of the fields. It’s just a matter of thinking to look. The sea washes away the past, but still the flotsam and jetsam of generations is lying around. The church at Bowness is built from stones repurposed from Hadrian’s Wall. Just down the road at Hesket House, the keystone in the lintel carries a Latin inscription: matribus suis milites. Two thousand years ago, Roman soldiers carved a prayer to the mother goddesses, hoping for protection in this most remote extremity of empire. Perhaps they were just young men, a very long way from home, missing their mothers. Letters can survive through centuries, though the means to their meaning may be washed away.

Across the water on the Scottish shore at Ruthwell, a stone cross not quite so old, though old enough, carries an Anglo-Saxon legacy. The narrow, angular letter forms of the runes running around the cross’s tall Christian sculptures can still be decoded as quotations from The Dream of the Rood. The Old English poem offers the words of Christ’s cross, or ‘rood’, forced into a terrible role by Roman soldiers following their own gods. The lines are carved in stone and stood for centuries in the graveyard at Ruthwell, until smashed by Presbyterian soldiers enraged by what struck them as a monument of superstition. The pieces were rescued, reassembled and rehoused in the nineteenth century, ready for any railway passengers with antiquarian interests. The village takes its name from its ancient monument, though over the centuries, ‘rood’ melted into ‘ruth’.

Place names quietly record unquiet times. Dumfries means ‘a woodland stronghold’, while across the Solway Moss, Drumburgh derives from ‘a fortification on the ridge’. The fortification is still there, a red pele tower built in the Middle Ages with stones once cut for Hadrian’s Wall. People in these parts lived their lives fully armed. Further down the coast at Skinburness, once one of Britain’s busiest ports, the name recalls ‘the promontory of the demon-haunted stronghold’. But I wonder whether it was haunted by more demons than anywhere else along this ravaged coast. Newton Arlosh carries its own story of destruction and renewal in a name that means ‘a new farmstead at the burnt place’. ‘Arlosh’ is rooted in the old Celtic language that flourished here before the Romans or Saxons or Vikings arrived and still reminds us of how settlers would often build on ancient sites. Whether the Celtic community had already been routed by Roman troops, whether the Dark Age settlers were dispossessed in turn by Scandinavian invaders, is more than a short name can disclose. Where the coastline is perpetually shifting, there is little expectation that anything man-made will prove permanent. A sense of uneasy anticipation is incorporated in the architecture – the church tower at Newton Arlosh has a fortified turret on one side of the parapet, the church at Burgh-by-Sands resembles a pele tower. The waves of new people inundating these flat lands did not always leave clearly decipherable marks – they are felt, rather, as deep, endless, inexorable movement, a human counterpart to the restless tides. The anchor, a biblical symbol of hope, has special resonance here – no wonder the pub at Port Carlisle was called the Hope and Anchor.

Long before the Victorian viaduct, the ultra-efficient Roman legions arriving at the end of Hadrian’s Wall marched right across the Solway to secure strategic spots such as Caerlaverock. There they found an Iron Age hill fort ready to provide firm foundations for their own encampment. Centuries later, the Lords of Nithsdale built closer to the shore – perhaps the Solway had slipped a little further south by then. The same site became Sir John de Maxwell’s solid Norman castle, but soon after it was finished, the new Lord of Caerlaverock decided it did not quite measure up to his sense of Maxwellian magnitude – or perhaps the Solway seemed dangerously close for comfort. Sir Herbert ordered a new castle a few hundred yards further inland, with the grandest towers and battlements. It was no match for Edward I, whose legendary ambition to hammer Scotland found an immediate target at Caerlaverock. When the Maxwells rallied to pledge allegiance to Robert the Bruce, whose lands ran through neighbouring Annandale, the Bruce returned the compliment by having their castle demolished because of its proximity to English Crown territory.

Subsequent generations of Maxwells grew gradually more secure and, as the Border was settled, an even grander castle rose above the mighty Solway. With the crowning of James as King of Scotland and England, it seemed safe enough to adorn the great inner walls with decorative grey stone arches and a fine, sculptured façade. But at last Caerlaverock fell to the Covenanters. The castle now stands, in ruined splendour, with gaping windows where the ghosts of the Maxwells look down on tourists wandering as free as sheep in their once-great hall. In the woods nearby, the site of the older castle is carefully marked out. Beyond the clearing, the waters of the Solway move on and on.

In the centuries following Caerlaverock’s last stand, new visions of power and prosperity inspired new development projects. By 1820, a consortium of enterprising Carlisle businessmen employed teams of impoverished Irishmen to dig a canal all the way from their city to the tiny coastal settlement of Fisher’s Cross. When the canal opened three years later, one elderly resident refused to believe that he had seen ships sailing into town. I can sympathise with his surprise, having been caught off guard near Lochgilphead one morning by the sight of a yacht speeding across a field: it was in fact taking a short cut across the Kintyre peninsula and moving swiftly along the Crinan Canal. The new basin in Carlisle had room for eleven splendid, flag-flying schooners below the castle. Apart from the Menai and the Crown, the ships assembled for the opening ceremony in 1823 sound more like a party than a fleet: the Robert Burns, the Miss Douglas, the John, the Nancy, the Sarah, the Rosina, the Mary, the Henry Brougham and the Irishman.

Despite the celebrations, despite the new shipping companies that instantly sprang up, despite Fisher’s Cross being rebranded as Port Carlisle, the new canal became redundant within thirty years. By then, the railway ran all the way to the harbour at Silloth ten miles down the coast, west of Port Carlisle. What was not filled in to make room for rail tracks now lies in the woods, full of duckweed, alongside a remnant of Hadrian’s Wall.

The old quay at Port Carlisle is just visible: the huge blocks of stone form a surprisingly grand ha-ha for the cottage gardens. An old sandstone capstan protrudes through the grass and looks a more likely resting place for a garden gnome than a tall ship bound for America. Though the lock and the dock are silted beyond recognition, solid shapes of earlier days can be traced beneath the slopes and the sudden precipices of grass and sand. On the road above, a straight two-storeyed terrace of perfectly proportioned late Georgian houses stands like a street detached from some invisible town. The doors are portals to the past. Old names fashioned in the cast-iron fanlights hark back to a time of shared expectation: Sea View, Harbour View, Navigation House. Solway House, with its Ionic portico and perfectly proportioned windows, has seen busier days. The sun set on Port Carlisle when the rising generation saw a brighter future forming in the mirror of the broad Solway. Railways were criss-crossing the world, like the iron girders of the new Solway viaduct.

This is a place where people have come and gone by sea, road, rail and air, sometimes by choice, sometimes by necessity, sometimes fleetingly, sometimes staying rather longer than they’d planned. Those who stayed have always made the best of whatever was left. Why venerate or execrate old stones, if you could use them to build a byre? And if the railway track has been taken up, then sleepers can be repurposed to create steps or flood defences. Walls and ditches have turned into waterways and dykes, railways into roads, mariners’ cottages into Indian head-massage parlours. It’s a practical attitude to challenging, changing circumstances. Pick up the pieces and just get on with it. Rebuild walls, reuse old materials.

There are countless unpretentious monuments to those who worked with what they found. The churchyards hold their own private histories of young men drowned on fishing trips, girls lost to thin ice, workmen killed by falling cranes, smugglers caught on reckless voyages, older men and women who died peacefully in their beds. Those who moved with the tides have generally fared the best. Solway fishermen have always known how to wade into the dangerous waters to catch the passing salmon. Their permeable hand-held haaf-nets have survived far longer than the heavy, unbending constructions that have been built and unbuilt and rebuilt over long centuries. In this fluid, in-between world of shifting light, everything goes with the flow.

Overhead, pink-footed geese fly in loose S-shapes. A heron lifts from a hidden salt-lake at no great speed. The barnacle and the bean geese feel safe enough in the Solway, unaware that from the shore they are viewed as rare survivors. And the red-legged oystercatchers, untroubled by being a little more commonplace, carry on their urgent business, finding crustaceans on the mudflats.





Brick Lines

You can’t always tell what is under a hill. The first time I saw the compact hilltop village of Brill, I thought it might have evolved from the site of a lost medieval village, because of the deep slopes and oddly shaped dips and hillocks around the windmill. Not that I was paying very much attention, with all the wide-open views across the plain to Oxford and Otmoor. The windmill was well placed on this exposed brow, but in spite of the strong breeze, the ice-cream man was keeping busy. The grassy crater below the mill was full of families. You can perch on weedy ledges or find a sheltered corner behind a hawthorn. The misshapen humps and bumps lend themselves to games of hide-and-seek or guerilla warfare, there are nooks for gingerbread houses and secret dens. Best of all (according to Dominic and his young friends) is to run or roll down the rough slides, though the nettles at the bottom are a major hazard. Windmill Hill became known as ‘Hurtle Hill’ – and then ‘Hurting Hill’.

The way the earth mounds spread around the hillside reminded me of other lost villages – of Girsby or Stalling Busk – or the ramblers’ church on the ridge of the Lincolnshire Wolds, isolated since the rest of Walesby moved down into the valley centuries ago. It was a few years before I realised that the lost buildings under Brill windmill weren’t houses at all: they were disused clay pits. And then everything made more sense. Brill is different from surrounding villages, not just because of its airy position and panoramic outlook, but because of its buildings. It is a very bricky place, with comfortable, weathered red houses, each different from its neighbours but entirely harmonious. The little market square, more like a tiny town than a village, is lined by cottages, mini-mansions, and un-uniform terraces, all built from similar bricks. Similar, but not identical – just like the houses. Once Hurtle Hill had been unmasked as a clay pit, I could see that the people of Brill had never had to go far for their building materials. And I began to think more about the place of bricks.

I discovered from Jean, one of my neighbours, who has lived here all her life, that her late husband, Hector, worked for the London Brick Company. He had grown up on a farm, but after years working as a cowman, he decided to take a job at the local brick works instead. It was a sensible decision for a married couple with a young family, because ‘the pay was better and the hours were less’. As Hector was used to digging ditches and pitching hay by hand, ploughing heavy fields in November in a cabless tractor, or being up all night for the lambing and calving, the brick factory did not seem too daunting. Whatever the weather – hot, wet, cold or windy – he was out of doors, firing, stacking, grading, and loading bricks. It was not so different from working on the farm, except that mud and manure gave way to grit and brick dust. Jean, as always, took it all in her stride.

In 1966, the same year that Hector Crawford changed jobs, an American sculptor and former railway worker was busy with a large pile of Long Island sand lime bricks. Carl Andre was creating a series of different geometric arrangements using 120 bricks. He decided to call them ‘Equivalents’, which in a way, they were. But while Hector’s daily productions were loaded onto lorries and sent off without much fuss, when Carl Andre’s Equivalent VIII went on display at the Tate, there was national uproar. What was the gallery doing spending so much public money on a pile of bricks? While Equivalent VIII had its defenders in the art world, the installation provoked furious headlines – the Daily Mirror ran the story under large letters: ‘What a Load of Rubbish’. Cartoonists had a field day, with scenarios spinning on every brick joke in the book. The Giles cartoon in the Daily Express featured a builder at the top of a ladder, puzzling workmates on the scaffolding with his rhapsody on a brick, ‘The repose and calm of this work reflects the simplicity and restraint of my earlier period, the symbolism remains personal and eludes exact interpretation.’ The newspaper cartoon, an affordable, ephemeral artform aimed at the down-to-earth Brit, offered a perfect vehicle for ridiculing the rarefied world of modern art: minimalist materialism was hitting the brick wall of popular culture. But as Carl Giles was also revealing in his thoughtful cameo, modern art can surprise people into seeing things in new light. Once out of place, the most familiar object can seem rare and strange.

Carl Andre’s Equivalent enraged or amused many who didn’t bother to go and see it for themselves. It prompted some of those who did to contemplate the eternal truths of geometry or the multiple permutations of 120 cuboids. Others were more inclined to muse on the relationship between material objects, flat planes and empty space. Or simply to puzzle over why turning a wall into a floor – or a floor into a wall – was so troubling. Whatever else the work achieved, Andre’s bricks raised questions about the nature of art. Andy Warhol’s Campbell’s Soup Cans had already demonstrated the art of the mass-produced, but Andre’s ‘Equivalents’ were not even images of familiar objects. They were familiar objects in an unusual place. But who created the artwork – the man who arranged the bricks in the Tate or the men who manufactured the bricks?

Brickmaking was once a largely local matter. Brickmakers were independent artisans, moulding, firing and delivering their wares for local building projects. The distinctive character of an old wall is created partly from the shape and colour of the bricks and partly from the bricklayer’s choice of bond. He might have opted for a ‘Flemish’ design, laying the bricks lengthways and then sideways to create a pattern of alternating headers and stretchers, or perhaps preferred the double-stretcher-single-header ‘monk bond’. This distinctive style got its name because it was selected for many of the brick monasteries of northern Europe. I like the old herringbone that survives in buildings such as the Hospital of St Cross in Winchester. The narrow brick weave over the gateway has a wonderful ‘Look at me’ quality.

But it is the colour of the bricks that really sets them in their place. A Leicestershire vicarage is generally a richer red than its Suffolk counterpart, while the butter-coloured bricks of the Isle of Wight are paler than the smog-stained yellows of London squares. In Staffordshire you can see Victorian town halls and chapels built from dark blue bricks. In neighbouring Cheshire many of the older farmhouses are ‘brindled’ with mixed lines of rust-red, dark brown and black.

Different clays mean different cottages. Each brick might be roughly similar in shape, but their characters are formed by belts of local clay – Red Marl in Nottinghamshire, Etruria Marl in the Potteries, London Clay in the Thames Estuary. The colours are affected by firing techniques and sometimes by infusions of different elements in the process – if you want a redder brick you might need some iron oxide in the mix. Whatever the variations from brickmaker to brickmaker, the buildings constructed from handmade bricks now seem very settled in place.

Bricks are made from – and make – their particular places. In a striking watercolour map, Matthew Rice presents Britain in vibrant tiger stripes of tawny red, sand gold and white to show the sweeping lines of sandstone, brick, limestone and chalk. It is a work of art that makes bricks appear both natural and strange, creations and creators of place. Red marks the coastal areas of Cumbria, Somerset, South Wales and Hampshire, with longer stripes reaching deep inland from Lancashire and County Durham, across East Anglia and down diagonally from the Wash. Spots of grey granite bruise the extremities – at Land’s End, Pembrokeshire, Carmarthen, the Hebrides and Aberdeen.

You don’t need a geological map to find brick-making materials. Where there’s clay there’s probably a village with a claggy name. From Clehonger in Herefordshire to Cley next the Sea in Norfolk, from Clayhidon in Devon to Clayton-le-Moors in Lancashire, from Saxon settlers to modern gardeners, the local residents know very well that a defining feature of their home is very heavy soil. The site where Hector Crawford worked is surrounded by villages whose names point underground: East Claydon, Middle Claydon, Botolph Claydon, Steeple Claydon. As ever with place names, it is easy to jump to unwarranted conclusions, though. You might assume that Clayworth in Nottinghamshire or Great and Little Brickhill near Bletchley were inspired by the local soil, but in fact their names derive from ancient words for ‘hill’ – Old English clawu and the Celtic breg. Brickhill, like Brill, is one of those spots that seems especially conscious of location – combining breg with the Old English hille. And both long pre-date the use of bricks in Britain – except perhaps those made by the Romans, who took their building methods with them when they left.

It was the scarceness of bricks that gave them their cachet in the later Middle Ages. When Ralph Cromwell, the Lord Treasurer of England, commissioned an enormous red and cream keep for his castle at Tattershall in the 1430s, he was making an unequivocal statement about his soaring status and bottomless coffers. Out of place still in the flat Lincolnshire fenland, the tall, turreted keep with its glowing bricks made a striking contrast to the older earth mounds and stone barricades when it was finished, not to mention the homes of those dredging a living from the surrounding wetlands. From the parapet you still get a commanding view of the low-lying fields stretching away. It’s as good as a drone, looking down on the nearby roofs and chimneys, tractors and cars, and you can see out past the church tower where the Cromwell family rest, to RAF Coningsby and on across the Fens. The jam sandwich layers of thin bricks and pale mortar have withstood the weather remarkably well.

Brick buildings were once rare and reserved for the rich. Why else would they have been the material of choice for Cardinal Wolsey when he was building Hampton Court Palace to impress England’s new Tudor king? In Victorian Manchester, the reverse was true: the long, uniform red terraces rapidly built for the workforce and their families used what had by then become the cheapest, most easily available material. Manchester, out of place in the 1840s because of its bewildering growth spurt, rapidly became established as the quintessential Victorian city. As it struggled to support a burgeoning population of mill and factory workers, the city’s appetite for bricks became insatiable.

Of all the various shades of British brick, the reddest of the reds is Accrington Red – a smooth, shiny brick moulded from the fireclay deposits of the Calder Valley. Manufactured in Accrington, but rapidly mobilised, these were bricks destined to go the distance. Tough enough to support the Empire State Building, strong, scarlet Accrington iron bricks were sent across the Atlantic to do the job. From 1887, when consignments of Accrington bricks were first loaded onto barges, boats and freight trains, the world began to redden. When the University of Birmingham was founded in 1900, the University Council was keen to demonstrate the new institution’s progressive character and so commissioned buildings that would not be easily mistaken for the old grey Gothic arches of Oxford and Cambridge. The Chancellor’s Court, round and red, is patterned in cream masonry and topped with grey domes. Beside the clock-shaped court, the Chamberlain Tower rises like a minaret in matching Accrington brick. These startling additions to the green, tree-canopied skyline of Edgbaston immediately assumed a distinctive identity, making Birmingham the reddest of the new ‘Red Brick’ universities. When David Lodge created Rummidge University for his series of campus novels, its ‘tall redbrick clock-tower’ became an instantly recognisable sign of the modern university – pre-dating the Plate Glass, but more progressive than the Old Stone.

The high-fashion building material of Tudor England had gradually made its way to the high street. Demand for bricks was roughly in line with the growth of towns and cities. The Great Fire of London unsurprisingly fanned a desire for less combustible housing, while the accession of William of Orange two decades later brought more Dutch styles to Britain. As London swelled in the eighteenth century, bricks moulded from underlying and nearby clay turned into elegant terraces and squares. With the arrival of railways, freight-loads of building materials began trundling from north, south, east and west into the Victorian capital. Brickmaking was less a matter of handmade artefacts than of mass production on an industrial scale. As Annie Prangnell, whose small, family brickworks in the Isle of Wight kept going until the 1950s, reflected, ‘They didn’t want hand-mades when the machines came in.’

The foundations of the London Brick Company were laid at Fletton, near Peterborough, in 1877. An enterprising developer called John Cathles Hill saw a business opportunity and began shipping thousands of bricks manufactured from local clay along the Great Northern Railway line to London. As business boomed, the London Brick Company bought up more and more of the little independent brickmakers within an easy train ride of the capital. B. J. Forder’s brickworks at Wootton Pillinge near Bedford became the London Brick Company and Forder’s Limited until this rather unwieldy name contracted into the London Brick Company. At the same time, Wootton Pillinge itself disappeared under the smart, new cottages of Stewartby. Bricky spots no longer derived their names from the locale: as the woods that had inspired Wootton receded, the new model village was called after the Stewart family of brick magnates.

Stewartby was not a ‘model’ like Bekonscot or mini-brick-built Legoland, but a modern designer village in the tradition of Bournville or Port Sunlight: an embodiment of an enlightened employer’s vision of sound, salubrious living quarters for working families. The broad, spacious streets and art deco brick-built homes were a living advertisement for the company whose chimneys towered over them like skyscrapers. The Stewartby brickworks became the world’s biggest manufacturer of bricks with an annual production of 500 million. Across the level plain of the Marston Vale, 167 tall chimneys rose. From this smoking thicket of brick issued the building blocks of the new estates, schools, hospitals and shopping parades required by bomb-damaged cities to repair the scars of the Second World War and move forward.

Once the war ended, demand for bricks greatly exceeded supply – a situation not helped by acute labour shortages. In July 1951, the Bedford Times reported that local production had dropped by 10 million bricks a year, just when the industry was most needed. Southern Italy, on the other hand, was suffering from chronic unemployment. To address the problems at home, the Marston Vale Brick Company set up a recruitment office in Naples and, over the next ten years, more than seven thousand Italians left home to work in Bedford.

Half a century later, some of the men who arrived from Naples in the 1950s shared their memories with Carmela Byram. Both British weather and food had come as quite a shock. Raffaele Ariano had vivid recollections of sailing from Brindisi and a heatwave in July 1955: ‘When we arrived – mamma mia bella! Here the evening was so dark and there was so much fog. The day after it was raining and nearly every day it rained and rained. If you remember those days, it was like that, especially the Saturdays and Sundays.’ The difference and distance from home condensed into one wet, miserable memory. For those who found themselves living in crowded hostels, cut off from family and old friends, unable to speak English or make themselves understood in shops, buses or pubs, the sense of displacement was acute. While some new recruits to the brick industry were disoriented and homesick, others recall the sense of elation at finding a job and a roof overhead and going to bed without fear of bombardment. Giuseppe Ritaccio was one of the first arrivals and, after traumatic wartime experience and post-war starvation, he felt as if he had landed ‘in heaven’.

Bedford was a long way from Campania, but the Italian community gradually adjusted to the unfamiliar environment, especially after wives and families arrived to join their brickmaking menfolk. Within a few years, the town had its own Italian nursery and a new Catholic church on the Woburn Road, a few hundred yards from the statue of John Bunyan. If the tall concrete verticals and dove-grey façade of the 1960s church still stand out in a road of red-brick houses, St Frances Cabrini’s is really a symbol of an immigrant community settling into place. Santa Francesca is the patron saint of emigrants and travellers, which is why Milan Central Station is also dedicated to her. In July, each year, the streets of Bedford come alive with Italian music, dancing, flags, gelati, pizzas and classic cars – Fiats and Lancias, Lamborghinis and Ferraris are all part of the Festa Italiana. What brought the waves of Italians to Bedford may be rapidly receding into the past, but the unlikely cultural legacy of the brickworks remains.

When the Stewartby brickworks closed in 2008, four of the tall, elegantly concave brick chimneys were preserved as a monument to the local industry. Whatever the speed of those passing on the A421, the name ‘STEWARTBY’ was clearly visible in long, white, vertical letters painted on dirty, faded brick. A few years later, Hanson, who took over the site from the LBC, lodged an application to demolish the old chimneys for reasons of safety. Despite a local campaign to save the gargantuan reminders of Stewartby’s industrial heritage and Historic England’s support for the preservation of these Grade 2 listed buildings, the days of the four chimneys were numbered. On 26 September 2021, a controlled explosion blew apart the base of the last survivor, causing a massive cloud of buff-coloured dust and seismic waves across the nearby lake. The final chimney crashed down before a crowd of spectators. Already a new estate is under construction. Those who lament the loss of the local landmark and all that it means to them are being appeased by the prospect of a replica chimney to tower over the new houses. Cloud Wing, the company masterminding the transformation of Stewartby, have adopted what is clearly intended to be a reassuring mission statement: ‘Building communities, one brick at a time.’ But there are residents who were under the impression that they already belonged to a community and remembered making bricks.

Dirty brick factories were not always popular in the neighbourhoods they dominated, especially when these were rural. Huge, smoking chimneys emerge from grainy, greyscale photographs, amidst farms and scattered cottages, with spreading elms and oaks standing as dim markers along the eccentric lines of old pastures and cornfields. Brick lorries rattling round sharp bends on rural roads made a big impression on local children – as well as their mothers, though for different reasons. Chris Gassor, who grew up in the same village as Jean and Hector Crawford, recalls how they would spot bricks flying off the lorries into hedges and ditches and race to collect them in the hope of being rewarded with a sixpence from the driver.

Why would anyone lament the disappearance of something regarded as an eyesore, a health hazard and a danger to children? But the days of brick production are often remembered fondly. Those working in the factories might have to travel several miles by bus, train or bike, which made the plant an alternative centre of gravity. The brick factories had their own sports teams and social clubs, cafeterias and Christmas parties. Old photographs of sports matches and social get-togethers tell a very different story from those blurred by streaming smoke.

During the 1970s, it began to dawn on the London Brick Company that their quarries were more profitable than their bricks. As lorryloads of imported bricks began to pour into British building sites, rising costs made the market more difficult. Brick production was in decline, but rubbish production was not. Gaping clay pits were ready for refuse and the LBC soon realised the potential of landfill sites. Soon brick-shaped containers were chugging between London and Bedfordshire, under the LBC’s new company name, ‘Easidispose’. Since then, rubbish has become rather less easy to dispose of underground and the company has been renamed Shanks. From brickworks to landfill sites to incinerators: the claggiest spots have their own metamorphoses.

All along the clay crescent from the Wash to Southampton, old brickworks and empty pits have been repurposed. New community woodlands are being planted across Marston Vale. Already there are outcrops of young trees, with paths and picnic tables and promises of a woody future. The youngest saplings, little more than upright twigs in plastic tubes, look like tiny versions of the vanished forest of brick-red chimneys. From the country churchyard where Hector Crawford was buried in 2004, you can see the new chimney of the incinerator. On the pale green mound beyond the fields where he once herded the cows, the smouldering tip of a tall cigarette signals its presence. The last chimney at his brick factory was demolished in 1995, and since then, new houses have been built on the site and the huge clay pits transformed into a Nature Reserve. The sheltered lakes offer a safe place for inland sailing as well as for kingfishers, wild duck and geese (at least until the HS2 works began to destroy the old oaks and the surrounding woodland). Near Peterborough, the Forterra Brickworks still produces lorryloads of bricks. At its side is the King’s Dyke Nature Reserve. What was once a cavernous clay pit has filled with water and reeds, with dragonflies, moths, frogs, newts and waterbirds. It is only a stone’s throw from the lost Whittlesea Mere.
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