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‘Spend some time with Simon Winchester, and you will sail oceans, survive earthquakes, peer into volcanoes, pore over maps, mine the origins of language and measure the immeasurable world … Poignant … Winchester is good … adding dashes of drama, narrative, indignation and, above all, connection to disparate historical accounts … There is soul in this book … A stirring call for communal imperatives, even if its history recounts the constant allure of private ownership’

Washington Post

‘Moving across varied histories and geographies, he offers us one case study after another of how the once seemingly inexhaustible surface of the Earth has devolved into a commodity, the ultimate object of contestation and control … Winchester is a master at capturing the Old-World wonder and romance … In Land, his prose frequently exudes the comfort and charm of a beloved encyclopaedia come to life, centuries and continents abutting through the pages’

New Yorker

‘Few authors of narrative nonfiction have ranged across the global landscape more widely than Simon Winchester … With his unique blend of wide-eyed curiosity, meticulous research, and erudite analysis, Winchester weaves a tapestry that encompasses nearly every element involved in the concept of “land” … Of course, this being Winchester, Land abounds with dozens of eye-opening factoids to please any fan of popular history … But this is no mere bathroom book packed with intriguing facts. His storytelling talents on full display, Winchester convincingly demonstrates that, as the subtitle notes, land and ownership have indeed “shaped the modern world.” Those kinds of sweeping pronouncements are an unfortunately bombastic, exaggerated element of countless nonfiction subtitles but, in this case, it holds true … Winchester is, once again, a consummate guide’

Boston Globe

‘The theme could not be more topical, with debates raging around the world over land reform and restitution, calls for conservation clashing with the demands of food security, and with climate change threatening the belief that land, if nothing else, is immutable … It packs in a wealth of ideas and human drama – and gives a fresh view of centuries of social conflict seen through a geographer’s lens’

Financial Times

‘What does it mean to “love” the land, to lose your land, to respect the land, to “rewild” the land, to parcel land up and put hedges around it, or to have a community buy-out of land, as recently happened to the 4,500 acres of the Scottish island of Ulva? These questions form the heart of this vast and idiosyncratic survey, which is part encyclopaedia, part manifesto for fairer distribution, part elegy for a drowning planet and part an exploration of universal lust’

Spectator

‘How have people fought and negotiated, traded and exploited to secure their place in the physical landscape? That’s the question at the heart of this wide-ranging, stylish account, which takes in Bronze Age farming, the expulsion of Native Americans and the 19th-century “scramble for Africa” along the way. As Earth’s human population skyrockets, this is a subject that’s only set to become more topical’

BBC History Magazine

‘Winchester amasses a wealth of intriguing factoids and arcana … An entertaining and erudite roundup of humanity’s ever-evolving relationship with terra firma’

Publishers Weekly

‘The latest sweeping, satisfying popular history from the British American author and journalist, this time covering a topic that many of us take for granted … Engaging revelations about land and property, often discouraging but never dull’

Kirkus Reviews




Dedication

DEDICATED TO CHIEF STANDING BEAR
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In 1879 the U.S. government declared this Ponca chief to be a ‘person’ under the law.

But they still took away his lands.




Epigraph

The first person who, having enclosed a plot of land, took it into his head to say this is mine, and found people simple enough to believe him, was the true founder of civil society. What crimes, wars, murders, what miseries and horrors would the human race have been spared, had someone pulled up the stakes or filled in the ditch and cried out to his fellow men: ‘Do not listen to this imposter. You are lost if you forget that the fruits of the earth belong to all and the earth to no one!’

– JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU, Discourse on Inequality (1755)
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Prologue

UNCOMMON GROUND
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It is a comfortable feeling to know that you stand on your own ground. Land is about the only thing that can’t fly away.

– ANTHONY
   TROLLOPE, 
The Last Chronicle of Barset (1867)




A Caveat

With the world’s sea level rising fast, the assumption that land is the only thing that can’t fly away, or the only thing that lasts, is for the first time now shown to be demonstrably false. The belief in land’s limitless stability has informed humankind’s approach to the possession of the world’s surface for centuries past, as the following pages illustrate. But now a profound change is coming.

The future is a foreign country: they will do things differently there.
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TRANSACTION
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On a warm midsummer’s evening just before the end of the last century, in a book-lined lawyers’ office in the pretty town of Kent, Connecticut, I handed over a cheque for a moderate sum in dollars to a second-generation Sicilian American, a plumber named Cesare, who lived in the Bronx but who had driven up into the lush New England countryside especially for the brief formalities of this day. The all-too-complicated rituals of what in real estate parlance is called a closing were familiar to the lawyers, less so to me. In exchange for the cheque – a cashier’s cheque, certified by the bank to be as good as cash; the lawyers had insisted; and to me it indeed felt like cash, painfully disbursed, and representing some years of scrupulous saving on my part – I was handed by Cesare’s stone-faced attorney an engraved, embossed, and rather elegant piece of what looked like parchment, a document formally known as a deed.

This credential indicated that, with the agreed funds having been offered and accepted, I was now the unambiguous, undisputed and indisputable owner of a tract, formerly owned by Cesare, of 123¼ acres of forested and rocky mountainside, located in the hamlet of Wassaic, in the village of Amenia, the town of Dover, the county of Dutchess, in the state of New York. The deed gave me title to the tract. I was now legally entitled to possess it. I was its owner. I could now occupy it, exclusively.

I had just purchased a piece of the United States of America. A morsel of the continent now belonged, exclusively, to me. Since the total land surface of the planet amounts to some 36,652,096,000 acres – let us say 37 billion acres – I could declare, on walking out into the sunshine on that July evening, that my 123 acres, a little over three-billionths of its extent, were now mine, and mine alone.

It was the first time in my life that I had ever done such a thing, had ever come to own a piece of real property, anywhere. Personal property, yes: I had owned cars, computers, dishwashers, books, fountain pens. But real property, and its kissing-cousin real estate:[1] this was a first. A first for me, and more or less the first time for anyone in my family. Back home in England my parents, whose lives had been mostly spent in respectable impoverishment, had in their later years managed to buy a small cottage in the Midlands county of Rutland. Since their house came with a tiny postage stamp of a garden, with a lawn and some shrubs and a dribbling water feature, it can technically be said that, once they had discharged their mortgage, they did indeed own land, albeit only a vanishingly small parcel of it. It would be stretching things, straining credulity, to hazard a description of them as landowners.

It was much the same for my grandparents, whose circumstances were similarly straitened. Both the paternal-side couple who had lived in England, as well as those members of my mother’s rather more complicated side and who came from Belgium, had had nothing of the sort. For them, as for many people, accommodation and shelter relied on the whim and commercial acumen of a series of landlords, who as the name suggested had themselves owned the acreage on which my various grandparents had settled. I was given to understand that all the generations of my ancestors before them were unburdened by ownership also, had never owned an acre or a hectare, a cordel, a fardel or a virgate,[2] nor any fraction thereof. All of which made my receipt of that Dutchess County title, a document of such letter-pressed and engraved magnificence that I would gaze at it enraptured for hours, both historic and precious.

Even though my property was neither particularly costly nor likely ever to be valuable, nor in truth was even very useful, my ownership of it had a powerful personal symbolism. A decade or so after the transaction I travelled to Boston, to the afterdeck of an old sailing warship, where I swore an oath before a federal judge and became, in a brief but moving ceremony, an American citizen. For many years after that life-altering event I drew considerable comfort and satisfaction from knowing that I had become fully invested, and with the square footage of mountainside under my ownership quite literally so, in the future of my new country.

I would walk the forest – my forest now! – as often as I could. I would puff and pant my way up the escarpment, following a vague and almost vanishingly overgrown track through the woods and which led up from an ancient loggers’ landing. After a quarter of a mile or so, I would turn off left into the deeper timberland, after which I would frequently get somewhat confused, disoriented, and even a little lost. I remembered from Boy Scouts days that moss tends to grow on the north side of the trees and from school physics days that streams tended to flow downhill, and reckoned therefore that I would always be able to find my way out and back to civilisation. Moreover, it turned out that, slicing across this tract of mine in a perfect die-straight line of cleared underbrush, and with permission seemingly granted by me under grandfathering laws in which I played no apparent part, and with warning notices posted every few hundred yards in red and white, there was, in a buried, invisible, and supposedly atomic-attack-hardened cylinder of concrete, a secure and once secret communications cable that had connected the Eisenhower-era White House with a strategic nuclear bomber base somewhere up in Maine. If I stumbled across this, then I knew I would find my way out – at least to Washington, or to Maine.

But otherwise, once deep in the woods all the world soon faded, the forest became almost primeval in its quiet and detachment. Somewhere perhaps, and not too far away, maybe, there would be a rain-softened and moss-covered split-rail fence of cedar, perhaps an old wall of tumbled stones, and by chance a cairn and a chiselled mark or two left on a rock by some long-ago survey team. But generally, deep in these dark woods’ darker middle, there was no other clear sign of human intervention or activity, few clues for the passing stranger that mankind was ever here at all. There were just trees and ferns and soil and birds and the leavings of deer and rabbits and raccoons and bears, and overhead, glimpsed blue and silent through the crowns of leaves, the presiding vastness of what the poet John Clare, two centuries before, had called the circling sky.

On that first untutored glance the surface here appears today as it always was, wild, unchanged, the result of geology and weather and heat and pressure and time. Most of all, by near endless extents of time, which all around the world, and not just here, have rendered the once malleable and plastic planetary crust into something colder, harder and workable, and on which in many places, such as this forest, life of all varieties has come slowly to exist.

Speakers of the English language have long called this exposed and rendered surface by a word that has been part of our vocabulary for longer than almost any other. It is the word land, a word formally denoting that exposed portion of the planet which is higher than and is fundamentally physically different from – and by happenstance is also somewhat less extensive than – that part which is today covered by water and which since the thirteenth century we have called the sea. Land is an originally Germanic word that has been current in English since the tenth century, denoting since then the solid surface of the planet that is found generally lying above sea level.[3] What strikes many as ironic is that we have long called our planet the Earth, when – and this is of course especially noticeable when our blue and green spheroid is seen from outer space – it manifestly should more properly be called the Ocean. The Earth is more sea than land, and by a long chalk.

Some may wonder why the word land came into common usage so much earlier the word sea.[4] There is a reason, and it points to two fundamental differences, other than the obvious physical dissimilarity between earth and water, and which so markedly separates the two. One difference is that while the sea generally looks – and indeed is – much the same everywhere around the planet, varying only slightly in apparent colour and warmth and salinity – the land varies hugely in aspect from place to place, and often does so in close proximity – there are mountains here, valleys there; there is desert or glacier, swamp or meadow, the surface is undulating or jagged, fertile or barren, wooded or grassy, its features hot and dry, or bitter cold and edged with ice. Variation of landscape is a basic feature of land, and is something to which inhabitants are sensitive, and of which they presumably always have been profoundly aware.

By contrast – and this is the second fundamental difference – land and landscape are the near exclusive domain of air-breathing mammals – and most especially those that can speak, read and write. And even before humankind first encountered the sea, humans would have been aware, and just because of its endless variety, of the landscape in which they were placed. They would have noticed, and noted – with the result that land and its vast spectrum of forms would have come into their vocabulary with more facility – its sheer variety made them more aware of it. Had there been note-taking creatures living in the early sea, this watery medium in which they lived would have initially been invisible to them, and the vocabulary needed to describe it would necessarily have been rather limited in extent.
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FOUNDATION
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Like all land and all landscapes, everywhere, mine has a story to tell. It has not always been owned. Nor, for that matter, has it always been land.

The exposed bedrock in this particular part of North America is extremely ancient. Those benches and ledges of hard and lichen-draped rock that I can see poking out from the thin skin of forest soil, from among the dead leaves and mosses on the floor – as well as the clues offered by the boulders piled in the surrounding walls – are considerably more ancient than in most of the rest of the country. They are very more varied, too. In these square miles of rural New York State more than one hundred different rock formations have been described by geologists who, for decades past, have tramped enthralled across these hills and along the river valleys, exploring with their hammers and magnifying glasses and bottles of acid, with their compasses and clinometers and their all-too-keen eyes.

The story that these New England rocks tell is one of hundreds of millions of years of geological turmoil executed on a titanic scale. It is a tortured and spectacular history that begins with volcanic land formation, then is given over to eons of sudden fracturing, splitting, compressing, heating, pummelling, twisting, folding and breaking, followed by millions more years of inundations by tropical seas, with the much altered first rocks now covered by thousands of feet of deposited new materials, after which and all in good time there were long periods of slow upward thrusting to the surface, further long drownings, and then immense and violent collisions with other bodies of rock that were either broadly similar to or else very different from the first formed fragments of the volcanic crust.

All of this activity, and all of these processes, helped to forge and deposit what are today’s New England rocks – what is today’s New England land – and it forced these rocks together in the improbable mashup of granites and limestones and shales and sandstones and basalts that now extend from the Hudson River valley to the Atlantic Ocean. This part of what in today’s world is located well inside the Northern Hemisphere lies essentially halfway between the North Pole and the equator. My three one-billionths possession of the total land-and-sea planetary surface stands at 41.8 degrees north latitude – halfway to the Pole would be 45 degrees, so it is a little to the south of the centre point. It is a stark reminder of the topsy-turvy nature of the prior workings of the planet that all of the building that put my land where it is today actually took place in the early Southern Hemisphere, close to the old South Pole, thousands of miles away from where the land has ended up today. The beginnings of my tract of land were both long ago and far away.

Very long ago. Basically, the hill up which I came to like to trudge was once very close to – I like to think it actually was – the extreme edge of Laurentia, one of the world’s earliest continents. Laurentia was not the oldest of the continents, not by a long chalk – Kenorland, Nuna, Ur are the names given to even older such bodies, with the calculated oldest of them all, Vaalbara, rising from the hot primeval ocean about 3.6 billion years ago, only a billion years, a mere temporal bagatelle, after the world itself first formed.

Laurentia is very much younger than this, and is now known to have been just a fragment of a gigantic supercontinent that Russian geophysicists, specialists in the mind-bending subtleties of tectonic forensics, named Rodinia, the mother ship of the modern world. This huge body of proto-real-estate was created about a billion years ago and then promptly – after just 250 million years, a blink of an eye in the cosmic scheme of things – broke into two, giving us first Gondwana, which remained in the south and went on to spawn progeny that included Australia, Antarctica and India; and then the second, my piece of land’s particular birth mother, Laurentia, which then drifted with due majesty, up and into the Northern Hemisphere.

After which matters unfolded much more rapidly, with more and more varied kinds of geophysical and biological events compressed into less time. Life began, with the appearance of sea creatures initially, and then in time the great arrays of plants and motile beasts that flourished on the land, in those periods when land itself appeared. A new body of water, the Iapetus Ocean, began its existence off the eastern shore of Laurentia, and limestones, with life that eventually became fossils and which can be found once the limestone became marble, were laid down within it, on the continental shelf. Volcanoes spurted up from under the sea and caused the formation of arrays of newer igneous rocks that adhered to the limestones and the beach sands and the old rocks of the Laurentian coast; and then there were mountain-building episodes, first those of 450 million years ago, which helped form parts of Maine and Nova Scotia, and then, more dramatically still, the moment when the prodigal child Gondwana traipsed back up north to reunite violently with Laurentia once again to form a new great continent, Pangaea, and in the process, to create the Appalachian Mountains and the Berkshires of which my tiny piece of land is a barely significant peripheral component.

Pangaea then duly broke apart, as all supercontinents have been wont to do, ultimately leaving the world looking more and more as it does today – but not fixed today either, with the Atlantic Ocean now separating the Americas from Europe and Africa, widening every year, centimetre by centimetre, to produce in due course yet further changes in the geography of the world.

It is best to think of the landscape as static now, insofar as the human clock runs so much more frantically than does the somnolent passage of geologic time. And so here, a legatee of all this history and turmoil, all of this sturm und drang, now set and seemingly motionless high up on the eastern side of North America on a block of uplifted land between the recently ice-sculpted valleys of the Hudson and the Housatonic Rivers – the one river named for an English explorer who in 1609 was exploring and mapping it, working initially for the Dutch; the other a Mohican Indian word for ‘the river over the mountain’ – lay the tiny piece of real estate that would eventually become mine.

My piece of land has lain for most of its existence in the climatically temperate zone, so far as botany and zoology were concerned, and it was soon to be covered with a dense carpet of trees, shrubs and grasses, and populated by a fair variety of beasts and birds. The countryside around was, as Henry Hudson wrote, ‘as pleasant with grass and flowers and goodly trees as ever they had seen, and very sweet smells came from them.’

In all likelihood the lands that Hudson glimpsed and then visited, as he ventured out from his river flotilla to meet and trade with the local natives, were in the valley and the river’s floodplain, terrain with thick rich soils and ample cultivation. Up in the hills, where the weather was more harsh and the soils more thin, the vegetation would have been less florid, less exotic, the population scarce, the agricultural methods of the natives hardscrabble. Forest dominated then, as it does today. My own land nowadays has stands of eastern hemlock and pignut hickory, tulip poplar and white pine, beech and birch, conifers and ash, cherry and witch hazel and two kinds of maple, one with sap to be boiled for sugaring, the other tiger-striped and used today in the making of furniture. Apple trees can be found once in a while, though none on my property, so far as I know.

No doubt all these trees would have been there in Henry Hudson’s time, and some for long before. There used to be American chestnut trees – a blight has ravaged them in recent years – and it was customary to plant them as corner markers to define the edges of a plot of land. Chestnut was once the dominant wood for building barns and houses, but not since the trees were forced into near extinction.

The soil is too thin to support massive species – no great oaks or elms, no trees tall enough and straight enough for repairing or replacing the masts of big sailing ships – so often a motive for a ship’s master arriving in a foreign land after long sea crossing. Modern soil science classifies my forest floor as having a mix of what are classified as the Charlton and Chatfield types, soils derived from the residue of retreating glaciers, coloured brown and in texture loamy with gravel in places, sand in others, and being on average less than a foot thick. Solid and unweathered bedrock – granites, schists, gneisses and beds of marble, all metamorphosed by the millions of years of violence, heat and pressure – lies about two feet below the surface, and everywhere exposes itself in ridges and shelves, on which, in the languorous heat of summertime, timber rattlesnakes are known to laze. A local herpetologist later told me, with a glint of specimen envy, that my land is uniquely and legendarily rich in endangered rattlers. In the twenty years I have been the owner I have seen just one, coiled up on the far side of a wooden bridge across which I was planning to run. That particular day I decided to wade through the brook instead, and for many months afterwards gave the bridge a wide berth – even though common sense told me the snake was likely to be far more scared of my presence than I should have been of its.

There is much wildlife, with the impenetrable stands of mountain laurel providing cover for the white-tailed deer that are still much hunted in the autumn, as well as black bear, coyotes, raccoons, opossums, and, on occasions, lynx and wildcats. There used to be wolves and panthers, and even today people claim to see occasional mountain lions. The little stream that slides under the wooden bridge is often dammed by a family of beavers, competing amiably for territory along stretches of the stream with groups of otters. Wild turkeys are everywhere, huge families of birds of all sizes, and which march through the woods like soldiers on manoeuvres. There are songbirds too – some rare, like the hermit thrush and the eastern pewee – and frogs and salamanders and monarch butterflies, as well as, cunningly lying in wait with tiny invisible strands that cling to the clothing of passers-by, all too many deer ticks.
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POPULATION
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And then, into this generally congenial mix of flora and fauna, and into a climate that generally favoured mammalian existence, stepped the first people.

These were of course fully formed and fully civilised people – no early hominids ever populated the Americas, no prehumans, no Neanderthals. These were Homo sapiens, pure and simple. True, dotted across New England there are a goodly number of Palaeo-Indian sites, suggesting that as much as 13,000 years ago, rather less sophisticated hunter-gatherers roamed their way through these woods, bringing down their prey with spears tipped with distinctly shaped points, shapes through which the various peoples are now archaeologically classified. But the great majority of those natives who descended a little later to settle on these particular hills and valleys were well-advanced tribal families, descendants of those Asian pioneers who had trekked across the Beringian land bridge – or had come by boat from what is modern-day Japan – to spread out across an otherwise uninhabited – but in most places, eminently habitable – continent. Those who came to this corner of New England were speakers of what are called Algic or Algonquian languages,[1] and they were members of the Mohican tribe – related to the Lenape people to their south, and sworn enemies of the Iroquois and the Mohawk to their north and west.

Hudson described the Mohicans, whom he and his crew termed the River Indians, as a gentle people, and though there were skirmishes, some lethal, and probably more the fault of the invaders than of the generally peaceable and innocent natives, the first contact was generally civil, the visitors impressed. Gifts were exchanged: the Indians offered corn, pumpkins and tobacco, the sailors gave mirrors, bells, beads, hatchets and knives. Hudson’s men were welcomed ashore, and found along the river a series of settled and contented communities. The Mohicans lived in villages of twenty or so longhouses; as well as being competent hunters and trappers – their winter clothes were heavy with fur – they were also very evidently skilled agriculturists, growing corn in large fields beyond the village pale, as well as harvesting squash, sunflowers, beans and all manner of berries that grew wild and profusely in this elysian corner of the world. There were sturgeon, lamprey, bass and eels in the rivers; the hills were thick with deer, moose and elk. Even in the harshest winters these stable and sensible people – thousands of them, their settlements visible everywhere – survived and prospered, seldom going hungry or unclothed. They seemed to belong to a happy and healthy and well-organised society and, at least at first, were more than amenable to the arrival of strangers.

And so boatloads of strangers – the first of them from Holland, backed by the Amsterdam-based Dutch West India Company – began to arrive. After Hudson’s reconnaissances on their behalf, the Dutch port of New Amsterdam was established on Manhattan’s southern tip in 1625. In due course expeditions from England and then France began to trickle in too, starting in earnest in the middle of the seventeenth century – Massachusetts Bay, Virginia, Quebec – territorial claims that would be the spur to many a battle in the years to come. The newcomers were all white men – joined eventually by white women – and as with many traders, settlers, and all European colonists, everywhere, they were sustained by an unshakably confident belief that they, simply for being white men, were superior in the world to all else. And at a stroke, and with the striking of such an attitude, so the comparative serenity of the region changed, and everything, from racial harmony to personal health, started to deteriorate.

The serenity of the Mohicans suffered, terminally. The villagers first began to fall fatally ill – victims of smallpox, measles, influenza, all outsider-borne ailments to which they had no natural immunity. And those who survived began to be ordered to abandon their lands and their possessions, and leave. To leave countryside that they had occupied and farmed for thousands of years – and ordered to do so by white-skinned visitors who had no knowledge of the land and its needs, and who regarded it only for its potential for reward. The area was ideal for colonisation, said the European arrivistes: the natives, now seen more as wildlife than as brothers, more kine than kin, could go elsewhere.

And due to the pitiless twin effects of illness and expulsion, so the Mohican people in this corner of the New World withered steadily away – as James Fenimore Cooper chronicled so hauntingly in The Last of the Mohicans, published in 1826 but set in 1757, and a perennial favourite of Hollywood. Despite reams of promises made and entreaties offered, they eventually trooped off, unhappily, one of the lesser-known Trails of Tears, to new homes in the very different territories of Wisconsin and up north in Canadian Iroquois land.

A subordinate tribe of the Mohicans with the tongue-twisting name of the Schaghticoke lived on, however, settling on the eastern flank of the mountain of which my land forms a 123-acre part. Theirs is a luckless story, too. Their early-eighteenth-century leader, remembered still in Connecticut simply as Chief Squantz, declined to sell his land, amounting to a modest 2,000 acres, to a group of white men, known as the Proprietors, who were searching the Housatonic River valley for a place to construct a colonial community they would later call New Fairfield. The chief died, stubborn to the end, and his offspring turned out to be equally implacable. But just four years after their refusal the land was taken away anyway, and the tribe was given three hundred dollars and told how lucky they were to get anything. Racist contempt was a characteristic of all too many of the colonists, with Native American chagrin and disappointment its twin.

The relict Schaghticoke did not entirely leave, however, but clung on in the naïve hope that one day, treaties would be honoured and promises kept. But they never were; and today the rump of the tribe, with a few hundred others scattered wide and bickering among themselves, are reduced to living in a cluster of shacks on the flood-prone banks of the Housatonic, constantly in and out of court, pressing in vain their claims for land long ago given to a local school and the state power company, and likely never to be Indian-owned again. The dirt road that passes their tribal headquarters – I use it to reach my small tract, if I am driving up from New York – is a miserable, ill-maintained affair, and it floods deep when the river rises in spring. Since they are so few, the Schaghticoke have recently been struck off the formal list of federally recognised tribes – there are 360-odd, and my neighbour tribe was until lately on the roll between the Sault Ste Marie tribe of the Michigan Chippewa, and the Scotts Valley ditto of the California Pomo. Now they are almost all gone, humiliatingly known more by their absence – and with the local Mohican far away by the Great Lakes for the last two hundred years, so my mountainside has been ripe for western settlement and colonisation, which has been its fate ever since.

The newcomers, eager legally to secure the taking of the abandoned native lands, introduced one formality that their Indian predecessors had never known: the title deed. Such a document, much like that which I would be handed three centuries later, soon became an essential for demonstrating that one was actually the rightful owner of a piece of real estate. One of the earliest such New England title deeds was written in 1664, when a Dutchman named Willem Hoffmeyer bought three small islands in the Hudson, recording the purchase from three Mohican chiefs. His handwriting on the deed, and that of his clerk, is florid, legible and adorned with extravagant curlicues. The Indians were naturally unversed in the writing or reading of English, and their signatures on the deed are, respectively, a line drawing of a bull, a turtle, and a field of corn. The simplicity of their part of the document has a poignancy all of its own, when it is considered how utterly dispossessed these three Mohican men would likely be, probably before the ink on the agreement was dry.
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An early title deed, showing the supposed transfer of Hudson Valley land from Native American to colonial ownership.



Other, more prominent Dutchmen, with questionable timing and capricious loyalties, then played a signal part in the development of the lands I would one day purchase. The best-known name, commemorated in towns and manor houses and railway stations to this day, is Philipse, a crude anglicisation of Flypsen, under which name the patriarch of the family, Frederick, arrived in the Dutch possessions of the New Netherland in 1653, when he was just twenty-seven. He was a typical young merchant venturer of the time, aggressive, eager and canny – and he made his first fortune selling square-cut nails to fellow settlers who were building houses. He then turned to hospitality, and built and bought a number of taverns to sell these same men strong drink to refresh them after their day of construction. Once financially secure, by about 1672, when he was forty-six, he commenced a land-buying spree, acquiring his first tract from another, rather less successful Dutchman who had bought (for strings of wampum beads, still the Dutch colonial currency and one recognised and accepted by the Mohican and Lenape Indians) these tracts from the local natives.

Two years after his first purchase, of some 80 square miles of Hudson Valley land to the immediate north of New Amsterdam, the Dutch capitulated in their latest war with the British. England promptly took over – changing the city’s name to New York – and after Philipse had most expediently switched his loyalty to the incoming British, he was made lord of the manor of his already very considerable acreage, which would become what it still is today, New York’s Westchester County.

Philipse had a formidable family, both in its quantity and quality[2] – and, despite the paterfamilias being a Dutchman (albeit of Czech origin), all of the offspring displayed, once it was politically prudent to do so, an unwavering loyalty to the British Crown. Frederick’s son Adolphus (the second of eleven children) was quite as land-obsessed as his father, and in 1697 he bought some 250 further square miles of territory from a passel of Dutch traders, and consolidated his purchases into one huge bloc that became known as the Philipse Patent, which was, thanks to Adolphus’s aforementioned loyalty, royally sanctioned from London. This enormous tract of rich and fertile land had in 1683 become Dutchess County, named by the English for the soon-to-be-King James II’s Italian-born consort, the Duchess Mary of Modena, but using the archaic spelling of her title, Dutchess. More than a century later, once the local population numbers began to swell, the local colonial bureaucrats thought it was becoming too challenging to administer, with the result that the more southerly acreage was eventually cordoned off, metaphorically, into the quite separate Putnam County.

Dutchess, the more northerly portion of the Patent,[3] was thus for the first hundred years of its existence a privately owned fiefdom within the Royal Colony of New York – the Philipse family essentially owning by kingly courtesy and historic right the real estate; and the Crown back in England owning by divine munificence and fine-tuned hubris the real property, enjoying the fundamental seat of ownership. This effectively meant that until 1776 – when of course most Americans threw off their colonial yoke and won independence, and the Philipse ownership was ended and their lands confiscated by the new-made state – anyone wishing to live and work in this corner of Britain’s new possession could do so only as a tenant. The temper of the times was very clear: tenancy was welcome, but the notion that any individual could own, could have title to the land, was both impertinent and absurd.
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EXPLOITATION
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The economic development of the region was as a result lacklustre, at best. The incentive for improvement, a virtue common to owners rather than to tenants, is systemically lacking when absentees hold the title – an axiom that goes to the heart of the very principle of landownership. Yet here in and around the New York Oblong, the colonial economy, lacklustre though it may have been, was far from negligible. This was largely due to a happy accident of geology – the presence of an abundance of a fair-to-middling quality material that was much needed both at home and abroad: iron ore.

Caught up in the tortured rocks that were twisted and hammered by the Taconic Orogeny, 450 million years ago, there were and still are huge deposits of fair-quality hydrous iron oxide. Insignificant by the standards of Minnesota’s immense mother lodes, the bodies of ore that were found in and around the Oblong were sufficient in the eighteenth century to tempt English ironmasters to cross the ocean, panting for business. They had the expertise and now they had the lure: they could mine the ore, smelt it in charcoal-fired blast furnaces, cast it into cannon and anchors – and nails for the building of houses – and in the process make themselves a fortune.

The first iron was found near Salisbury, Connecticut, in 1731: the first blast furnace, a monster of firebrick and cement thirty feet tall, was built soon thereafter. Within a decade the region had become the principal iron-making region of America. Its first products – ploughshares to penknives, hammers to nails, guns to teaspoons, and ships’ anchors, taken by horse-hauled wagons to the wharves at Poughkeepsie and thence down the Hudson to New York – were used by the colonists initially; but then the American revolutionaries captured the furnaces and turned the smelters and the forges to the manufacture of their own necessities – cannon and flintlocks and musketry – for warfare and for struggle. Then the new independent government of the United States took control, and the business of arms manufacture – and the making of more delicate machine parts for the inventions of the Industrial Revolution, which had been born, by happy coincidence, in the very same year as the Declaration of Independence[1] – became ordered and dependable and imbued with what would become an awful power.

Four basic ingredients were needed for the making of iron goods: iron ore, lime, water and fire. The ore was geologically abundant in and around far western Connecticut and eastern New York; the lime was quarried from the Stockbridge marble deposits close by; there was water everywhere, in lakes and rivers and rivulets and brooks. And the fire was made from charcoal – which could be made in fire pits excavated in the forests on the hillsides in places like Wassaic. The men and women who came to Wassaic and who first settled near my land in the mid-1700s came there principally to make charcoal. They made huts for themselves; they cut and felled the trees; working in concert with one another they hauled up enormous stone-compassed charcoal pits, ten yards in diameter, and in these they stacked the logs and slow-cooked them to make the high-temperature fuel that was needed by the foundries down in the valleys. The circular pits were in fact called coal pits locally, even though there was no coal for miles, and charcoal was the man-made substitute. It required two tons of ore and limestone – and 150 bushels of charcoal, most of it made in the woodlands that I and others now possess – to make one gross ton of iron.

All of these coal pit workers were rightly pioneers. As to whether any or many of them claimed or wished for actual ownership of the land they farmed, the records of that long ago do not tell. All one can surmise with certainty is that up to a certain well-remembered moment in late-eighteenth-century history, and possibly before that, possession of the land in what was first New Netherland, and then New York, was claimed by the titular head of the nation that been the colonising power: until the Dutch surrendered their colony in 1664, there were a succession of stadtholders – Maurice of Orange perhaps the best known – after which it was England’s turn, and the titular local landowner was King Charles II, and then James II after him, and their successors until the hapless George III, who in 1776 famously lost it all.

In reality the charcoal makers up in the forests, whether in Dutch or English times, were originally tenants of the Philipse family, given the existence of the Philipse Patent. But that all changed, not in 1776 when independence was proclaimed, but four years later, by which time the government had organised itself well enough to announce that the Philipse lands and property had all been confiscated – the family having been, rather ostentatiously and vocally, loyal to the British Crown. Their tenants were in consequence, and from March 10, 1780, quite free actually to buy their farms and the surrounding lands. Impertinence and absurdity were cast aside. The locals could at last own a portion of the new United States and be fully invested in the nation’s future.
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The first title deeds were written; the Philipse estate was divided up by a new government body called the Commission of Forfeiture, and some two hundred new parcels, some of them existing farms and smallholdings, others newly surveyed and deemed ripe for building, were created.

And, however brutally, the land had essentially been emptied for their use. By now almost all of such Mohicans as had lived here had been turned out – a few hardy settlements of what Henry Hudson had called these ‘gentle people’ did manage to cling on well into the eighteenth century, after independence, but before too much longer the exodus got properly under way, with families moving either to the west, and the far side of the Hudson River; north to a mission in Stockbridge, Massachusetts; or joining the larger pilgrimage and final exodus across the Mississippi, to Wisconsin. There was the single local exception of the Schaghticoke, whose influence persisted long after Chief Squantz’s death in 1724, the legacy of whose stubborn determination to retain lingers even to this day. Otherwise, in what was now postcolonial America, the hills were given over wholly to wild animals and birds, to ferns and shrubs – and a superabundance of wood.

Little more than the vaguest shadows of Native American occupation, centuries-long perhaps, maybe even millennia-long, can be discerned or surmised, even though they would be, should by right and human decency be, the true owners of the land. The first owners, one might say. In recent times some communities in New England have taken to offering – with a brief speech, a short homily, a moment of silence before a public meeting – a token of respect to those Native Americans who came first. This has already been done for years in Australia and New Zealand, countries whose treatment of their own aboriginal predecessors is no less lamentable than America’s has been. That the notionally redemptive practice is now spreading slowly up to – and by way of New England now into the public fabric of – the United States can do little but good, even if it comes a century or more too late. If nothing else the pause it brings serves to remind us that when we reach back so far in time, questions about the precise nature of the ownership of land, in the United States and elsewhere, become necessarily ever more vague and the answers less fathomable than they are today.

My own land, possibly at first no more than a hunting ground for the Native Americans, was for the white settlers typical of what they expected, if topographically somewhat harsher than tracts at a lower altitude. Higher and less hospitable meant, perhaps, that it was cheaper. Then as now, it comprised a north-facing hillside, steep, thickly forested and liberally strewn with glacial erratics. In all likelihood it had never been properly settled, probably had seldom been trekked over other than by barefoot huntsmen. The fact that today there are, except in the deepest recesses of the forest, a scattering of decayed fences and moss-covered walls and boulder piles and, tucked secretly away in the recesses, the pits of the charcoal makers, suggest it was owned and used. Just not lived in, full-time. Not at first.

The land was also mapped in only the most rudimentary manner. That changed swiftly, though: the craft of mapmaking, already instilled and taught by the departing British army cartographers, was keenly adopted in the infant America, and maps and charts and surveys of the individual plots were soon drawn and engraved and lodged – as items of singular beauty, as well as of legal necessity – with the record-keeping authorities.

A map in the Library of Congress published in 1850 shows, where my land appears to be, a farmstead belonging to a family called Wilcox and another to Wilson. But these are low down on the east side of the hill, and there is no evidence of a track leading up to the mountain. The presumption has to be that this mountaintop land – rich with rattlesnakes, it is noted today – was seen as unattractive, and was almost free for the asking. And though some local aristocrats had their eyes on the mountain, as a means simply of augmenting their existing landholdings and showing off the areal dimension of their wealth, they were soon seen off by men of humbler means, who felled trees and built pits and made charcoal, and kept outsiders at bay. It is claimed that groups of freed Black slaves were given parcels of the nearby land after the end of the Civil War; but few long-settled African American families are to be found in these hills today, and if slaves did come, it seems that they left in short order.
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A nineteenth-century survey map of Dutchess County, New York. The land under discussion is in Amenia, in the northeast.



I soon found that my land enjoys a border – marked with coloured blazes on some taller trees and nothing more – with that of a family called Brasher, the patriarch of which was Rex Brasher, famed locally for drawing birds in the style of, but most would say more competently and artistically than, the mid-nineteenth-century ornithologist John James Audubon. In 1911 Brasher spotted an advertisement in the For Sale section of a New York newspaper: FARM: One hundred fifty acres, half wood, half brook pasture, good house, barn and buildings. Terms reasonable. It was in a community of which he had never heard: Wassaic, home to an iron foundry, and the country’s first-ever condensed milk factory, run by Bordens. And surrounded by woods full to bursting with birds.

So Rex Brasher bought it, for a song: and twenty years later he published, privately, his twelve-volume Birds and Trees of North America, widely regarded today as the greatest and most definitive set of paintings of every major bird species living in the country. His relatives still own the farm: they liked to walk through my woods during the autumn hunting season in bright orange clothing, to warn off hunters. They abhorred – as Rex Brasher did, vehemently – the practice. Wildlife was for painting and recording, they said, not for killing for sport.

But their mission was in vain. Hunters did come, in droves. There is still the wreckage of an old hunters’ cabin on one spur of flattish land, leading me to suppose that parties of men with guns arrived from New York City, a hundred miles away, to shoot and carouse happily after a successful day’s killing. One owner of whom I came to know was a Sicilian immigrant named Sebastiano Vacirca. From what I gathered Mr Vacirca, who came in the middle of the twentieth century, was a keen hunter, and since even now the woods are thick with deer one imagines a few trophies, and a few thousand pounds of venison, were taken over the years.

And then, like the ground coming up fast for a parachutist, so the cascade of modern ownerships are recorded, quick-fire – the family of a man named Edward Doll, and then Cesare Luria, who owned the parcel for twenty years and would come up from the Bronx on autumn weekends in the 1970s and 1980s, to chase down the deer and after gralloching them and preserving the antlers for the mantle, to lug the venison in coolers back to his friends and associates on the streets of New York.

And then one July day in 1999 I came along, fascinated by and longing for this land, which had been advertised as for sale itself, and I duly parted with my cashier’s cheque and my hard-earned, sedulously saved moderate pile of cash, and shook hands with Cesare to seal the deal. We began a friendship that still survives, cordially – and with permission to hunt sought annually by him and granted near automatically by me. Coolers of venison are left out for me, not infrequently with a bottle of cognac inside for good measure when the season has been a good one. All this, though, was for later: on this July evening in 1999 we shook hands, and Cesare turned on his heel and headed home, and suddenly I was the owner of his land.
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Once the real estate closing ceremony was over and done with, I lit out westwards down the road from Kent, and ten minutes later, just past the sign for Macedonia Brook State Park, and the granite stateline markers that indicated the beginning of New York – the beginning and eastern edge of the Oblong – and after I had turned down the little dirt road that Rex Brasher had once called Chickadee Road because of the swarms of such creatures in the trees, and after half a mile bumping along the gravel and the potholes, I was there.

I stepped out of the car and into the cool shade of the evening. In a trice I was in my forest, thinking of what exactly I had just done. And wondering: What does my ownership of this land truly signify? What does it mean, to own land? Surely land, I said to myself, is an entity that cannot really be owned, by anyone.

And yet, in legal terms, this tract had become possessed. This tiny morsel of the planetary surface, a barely significant three one-billionths of it at best, has, at various times in its maybe five thousand years of populated existence, been owned or claimed or settled, among others:


by groups or families or communities of Mohican Indians, 

by groups or families of communities of Schaghticoke Indians,

by – at least notionally – three Dutch stadtholders in the House of Orange-Nassau,

then in a titular sense by a number of English monarchs, the Stuarts Charles II, James II, Mary II, William III and Anne, and then after the English became British the sad Hanoverian trinity of the first three King Georges,

and during this post-Dutch time the land was owned or presided over by the patriotic-Dutch-turned-English-loyalist Philipse family, as Patentees,

then once these were booted unceremoniously from their holdings, the land formerly tenanted by lessees of Philipses came actually to be owned, in fee simple as will be explained later, by farmers and hunters and charcoal makers whose names have passed into undocumented oblivion until it was owned

by a family named Brasher who came to live close by and then

by a Sicilian immigrant named Vacirca, then

by a German American named Doll after which it was bought 

by a Sicilian American named Cesare Luria – and finally,

by the current owner – who became transfixedly fascinated with the notion of landownership, and of how such a thing could possibly be, and why so many all across the world seem to go to such great lengths to acquire, to mortgage themselves for, to fight for, to steal, to borrow, to buy, to marry for, to settle upon, to commune with an entity which, in truth, cannot possibly be owned, by anyone, ever.



But it remains a reality that, in most societies today, ownership of land happens – even if the very concept of ownership reduces itself to one simple and popularly accepted fact, as a land lawyer put it: ownership means that you have the right to call the police to throw anyone else off what the title documents say belongs to you. It is not so much that you own it; it is just you own the right to tell everyone else to keep off it.

There is rather more to it than that, naturally. There is the so-called Bundle of Rights, an aspect of landownership recognised in law at least by most western societies. You have the right of possession; the right of control; the above-mentioned right of exclusion; the right of enjoyment; the right of disposition. All of these are legal terms that extend in law far beyond their common-sense dictionary definitions, and which, to the enduring pleasure of the legal community, are still open to all manner of shades of interpretation. And ’twas ever thus.

To begin the process of possession, control, exclusion, enjoyment and disposition, once the very idea of ownership is accepted, as it has to be in the pages that follow, then a single cardinal rule applies. In order to own the land, you need to know where it is. You must know where it begins and ends, where its boundaries are. The land needs to be delineated and demarcated, and with great and unerring precision. Whether it is a meadow or a nation, a pasture or a principality, its size and shape and the length and direction of all of its edges need to be known.

Enter, some thousands of years ago, men equipped with ideas, devices and machines specifically designed to do just that.





PART I
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WHEN THE WORM FORGAVE THE PLOUGH
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Nomadic shepherds, accustomed to the age-old traditions of the Island, would find the ploughman, his queer implement and his docile beast, profoundly disturbing. But these first ploughmen … had come to stay and to prosper, and to sow in strange straight furrows the seeds of a new civilization.

– DONALD R. DENMAN, Origins of Ownership (1958)



Those who today make or collect or are enthralled by maps like to say that cartography is a very much older calling than agriculture. It is an assertion hugely difficult to disprove: no maps of such antiquity have ever been known to exist, even scratched on bone, or walls, or traced in preserved mud. Logic of course suggests that primitive cartography was an essential. An early hunter would have come to accept the facts of night and day, of sun and moon and stars, of the coming and passing of the seasons. And he also had to come to know, if only for his own survival, some details of his orientation – of where he was, in relation to everywhere else around him. Otherwise if he hunted, how would he find his way home? If only in his mind, he had to have a map.

In good time such a map would indeed be drawn, and once it was – even if then still in the mind and its lines not yet traced onto parchment or papyrus or scratched into sun-dried mud – it had in good time to include one purely human construct, a construct that would sooner or later lead to the idea that some early peoples would come to forge a relationship, in one form or another, to the land from which they drew their sustenance. To the idea that some people, sooner or later, would come to possess the land, to own it.

To realise this construct, consider two farmers, back in the day. Consider in particular a pair who were living close by each other in the southern part of what is now England, four thousand years ago, during what most regions of the world think of as the late Bronze Age. The time well after the Stone Age, the era before the discovery of the usefulness of iron.

These are settled people, not nomads. They may best be described as arable farmers, typical of many others around the world who at the time were working their particular pieces of land, the greater number of them growing cereals: wheat, corn, barley, millet, einkorn, bulgur, alfalfa, cotton, rice – the particular grain they sow and tend and harvest depending on where they live and work and have their being.

Since these men are in England, they are probably growing an early strain of wheat: seeds found in a cliff on an island off the south coast have recently yielded DNA samples suggesting so. Maybe elsewhere, and at the same time, similar farmers would be labouring beneath the date palms of Nile Valley, or broadcasting their seeds in the Mesopotamian wetlands between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. Maybe they were scattering grains in the Great Rift Valley of eastern Africa, somewhere between Olduvai Gorge and the continent’s second river, the Limpopo. Or perhaps they were planting in the loess barrens of early China’s Yellow River, the Huang He.

Most probably the two Englishmen, if such they can be called, are known to each other, are friends. Assuredly they are neighbours, and can see one another as they work. Perhaps they are occasional rivals, mostly at harvest-time – although the concept of harvest and harvest-time was relatively new, four thousand years ago. Most societies before that time enjoyed an existence that was largely based on chasing and hunting animals and on gathering wild plants. Humans had not yet fully experimented with the idea that a man might dig into the land and in the exposed soil might plant seeds himself, and that with the passage of time and the variations of temperature and lightfall and the coming of rains might notice how the seeds he had sown changed and grew and eventually produced fruits or grains or edible leaves.

Similarly with animals: it would have taken some time before a settler might realise how best to capture and keep rather than catch and kill. He also might notice that in time, with caught animals, he might even be able to see the mechanics of breeding and the nurturing of young. He might then bend these creatures somehow to his will in a variety of ways, for giving meat or milk or becoming beasts of burden or being employed in draught.

In sum, by around four thousand years ago man would in most parts of the world have abandoned the dangers of following wild creatures across a landscape in the hope of slaughter, and of picking edible vegetation while passing through. The concept of animal husbandry was being born; the concept of settled agriculture was begun. And with this latter, so came the start of the demarcation of land. The establishment of its boundaries. And the realisation of the importance of knowing how one man’s land is made identifiably separate from that of another.

The use to which a piece of land is to be put is of no consequence. It really does not matter whether the land is to be tilled, as here with these farmers, or grazed or cropped or quarried, whether it is to be built on or mined or left to lie fallow. All that is essential is that it has to be defined. Its whereabouts have to be known. Its dimensions have to be agreed. Especially its edges, where one piece of surface abuts onto another.

In other words, the piece of land has to have boundaries. It needs agreed-upon borders. It must know its place. Place may of course be many things – it may be sea or earth or a spot in the firmament or on some distant world. And place may in many cases actually be land. But land is in
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