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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-WHITTINGS TALL


‘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 biography and an index.


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


Journeys Through England in Particular: Coasting


Journeys Through England in Particular: On Foot


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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ALBION


This elusive old name for Britain may derive from albus, Latin for white. Many commentators mention this through time and it is both plausible and beguiling. This island is bounded to the south by high chalk cliffs kept constantly bright and white by rockfalls into the sea, and coasting seafarers making their way from the Mediterranean would easily recognise it from the description.


Others make Celtic claim – Albio, Alba or Alban(y), a name for all the islands of Great Britain or of parts of it (Scotland is sometimes cast as Alban).


One clutch of explanations has the giant Albion, son of Poseidon/Neptune, ruling the land for 44 years followed by his giant sons. Given that one old name for Stonehenge, Wiltshire, is the Giant’s Ring, it is easy to see how such stories might have gained currency. The giants, it seems, were displaced by a Trojan called Brutus; the land then was named after him, hence Britain.


Another story claims that Albia was the eldest of fifty daughters of a Syrian King. After killing all their husbands on their wedding night they were put aboard ship and left to the winds, which brought them to these shores, where they settled down. A parallel tale has 33 daughters of Diocletian, the Roman emperor, doing the same.
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Haven Brow and the other Seven Sisters cliffs, Sussex.




Ptolemy mentions the name in Greek (Alouion, AD 127) as does Pliny later in Latin (Albion). Bede picks it up in the eighth century, simply saying ‘Britain, formerly known as Albion’. Michael Drayton, in his epic Poly-Olbion of 1613, claims Albion as a Christian martyr from Rome, the first in Britain. Now poetry keeps the name alive, together with pubs and proud football teams, such as Brighton and Hove Albion. West Bromwich Albion (founded in 1879) notably was the first British team to welcome a high-profile triumverate of black players: Laurie Cunningham, Cyrille Regis and Brendan Baston – new giants for the 1980s.


The name Albion, as invoked by Peter Ackroyd, often devolves to England, seeming less territorial than poetical:


‘Today, like those fading memorials, Albion is not so much a name as the echo of a name.’


ALEXANDERS


Migrants making their way inland, alexanders suddenly make an impact in April, when they fill coastal verges with their shiny, dark green leaves and umbelliferous yellow tops, looking healthy and happy at four feet tall.


You can’t miss them around Lulworth, Dorset, where they ambush old boats. Near Watchet, Somerset they follow smugglers’ footsteps towards Exmoor; in Norfolk they often refuse domestication inland but clamber exuberantly around the cliffs.


Probably introduced from the Mediterranean by the Romans as a vegetable, they were cultivated in monastery gardens and are still sometimes found nearby. A staple of cottage gardens, they go by the local names of angelica in East Anglia and wild celery on the Isle of Wight. Sometimes known as Parsley of Alexandria, they have become naturalised where they feel happiest, near to the southern coasts. Every part of the aromatic plant can be used, its roots being favoured by fishermen to augment soups.


AMMONITES


It would be strange if the presence of tiny snail-like and great bicycle-wheel coils of stone had not nourished stories in our inquisitive ancestors. Across the south of England, it was known that fairies who had been bad were turned into snakes and then into stone. ‘Snakestones’ in Whitby, Yorkshire and ‘conger eels’ on the Isle of Portland, Dorset were just some of the names given to fossils of extinct molluscs. The Egyptians, Greeks and Romans recognised rams’ horns in these stones and, preoccupied as they were with sacred symbols, associated them with the god Amon.
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Whitby snakestone, Yorkshire.




Local tales give insights into a time before appreciation of the organic origin of petrified fauna and flora informed the discipline of geology. St Hilda took a novel approach when clearing the land to build a new convent in seventh-century Whitby, Yorkshire. The story goes that:


Of thousand snakes, each one
Was changed into a coil of stone
When holy Hilda pray’d


SIR WALTER SCOTT, from Marmion


Indeed it is a great delight to wander the beaches of Yorkshire and come across a fist-sized nodule that can be broken open to reveal a perfect golden snake with its matching imprint. These creatures seemingly curling around their own tail do not possess a ‘head’; this omission was rectified by local carvers, who added the necessary eyes and mouth for early tourists. Hildoceras bifrons – named for St Hilda – was a favourite for this. Today, three coiled shapes lie together in Whitby’s coat of arms.


St Keyna, who gives her name to Keynsham, Bristol (Radio Luxembourg fans will remember the spelling), is reputed to have petrified serpents long before St Hilda. What links the two is the geological formation of the Lias, from northern Yorkshire to Lincoln, Northampton, the Cotswolds, Somerset and down to Dorset.


The flat bedrock along the beach from Lyme Regis to Charmouth in Dorset entices with small and huge whorls smoothed by the relentless waves. It is also notable for fossil hunters. After every storm, since at least Georgian times, seekers of stones have followed attentively the sifting work of gravity and the sea. Here are found hundreds of different ammonites, sometimes glinting gold, vacuum-packed in iron pyrites. Mary Anning, the knowledgeable amateur palaeontologist and professional fossil seller, could distinguish two hundred in the early nineteenth century.


The scientific importance lies in finding ammonites in situ. Their rapid evolution, as they changed in size, shape, patterned striations and sutures, has been fundamental in giving us an idea of the sequence of events in the ebb and flow of the early Jurassic seas. Proto ammonites enter the stage in Carboniferous times (as goniatites), but it is in the Jurassic and Cretaceous that they reach their zenith and then extinction, together with the dinosaurs.


These free-swimming molluscs immigrated in numbers as the seas invaded. Their capacity to keep on changing made them the perfect time-tellers. The sheer profusion and variety of these coiled stones intrigued nascent geologists, who began to recognise that they could use specific species to correlate and date the sequence of sedimentary beds. They have helped to demonstrate nuances in the theory of evolution. The remarkable sequence of ammonites discovered in Southerham Grey Pit, near Lewes, Sussex, has recently enabled geologists to unravel the history of the early Lower Chalk as a greenhouse climate became established on earth, perhaps ninety million years ago.


Titanites giganteus from the Whit Bed on the Isle of Portland, Dorset reaches one metre in diameter; you can see them embedded into the walls of houses and gardens in Easton and Southwell. In Sussex they present a rustic counterpoint to the Regency reproductions of Lewes and Brighton. A builder called Amon Wilds so rejoiced in his given name that, on discovering the ‘ammonite order’ created by London architect George Dance – who decorated his Shakespeare Gallery on Pall Mall (1789) with ammonite motifs – he set about topping his own columns with elegant coils. The façade of 166 High Street in Lewes, and Brighton’s Oriental Place, Hanover Crescent and Montpelier Crescent, still demonstrate his work and that of his son in the early nineteenth century.


ARCHES


Arches sculpted by weather and waves around our shores show great fortitude despite attack from every side. Perhaps this is what draws us to them; easily described, unambiguous points of reference, they are obvious landmarks for seafarers.


Bat’s Head in Dorset has a fledgling arch, but the beautiful Durdle Door stands at the other end of the bay, west of Lulworth Cove. Linked to the mainland, this great gothic portal through Portland and Purbeck stone frames views of the sea. The isolated rocks of the Bull, Blind Cow, Cow and Calf are part of the same line of heaved limestone and foretell the fate of the arch.


Thurlestone Rock stands solitary in Bigbury Bay, Devon. Only when you walk to either end of the sands are you surprised and delighted by the realisation that this is a huge archway in the sea. The hard conglomerate mass is mentioned by name as a boundary marker in a Saxon charter dated 845, its resilience echoed in the local saying ‘brave every shock like Thurlestone Rock’. The rock is more than thirty feet high and the hole twenty feet; in 1864 it was said that ‘the noise made by the wind rushing through the archway is sometimes heard many miles away, and when it is perceptible at Kingsbridge it is regarded as the forerunner of storms of rain’.
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Durdle Door, Dorset.




The word thirl – occasionally used in north-country dialect for gate or hole – deriving from Old English thyrhil or Old High German durhhil, meaning pierced, is evident in both of these names. Etymological evidence alone suggests that these names are more than a thousand years old.


Older names exist. In Cornwall, Enys Dodman, an arch in obdurate granite, stands in the angry sea off Land’s End; it has counterparts by Gribba Point and Carn Vellan. Enys, or ynys, means ‘island’ in Cornish, as in Welsh.


The kittiwakes make much of the challenge at Bempton Cliffs in Yorkshire, flying through the limestone arches like First World War aces. Blackhall Rocks include an arch visible at low tide along the Durham coast. Less resilient has proved the wonderfully stolid-looking limestone arch of Marsden Rock, County Durham. Several choirs gathered one hundred feet up on its top in 1903 to give an early rock concert; in 1911 there was a big rockfall, and over the years pieces have toppled; but in 1996 it lost its bridge to gravity. The totemic power of the arch was then further tamed as the smaller buttress was removed by blasting to make it ‘safe’, leaving just one square stack. This remodelling by nature and man has had an impact on local people – the silhouette they grew up with has been stolen.
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Thurlestone Rock, Bigbury Bay, Devon.




At the western tip of the Isle of Wight, an arch split from the mainland in 1815, isolating another stack as part of the Needles. In Freshwater Bay, Arch Rock remains in name only; it fell in 1992. Back in Dorset, quarrying took the White Hole, a natural gateway near Portland Bill, in the 1870s, leaving a remnant known as Pulpit Rock.


Waves, searching every crevice often with explosive force, soon trace a weak line or bedding plane in a cliff face. In areas where geology has been much contorted, fracturing and cracking leave faults and joints often parallel and at right angles to one another; these are the perfect conditions for the formation of caves, possibly followed by arches.


Joining forces with the sea, aerial bombardment by rain, frost and wind ensures that arches are short-lived in geological time, the ‘bridge’ always vulnerable to gravity. The sequence runs from cave to arch to stack to heap to dispersal by the sea, but in between these rocks are endowed with personalities, stories and significance.


ARTISTS’ COLONIES & SCHOOLS


The group we know as the Norwich School painted their beautiful medieval city and the extensive flatnesses of East Anglia at the start of the nineteenth century. John Sell Cotman sought national recognition, but John Crome remained around the banks of the river Yare, rooted in the landscape, once declaring to his pupils: ‘This is our Academy.’ His invention of the Norwich Society of Artists in 1803, the first provincial group to be formed, was instrumental in galvanising a movement with learning and expression at its heart. This was born out of the city’s own tradition of dissent and the welcoming of ‘Strangers’ seeking refuge from hostility across the North Sea. The gatherings were progressive, the painting innovative, despite conservative patronage and the turbulence of war – the focus on familiar landscapes offering reassurance while classical rules and subjects were routed. Their legacy is a rich vein of works by pupils, acolytes and masters, from Cotman’s Mousehold Heath to Crome’s Moonrise on the Yare, portraying fragments of Norwich, including its abbeys, mills, markets and river traffic.


London always attracted and harboured artists of all kinds. Different quarters have had their associations, such as Holland Park with its Royal Academicians. The alchemy of the aristocracy and upper middle classes – linking fashion and power – created an art market that Bond Street and the Academy still pursues.


Chelsea carried the banner for Bohemian living and expression (Rossetti, Whistler). Fitzroy Square waved no particular flag until the Slade School of Art two blocks east gained a progressive name at the turn of the twentieth century (Sickert, Gore, Augustus John). Camden emerged as the home of the avant-garde, until it progressed uphill to Hampstead with Sickert at its prow. In the decade before the Second World War, artists, architects and commentators, including Naum Gabo, Walter Gropius, Barbara Hepworth, Piet Mondrian, Henry Moore, Paul Nash, Ben Nicholson and Roland Penrose, although never forming a school, came together in Hampstead, nourishing local life and world art in an unprecedented way.


In the 1980s the East End was said to have ten thousand artists within a couple of miles of Old Street. Young architects and artists, like pioneering species, colonised down-at-heel, interesting corners in which to cheaply live and work. In the late 1960s Bridget Riley, Peter Sedgley and others inspired the creation of SPACE, an organisation to find and administer working places for artists. Their pioneering work began among the ghosts of vacated St Katharine Docks beside Tower Bridge. Newly graduating artists, desperate for space in which to create their bigger canvases and constructions, created ACME in 1972 to organise access to short-lease properties. Some campaigned unsuccessfully against the inevitable property developers, who began to see potential and profit spreading through the Wapping warehouses during the 1970s.
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