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Sue Clifford and Angela King founded the charity Common Ground in 1983 to promote local distinctiveness in all its forms and to campaign against the homogenisation of our surroundings. They have published many books, pamphlets and manifestos, and were behind the magnificent Flora Britannica project.
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Acclaim for England in Particular



‘A living portrait of England here and now, with all the narrative and mystery of the past attached . . . The book is gracefully written, phenomenally knowledgeable, and simply exhilarating, speaking as it does of the extraordinary things that are all around us, if we are only prepared to open our eyes to them.’


FAY WELDON


‘There is an impressive synoptic quality to the essays, which are given further unity by the lyrical character of the prose, by the rich, warm, humorous, celebratory tone throughout and the lightness of the authors’ touch with the facts. Yet this is also a wonderfully scholarly book . . . The book is an absolute delight for dippers, but there is a serious and unifying philosophy underpinning it . . . The abiding satisfaction of this superb book is to make us aware, perhaps for the first time, of something as wonderful and simple as a hollow way, and to allow us to appreciate it as both rural commonplace and national treasure all at once.’


MARK COCKER, Guardian


‘This book is, if you like, a sermon on the art of cherishing, and also on the art of noticing. It is not a question of clinging to the past; rather of accepting that the past is what gives us definition and existence.’


SIMON BARNES, The Times, England in Particular was No 4 in The Times Top Ten Books of 2006.


‘It should be added to Dorothy Hartley’s similarly inspiring book published in 1954 called Food in England, to Richard Mabey’s Flora Britannica and the equally wonderful Birds Britannica, to make a quartet of books guaranteed to receive enthusiasm for our island home. This book is the antidote to surfing the net. Spend an afternoon in its company and the view from your window will never be the same again.’


SIMONE SEKERS, Blackmore Vale Magazine


‘This book is not a description but a manifesto, not a catalogue of charms but an urge to action and to a new way of seeing England. It is a ragbag of riches dragged up from all over England into which you can plunge your hand, elbow- and shoulder-deep. Here, the authors say over and over again, are the valuable things which you had scarcely noticed were valuable before. As a result, it is a deeply optimistic book. Gravestones matter as much as graffiti, grassy triangles and granite: all take their place as part of the language that the English use to know who they are.’


ADAM NICOLSON, Evening Standard


‘An entrancing green alphabet . . . “The land is our most elaborate story board,” say Sue Clifford and Angela King as they demonstrate this truth in seemingly countless small essays, each one a brief masterpiece of combined natural and social history . . . this is a book for all English seasons and for every English mile.’


RONALD BLYTHE


‘This wise and witty and broad-shouldered celebration is the triumphant fruition of their work with Common Ground.’


RICHARD MABEY


‘Thank heavens for this book. England in Particular does everything that the ideal grandmother would, with equal charm and perhaps an even greater depth of accuracy and information. It should become part of every well-organised family.’


CLIVE ASLET, Country Life


‘As vital as it is joyous, and as timely as it is inspired . . . It should join Shakespeare and the Bible as a “must have” on any English man or woman’s desert island.’


HUGH FEARNLEY-WHITTINGSTALL


‘It should be at every curious Englishman’s bedside.’


ALAN TITCHMARSH




CELEBRATING LOCAL DISTINCTIVENESS


This book is about the extraordinary richness of our everyday surroundings; the landscapes, buildings, people and wildlife that give meaning to the places we know.


It is about the commonplace; for us to value it, a creature does not have to be endangered, a building does not have to be monumental, a prospect does not have to be breathtaking. A place may not even be ‘ours’ for us to feel attached to it. We just need to know something of it; it has to mean something to us.


Everywhere is somewhere. What makes each place unique is the conspiracy of nature and culture; the accumulation of story upon history upon natural history.


At Common Ground we forged the idea of local distinctiveness to embody this concept. It is a dynamic thing, constantly evolving as places change – it is not about preserving the status quo, creating a frozen moment – and it includes the invisible as well as the visible: symbols, festivals and legends stand alongside hedgerows, hills and houses.


We have focused on aspects of locality – archaeology, architecture, landscape, language, food, folklore, events, engineering – that interact with one another at the level of the street, the neighbourhood, the parish.


Why England? Because we know it best. But we offer a way of looking that has universal potential, though it is best done on an intimate scale.


Why A to Z? The alphabet helps us to break some conventions; it liberates us from classifying things, from following history as an arrow through time, from organising hierarchies. It shuffles and juxtaposes in ways that surprise. This can change what we see, make things we take for granted seem new to us; it may encourage us into action. We hope this book helps you to look at your own place, to see it through new eyes, to cherish it and to take it into your own hands.


SUE CLIFFORD & ANGELA KING


Notes


England in Particular: a celebration of the commonplace, local, the vernacular and the distinctive. Sue Clifford & Angela King. Hodder & Stoughton 2006. Saltyard 2013. The original book is over 500 pages long with nearly 600 essays. It has a substantial preliminary essay, a fuller bibliography and an index.


The essays and illustrations in this new series are all taken from this book.


Journeys Through England in Particular: On Foot


Journeys Through England in Particular: Coasting


The English Counties


The Historic Counties are used. We have done our best to follow the bounds laid down a thousand years ago or more, helped by old maps and gazetteers, especially that online, produced by the Association of British Counties. Inevitably we have found it difficult and admit to inconsistencies especially in and around the cities.
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‘What do you consider the largest map that would be really useful?’


‘About six inches to the mile.’


‘Only six inches!’ exclaimed Mein Herr. ‘We very soon got to six yards to the mile. Then we tried a hundred yards to the mile. And then came the grandest idea of all! We actually made a map of the country, on the scale of a mile to the mile!’


‘Have you used it much?’ I enquired.


‘It has never been spread out yet,’ said Mein Herr: ‘the farmers objected: they said it would cover the whole country, and shut out the sunlight! So we now use the country itself, as its own map, and I assure you it does nearly as well.’


LEWIS CARROLL, from Sylvie and Bruno Concluded
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ALLEYS



Between buildings or hedge and fence, the narrow walkway, wide enough for a person but not much more, is a reminder of the importance of permeability in the old parts of city, town and village.


Some alleys are public routes, others more private, as in Arab towns. Many travel under or through buildings (some as ‘entries’ through to the back yards of terraced houses); slopes may be negotiated by steps. They follow memories of old ownerships and rights of way that are now intimate short cuts for the cognoscenti. Such is their intricacy and particularity that many carry local names.


‘In Hull (where my parents come from) they say ten foot – these connect the front of the house to your own back garden, between one house and the next. Great places for playing ball,’ Rosie Cross says. She goes on: ‘Here in Teesdale we use the word wynd (and it is in many addresses), pronounced “weend” – this is an alley or windy narrow lane.’


Marylebone Passage at the back of Oxford Street, London survived the relentless pressure of building and is a relic of a well-used footpath all the way from St Giles in the Fields in Covent Garden to St Mary’s. More intimate courts, yards and passages may have survived but lost their sky to the upper floors of buildings, as often happens in York – Coffee Yard, St Crux Passage to Whip-ma-whop-ma-gate and ways to and from The Shambles.
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Bakehouse Yard, Haggersgate, Whitby, Yorkshire.




In Dorset, as Chris Slade observes, ‘a drong is a narrow way between hedges, fences or walls. It appears on maps (and in the OED) as I have spelt it, but I have only heard it pronounced “drawn”.’ This lengthened sound, with a swallowed end, is how it would rhyme in William Barnes’s nineteenth-century dialect poem ‘The Turnstile’:


On Steän-cliffroad, within the drong,
Up where, as v’ok do pass along,
The turnen stile, a païnted white,
Do sheen by day an’ show by night.


While snicket sometimes appears in dictionaries as a northern dialect word describing a passage between buildings or fences, other well-used local terms are more elusive. ‘Twitchel is used in Derbyshire to mean a narrow footpath between houses or running alongside fields,’ says Daphne Anson of Hunstanton, Norfolk. ‘It is of a width that can carry two people, say, side by side; could possibly give room for a horse, although it is not officially a bridle path; and certainly nowadays can accommodate a bicycle. It is open to everyone. Sometimes it is defined by hedges, though in places these may be replaced by a fence.’


Around Nottingham, heading in different directions out of the city, you might find twitchel, ginnel or jitty used, a reminder of the simmering of cultures here during the so-called Dark Ages. Further north you will find more commonly gennel or gunnal, all with a hard ‘g’. A passage between walls in Beverley, east Yorkshire is a racket.


Richard Barton says: ‘I was brought up in Sussex, and the name we used was twitten for an alleyway behind some shops. I was in Hamburg, Germany some years ago and the name for a similar alleyway or small street is Twiet in Plattdeutsch, or Low German, which is still spoken in that part of Germany. Twiet rhymes with street.’ The oldest area of Brighton, Sussex, bordered by North, East and West streets, is called the Lanes, which is full of twittens. The narrow cobbled alleys are bordered by mainly eighteenth- and nineteenth-century buildings on a medieval street pattern, having been rebuilt more than once after ravages by the French and the sea (South Street has been found under beach shingle). These are no longer back alleys: tourists and locals linger in the antiques and clothes shops, cafés and pubs.


On the Isle of Portland, Dorset, an ope is a narrow passage between houses or walls that opens towards the sea. Margaret Somerville explains: ‘We have come up with seven “openings to the sea”, lanes particular to Chiswell, where the sea when it overtops the length of the beach can drain freely into Chiswell High Street then flow north into the Mere. It has been said that smugglers of old could quickly carry off their brandy and fishermen could bring their boats down them for safety, and in sunny weather wives would use them to carry their washing up onto the beach, where it would be laid out on the hot shingle to dry in the sun . . . The name of the wide ope beside the Chinese restaurant today defies identification, but may be called Lerret Ope. [The last] has been named No Ope by the present residents.’


Stow-on-the-Wold, Gloucestershire, with its ancient fairs, has alleys called the Tures, through which sheep were driven into the Market Square. Ilfracombe, Devon has its lanes; Bruton, Somerset its bartons; Lowestoft, Suffolk its scores. Liverpool has jiggers or jowlers; Hertfordshire has drokes; Great Yarmouth, Norfolk and Saffron Walden, Essex have rows. But in Chester, The Rows are medieval shopping arcades at first-floor level, reached by steps from the street.


Northumberland calls slender ways chares (cerr is Old English for narrow place or bend). In Newcastle, of the 21 chares that led out over the old piers as the waterfront pushed into the Tyne in the early 1800s, just a few survived the great fire of 1853 – notably The Chare, Manor, Prudhoe, Plummer and Broad Chares. Pudding Chare recalls not sweetmeats but Pow Dene, the small ravine and its stream now hidden below the pavement. With its deeply incised river, Newcastle also has many stepped alleys, such as Tuthill, Castle and Croft Stairs. In London the many stairs between buildings edging the Thames are remnants of working access to the river.


Whitby in Yorkshire developed on steep slopes dropping down to the river Esk, so steps and stairs are common – Salt Pan Well Steps, Cliff Steps and Chair Stairs (Jacob’s Ladder to earlier generations). The town still has more than eighty named yards. They trace the narrow burgage plots or tofts (old freehold ownership patterns) at right angles to the street and give access to the dense infill of Georgian and Victorian houses. Arguments Yard (you can imagine: in the nineteenth century they were packed tight with families and had little sanitation) and many others are gone. Specific to Whitby are ghauts: explanations of the word are contested. The Oxford English Dictionary takes Hindi as the source, from ghat (mountain), morphing to a mountain pass and then a narrow way leading down to the river. Alan Whitworth offers a more domestic link: the word is locally pronounced as ‘goat’, an archaic name for stepping-stones, although lost are Tin Ghaut (T’Inn – the inn), Fish Ghaut and Collier’s Ghaut, once leading to the water’s edge. In Rochdale the name gauk may be related.


In Shrewsbury, where tourists enjoy exploring the convoluted and often stepped ‘shuts’ that ramify through the medieval town (Grope Lane, Coffee House Passage, St Julian’s Steps, Castle Court), arguments rage about rights of way, gating and closure. The concern stemming from weekend wildness presumably was often revisited during the past thousand years, since one explanation of the name suggests that these lean lanes were closed at night.



ANCIENT TREES



Just as rocks keep a deep memory of the evolution of the earth, trees also compress history into their very being. That weight of knowledge is visible in old trees and it is part of England’s special heritage to have more ancient trees than anywhere north of the Mediterranean except Greece.


We share with the Greeks, south Asians and many other cultures an appreciation and awe of ancient trees. They are full of enigma, capable in deciduous forms of apparent death and resurrection. They are the biggest beings we know; they stay rooted to the spot and in offering permanence, longevity and grace they often organise the spirit of the place around them and are the reason why some places are where they are. They are the repository of memory.
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Dog Oak, Kentchurch, Herefordshire.




These trees tell us of continuity and give us a glimpse of the old wild wood and ancient wood pasture. In cultural and ecological terms they are extraordinary. Oliver Rackham shook us by saying that ‘ten thousand oaks of 100 years old are not a substitute for one 500-year-old oak’.


Ancient trees are at the centre of their own ecological web. Some trees have lived so long that they harbour an extensive array of lichens and fungi as well as insects and micro-flora, some unique to themselves. Enormous and complex communities of symbiotic mycorrhizal root fungi are being discovered in the surrounding soil. The ancient oaks of the Wyre Forest in Shropshire and Worcestershire have become as Galapagan islands. In Herefordshire, those ‘Old Men of Moccas Park’, deferentially described by Francis Kilvert in his diary as ‘those grey, gnarled, low-browed, knock-kneed, bowed, bent, huge, strange, long-armed, deformed, hunch-backed, misshapen oak men that stand waiting and watching century after century’, have a far greater conservation status than as simple trees. The world population of the beetle Hypebaeus flavipes lives in just six Moccas Park oaks. The oaks and beeches of Windsor Great Park and Forest make that area the richest in northern Europe for invertebrates (two thousand species) and for fungi (one thousand species and counting). For bats and birds these trees offer habitation and food throughout the year.


Dendrologists can read a tree. Through the size and disposition of the rings laid down, one for each year, in its wood, they can tell something of the precipitation, the load of hungry insects and the level of happiness or distress of the growing organism. Real senility is easily apparent, but a measure of gnarledness translates with difficulty into specific age. Trees become more stable with time, they hollow naturally and become shorter but bulkier, and this natural engineering means that their annual rings cannot be counted.


Each tree is different. John White from the Forestry Commission has worked out a rule of thumb just for the Windsor oaks: a tree that is eighty inches in diameter at breast height with a girth of twenty feet and eight inches is around 433 years old; 120 inches in diameter with a girth of thirty feet eleven inches is 924 years old. Some of the oldest Windsor oaks are certainly more than a thousand years old.


Sitting inside the yew at Much Marcle, Herefordshire you feel the weight of centuries. It is thought to be fifteen hundred years old. Allen Meredith, whose yew work has sparked much investigation, thinks it may be five thousand years old; others have suggested nine thousand years.


The longevity stimulated by frequent cutting has meant that coppiced and pollarded trees number among our oldest. In Bradfield Woods, Suffolk an ash stool reaching 18 ½ feet across may be one thousand years old, and one small-leafed lime in Silk Wood, Westonbirt, Gloucestershire, 48 feet across, is thought to be six thousand years old.


These rich characters may have been nurtured by consistency of ownership – some areas of wood pasture have been in and out of the same family for a thousand years; most are in old deer parks or hunting forests, where stag-headed trees, humans and deer seem to merge:


There is an old tale goes, that Herne the Hunter,
Sometimes a keeper here in Windsor Forest,
Doth all the winter time, at still midnight,
Walk round about an oak, with great ragged horns . . .


WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, from The Merry Wives of Windsor


In other places old trees have been retained to lend stature to a new park. Certain trees mark boundaries that date back to Saxon times. Some areas of land have never lost their status as commons, although few have enjoyed good woodmanship latterly, such as Epping Forest, Essex and Burnham Beeches, Buckinghamshire, where beech pollards may be four hundred years old.


Ted Green, an enthusiastic champion of ancient trees, who works as conservation consultant to Windsor Great Forest, is keen to understand the nine hundred mainly oak pollards that are more than five hundred years old. He wants to help them age and ‘grow downwards’ – losing height, hollowing, putting on breadth and gravitas. They are being released from the pressing companionship of other trees. Haloes are cut around the ancients, since oak does not like to touch its neighbours, and more room to stretch is visibly reinvigorating even the oldest. Care is being taken not to expose the trees too much, because a sunburnt trunk begins to ‘cook’. Preventing compaction above the roots helps them too, as fencing off the Major Oak in Sherwood Forest, Nottinghamshire from admirers has shown. Some trees are being selected to become successors to the ancients and their inhabitants and are being planted or left to grow nearby. Close observation and learning from countries where traditions remain unbroken is unlocking some of the secrets that were once everyday working wisdom in England.


Ironically, while wood folk who pollard and coppice have prolonged the lives of trees, foresters have been some of their worst enemies. The tunnel vision of those trained for timber growing during the twentieth century has defined ‘over mature’ trees as a waste of space. It is only in the past decade that the industry has begun to appreciate and champion their importance.


Any old tree is worth the space it occupies, whether a three-hundred-year-old sycamore or pear, a 150-year-old birch or a thousand-year-old yew. Giving names to these old characters endows them with some protection, but they should have the same conservation status as cathedrals and ancient monuments.



ARCADES



In 1990 a roof was completed over the length of Queen Victoria Street in Leeds. Brian Clarke’s brilliantly coloured stained glass adds a new dimension to the resurgent reputation of the city and its unsurpassed shopping arcades. The area, now known as the Victoria Quarter, was first flamboyantly regenerated from a labyrinth of slaughter-houses and butchers’ shops as the twentieth century began.


Inspired by Paris and, later, Italian cities, glassed-over arcades were seeping into English city life (the aristocratic Burlington Arcade in London opened in 1819 before Leeds built its first arcades towards the end of the nineteenth century. Four remain of the original eight.


Thornton’s Arcade (1878) and Queen’s Arcade (1889) were both designed by music hall architects and constructed where inn yards linked one street with another. The former was once Old Talbot Inn Yard, only fifteen feet wide, which joined Briggate with Lands Lane. The grand County Arcade, with its domes and mosaics, has been lavishly restored, having slipped into a decline that had left only six original shop fronts out of fifty. The Cross Arcade, birthplace of Marks and Spencer’s Penny Bazaar in 1904, was redeveloped in the 1990s to house the Harvey Nichols department store. The glass and steel entrance adds a fresh face to Briggate.


Elsewhere, compressing much into a little space to increase the commercial prospects of a city achieved elegance: in Lancashire, Accrington’s Victorian Arcade (1896) is built over the river Hyndburn; Birmingham’s Great Western Arcade (1875) is constructed over the railway; the Barton Arcade (1871) in Manchester is three storeys high.


There is another sort of arcade; the proportions are still grand but the feeling is of a noble cloister, since here buildings reach over the pavement and are supported by columns or arches that offer slats of shade and light. Inigo Jones’s seventeenth-century Covent Garden in London was the earliest, based upon Palladio’s Italian architecture. At the end of the twentieth century it has been joined by modern arcades at the back of the Royal Opera House, which finally complete the piazza. From Marlborough in Wiltshire to Saltburn in Yorkshire arcaded shops front the street and shelter shoppers from rain and sun.



BEACHCOMBING



It is hard to resist the pull of the beach as the tide recedes, always bringing something new from nature or from the flotsam and jetsam of humanity. In the West Country, the locals call it ‘wrecking’. They are more likely to make the effort after a storm. Flotsam derives from the Anglo-Saxon word meaning ‘to float’, while jetsam defines things thrown from a boat, perhaps to lighten it in stormy conditions (from the French jeter – ‘to throw’). In Cornwall they call them scummow.


Cornish people and those from the Isles of Scilly have a history of life-saving against the odds and avid retrieval of artefacts following storms and wrecks. The offshore rocks have long snagged nets and keels, barrels of brandy and rum; chests of wares from far-off places embellish many a story. Now it is more likely to be polystyrene, doomed to wander the seas forever, and bright yellow, red and blue plastics, together with driftwood, that liven up the strand line after a storm.


We can mourn organisms that have been ripped from their moorings or simply flung too high on the beach to return, but they fascinate natural historians. From Northumberland, Phil Gates described the carnage in his ‘Country Diary’ for The Guardian. ‘Warkworth beach: the high tide and stormy seas had left tangled piles of kelp, torn from the seabed, all down the beach . . . delicate hydroid colonies, sea squirts, sponges, whelks, hermit crabs and piles of sand mason worm cases.’ But, he added, ‘the principal casualties were the starfish’, which cannot live out of water. Many of the prominent women naturalists of the early nineteenth century, such as Margaret Gatty, were seaweed collectors.


Along the coast near Lyme Regis, Dorset, geology buffs arrive in droves after word of big storms and rockfalls to seek out fossils emergent from their long sleep. The southern beaches of the Isle of Wight yield crunchies – smoothed vertebrae of dinosaurs; elephant bones are found on Norfolk’s Overstrand; and on the edge of Northumberland, around Holy Island, St Cuthbert’s beads – segments of crinoidal fossils – can be gleaned from the sand.


The glister of iron pyrites on the edge of rounded pebbles on the east Yorkshire coast may promise an embedded ammonite. From here to Essex, but particularly from Cromer in Norfolk to Felixstowe in Suffolk, you might get lucky after a big storm to find pieces of amber along the high-water mark, especially among the frondy seaweeds that are good at sweeping the sea floor. Amber is so light that it is flung high up the beach, perhaps having been loosened from submarine rock layers or having taken a long ride all the way from the Baltic.


The age and mixture of rocks around the south-west peninsula make for sparkling natural finds. Cornish diamonds (rock crystal – a sort of quartz) are quite widely scattered, while rare green and red serpentine is particular to Kynance Cove. From Penzance to Marazion, gems of agate, amethyst, citrine, carnelian and jasper are found. ‘Plymouth limestone’ and black glassy pieces are actually smelter’s slag on the beaches around Penpol, possibly from ship’s ballast. Along the Durham coast, once black with coal waste, it now requires concentration to turn up a fair piece of coal, while on the north side of Morecambe Bay, near Ulverston, Lancashire, the Town Beck chews on slag heaps that make for a milky tide.
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