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The Captain’s Apprentice


One day this poor boy to me was bound apprentice,

Because of his being fatherless;

I took him out of St. James’ workhouse,

His mother being in deep distress.

One day this poor boy unto me offended,

But nothing to him I did say,

Up to the main mast shroud I sent him

And there I kept him all that long day.

All with my garling-spikk I misused him

So shamefully I can’t deny,

All with my marling-spike I gagged him,

Because I could not bear his cry.

His face and his hands to me expanded,

His legs and his thighs to me likewise,

And by my barbarous cruel entreatment

This very next day this poor boy died.

You captains all throughout the nation,

Hear a voice and a warning take by me,

Take special care of your apprentice

While you are on the raging sea.

‘The Captain’s Apprentice’
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Prologue

The ‘B’ side

My first copy of Norfolk Rhapsody was a gift. A romantic gesture from an Essex boy to a Norfolk girl.

In the early 1980s I left Norfolk to attend Essex University, just outside Colchester. Friends of my brother lived in the countryside nearby and invited me to stay. I stepped off the train at the rural station of Manningtree, walked along a flickering poplar-lined track, past a farm labourer’s cottage to a Victorian farmhouse set in the park of a country house. I wore a skirt I’d made from a second-hand 1950s dress, covered in roses, and I held a small tartan suitcase. It was as though I’d drifted into the plot of a Virago Modern Classic. The bohemian world of the early twentieth century – bobbed hair, destitute artists and rural communes – had turned my head.

My soon-to-be boyfriend lodged at the farmhouse and was a thatcher. That visit was in late summer. By the end of the year I’d introduced him to the wild coast of my home county, and for Christmas he bought me Ralph Vaughan Williams’s Norfolk Rhapsody No. 1. The vinyl record included Serenade to Music and In the Fen Country on the ‘A’ side, with The Lark Ascending and Norfolk Rhapsody No. 1 on the other. For years I only listened to the ‘B’ side and I wasn’t conscious of where The Lark Ascending stopped, and Norfolk Rhapsody No. 1 began. The music – plaintive solo viola, rising strings, mournful horns – represented my intense experience of first love. After the relationship ended it became the souvenir of a golden era, a conventional response to the work of Vaughan Williams.

Years later I was given a copy of Roy Palmer’s book, Folk Songs Collected by Ralph Vaughan Williams, with its chapter of songs from Norfolk. In an idle moment I played through them on my piano. ‘The Captain’s Apprentice’ was the first, and I instantly recognised the tune as the musical theme from the opening of Norfolk Rhapsody. Verse one tells of a poor fatherless boy taken out of the workhouse to go to sea – not an unusual subject for a folk song – but then I moved down to a later verse:


All with my garling-spikk I misused him

So shamefully I can’t deny,

All with my marling-spike I gagged him,

Because I could not bear his cry.



The words conjured up an image that made me feel sick.

Palmer noted that the song was based on a real case of torture. I turned the page, wanting to blot out that cruel story with cheerier tales of brave pirates and the merry month of May. Afterwards, if I happened to hear Norfolk Rhapsody, my thoughts no longer turned to romantic love but to the violent death of a defenceless cabin boy.

In 2007 my work took me to that part of King’s Lynn known as the North End. I walked slowly along streets of Victorian two-up, two-down terraced houses, taking photographs. Dusty net curtains sagged in the windows, rust-patched cars blocked the pavements, and litter blew down the November street. A man emerged from his house. He was thin and wiry, in his sixties, bespectacled, with straggly hair, and a tea towel clutched in his hand. I braced myself for an aggressive exchange.

‘You doing the Council Tax bands?’

I explained that I was a conservation officer, recording historic buildings. His face lit up.

‘Oh, are you! Well. In that case, have you been to look at the pub round the corner? They put a plaque up there ’cause that’s where Vaughan Williams did his song collecting, off the old fishermen.’

I said I’d definitely visit the pub, and the man went on to tell me about plans for a new building to be named after James ‘Duggie’ Carter, the fisherman who had sung ‘The Captain’s Apprentice’ for the composer. We shook hands warmly and he stepped back inside to finish drying his crockery while I carried on up the street, mulling over why I was so moved by the encounter.

I walked around the corner, hoping to find a quaint old pub where I could sip at a shandy and imagine Vaughan Williams listening to old salts singing. Instead, I found a modernised building on the edge of a busy road overlooking industrial wasteland. Clinging to its cement-rendered wall was a plaque marking the centenary of the composer’s 1905 visit and his meeting with James Carter.1 As I waited for a pause in the traffic to take photographs, I felt the irony of the planned commemorative building for Carter that would further obliterate the streets where he and Vaughan Williams had walked. The idea of this potential debasement of memory through the very act of remembering turned my vague musings on ‘The Captain’s Apprentice’ into more precise questions: why was Carter’s performance of this song still of such treasured significance, and why had Vaughan Williams been in King’s Lynn to hear it?
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1 The former Tilden Smith pub
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That chance meeting with the local ‘Northender’ was this book’s genesis. At the heart of the story are a few moments in time when an old fisherman sang for a young composer. The experience of hearing a song is over quickly but, in the case of ‘The Captain’s Apprentice’, the sound of it, the particular arrangement of intervals and spaces between notes, embedded itself in the body of the listener. The difference in class and age, the location in a decayed old port, the adventure of being a young man in a strange place – these circumstances all played a part in the strength of the song’s impact on Ralph Vaughan Williams. From this musical explosion flew numerous particles in all directions, a combustion which shaped this book, as I tracked the trajectories of those flying sparks during the following years. Some reached into the past, to the half-forgotten story of a child apprentice who died at sea. Some of them travelled into the future, floating through the composer’s work to the end. Some even reached into my own musical upbringing, along with all the other British children who came of age during the century following the Edwardian folk revival.

Although the sound of the melody sung to Vaughan Williams in January 1905 began instantly to insinuate itself into his marrow, he was not aware that this pattern of notes, out of many others that he heard through a long life of listening, would stay with him for ever. He made a brief note that it was ‘sung by Mr Carter (Fisherman) about 70? Jan 9th 1905 at North End King’s Lynn’ – but nothing more about the singer, where or how they met, or the quality of the singing. Like the other folk-song collectors of this period Vaughan Williams understood enough about the songs’ fragility to realise how important it was to record them. He looked forward to a time when these melodies would be woven once more into the fabric of the nation’s music. He recognised some of the significances of the song he heard that day, but he did not delve further into the life of the singer or foresee how this lost context would affect the way we listen to the song now. Not yet established in his career, he could not anticipate our interest in him as a collector and composer, and he was too much a part of his own time to predict the depth of our curiosity about the fisherman. Most of all, his quest was for a ‘good tune’. In those few moments in King’s Lynn he jotted down everything he needed to know – but I wanted to know more. With no other purpose than to answer my own questions I began to delve into the existing layers of material on Vaughan Williams, folk-song collecting, the singers, and the stories in their songs.

I read about the importance of other collectors who worked alongside Vaughan Williams, such as Lucy Broadwood, Frank Kidson and especially Cecil Sharp, whose campaigning for the cause of English folk-song conservation made him the highest-profile collector of his time. I learnt how Sharp and Vaughan Williams promoted folk song as the means for reviving English national music, and how the publication of collected material in the Journal of the Folk-Song Society powerfully influenced twentieth-century composition. I searched through biographies for the significant moments in Vaughan Williams’s early life which led him to the folk-song movement and towards King’s Lynn, and I became familiar with the oft-repeated stories of his collecting trips. Now and again, something would catch the attention of my peripheral vision – lumps and bumps in the smooth landscape of the narrative – which made me go back and look again. As with an archaeological dig, sometimes I scraped with my metaphorical trowel for days, working through layers of ‘natural’ soil, before coming across something – an almost indiscernible change in colour or texture – which looked like an embedded ember from one of those original flying sparks. As the years passed, patterns and connections emerged which I felt compelled to piece together through writing. It is those traces, found beneath the more familiar material of the composer’s recorded life, that are explored in this book.

Vaughan Williams’s road towards folk-music collecting was marked by a sequence of epiphanies, the hearing of three songs which changed the course of his life and his music – ‘Dives and Lazarus’, ‘Bushes and Briars’ and ‘The Captain’s Apprentice’. On closer inspection, documented tales of these encounters are hazy or contradictory; and there is a fourth, ‘The Cherry Tree Carol’, which offers a glimpse much further back into his awakening consciousness of folk melody as a boy – the moment when he first recognised ‘something entirely new yet absolutely familiar’. It is frequently assumed that in his folk-influenced work he intended to evoke a pastoral ideal – several of his early compositions are named after or connected with particular rural areas – but his letters suggest that the impact of landscape on his music was more complicated than that. His response can be deeply personal, sometimes tenuous, never blandly nostalgic. It is often imbued with an emotional attachment to countryside experienced on foot and bike – the allure of the open road underpins his search for folk song in obscure corners of England and his arrival in King’s Lynn.

I began to see that the women in his early life were strong influences on his progress, though they usually only pass through the background of his biographies. Without his neighbour, Lucy Broadwood; his first wife, Adeline Fisher; or the aunt who introduced him to ‘The Cherry Tree Carol’, it is not certain that folk song would have become such a passion. Ingrained in what we know about Vaughan Williams is a fourth woman’s voice: that of his second wife, Ursula Wood, a poet who met the composer in 1938. Their relationship began with a kiss in a taxi when he was sixty-six and she was twenty-seven and was ended twenty years later by his death. On that morning, as she wrote in her autobiography, she ‘would have been grateful for suttee’ but as the weeks went by she embarked on the cataloguing of ‘boxes and drawers of manuscripts, letters that had escaped the waste-paper basket, even contracts and copyrights’ and began to write the first biography of her husband.2 The process of exploring his early experiences was ‘strange, and sometimes desolating’ – it was hard not to have been ‘with him while he lived through them’.3 Wistful longing for the sixty-six years she had missed suffuses the stories of his childhood and folk-song collecting adventures: she lived ‘as much in his past as in my own present’, and her husband’s early life is recalled as if she had been a shadow at his side.4 So fused are their voices it is often unclear who is speaking: in my attempts to separate them, I found myself living in their past as much as my present, drawn into a beguiling, protected realm where the stories all have a happy ending, a ‘paradise remembered’ as Ursula framed it:


… its traces here, as I might find

one golden earring, lost centuries ago,

gleaming from darkness, still delicate and fine …5



The words of ‘The Captain’s Apprentice’ always redirected my gaze and brought me back to a harsher world. When Vaughan Williams published the song in the Journal of the Folk-Song Society he suggested that the words were local. Research by Elizabeth James in the 1990s unearthed the potential source for his comment in an old newspaper: the real case of Robert Eastick, a cabin boy from King’s Lynn who drowned in 1856 under suspicious circumstances.6 The testimonies of crew members at the Old Bailey trial of Eastick’s captain, Johnson Doyle, reveal the claustrophobic domain of nineteenth-century merchant ships, where despot captains ruled their kingdoms, casual sadism was common, and the word of working-class crew members was often doubted by the authorities. This world of poverty and struggle is found in the shadows of the Edwardian folk-song collectors’ sunlit lands: voices that threatened to disturb their constructed idyll were habitually edited out. Because he was a poor boy who lived and died when ordinary people were not much recorded, little evidence survives of Eastick’s brief existence. Unless the gaps in the lives of such forgotten people are filled by other means – contextual clues from newspaper snippets, court transactions, surviving buildings, contemporary literature – their stories would remain untold. As with a broken pot, by piecing together scattered facts a more complete picture can be implied by the shape of spaces in between: in the following pages I have used italics for Eastick’s story to signal its reconstruction from the fragments that remain.

A thin line threading through the layers between my childhood, Vaughan Williams’s folk-song collecting, and the oral tradition, was the most unexpected find: emerging in the nineteenth century from a bog on the western fringes of the Outer Hebrides it winds its sinuous way back to the eastern counties of 1960s England, and to a Christmas party in my family’s Norfolk living room. No one could be more surprised than I was to find that Vaughan Williams had been part of my life from the beginning.




Part I



KING’S LYNN, JANUARY 1905




Approaching King’s Lynn

On 15 January 1905 Vaughan Williams wrote from the Temperance Hotel in King’s Lynn to his best friend and cousin, Ralph Wedgwood, ‘I am collecting most wonderful songs among the fishermen here.’1 He had arrived in the town a week earlier and, as he scribbled this note, he was looking back on his most fruitful folk-song collecting expedition to date.

The trip had not started in King’s Lynn, but in a remote fen village further west –Tilney All Saints – and seems to have been the result of correspondence in the Morning Post. Vaughan Williams had responded to a letter which complained about the poverty of folk songs in Essex.2 Having recently spent several days in that county recording a large number of folk songs, he wrote, ‘I believe that we are only now beginning to realize what a store of beautiful melody has existed in our country … if they are not soon noted down and preserved they will be lost forever.’ He invited readers to get in touch with the Folk-Song Society if they had information on traditional ballads.

Founded in 1898, the society was part of a wider movement to preserve aspects of rural life in the face of industrialisation which had seen the establishment of the Commons, Open Spaces and Footpaths Preservation Society (1865); the National Trust (1895); the Gypsy Lore Society (1889); and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (1889). Its prime object was ‘the collection and preservation of Folk Songs, Ballads and Tunes, and the publication of such of these as may be advisable’.3 Hubert Parry and Charles Stanford, who both taught Vaughan Williams at the Royal College of Music, were appointed vice-presidents. The society had recently taken on a new lease of life when Vaughan Williams and Cecil Sharp – who had ‘resolved to fan the dying embers of folk song into a mighty flame which would shine throughout the land’ – were elected to the committee in 1904.4 Working with Lucy Broadwood, who was secretary of the society and editor of its Journal, they started a national campaign to collect and publish folk songs. The composer’s letter to the newspaper concluded with an offer: ‘If anyone knows of traditional songs but does not feel able to note them down correctly, I myself should be happy, wherever possible, to come and note down the songs from the mouths of the singers.’5

Three months later, in early January 1905, Vaughan Williams arrived at Tilney All Saints to visit Revd John Henry Newnum, rector of the village. After the train journey from London, the rural station at Clenchwarton could be reached by a single stop along the branch line from King’s Lynn, westwards into the Fens. The lane from there south to Tilney is still called Station Road though the railway line has been buried by the A17. The last leg of the trip was a matter of minutes by pony and trap or bicycle to the vicarage, through a type of landscape familiar to Vaughan Williams from his student days at Cambridge – a straight unmade lane between hedgerows, flat arable fields on either side, the village ahead hidden in a cluster of trees. On a summer’s day it might have been a pleasant jaunt, but it was January and strong winds were blowing all along the east coast – an exceptionally heavy gale on the evening of his arrival broke branches from trees, damaged buildings and threatened to sink ships caught offshore in the angry seas.6

Tilney All Saints is a tiny hamlet with a large and handsome church in its midst, built from creamy Barnack stone, its tower made elegant by a spire. The vicarage next door survives, a plain brick Georgian box. Vaughan Williams met the sexton, Mr Whitby, but the songs he sang were a disappointment – most had either been collected elsewhere or had already been published. Later that day he travelled to the neighbouring village of Tilney St Lawrence to meet Stephen Poll, an agricultural labourer and fiddler who played for country dancing.7 On the following day he collected a few more songs from Mr Whitby.

After his disheartening weekend at Tilney, Vaughan Williams booked into the Cozens Temperance Hotel on Blackfriars Road, King’s Lynn, two minutes’ walk from the railway station.8 Although it is not known how he met Revd Huddle, the curate who became his guide in the town, it is probable that the Tilney vicar knew about his colleague’s contacts with the North End fishermen. Otherwise, the composer surely would have given up and gone home to London.
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2 Vaughan Williams in 1902
In reminiscences about the trip Vaughan Williams turns the next part of the journey into a magical fable. As he continues the quest to save folk songs from the mouths of the people, allegorical figures step into his path: the sailor, the fisherman, the curate. He speaks of how he found a ‘good many sailor songs’ at King’s Lynn ‘by pure chance’, how he visited ‘the country places around’, found little of interest, and ‘was about to leave the district in despair’ when ‘a curate at King’s Lynn asked him if he would like to see the fishing people in the North Town’. As a result, ‘instead of going away he stayed a week’.9 The curate and the composer both went to hear the fishermen sing, and ‘reaped a rich reward …’10
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Unlike Vaughan Williams, I approached the town from across the river via the West Lynn ferry. The Great Ouse river, which separates West Lynn from King’s Lynn, is the port’s reason for existing. In the view from the west bank the town retains its medieval shape, its skyscape punctured by steeples, church towers and warehouses, its foreground a long sea wall, interrupted by jetties and slipways. The tide was going out, and the water was low which made it necessary to climb down steep steps to the flat-bottomed ferry, the jetty a tawny-green wall of sea-sculpted timber towering over the passengers. High banks of glistening mud were emerging on both sides of the channel as the water drained out to sea. On the town side, a remarkably flat sandy beach was appearing. I asked if this was almost low tide. ‘Not nearly,’ replied the ferryman. As we travelled across, I gazed down the broad expanse of the choppy water, out towards the Wash, the view a series of colour blocks: brown river, brown mud, blue sky. Standing on the sea wall later, I watched passengers returning to West Lynn in their Saturday shopping outfits, bags over their arms, tottering down the concrete slipway, along a strategically placed metal plank over a pool, and across an expanse of wet sandbank to where the ferryman waited, almost in the centre of the river bed, with a two-step ladder up into the boat. Once the passengers were aboard, the ferry chugged across the now very narrow channel to the other side, the stepladder left as a surreal sculpture marooned on the line between the sand and water.

The life of the town once revolved around the rise and fall of the tide, this endless revealing and concealing of the river bed. The North End fishermen avoided the strong current in the main river by mooring their fishing ‘smacks’ in the Fisher Fleet, a tidal creek which formed the northern boundary of their settlement. They could sail out when the channel filled with the incoming sea but had to sail for home before the waters dropped. On the weekend that Vaughan Williams arrived, the strong gale had been followed by an uncommonly high tidal surge, which national papers linked to an earthquake in Gibraltar.11 At the docks in the North End the tide rose four foot seven inches higher than the normal thirty-eight foot one inch, and parts of the town remained flooded for the week. Several small craft were swept from their moorings, and some were sunk. Although the newspaper report provides no detail, a few fishermen lost their livelihoods that weekend, and others would have been busy patching up their damaged boats.

I happened to be visiting when the King’s Lynn festival was on – an annual arts event established in 1951.12 There was a free Alfred Wallis exhibition at the Fermoy Gallery, close to Ferry Lane, so I wandered in. Wallis, a Cornish fisherman, spent his working life at sea and only began painting in his late sixties. His naive images of ships were taken up by the artists who colonised St Ives in the late 1920s, particularly Ben Nicholson who first brought wider attention to his work. According to Nicholson, Wallis’s art was ‘something that has grown out of the Cornish earth and sea’,13 echoing the beliefs of the folk-song collectors on the origins of the melodies they recorded. Unlike most of the singers, Wallis was consciously recording his own experiences in the paintings as an act of witness: ‘what use To Bee out of my memory what we may never see again …’14 The ships with their square and triangular blocks for sails, cutting through the white surf, would have been familiar to the fishermen and mariners of King’s Lynn – barques, brigantines and schooners – each boat, as Wallis described it, with ‘a beautiful soul shaped like a fish’.
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3 King’s Lynn in 1928 but little changed since 1905: Tuesday Marketplace in the centre; Revd Huddle’s former house in the sunlit row at the end; St Nicholas’ Chapel with spire, top centre; North End and docks in the top quarter
A few steps from the gallery I arrived in the grand open space of Tuesday Marketplace, once the commercial centre of the town, lined on four sides with coaching inns, merchant houses and gracious brick terraces. Now filled with cars (except on Tuesdays when there is still a market), it was a spacious tree-lined square when Vaughan Williams arrived. Revd Huddle’s house, number 15, is on the north side, part of a range of old buildings unified by an eighteenth-century brick facade of sober beauty. A fine house for a curate, and as close as could be to his congregation, the fishing families of the North End.

When Vaughan Williams came to the North End it was one of King’s Lynn’s poorest boroughs, habitually described as a ‘tight-knit’ community whose members did not mix with the rest of the town. After only a week, Vaughan Williams absorbed the sense of ‘otherness’ in this corner of the port, noting that ‘the fishing colony of King’s Lynn are a distinct race and still talk of the rest of the town as “foreigners”’.15 He describes the first two singers introduced to him by Huddle – James ‘Duggie’ Carter and Joe Anderson – as ‘fishermen of King’s Lynn, both of them probably with Norse blood in their veins …’

To picture the fishermen as descendants of the Viking raiders of the ninth century, with seafaring at their very core, was attractive to Vaughan Williams. It sprang from the idea, widely held across Europe at the time, that isolation from external influences enabled ‘peasant’ populations to develop and conserve their own characteristic regional cultures. The theory that indigenous oral traditions preserved the artistic soul of each nation brought significance to English folk song as the potential source for developing a new national music.16 A belief in the power of cultural isolation led Vaughan Williams to conclude that the ‘Norse blood’ of the fishermen helped to explain the ‘wild character’ of ‘The Captain’s Apprentice’ melody sung by Carter.17 It is feasible that some of the inhabitants of the North End were of more recent Scandinavian ancestry – King’s Lynn had strong trading links with northern Europe – but it is more likely that, as with all small communities built around a distinctive local industry, in the North End the sense of a separate culture with particular customs and practices grew out of shared work, shared stories, shared adversity.
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4 Faden’s 1797 map of King’s Lynn before major landscape changes. St Nicholas’ Chapel is shown as a black rectangular block towards the top, with North End clustered around it. The inlet to the north-east of the chapel is Fisher Fleet. North Lynn is shown on the other side of the River Ouse.
Up until the second half of the nineteenth century the North End consisted of a collection of cottages and tenements grouped along a handful of streets and alleyways bounded by the Great Ouse and Fisher Fleet. These waterways gave access to fishing grounds in the shallow bay of the Wash, and the North Sea. The north bank of the fleet was a place where families could go for a stroll, and was a favourite subject of local artist Henry Baines (1823–94). One view, taken from the mouth of the creek in the 1860s,18 looks back towards the North End on a summer’s evening, the sky tinged with red. A group of women in pink and green dresses sit on the bank of the fleet, holding babies on their laps, while the men stand chatting behind them, hands in pockets. Youths lie on their stomachs on the soft grass, trousers rolled up after a paddle in the creek, and along the embankment other groups can be seen wending their way back to the town. The tide is out and a man stands up to his ankles in the channel, checking the underside of his boat. The fleet is full of ‘smacks’, small fishing boats designed for shallow waters, their masts leaning at all angles, their red sails draped and loose, as if they too are relaxing.
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5 Fisher Fleet Looking East. Kings Lynn Norfolk by Henry Baines (1823–94)
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6 Sunset, North End by Henry Baines
In another painting Baines has turned round to look the other way, west into the sunset, and towards the isolated hamlet of North Lynn (not to be confused with the North End) on the opposite bank of the River Ouse.

In the mid-nineteenth century major embankment and drainage works in this area began an irrevocable transformation of these views. The Norfolk Estuary Company diverted the Great Ouse river down a new channel – the Lynn Cut – which was excavated across the land west of North Lynn. Where the river had once flowed, the land was drained and reclaimed for agriculture. North Lynn Farm, which had gazed over water, now gazed over an expanse of flat pasture, while the big ships sailed along the new deep channel behind its back. In this remodelled landscape North Lynn was joined to the east side of the river, a new neighbour to the North End.

Soon after, the reclaimed marshes which now lay between the North End and North Lynn were earmarked for the construction of state-of-the-art docks. Two were to be built, one on either side of the Fisher Fleet – first Alexandra dock (completed 1869), and then Bentinck (1883). During construction of the second dock it was planned to fill in a section of the Fisher Fleet, leaving only a short stretch at its mouth where fishing boats could continue to moor – change that the Northenders vehemently opposed. A complaint from the fisherfolk submitted to the town council in 1880 was dismissed by the mayor who pointed out that the work had been approved under an Act of Parliament and that ‘full accommodation’ would be given to the fishermen: a landing stage was promised near the mouth of the fleet to compensate for loss of their traditional moorings.19 Although the mayor intended to silence opposition with the crushing authority of Parliament, the following year saw a series of protests against the changes. In February 1881 a group of fishermen visited the homes of the contractor and foreman in charge, and threatened them with violence, and destruction of the dam that was to be built across the fleet. A month later, when there was a ceremony at the start of works, the polite applause of spectators was disrupted by the ‘hootings and other expressions of disapprobation’ of the fisherfolk. At the end of May 1881 an order was sent out for all fishing smacks and boats to be removed from the area that was to be blocked up. A chain was slung across the fleet, but the fishermen were defiant and attempted to sail up the channel on the designated day, while their wives and children – possibly some of the people depicted in Henry Baines’s idyllic paintings from the 1860s – lined the banks shouting and swearing at the fifty dock labourers and the police who were there to enforce order.

In the 1950s, an elderly fisherman, Charlie Fysh, remembered the events from his boyhood. ‘A gret [sic] big fellow’, fisherman Tom Bunn, shouted, ‘Come on – don’t let the hounds have it!’ as he knocked off the helmets of several policemen and threw mud in the face of the white-gloved superintendent.20 The newspapers reported that Northenders armed with boat hooks and hatchets threatened to ‘chop down the officers, and to throw them in the river’. The disturbances went on for three hours before reinforcements were brought in and the police managed to clear away the angry crowds. There was more trouble on the following three days but in the end the community could not stop the works and half the Fisher Fleet was buried for ever. The dock company failed to consult the fishermen about the design for the replacement moorings – and so they were built too high, on the wrong side of the fleet and without the necessary tramline to transport their catch off the quay. Although the town council agreed that the fishermen had a legitimate grievance, nothing was done. Aged nearly ninety, Charlie Fysh was still bitter: ‘King John, he left the fleet and that chapel with the steeple there … wholly and solely for the fishermen, and they took it to make the new dock. They stole it from us, they stole it from us.’21

By October 1883 the docks were officially opened. The Boston Guardian relates how the lock which joined the old and the new dock had been built across the bed of the Fisher Fleet, ‘the harbour for many years of the fishing craft of Lynn; and the locality altogether has undergone such an entire transformation that very few of its original features remain’.22 With my twenty-first-century eye, I expect the next line to acknowledge the negative impact of such obliteration – but this is the Victorian era and there is no looking back. The reporter singles out the economic benefits of using hydraulic power to scour the Fisher Fleet which will be ‘a matter of interest to the shareholders’. After the opening ceremony on the dock ‘250 ladies and gentlemen accepted the invitation of the dock directors to partake of an excellent luncheon’. We can be sure no fishermen were at the party.




Meeting ‘Duggie’ Carter

The first version I heard of the meeting between Vaughan Williams and Duggie Carter was based on a local narrative of delicious chance and coincidence: it was said that due to the unusually bad weather of that January weekend in 1905, the North End fishermen had retreated to the Tilden Smith pub, to wait for the storm to blow over.1 If the weather had been good, the pub would have been empty, Vaughan Williams might never have heard Carter’s version of ‘The Captain’s Apprentice’, and the composer’s whole oeuvre would have developed differently. This was the story behind the commemorative plaque I saw on the old pub wall, and was the series of events that the man I met in the street believed to be true. It is a good story, one based on the common knowledge that Vaughan Williams regarded pubs as fruitful venues for finding tunes. In the months prior to the King’s Lynn visit he had noted down songs in several pubs around the country, and when he published his collection in the Folk-Song Society’s Journal of 1906 he wrote, ‘I could imagine a much less profitable way of spending a long winter evening than in the parlour of a country inn taking one’s turn at the mug of “four-ale” … and with the ever present chance of picking up some rare old ballad or an exquisitely beautiful melody, worthy, within its smaller compass, of a place beside the finest compositions of the greatest composers’.2

In my mind’s eye, I see the snug room of the Tilden Smith, with a good fire and high-backed wooden benches to keep out the draughts, where the fishermen sit smoking their clay pipes and drinking small-beer. Vaughan Williams steps out of the cold wind and rain into the warmth of the pub, accompanied by the Revd Alfred Huddle. The composer is tall, large-framed and well fed, and by all accounts often dishevelled and clumsy. The cut of his clothes and his accent set him apart from the regular drinkers. He is not the kind of figure who can slip into the Tilden Smith unnoticed, however affable he is. The pair bring a chill into the comfortable atmosphere of the bar, as everyone turns their gaze on the stranger. Chatter ceases, singing is silenced.

Settling down at a table, Vaughan Williams takes out his notebook and pencil, and politely asks those present whether they might entertain him with a song or two. The air is thick with woodsmoke and tobacco, the sour tang of old beer, the aroma of fish and oil emanating from woollen ‘ganseys’ and weathered boots.

Someone says, ‘Come on, Duggie, bor, give us a song.’ Out of the awkward silence, the raw voice of a man ‘advanced in years’ rises up, singing a melody of such ethereal beauty it would influence Vaughan Williams’s composition for the rest of his life.
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Despite the long-held belief that Vaughan Williams visited the Tilden Smith, it turns out there is no evidence he was ever there.3 Although it was a popular singing pub during the 1950s and ’60s (in 1955, travel writer John Seymour found the fishermen’s songs so good he went back later to record an evening’s session for BBC radio4), no pubs are mentioned in Vaughan Williams’s notes for this particular trip – perhaps due to the influence of his guide, the Revd Huddle. In practice, Edwardian collectors found that pubs were not always suitable locations for the painstaking task of setting down a melody, words and any variants for each verse, as this required the song to be performed more than once. Pubs were the places where ‘promises of meetings to sing in quieter surroundings could be exacted and which were always honoured’.5 Younger singers living in the North End, who might have been kept at home by the gales or the tides, could perhaps have been found in one of the singing pubs – including the Tilden Smith – but it seems that Vaughan Williams never met them.6 His days in the town were divided between an older group of twelve men and women living in the North End and six men who were resident in the workhouse, the order of visits dictated by when the fisherfolk were available.7 In later years Vaughan Williams recalled the experience in a talk he gave on folk music for the BBC. He spoke about ‘On Board a Ninety-Eight’, one of the airs he used in Norfolk Rhapsody No. 1: ‘This was sung to me in King’s Lynn by an old sailor. I spent many happy mornings with him and his friends listening to their almost inexhaustible stock of splendid tunes.’8 The song was sung by Robert Leatherday in the workhouse. The singers were generally over seventy and ‘though their memories were good the thin voices of old age sometimes made it difficult to note the tune’.9 In his plea for the preservation of songs passed down through the oral tradition, Vaughan Williams argued that ‘it is the elder people to whom we must go’: it was in their company that he hoped to be taken back in time, to the early 1800s and beyond.10
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Revd Huddle, dressed in black suit and dog collar, steps out of the front door of his town house for a two-minute stroll that takes him from the pomp of Tuesday Marketplace to the church at the centre of North End. I follow in his imagined footsteps. The church-like building of St Nicholas is a medieval chapel-of-ease, dedicated to the patron saint of fishermen. When Vaughan Williams was here in January 1905 the Northenders continued to rely on fishing to make a living, though the building of the docks had made it more awkward. Revd Huddle, a recent arrival in the parish, had gained the trust of local people and had managed to persuade well-respected figures, such as James ‘Duggie’ Carter, to be confirmed in the church.

A black-and-white image shows Carter, Huddle and another singer, Joe Anderson, in a formal pose. Carter, clean-shaven, wears a neckerchief and an elaborately patterned ‘gansey’ jumper of a type that all Norfolk fishermen wore, tight-knitted and oily to keep out the wind and rain. On his head is a peaked cap and, clamped between his teeth, a clay pipe. His adopted daughter ‘never knew him with anything but a blue jersey and a peaked cap’.11 He has a determined, almost bullish look. Aged sixty-one when he met Vaughan Williams, he had been in his late thirties when the Fisher Fleet riot took place.12 He looks like the kind of man who would have stood his ground against the docks, even though after retiring from fishing he worked there as a labourer. The other two men are seated in front of him. Mr Anderson looks careworn and more elderly with an old-fashioned beard, his head slightly tilted to one side. The balding curate is fresh-faced, plump-cheeked and enthusiastic.

The photograph might have been taken especially for Vaughan Williams.13 During his visit he noted down songs from eighteen of the town’s inhabitants, but in the preface to the Journal of the Folk-Song Society in 1906, he specifically thanks Carter and Anderson as well as Huddle who ‘so kindly helped me by finding out singers …’14 Rather than meeting these singers at the pub, it appears that the curate escorted – or directed – Vaughan Williams from house to house. Carter was the first singer Huddle introduced to the composer, around the corner from the chapel, in Watson’s Yard.15
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7 From left to right: Joe Anderson, James ‘Duggie’ Carter, Revd Huddle
Addressing an audience five years later about the trip to the North End, Vaughan Williams commented that the slums were the worst he had ever been to and that he was ‘very forcibly reminded of the fact that the appeal of the folk song was to the ear and not to the nose’ – a comment met with laughter, but which might be considered ungracious coming from a stranger welcomed into the homes of these ‘very hard-working and very poor fishermen’ as he described them.16

The North End was a jigsaw of ‘yards’ – clusters of buildings that had grown up around numerous narrow passageways and courtyards. There was no running water, electricity or drainage, and large families lived in tiny spaces. True’s Yard, the sole survivor of slum clearances, is now a museum. At around the time Carter was growing up nearby, a two-room cottage here (one-up, one-down) housed a family with nine children. The ground-floor kitchen and living space, entered straight off the yard, had an open fire, or a modest coal-fired range, for heating and cooking. There was little room for knick-knacks, but the hearth was brightened by a traditional rag rug, made from multicoloured scraps of material. A winding wooden stair next to the fireplace led to the bedroom. Six of the children slept in the only bed, while the baby was placed in a chest, and their mother lay on the floor next to them, a few embers from the downstairs fire placed in the grate for warmth. The older children, who lost their place in the bed as younger children came along, stayed overnight with relatives. In the winter their father slept downstairs, and in the summer on one of the fishing smacks. The contents of chamber pots and, later, outside loos, were sometimes disposed of in the street. Hauls from fishing trips were brought back to the house, sorted and prepared, and the waste washed out into the yards. The air was pungent with the odour of fish guts, coal smoke, raw sewage and thick mud.17

Neighbouring Watson’s Yard, where Carter lived, was no different. An inquiry into sanitary conditions in 1853 found it a ‘vile place – fish refuse; no proper pavement; excrement … The whole place covered with shrimp and mussel refuse, and only two water-taps for about 10 houses, and 50 or more people.’18 Fifty years later there had been improvements in water supply and sewage control but living conditions remained poor until the 1930s when Watson’s Yard was swept away in a slum-demolition programme. The composer and the curate stepped into a cramped and sparse house on that cold January day when they visited Carter. The fisherman’s wife had died in the previous year, his five children were grown up and his adopted daughter, Lottie, aged twelve, was at school, so it was probably just the three men gathered in the kitchen. The curate’s knock on the door with a stranger at his side must have been quite a surprise. There is no record of how Carter felt about this unexpected visit from a well-to-do Londoner who wanted to hear him sing. When interviewed in the 1970s Lottie did not report that it had been a momentous day in the life of her father, or something he often spoke of.

The fisherman performed five songs that day and made time to sing further songs later in the week. Above the first, ‘Deeds of Napoleon’, Vaughan Williams wrote those brief notes: ‘Sung by Mr Carter (Fisherman) about 70? Jan 9th 1905 at the North End King’s Lynn’.19 From the manuscript it looks as though he found it easy to jot down the melodies as Carter sang them – there are no corrections – suggesting that the fisherman had a confident and tuneful voice, which made it clear which notes he intended. In contrast, later in the week when the retired sailor Mr Woods sang ‘Napoleon’s Farewell’, Vaughan Williams wrote next to his notation, ‘doubtful because he was very hoarse’.20

‘The Prentice Boy’ as Carter named it – or ‘The Captain’s Apprentice’ as it is more widely known – was the second song he chose to perform. This air is more complicated than ‘Napoleon’s Farewell’. The line of the melody at the beginning of the first verse differs from the following verses and Carter changed the final phrase at least three times. Vaughan Williams would have asked him to sing the song more than once, while he carefully noted down these variants, and then the words.21 Additional pencil notes show that he returned to the manuscript later to think about how he would present these variants in the published version. There are no other marks, signs or comments in the notebook to suggest that he was particularly struck by the melody, though Ursula claimed it was ‘always one of his favourites’.22

When the song was published in the Journal Vaughan Williams wrote, ‘The words are evidently local. “St James’ Workhouse” is the King’s Lynn Union.’ A further note states that the ballad ‘was probably called forth by a particularly brutal case of ill-treatment, similar to that narrated in it, which occurred some twenty or thirty years ago’.23 These cryptic comments invite the curious to look for a local story: in the 1990s a possible candidate for the ‘brutal case’ was discovered by museum curator Elizabeth James, in a copy of the King’s Lynn Advertiser of 12 September 1857 under the headline ‘Cruelty at Sea’.24 The report describes how Captain Johnson Doyle had been charged with a series of aggravated assaults on an apprentice, a King’s Lynn boy called Robert Eastick, carried out during a trip to Ceylon (modern-day Sri Lanka) on a ship known as the John Sugars.
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8 Vaughan Williams’s manuscript of ‘The Captain’s Apprentice’
James Carter was twelve when the news of Eastick’s death reached the town. Being so similar in age – Eastick had been fifteen – this tragic news may well have made the words of ‘The Captain’s Apprentice’ particularly significant for him, enough to keep the song in his repertoire until old age. Lottie recalled her father singing it at home when she was a child: ‘I remember they were cruel to this boy, and in the finish they lashed him to the rigging …’25 But was that boy Robert Eastick?
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The ‘wild’ melody of ‘The Captain’s Apprentice’, as sung by Carter, became the main theme in Vaughan Williams’s Norfolk Rhapsody No. 1 and deeply influenced his later work. In old age the composer claimed that the cadences of the tune ‘finally opened the door to an entirely new world of melody, harmony and feeling’.26

At St Nicholas’ Chapel, visitors can listen through headphones to sung verses of each of the three tunes Vaughan Williams used in Norfolk Rhapsody No. 1 – ‘The Captain’s Apprentice’, ‘The Bold Young Sailor’ and ‘On Board a Ninety-Eight’ – with an invitation to compare these to a recording of the composer’s piece. His brief visit to North End more than one hundred years ago is still an event to be proud of, perhaps to cling to. The music captures the imprint of a community that was swept away shortly afterwards: the faint pattern of musical notes marks the line of their high tide.

Turning right out of the chapel, it is a few yards to the end of North Street. True’s Yard Museum stands on the corner – a shopfront, with the pair of tiny furnished cottages and workshops at the back. Beyond its door
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9 Fisher Fleet at low tide, looking back towards the town, c.1880. The Tilden Smith pub is the detached building in the centre
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10 Plaque for Sugars’s Almshouses
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