

[image: ]













‘Quite magnificent.’ Melvyn Bragg, Books of the Year, Guardian


‘Jenny Uglow’s Nature’s Engraver, a life of the wonderful wood engraver Thomas Bewick, is beautifully produced and gives a portrait of a man so lovable and admirable that getting to know him well is a life-enhancing experience.’ Diana Athill, Guardian


‘Perhaps future biographies (of requisite quality) celebrating a certain kind of unshowy Georgian figure could be called ‘Uglow’s Lives’ after the woman who has made the genre her own … Jenny Uglow has captured her own man with just such skill … She has turned a rich but undramatic life into a vignette as full of interest and detail as one of Bewick’s own woodcuts.’ Michael Prodger, Sunday Telegraph


‘Jenny Uglow’s Nature’s Engraver is written with precision, imagination and tact … No one gives us the feel of past life as she does.’ A. S. Byatt, Guardian


‘A splendid biography of an artist who changed the way we see our world with his tiny, wonderful woodcuts – beautifully reproduced here, in this necessary life.’ David Sexton, Evening Standard
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Bewick Places, drawn by Reginald Piggott
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Newcastle in 1788, engraved by Ralph Beilby








 



















Each picture told a story: mysterious often to my undeveloped understanding and imperfect feelings, yet ever profoundly interesting  … with Bewick on my knee, I was then happy.


Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre




             I pick out pictures round the fields that lie


             In my mind’s heart like things that cannot die


             Like picking hopes and making friends with all.


John Clare, ‘The Moorhen’s Nest’
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PROLOGUE: A PLAIN MAN’S ART





Printing from woodblocks is the oldest way of all. Before Gutenberg invented moveable type around 1450, books and broadsheets were produced by writing the text on wood in reverse, as in a mirror, and then cutting painstakingly round the letters, dabbing the block with ink and pressing paper on top. With the new metal type, printers still used the blocks for illustrations and a single block could be used over and over again, on different pages, in different books. The early cutters worked on the ‘side-grain’ of the wood, a plank cut along the trunk, often of a fruitwood such as pear or cherry, using carpenters’ tools – knives, chisels and gouges. When designed by masters like Dürer or Holbein these woodcuts could attain an astounding delicacy, but increasingly book publishers preferred to use copper engravings which gave a finer effect, and the crude woodcuts were banished to broadsides and chapbooks. Slowly, however, craftsmen tried using the dense end-grain of wood, sliced across the trunk or branch rather than along it like a plank. Boxwood proved the best, because box grows so slowly that the growth-lines are very close and on its hard surface the engravers could use the fine tools employed on silver or copper.


Bewick worked on boxwood, sent up in logs by sea from London. Hundreds of his woodblocks still survive, their scenes as sharp as the day he cut them. When I began writing, I went to see Iain Bain, a great Bewick expert. Outside his book-room rain clouds gathered and drops hung from the washing line; inside, the air smelled of leather bindings, ink and linseed oil. From a drawer Iain took a blackened wood block, its fret of thin lines shining in the light and its bark still rough around the edges, and fixed it in the bed of an old hand-press, ready to be inked. On the windowsill were pots of ink so thick that the roller made a slick, slick sound as he dabbed it on the block. The methods and materials were those of Bewick’s time: vellum skins for the press tympans – the frame that holds down the sheet for printing – fine woollen blankets to pad them and carefully damped paper. After we ran the bed of the press under the heavy plate, I pulled the lever firmly, to lower the plate with a slight ‘dwell’ on blankets, paper and block. Then we ran the press back, raised the covers and gently peeled off the paper, holding it up like washerwomen about to peg it on the line. And there it was.


Before me was a tiny scene, not a lyrical country lane but a man pissing against a wall – perhaps a fragment of Hadrian’s Wall, not far across the Tyne from where Bewick grew up. But was the print good enough? We took another impression, and there was the man again, still casting his shadow on the stones – and there he will be time after time, whenever the block is printed, but every time slightly different. Iain pored over the print to discover what adjustment of pressure, weight of ink or dampness of paper might be needed for a better result. And each impression made me hold my breath. I wanted the perfect print, showing every minute detail, all within the compass of two inches: the variations in his shadow and the arc of his pee, the socks rolling down below broad calves, the widely planted feet and the curve of his back, with the wrinkle in his coat between the shoulders; the tilt of his head and hat as he looks down, the roll of possessions flung down behind him. The wind is from the west, the trees lean and the grasses flow with the gusts towards the stream. But who is this man, and where is he walking? His stick hangs from a branch, and beyond him a wattle fence leads by the edge of the wood, past tufts of waving grass towards a just-glimpsed horizon.
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This woodcut, typically, has no border. Bewick left his vignettes open, as if leaving us free to make our own reading and go on our way. But while his scenes free us they also hold and absorb us. Images like the man by the wall were merely tailpieces – or tale-pieces as he punningly called them – cut by candlelight after a day’s work and used to fill empty spaces at the end of a page. They look unassuming but command attention. They ask us to look deep, as children stare at illustrations when they first start to read, drawn into the pictured world. No wonder that Bewick began his career by illustrating books for children. There are hundreds of such scenes: boys flying kites, sailing boats on puddles, tumbling off carts; women chasing geese; men mending nets; old soldiers in unheroic rags; fishermen tangling their line in the trees. Together these scenes make a world, and this book describes the life of the man who created it – an impression, at least, off a Bewick block.




*





Only the wealthy could afford the grand natural history books with their lavish copper engravings, but Bewick’s woodcuts were far cheaper and this made his books far more widely available. We are now used to good printed images, colour photographs and astounding natural history films, but if we imagine a time when there were hardly any accurate images of animals and birds, we can begin to feel the amazed thrill of recognition at Bewick’s affectionate woodcuts of familiar animals like the field mouse or sheepdog, or the birds of the fields and the woods. Wood engravings were the plain man’s art, dismissed by the critic Horace Walpole in a cursory footnote in 1782 as ‘slovenly stamps’, but Bewick transformed them into images of haunting depth and subtlety. He was a powerful and passionate man, and his woodcuts carry the intensity of his feelings about the landscape and its creatures and his wry affection for the Northumbria he loved. In this book, nearly all the vignettes are the same size as he printed them: where this is not so the illustration list explains that they are reduced. It is tempting to enlarge them, as some lines are so fine that they could have been drawn with a needle. But their miniature intensity is, paradoxically, part of their greatness, and this way, too, they appear as their first readers saw them, the tailpieces floating without captions in the text.


In early May 1825, near Helpston in Northamptonshire, the poet John Clare saw a small brown bird that he could not identify. Did anyone, he asked his friend Joseph Henderson, have a copy of Bewick’s Birds? All lovers of birds in these years looked to Bewick. He spoke directly to men like Clare, a former farm worker and lime burner who knew every inch of the fields around his home, and to Henderson, head gardener at the nearby hall. Bewick was in his seventies by then, but he came from the same world as them, growing up on a smallholding in the Tyne valley and spending his adult days in a busy jobbing workshop in Newcastle: he would rather be herding sheep upon Mickley fell, he told a friend in middle age, than live in London and be Premier of England. Nothing hurt him more than the enclosure acts that drove the cottagers from the common.


He was a plain, no-nonsense man, who worked in a brown silk cap to hide a bald patch, wore worsted stockings, spoilt his children and went to the pub in the evening. Bluff and direct, warm to his friends and often generous to the point of foolishness, he was a shrewd businessman, brisk with apprentices, cussed in quarrels, stubborn in holding a grudge. But he also possessed an extraordinary talent and his skill has never been surpassed. He was knowing, too, about the mystery of art, the strange process of transferring a scene into a two-dimensional web of lines. One small vignette shows a cottage almost obscured by a fingerprint.
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This is Bewick’s mark, drawing attention to the maker. But it is also a clever way of reminding us just how tiny this work of art is: though full of detail it can be covered by a finger. The story is hidden – all we can see is that someone is riding into the shadow, towards the cottage. And where is the viewer standing? Perhaps, as one critic has suggested, we are looking through a window, the glass smudged by a passing hand? The image is simple yet playfully ambiguous.


Bewick’s own story – sometimes funny, sometimes tragic – seems to demand a simple telling, cradle-to-grave, old-fashioned style. Yet the flow of his life, like all our lives, was shaped by the broad currents of the time. Different stories run together and intermingle. One is the tale of the workshop and the apprentices. Another is that of the book trade, of how children learnt to read through images, how printers and booksellers worked and how the revival of wood engraving fostered the great illustrations of Punch and the novels of Dickens. A third describes the fierce political struggles during a time of almost constant war and change. Another strand is the story of Britain’s ‘Natural History Revolution’, as John Rayner put it, ‘parallel with, but less noticed than, the Industrial Revolution’. In Bewick’s day, the fieldwork of amateur naturalists was just beginning to lay the foundations for modern ecology. As he worked on his books, landowners and vicars, farmers and sea captains sent him birds, both alive and dead, piling on his workbench. He was a fine naturalist himself, and his work combined keen, detailed observation with a new approach, showing animals and birds in their natural settings, as part of the whole great interrelated web of nature. ‘Nature’ and God fused together in Bewick’s vision, as a rolling force that infused every aspect of life, from the habits of an ant to the vastness of the universe, ‘this sublime, this amazing, this mighty work of Suns & Worlds innumerable’. He felt its darkness as well as its beauty and his work touched the dawning Romantic age: Wordsworth was among the first to sing his praises and Charlotte Brontë placed his prints of icy seas in the hands of her young heroine, Jane Eyre.


The nation’s love affair with nature was a reaction to the way that the country itself was changing. In Bewick’s childhood in the 1760s the people of his village sang ballads and told ghost stories in the evening and Highlanders walked their cattle south to the fairs of the Tyne valley. Yet towards the end of his life, in 1825 – the year that Clare asked for Bewick’s History of British Birds – the Stockton and Darlington railway line opened, cheered by crowds of thousands. While he recorded the birds and animals he also captured a way of life that was fast vanishing, and as people flooded to the towns in search of work, so his country scenes spoke to the homesick. His images of a reed warbler by a stream or a solitary traveller holding his coat against the gale were at once signals of freedom and tokens of loss.


But town and country were not, as we are sometimes told, direct opposites: Newcastle was full of orchards and freemen grazed their cattle on the Town Moor, while industries like mining were part of the rural scene. The two worlds overlapped: a country boy like Bewick could become a man of the new polite age, collecting prints, going to concerts, attending lectures, signing petitions. With the artisans and radicals of Newcastle, Bewick raged against war, injustice and repression. Yet the politics of ordinary people, which we label ‘radical’, was often conservative, looking back to ancient rights and fighting to preserve old festivals and ballads, stories and dialect. Bewick dearly loved the music of the streets and the soft Northumberland pipes, and his woodcuts are the visual equivalent of ballads and popular proverbs.


So powerful are these little images that we see them everywhere, probably without knowing it – designers are drawn to use them on posters and jam labels, books and birthday cards. They are woven into our imagined version of a rural past, yet because of their sharpness and flair, their affectionate accuracy and originality, they defy false sentiment. Bewick knew that rural life could be cruel, that breaking stones on the road or finding sheep on the fells in winter was soul-destroying work, that desperate men could hang themselves from trees by sweet-flowing burns. He was tough and so was his art. His greatness, as the artist John Piper said, lay in the fact that he ‘registered what he saw with precision … he had that rarest of qualities – normal, unhampered, unclouded vision’. 




Notes


1 ‘slovenly stamps’. Horace Walpole, A Catalogue of Engravers (1782) 4n.


– John Clare. Margaret Grainger (ed.) The Natural History Prose Writings of John Clare (1983) xxxviii.


2 fingerprint. See Charles Rosen and Henry Zerner, Romanticism and Realism (1984). With thanks to Ron Costley.


3 John Rayner, A Selection of Engravings on Wood by Thomas Bewick (1947), 21.


– ‘this sublime’. M 208.


4 John Piper. John Piper, British Romantic Artists (1942).
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1 THE BANKS OF THE TYNE





The Tyne has changed course often since Thomas Bewick was born here two hundred and fifty years ago. Swollen by floods, checked by salmon weirs, hemmed in by railway embankments, it has swung from side to side of its deep valley, cutting under wooded banks, baring strands of pebbles, tangles of roots and ridges of sand, creating smooth tables lush with grass where once the current ran swift. Across the years the river has flowed on, steely in February gales, glinting under August sun. We can trace its old path, like an individual life, from documents, maps and prints, signs of crossings, relics on the shore, broken walls and lost gates and stories – evidence and guesswork.


Some things we can say for certain. As a boy, Thomas Bewick was down by the river from spring until autumn frost and often in the winter snow. When he ran down the lane, past the Hall and the cottages and across the rough track, he could hear the rushing, tumbling of the water above the barking of the farm dogs. Some days the cottager who acted as ferryman rowed him grudgingly across in his old boat, or he tried to leap over on the thick poles holding the salmon fishers’ nets, stepping-stones for reckless boys. Upstream to the west the horseshoe slope of Eltringham Common fanned down the hill: downstream the current surged round a second great bend, past the wood with its rookery, ash trees and oaks, on to meet the sea tides, on to swirl around the wherries and keels and colliery vessels of Newcastle twelve miles downstream, on past the quays and the glass works and mines to the perilous bars of Tynemouth and the grey North Sea.


At Eltringham, tree roots and willow branches dipped into pools and eddies perfect for fishing. As soon as the trees began to bud, Bewick got his tackle ready, his rods, his night lines and set-gads, the stakes for fixing a net or propping a rod. When dusk fell and the mayflies danced, he waited for the evening rise. In old age he regretted the uneasiness ‘which my late evening wadings by the Water side, gave to my father & mother … they could not go to bed with the hopes of getting to sleep, while haunted with the apprehension of my being drowned’. In his mind he could still hear his father’s summons as he strode clear of the house so that nothing obstructed the sound, and ‘whistled so loud, through his finger & thumb – that in the still hours of the Evening, it might be heard echoing up the Vale of the Tyne to a very great distance – This Whistle I learned to imitate & answered it as well as I could & then posted home.’


Home was Cherryburn, a couple of hundred yards up the hill in the hamlet of Eltringham – its ‘g’ so soft that it was sometimes spelt ‘Elter-jam’. It was a typical Northumberland farmstead of local sandstone roofed with heather thatch, surrounded by gardens and stackyards, built into the contours of the land. Near the house two ash trees sprang from a single root, the top of one torn off by the wind. A third stood a little way off. At the top of the yard a well drew on a natural spring in the shade of a hawthorn bush, and a thick holly hedge divided the farm from the boggy stream and copse, and the cornfields and pastures beyond.


From the window at his bed-head Bewick looked out over the plum trees in the orchard and listened to the burn rushing down the hill. Sometimes, when it was in flood, it roared so loud that he got up to peer out, then crept downstairs and cut a slice of black rye bread to eat in bed (only the quality ate wheaten bread). Every direction had its view, even Bewick’s small window. The yards were like terraces running askew along the slope. From the cobbled farmyard he looked over the treetops and the chimneys of the hamlet, straight across the deep valley to the village of Ovington on the fell opposite, where new fields marked out by freshly laid hawthorn hedges criss-crossed the green hillside. From the yard gate Cherryburn gazed west across the Common, fine pasturage ‘broken or divided indeed, with clumps of blossomed Whins, Fox-Glove, Fern & some Junipers & to the westward with hether in profusion sufficient to scent the Whole Air’.
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Cherryburn, drawn by John Bewick in 1781








The buildings stepped sideways down the hillside, the roofs a little lower each time. First and highest was the house, with a stone-flagged kitchen and parlour and rooms above where the family slept. Below them stretched the dairy and the byre, then the stables and outhouse. The ash-closet was across the yard, a chilly dash on winter mornings when the biting wind ripped and moaned through the thatch. But the kitchen, with its window shutters fixed tight, was always warm, heated by the open fire and the great bread oven in the wall. In these years, the empty flagged space that Bewick’s son Robert would later draw was crowded, noisy, fuggy, thick with smells of cooking, coal, young children and old dogs, and wet clothes drying by the fire.
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Cherryburn interior, drawn by Robert Bewick, 1847








Bewick’s father John had rented the eight-acre smallholding in 1751 for £4 a year and had moved in the next summer with his new wife, Jane. He was married before – his first wife, Anne, had died only a year before and there were no surviving children – and he was nearly forty when Thomas was born in August 1753 (he thought on the 10th or 11th, but the 12th was always celebrated as his birthday). A week later he was baptised at the Saxon church in Ovingham, across the river a short way downstream. Within a few years the house was full of children, as Thomas was followed by Hannah, Agnes, Ann, John, William, Sarah and Jane. But for seven years, until John was born in 1760, Thomas was the only boy, his father’s hope and despair.


When he was old enough his first task on rising was to muck out the cowshed, and if the servant girl was late he tried his hand at milking: ‘I was always particularly keen of being there in snow storms. When this was the case, within the Byer Door I snugly watched the appearance of various Birds, which passed the little dean below, & which the severity of the Weather drove from place to place in search of shelter.’ In winter, too, he looked after the sheep on the fell, the old long-legged, black-faced upland breed. Part of the flock was given to him for his own, a tradition when a boy reached thirteen. He knew where the sheep huddled from blizzards, under a bank overhung with gorse, and trudged off to find them with hay on his back and oats in his pocket.


The winters then were long and fierce, and snow lay for months on the fells. In the spring came piercing easterly winds and weeks of drought, slowly giving way to mild west and southerly breezes and early summer rains that forced a burst of growth, a greening and flowering and shimmering of leaves. When the thaw came, Bewick was sent out before school, kitted out with an apron, an old dyking-mitten to protect his hands, and a sharpened broken sickle, to cut the shoots of gorse: in the evenings he mashed these with a wooden mallet in a stone trough to the texture of wet grass to feed the horses – those at Cherryburn were famously sleek, shedding their winter coat long before others around. The cows, however, disdained the gorse, and in harsh winters all hands set to work cutting ivy and ash twigs to add to their fodder.


Bewick knew every corner of the common and the moor, the woods and the pastures with their old names: Crook Wood, Toad Pool Field, Spetchins, Boat Hill, Loonces Shank, West Back of the Hills, High Low Field. The rhythm of his life was that of the farm. As the soil warmed his father sent him out to scale the meadows, spreading the fine tilth of the molehills to improve the pasture (countless molehills still dot these fields). This and working the allotment, he said, were ‘very hungry work, and often made me think dinner was long in coming, & when, at last, it was sent to me, be what it would I sat down on the lown side of a hedge & eat it with a relish that neaded no Sauce’.




*





We do not need to know a river’s source to appreciate its power but it helps to draw a map, to understand the flow, the shallows and deeps. So it is with families. Bewick’s grandparents, Thomas and Agnes, had come down to the lush Tyne valley from the edge of the high moors near Kirkheaton, about twenty miles north. Here, in a gale-swept village of farm cottages at the end of a one-way lane, straggling around a heart-shaped common with the church and the manor at the top in medieval style, Bewick’s father John was born. At one point, thirty or so years before Bewick was born, Thomas and Agnes had lived briefly at Cherry burn, when it was just a low cottage with the dairy behind, but they prospered and moved to Birches Nook – or Burches Neuk, as Bewick spelt it – a mile or so upriver at Stocksfield, near the village of Bywell. His grandfather, who died in early 1743, was one of the most resourceful farmers on Tyneside and was said to have ‘got to be very rich’ (although Bewick was more impressed that he was a great angler).


Bewick was a common name and several apparently unrelated families lived near Eltringham, from the grand folks of Close House – who added an ‘e’ to the end of their name – to a poor cottager on the common. But Bewick’s own family were tenant farmers, a class that had breasted the tides of fortune for centuries. During the long border wars with the Scots, from the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries, Northumbrian lairds had granted long tenures in return for a body of fighting men. The farms had low rents and unusual rights of inheritance, passing first to the widow then to the sons or even the eldest daughter. And while this custom of ‘tenant right’ had long ago ended officially, the tradition remained: Northumbrian leaseholds were set for a long stretch of years, usually twenty-one, encouraging good practice by tenants who wanted to hand the lease on to their sons. Most of the moors above Cherryburn belonged to the Duke of Northumberland, an enlightened landlord praised by Bewick for granting small plots of land at cheap rates to mechanics and labourers, but the land around Mickley, where Cherryburn lay, belonged to the Fenwicks of Bywell. By the mid eighteenth century it had passed to a daughter of the family, Isabella Wrightson, now living in Yorkshire.


Northumberland was known for its progressive farming. The sandy soil on the Tyne’s north bank was ideal for turnips, a newfangled crop, while the darker loam of the southern bank was good pasture land, limed and manured and enriched with clover, trefoil and rye. John Bewick employed local cottagers as seasonal labourers, paying the men their 10d. a day, and women 8d., and Jane was helped by her sister Hannah and by a girl from the village. But Cherryburn was only a few acres, while substantial farms could reach seventy or more: the Bewicks’ real income came not from the land at all but from the mines. The banks of the Tyne were scarred by pits as well as grazed by cows, and from the start Bewick’s was a double inheritance, of agriculture and industry.


Many farmers earned money from other trades: some worked as carriers or blacksmiths; some rented salmon fisheries, fixing wooden poles across the current and building weirs with stones and wickerwork; others, like the Bewicks, managed coalmines. Since 1715 Bewick’s grandfather had rented collieries on Eltringham Common and at Mickley Square, by the crossroads above Cherryburn, and John took these over. On New Year’s Day 1760, when Bewick was six, John was negotiating with John Batty, the Wrightsons’ son-in-law, about renewing the leases. ‘I’ll give as Much for them as I can afford,’ he wrote bluntly. He already had four children and Jane was pregnant again, and, he complained urgently, ‘the Conveniences my Dwelling house affords, are too small for my family, and if you please to make any Reasonable addition to it, as to make it only commodious, I shall Esteem it a favour, as I Assure you their is a necessity for it’. John was a stout, square, strong and active man who never seemed to have a day’s illness. He was known for his cheerful temper, broad humour and immense fund of stories, but he had a passionate temper and was fierce with anyone stealing his coals, like the young farmers scooping basketfuls under cover of night.


The Bewick collieries were shallow ‘land-sale collieries’, on the western fringe of the great coal field, selling only to people of the neighbourhood, who loaded carts or filled their panniers and carried off their coal on the back of a donkey. By contrast, the sea-sale collieries to the east, like those owned by the Humble family who ran a wagon-way near Prudhoe Castle, a mile or so downriver, loaded their coal from high staithes into flat-bottomed keels that carried it to the vessels at Newcastle Quay. The trade had been monopolised since Tudor times by the merchants of the Hoastmen Company, who controlled and collected the local tax on all the ships on the Tyne. These vessels sailed to London, Scandinavia, western Europe – in the early eighteenth-century it was said that most of French manufacturing depended on Newcastle coal. Over a hundred mining companies now worked here and small owners like the Bewicks were mere sparrows picking the crumbs from a great table.


In later life Bewick told his friend John Dovaston that he remembered ‘lying for hours on his side between dismal strata of coal, by a glimmering and dirty candle, plying the pick with his little hands’. He may indeed have had to learn the hard way, although his father was more of a manager than a pitman, employing half a dozen hands. The pitmen were a breed on their own, with their own slang and songs. Many were immigrants from high valleys and moors, drawn down by the promise of work, like the ‘Sinker’, the man who sank the shafts at the Mickley pit (who later turned up often at Bewick’s door in Newcastle), who thought nothing of being let down on a frosty morning into a flooded pit up to his chest, baling the water into buckets to be drawn up to the top. To let off steam he saved his wages for a month or so then headed for the town to blow them all on beer, which he called ‘lowsening his skin’.


Mining was a risky business and even in the small pits there were frequent accidents. An entry in the Ovingham parish burial register tells a grim tale: ‘William Scott of Prudhoe labourer, killed by horses running away at J. Bewick’s pit 29 Aug 1763’. Such horror, so close to home, must have made a deep impression on a child. And one of the men Bewick most admired, a cottager from the common called Will Bewick (no relation), was famous for saving the life of a Mickley pitman lost in the coal-workings. As Will hunted for the missing miner in the twisting tunnels below, Bewick’s mother, Jane, trembled at the pit side, and fellow miners, wives and children and neighbours crowded round the shaft, waiting to hear Will’s thundering voice shout out that all was well.




*





Jane Bewick was not from this coal-rich land. She came from Ainstable in the Eden valley in Cumberland, a day’s ride across the fells, one of eight children of a schoolteacher, Thomas Wilson, who allegedly taught his own children Latin. At his death he left little but learning: the eldest brother took over the house and few fields, and the rest had nothing. Jane and her youngest sister Hannah had stayed with a relation in nearby Appleby until 1747, when Jane crossed the Pennines to become housekeeper to a distant cousin, the Revd Christopher Gregson, the new Vicar of Ovingham. It was here that she met John Bewick.


After their marriage Jane’s sister Hannah also came to live at Cherryburn, and when Thomas was born he was ‘mostly intrusted to the care of my Aunt Hannah … & my Grandmother Agnes Bewick – and the first thing I can remember was that the latter indulged me in every thing I had a wish for, or in other Words made me a great Pet’. Agnes was the daughter of a small laird, a landowner in Kirkheaton, and was clearly a grand old lady, not to be trifled with. She insisted that this cherished grandson was not to be ‘snubbed’ whatever he did, ‘and in consequence of my being thus suffered to have my own way, I was often scalded & burnt, or put in danger of breaking my bones by falls from heights I had clambered up to’. But his doting grandmother died in 1756, when he was three. Jane was preoccupied with the toddlers, Hannah and Agnes, and baby Ann. Bewick was packed off to school very young, less, he said, with a view to learning than ‘to keep me out of “harm’s way”’.


Far from keeping him from harm, the small classroom up the hill at Mickley inflicted it, leaving a lasting image of oppression. It was run according to ‘a senseless System of severity’, he later said, ‘where ignorance and arrogance were equally conspicuous, – conduct like this sours the minds of some Boys – renders others stupid & serves to make all, more or less disgusted with Learning’. At first, because he was so small, no one took much notice of him, so he was slow in learning the alphabet and spelling simple words, but soon his schoolmaster – Shabby Rowns, as the boys called him – grew increasingly impatient.
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This was a man in a panic, unable to subdue unruly boys. He was tall and thin, ‘and with a countenance severe & grim he walked about the School Room with the Taws or a switch in his hand, and he no doubt thought he was keeping the Boys to their Lessons. While the gabbering & noise they made was enough to stun any one, and impressed the people passing by, with the Idea that Bedlam was let loose.’ He beat his charges regularly, often for failing to learn things that they could not begin to understand. But when he tried to flog Bewick by ‘hugging’ – putting him on the back of an older boy, who tugged his arms over his shoulders while his backside was laid bare – Bewick rebelled: ‘with a most indignant rage I sprawled, kickt & flung’. He bit the boy on the neck, making him fling him down, kicked the teacher hard on the shins with his iron-hooped clogs and then fled. Meanwhile the older boy’s mother – ‘a spirited Woman’ who lived nearby – rushed furiously into the schoolroom and ‘a fierce scold ensued’.


Bewick never went back, although he pretended to. He remembered being clapped on the head on his way to school and told to be good almost every morning by the elderly John Newton, ‘the Laird of the Neuk’, whose land stretched from Mickley across to his grandfather’s old farm (years later Bewick saw Newton’s great-grandson in Newcastle trotting off to school, and clapped him on the head in his turn). But after this greeting he dodged away and spent the days in the wood, making dams in the stream and going home in the evening with his schoolmates as if he had been at school all day. As all truants know, this timeless pattern works for a while but not for ever. More beatings followed from his exasperated parents until Shabby Rowns died and a new master, James Burn, took over. Under him Bewick learned happily, but Burn died within a year or so, and with his death the Mickley schooldays were over.


At home there were few children’s books apart from the Bible and some chapbooks bought from pedlars, folk tales like ‘Jack the Giant Killer’, or a vivid, reduced version of Robinson Crusoe, and Bewick’s favourite, Aesop’s Fables, edited by Croxall in 1722 with illustrations by Elisha Kirkall: he kept his crumpled copy to the end of his life. Serious reading only began again when his parents sent him to the small school run by the Revd Gregson, his mother’s old employer at Ovingham. This was a prosperous village with farms, fishery and pubs, like the Pack Horse inn where the Bewicks collected their mail, and the vicarage, across the road from the church, was at its heart. Bewick took his place upstairs in the book-filled schoolroom, looking south across the garden, a high green terrace on a virtual cliff above the Tyne – which has since meandered away, leaving a smooth field beneath.


Schooling, however, did not much appeal to the ten-year-old Bewick. His father confessed to Gregson that his oldest son was ‘so very unguideable’ that he had given up and begged him to take over.Both men agreed in favouring the rod rather than spoiling the child, a system that Bewick felt was too severely acted upon, ‘sometimes upon trivial occasions & sometimes otherwise’. He was always in trouble, trivial and otherwise. In church, he shouted his psalms, scribbled on pew-backs and whacked the local deaf mute, the ‘Dummy of Wylam’, on the head, pretending that a man nearby had done it, whereupon ‘poor Dummy was so enraged, and with a distorted countenance he kept thumping the Man on the face & head, making at the same time a hideous Noise’. Bewick gazed solemnly at his prayer book, while ‘perhaps none knew or suspected the cause except my Father & my preceptor in the Pulpit’. He slacked in Latin, he fought, he played truant; he climbed the church tower for birds’ nests. With his friend Joe Liddell he drove grazing oxen with a whoop over the high bank into the river. Leader of the gang, he persuaded his friends to crowd on to a huge piece of ice, which they steered downstream opposite the Parsonage garden, enjoying the sight of the Revd Gregson raising his hands in despair.


Beatings were constant: Gregson even caned his own son Philip, ‘a youth of an uncommonly mild, kind & cheerfull disposition’. But as flogging so obviously had no effect, the vicar tried new tactics. He shut errant pupils in the bell-tower, but they swung on the ropes and climbed perilously on the parapet. He locked Bewick, the ringleader, in the Church until dusk. This was hard on a boy who still believed in ‘Ghosts & Boggles’, but he got through the hours by climbing the pillars, perching out of sight on the capital of a column when Gregson came to find him, watching the baffled rector march up and down the aisles ‘in great perturbation of mind, frequently exclaiming to himself, God bless me! &c’. In times of bad trouble, Bewick stayed out until dark and then crept home and slept in the hayloft, trusting his father’s rage would cool overnight.


Memories are untrustworthy, with their gaps and slippages, and their stories confirmed by frequent telling, yet they convey the shapes of lives as the tellers themselves see them. And in later life, when Bewick tried to recapture the child he had been, he found a true streak of the unruly, ‘the overflowings of an active wild disposition’. He remembered charging naked over the fell with his friends, imitating the savages in Robinson Crusoe, ‘or some other Savages’, rushing across country like escapees from Bedlam. Once, he said, he had tried to tame a runaway horse by riding him bareback with his hand entwined in his mane. He felt no fear but a kind of desperation, an attraction to the ‘uncommon or frightful exploit’ – yet he himself, like the unbroken colt, would soon be jolted hard by the adult world’s restraints.
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2 NATURE AND DRAWING





Slowly, he was tamed. Christopher Gregson was no fool and Bewick was lucky in finding someone who treated him seriously, who saw that this rough lad at the back of the class had real talent, and refused to give up. A cultivated, patient man, he was the one person who really tried with Thomas and worked to make something of him. And he hit, at last, on the right approach. ‘Hitherto’, wrote Bewick, ‘my whole time at School and at home, might be considered as a life of warfare, & punishments of various kinds had been inflicted upon me apparently to little effect.’ But now Gregson tried something new. He invited Bewick to supper:




and after shewing me the greatest kindness, he followed this up in a friendly, plain and open way, of remonstrating with me, on the impropriety of my long past bad conduct, – & the evil tendency of it together with the pain & trouble I had given him, urging me at the same time in such a persuasive tone instantly to desist from it, that I felt quite overpowered with this discourse & then fell into a flood of tears. – this however did my business, for I never durst encounter another of this kind of his friendly meetings.





Bewick was fond of the Gregson boys, Christopher (Kit) and Philip, while their sister Betty was the first person, he said, who made him take girls seriously. Almost by accident, she employed a tactic similar to her father’s: driven to distraction by Bewick teasing her dog (‘a sleek fat useless animal’), she stuttered and hesitated so much when she tried to confront him that he was mortified. All he could think of was how kind she had always been. He stopped bothering the girls.


He was still a rough, clumsy lad, not one for manners. When he was nearly fifty he had his portrait painted: ‘When you see it’, he joked to Christopher Gregson, ‘you will no doubt conclude that T.B. is turning bonnyer & bonnyer in his old days.’ But indeed Kit could not help knowing this, since there were such indications long ago: ‘But if you have forgot our earliest youth, perhaps your brother P. may help you to remember what a great beauty I was at that time, when the gray coat sleeve was glazed from the cuff towards the  elbow.’ This untidy youth, with his hair standing up like a brush from its pronounced widow’s peak, an old ribbon round his neck for a tie and ragged trousers hanging baggily behind, was hardly likely to be acknowledged by the Bewickes of Close House. He mocked the contrast in one of his vignettes, his small scenes of local life, according to his daughter Jane: ‘The poor lad is sore beset with Madam’s dogs – The goats head is the crest of the Bewicks …’




[image: ]





Two interests ran like mineral veins through this reckless childhood: drawing and nature. At school, as soon as Bewick had scribbled the answer to a question, he filled the corners of his slate with drawings of anything that took his fancy, rubbing them out quickly for fear of a beating before he handed in his answer. Once he had learned figures up to fractions and decimals he had to tackle Latin, but like many practical men he simply could not see the point of this dead language. Instead he crammed the margins of his Latin books with drawings and rough rhymes. When the books were full he drew on every available surface: on the gravestones and church porch with a bit of chalk, on the backs of the painted pews with an old nail; on the flags of the kitchen floor and the hearthstone, scorching his face.


Everything he saw, he tried to draw. In later life, he was a true adherent to the Hogarthian, English school that placed the particular above the general or idealised, the observed above the academic, and in his memoir perhaps he over-insisted that he learned to draw by copying nature, not art. True, there were no paintings to copy, ‘besides the King’s Arms in the Church, & the Signs in Ovingham of the Black Bull, the White Horse, the Salmon & the Hounds & Hare’ (he always thought he could make a better hunting scene than that crude inn sign). But there were woodcuts and prints all around him too. He studied the cuts in the chapbooks and the crude copperplate reliefs in the popular A Description of Three Hundred Animals, a standard text published by the London bookseller Thomas Boreman in the 1740s, which reached its tenth edition in 1773, whose inaccuracies drove him to distraction. And he looked carefully, too, at the large block prints ‘common to be seen, when I was a boy, in every Cottage & farm house throughout the whole country’.


Bewick always regretted that these prints, cut boldly on a plank of beech or close-grained wood and printed cheaply in large numbers, often with songs attached, had gone out of fashion. Almost every house had old favourites like King Charles’s ‘Twelve Good Rules’, historic battles on land and sea, and portraits of stirring scenes and eminent men, while ‘in cottages every where were to be seen, the sailor’s farewell & his happy return – youthfull sports, & the feats of Manhood – the old Archers shooting at a mark – the four Seasons &c – some subjects were of a funny & others of a grave character’.
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Captain Coram, a woodcut of around 1750, based on Hogarth’s portrait








In the gardener’s house at Ovingham where the boys left their lunch, wrapped in a cloth, were portraits of Admiral Benbow and Tom Brown, ‘the valiant Grenadier’, peppered with bullets as he captured the standard at Dettingen in 1743, and also of the Rebel Lords of the ‘45 and ‘Duke Willy’, the Duke of Cumberland. Another print showed the flagship Victory‚ which defeated a French squadron off Spain in 1744, but sank with eleven hundred men in October gales in the Channel: this was ‘accompanied with a poetical lament of the catastrophe – part of which was “ah hapless Victory, what avails thy towering masts thy spreading sails”’. Many of these were old prints from” long before Bewick’s birth, but one showed the Battle of Zorndorf where Frederick the Great beat the Russians in 1758, when he was five. Even better, in the Ovingham vicarage kitchen hung a fine print of Hogarth’s portrait of Captain Coram, the old sailor who established the Foundling Hospital in London. Nostalgia for these old plebeian prints blended with his political beliefs: ‘For all Men, however poor they may be, ought to feel that this is their country, as well as it is, that of the first noblemen in the land, & if so, they will be equally as interested in its happiness and prosperity.’


Although Gregson teased him as a ‘conjuror’ and his father scolded him for wasting time, others were intrigued by his obsessive drawing. A friend gave him the paper he needed: ‘pen & Ink and the juice of the Brambleberry made a grand change – These were succeeded by a Camel hair pencil & Shells of colours & thus supplied I became completely set up.’ In the view of his country neighbours, he was now ‘an eminent Painter’:




and the Walls of their Houses were ornamented with an abundance of my rude productions, at a very cheap rate – These chiefly consisted of particular Hunting scenes, in which the portraits of the Hunters, the Horses & of every Dog in the Pack, were in their opinion, as well as my own, faithfully delineated.





Bewick was gripped by the stories told by the hunters, with their knowledge of the country and their prey. On holidays, or when Tyne floods stopped the Ovingham ferry and he could not get to school, he joined whatever chase was on the go, hunting the fox or the hare, the polecat in the snow or the badger in the dark, or holding his breath as the game birds were flushed out of the frozen bushes and the terriers dashed to snap them up when they fell. He never thought it cruel. And he never lost his early sense of romance, engraving many scenes of hunting in winter amid frozen bogs, ice-covered trees and snow-blanketed fields with the men and dogs small against the lonely, empty skies.




*





From about the age of eleven, at the same time as his life at school calmed, Bewick’s attitude gradually changed. His memoir is couched in the language of ‘sensibility’ and the movement against cruelty to animals, which grew in momentum towards the end of the century, but the complex trajectory of feeling he describes follows no textbook pattern. In his memory, the turning point came during a hare coursing when he caught the hare in his arms as the pack surrounded it and it ‘screemed out so pitiously, like a child, that I would have given any thing to save its life’. A farmer persuaded him to hand it to him, saying he would save it, only to break one of the hare’s legs and let her limp off for the dogs to have a ‘bit more sport with her’. As the injured hare fled, so Bewick’s loyalties shifted


Since earliest childhood he had learned to pay close attention to the natural world from listening to his father. Every morning John was up early to see to the colliery, and when he came back for breakfast – as Bewick later told a young friend – he used to tell them ‘all that he had seen in his rambles, describing in such glowing and rapturous terms, the economy of nature, & the habits of natures creatures’, that a child as enthusiastic as Bewick could hardly fail to become a fervent naturalist, alert to the most trifling details of everything that lived. As he grew older, his observation of animals and birds became more complicated. Nature and drawing worked together. With a pencil in your hand you have to focus very closely: the more you draw, the more carefully you look. While Bewick’s warm sympathy (and his enjoyment of fables) edged him towards anthropomorphism, he began to look at shape, form and colour, with the detached, enquiring gaze common to both artist and scientist.


In his recollections the contrasting responses intertwine. He used to throw stones at birds without a qualm, until he hit a bullfinch, a ‘Little Mathew Martin’ as his people called it, and it dropped dying at his feet. At first, he was coolly ‘struck with its beauty’, but when he took it into the house, ‘it looked me so pitiously in the face, and as I thought (could it have spoken) it would have asked me, why I had taken away its life’. Then again, when he turned it over and over, he admired ‘its plumage – its feet its Bill & every part of it’. This was the last bird he killed, although – remembering the piles of feathered corpses offered up by keen naturalists as models for his British Birds – he confessed that ‘many indeed have been killed since on my Account’.


From now on, Bewick looked keenly and questioned what he saw. As he tells it, this more analytical, naturalist’s interest grew in an uncomplicated way from the common child’s love of poking around and seeing what happens, but it also places him very clearly as a child of his age. In the 1750s, across the nation, all kinds of men – country squires and city doctors, dissenting merchants and leisured dukes – were classifying plants, collecting shells, measuring rainfall, noting the seasonal habits of birds. Many country children, later known as distinguished thinkers, built upon such childhood curiosity: Gilbert White’s brother-in-law John Barker began keeping a nature diary at the age of ten; Joseph Priestley’s first experiment, his brother remembered, ‘was on spiders, and by putting them into bottles, he found out how they could live without fresh air’. Bewick’s use of the words ‘wonder’, ‘delight’ and ‘experiment’ were characteristic of this nationwide passion, as were his analogies between animals, insects and human society.


His own first interest was in birds, ‘their nests, their eggs & their young’, and he was more excited by the rarer visitors to the Cherryburn riverside and meadows, woodcock and snipe or redwings and fieldfares, than by the familiar robins, wrens, blackbirds and crows. Insects intrigued him, too. Walking to and from school on summer mornings and evenings, he stopped, ‘lost in wonder’, to watch the activities of ‘the Nation of pismires’, a huge ant heap on the top of Boat Hill, near Eltringham. The ant trails radiated through the grass, he thought, ‘like as many turnpike roads, & as busily crouded as any among Men leading from or to a great Faire’. As an experiment he often poked and overturned the heap with a stick and was surprised, next morning, to see that after the first panicky confusion everything was restored to the same order as before. He also watched the ants’ chief predators, the village turkeys, noting how the mother turkey briskly led her brood to the anthill every day as soon as they could walk.


There were experts around him, men who lived and worked with nature. Among them was old Tom Forster, who kept hives in sheltered, secret places, even in the middle of a ‘whin rush’, a thick patch of gorse, which Forster and Bewick crept into on hands and knees through a small opening, stopping it with a gorse bush when they left. One of his own tasks at Cherryburn was to guard the beehives, killing the wasps before they stole the honey: here he watched the bees enter loaded with honey ‘but never could see them attack or repel their enemies’. At home, he stopped the servant girl from brushing down the cobweb by his bed, and substituted a wasp for the usual flies to see how the ‘Tyrant’ spider would respond: it attacked, but the wasp stung it, and it never appeared again. ‘This is only one experiment’, he notes cautiously, ‘& further trials of this kind might be made to come at truth.’


Yet he knew the dangers of childish curiosity. At the opposite end of the scale from the spider, the horses were the largest animals on the farm, their muscles rippling beneath shining coats. He wept bitter tears when a favourite horse, borrowed by a neighbour to carry coal, was galloped furiously all the way home and found dead in the field next morning. It was unceremoniously dumped over a bank for the crows and magpies to peck at, and Bewick stopped every day to mourn it on his way back from school. Horses were symbols of natural power, carrying a hint of danger. One of his vignettes shows his small brother John, still in skirts, tugging a horse’s tail: the maid is engaged in a tryst in the bushes and as his frantic mother leaps over the stile, the horse, turning its head with a familiar malevolent glint, is just baring its teeth and raising a hoof. Animals could fight back.
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Honesty compelled Bewick to admit that if hunting or stoning birds worried him, he felt differently about the baiting with dogs of otters, polecats and badgers. Here there seemed to be some equality, some chance the aggressor would be beaten ‘and I have with pleasure seen that wonderfully courageous animal the Badger (with fair play) beat all the Dogs, of a whole Neighbourhood (one after another) completely off’. Like his father, he used his fists to settle quarrels, and saw little wrong with this until he watched a skinny pedlar being beaten to a pulp after he had ‘forgot himself over a Glass’. When the pedlar was laid out cold, Bewick found himself ‘so frantic with rage & indignation’ with his assailant that: ‘I believe, at the moment, if I had had a Pistol at hand I would have shot him.’ It was not the violence that roused this rush of fury but – as in his schooling, and as in the hunting of the wounded hare – the overmastering, the imbalance of strength, the battering of the weak.
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3 THE COMMON





Bewick learned less from books than from watching the world and the people around him – the pedlars and vagrants, the hunters, the farmers, the cottagers on the common. Eltringham Common had been open land since medieval days, as the age of the hollow oaks, alder, ash and willow that grew beside the burns bore witness. As on commons across the country, the poor kept a few sheep here, a flock of geese and a stock of beehives, and squatters built rough shelters of wattle and daub, thatched or covered with turf. They fenced off small plots – illegal but accepted ‘intakes’ – collecting horse manure from the cart tracks, and living fairly well on bread and potatoes, porridge and milk, with vegetable broth on Sundays. Their clothes were stout homespun: the men wore breeches and leather jerkins, woollen shoes and kerchiefs and on holidays the women put aside their linsey-woolsey petticoats for brightly patterned cotton and straw bonnets. After Bewick moved away he loved to come back and hear them talk over their beer, tracing the lives and pedigree of neighbours back in time.


If this was Britain’s ‘bold peasantry’, as Bewick romantically put it, borrowing Goldsmith’s words, it was an eccentric and individual one. Literacy rates were high throughout the north-east and nearly all the cottagers could read their Bible and knew the local histories and ballads. One of them, Will Bewick, a striking figure with long face, stern brows and high cheekbones, admired the boy’s pictures, was kind to him, ‘and was the first person’, Bewick wrote:




from whom I gathered a kind of general knowledge of Astronomy & of the Magnitude of the universe – He had, the Year through noticed the appearances of the stars & the Planets & would discourse largely on the subject.


I think I see him yet, sitting on a mound or seat, by the Hedge of his Garden, regardless of the cold, and intent upon viewing the heavenly bodies, pointing to them with his large hands and eagerly imparting his knowledge to me, with a strong voice, such a one as one now seldom hears –





As well as astronomy, Bewick could learn politics here, from Anthony Liddell, called ‘the Village Hampden’ after the charismatic Parliamentarian MP who resisted Charles I’s demands for ship money. Liddell always wore a handed-down black coat, leather waistcoat and ‘buck-skin Breeches turned black and glossy with long wear’, and a wide-brimmed hat on top of a large curling wig ‘such as were worn about the time of the revolution’. Learned in the Bible, in military history and in the sermons of the great seventeenth-century divine, Jeremy Taylor, and treating all men as his equal, Liddell argued that the air and waters were free for all and rejected any law that clashed with what he considered the word of God – especially the game laws and regulation of fisheries. A clever poacher, he was a man for whom gaol held no terrors but merely offered more time to read the Scriptures. Any Justice of the Peace who mocked his odd looks caught the lash of his tongue: there was ‘nobbit yen place that he was flaid [afraid] of & that was Hell, and he could not send him there’.


Rural life was less harsh and less divided than in the southern counties. Tom Forster, the beekeeper, paid Sunday calls on John and Jane Bewick, while Anthony Liddell took the lead in any discussions where historical knowledge was called for. To Bewick, the labourers often seemed better informed than the farmers, who were so preoccupied with managing their land that they never read a book; they were kind and hospitable but ‘well intentioned plain plodding men, who went jogging on, in their several occupations, as their fathers had done before them’. Above the farmers stood the squires, who held their land by the ancient system of tenure, with rights of inheritance by ‘suit & service’, and the ‘Country Lairds’ who actually owned their estates – the ultimate happiness in Bewick’s view. He could not forgive the absentee landlords who let old family lands slip away and ancient halls moulder. One reminder of this was Prudhoe Castle, a stronghold of the Percys on the high south bank opposite Ovingham; long disused, it was now let out to the farmers on short leases, providing shelter for their cattle and stones for their walls. By the mid 1770s it was in ruins, with sparrows nesting in the ivy and rabbits burrowing in the banks.




*





The region tended to look north rather than south, to battles with Scotland rather than alliances with London. From the fourteenth century until the Union of the crowns in 1603 there was scarcely a generation of peace. The Reivers, clans of border outlaws, swept down to seize sheep and cattle, raiding the fairs, whooping and charging at horse races high on the moors. Later, in the Civil Wars, the Scots infantry poured across the fords at Ovingham, Bywell and Eltringham. Everyone suffered. Royalist landlords were driven into exile during the Interregnum; the gentry who supported Parliament lost their property after the Restoration; farmers who took no side at all were ruined by taxes and forced loans. Land and power passed to new men, whose descendants were powerful in Bewick’s day, like the Ridleys and the Carrs.


The bitterness lingered. After the flight of James II and the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688, the old Catholic families stayed loyal to the Stuart  kings and their fate was lamented locally, even if their politics were suspect. In 1696 Sir John Fenwick of Bywell was executed for plotting against William and Mary, and later generations took up the cause in the Jacobite rebellions of 1715 and 1745. By contrast, the Corporation of Newcastle was stalwart Whig and Protestant: when the Duke of Cumberland rode through in January 1746 pursuing the ‘bogtrotters’ trailing home to the Highlands through the snow, cheering crowds burned a Catholic chapel to greet him. In April that year, after the slaughter of the Scots at Culloden ‘there were the greatest rejoicings ever known at Newcastle, on the arrival of the news of the great and decisive victory’ and four months later ‘Butcher Cumberland’ was awarded the freedom of the city. All this was only seven years before Bewick was born.


The community carried its past and its culture within it. The Tyne between Newcastle and Hexham was dotted with Roman remains, medieval castles and peel-towers. Hadrian’s Wall was just over the hill to the north, and Roman Dere Street was still a much-used road, running straight as an arrow behind Mickley Bank. In the late seventeenth century the lawyer and writer Roger North had remarked that the people around Hexham were ‘great antiquaries in their own bounds’, as they had such abundant material to work on. This was still true. On winter evenings in Eltringham neighbours gathered to tell stories and recite ballads that celebrated the heroes of border skirmishes or remembered good landlords and neighbours.


One favourite ballad lamented the Jacobite martyr the Earl of Derwentwater, beheaded in 1715, ‘a Victim to the Cruelty of the Reigning Family’, as Bewick put it (Derwentwater’s younger brother was executed thirty years later, in the second uprising). The family seat, Dilston Hall, was only seven miles from Cherryburn, upriver near Corbridge. When the Earl died, it was said, the spouts of Dilston ran blood, the corn was tinged with red, and the aurora borealis shone so bright that from then on it was known as ‘Derwentwater’s lights’. In ‘Derwentwater’s Farewell’ the Lord bids goodbye to his house, now in the hands of a stranger, and thinks of his tenants forced to leave their lands, ‘or live their lives in fear’:






No more along the banks of Tyne


I’ll rove in autumn grey;


No more I’ll hear at early dawn


The lav’rocks wake the day.








The lament always touched Bewick’s pent-up feelings, prompting tears. And for all his outer hardness, this intensity never left him.


He was also fascinated by the old soldiers tramping the roads, several of whom had fought for the Highland chieftains. Many were descended from soldier-families of the border wars and bore fierce nicknames, handed down through generations: ‘the Hawk, Glead [kite], Falcon, Fox, Wolf, Bloodhound, Greyhound – Raven, Crow, Gorfoot [carrion crow], Crowfoot etc.’
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Other travellers were the Rom, the gypsy clans who had settled in the north around 1500. In the winters they stayed in encampments at Kirk Yetholm, across the Scottish border, or at Wooler and Alnwick, north of the Tyne, but in summer they set out on ‘walks’, each family following  regular circuits round remote farms and villages, mending tools, selling jewellery and baskets, playing the fiddle and flute and pipes at weddings and fairs. But sometimes they came on less welcome visits. In the upheavals after the 1745 rebellion the notorious Faa gang were blamed for many raids they may never have committed.


Bewick’s family had their own Faa story, passed down from the 1720s, when Bewick’s grandfather took John, then a small boy, out on his Christmas rounds to collect coal money from the farmers. Agnes was left alone with the other children, guarding the cash already collected. Towards evening, ‘a kind of fear’ came over her. She fastened the shutters and the doors into yard and orchard, set water boiling on the fire, and jammed a table before the window. Then came a knock, but no answer when she called. Hearing footsteps round the back, she was ready with a dish of scalding water if the intruder chose the door, but instead he smashed the shutter, opened the casement and put one hand on the table. Agnes was beside the window, armed with a bill-knife for hacking undergrowth, and before he moved again ‘down went the knife – full force – on the back of his hand … he made his exit in quicker time than he came’. The blow was fierce and the trail marked by blood, but he was never caught ‘tho’ it was suspected he belonged to a Faa gang then encamped in the neighbourhood & at that time a source of great terror and annoyance all over Northumberland’. True or not, the knife kept pride of place at Cherryburn for three generations.


Bewick shared the region’s love of stories and he also imbibed its superstitions. A fear of portents, ghosts and spirits affected the strongest souls, from the Cherryburn farm servant, a ‘Village Caesar’ unafraid to fight any man, to the rough pitmen. In his grandfather’s generation, the Newcastle curate Henry Bourne had listed stories of bogles, ghosts and fairies who made cakes and were ‘very noisy’ and stole babies. ‘Nothing is commoner in Country Places’, he wrote, ‘than for a whole Family in a Winter’s Evening, to sit round the Fire and tell stories of Apparitions and Ghosts … From this, and seldom any other Cause, it is, that Herds and Shepherd have all of them seen frequent Apparitions.’ Bewick teased the burly farm hand with whisperings of Silkeys, swaying, sea-born wraiths, and frightened the gullible pitmen by swaddling the farm dog in an old straw sack to make it look like a headless body. But he was not immune to fear himself. It took him a long time to shake off the dread of the local tales, however much his rational father mocked them: ‘He would not allow me to plead fear as any excuse, when he had to send me any errand at Night, and perhaps my being frequently exposed to being alone in the dark might have the effect of enabling me to rise superiour to this kind Weakness.’


He could not always rise above it. When he and his friends visited each other’s houses to play cards a ‘religious or bigoted old Woman’ took them to task, declaring cards the ‘Devil’s Books’. If he looked under the table as he gambled, she told Bewick, he would see the Devil: ‘and I recollect of my having several times, peeped under the Table that night to see if he was there’. Worse followed. The two friends who set out home with him across the fell disappeared and he walked on alone to the Sandholes, a field just east of Cherryburn. Then he turned towards home:




When behold, to my utter amazement, I saw the Devil – it was a clear Moonlight Night – I could not be mistaken – his Horns – his great white goggle Eyes – and teeth & tail & his whole person, stood fairly before me – As I stood and gazed – I thought the Hair lifted the Hat on my head – he stood & I stood for sometime, and I believe if he had then come up to me I must have dropped down – certain it is however that desperation succeeded fear – I moved to aside & he did the same thing – the first thing I bethought of, or rather in an involuntary way, was getting out my Jackleg Knife & if he had then approached or laid hold on me, he to a certainty would have got himself stabbed – I then slipped off my Clogs – made a run in a bending direction & then at full speed ran directly towards home. He pursued me nearly to the door, but I beat him in the race.





In the warm kitchen he was safe. He had been told that if you saw a spirit and then came into a house with a fire in it you would faint – but he did not. And when he told his father he had seen the Devil, John gave him, ‘perhaps without thinking’, a quick slap on the head. But John Bewick was not one to have his son bullied: on discovering that the apparition was a local man dressed up for mumming at a harvest supper, ‘he wrought himself up into a great rage’, and beat the man publicly in the street at Corbridge. Onlookers, astonished at the transformation of respectable farmer to man of rage, took his side and Usher was drummed from the village.


So much lies under the surface here: the card-playing lads, moving between each other’s houses; the Puritan disapproval; the stern father’s love for his wayward son; the ‘desperation’ in the boy, armed with his pocket jackknife with its broad, square blade; the rough justice of the village. Local people feared the devil as a real force, not to be mocked, and the little devil with his spiky tail and punishing leer often crept into Bewick’s vignettes. There is a darkness in many of his scenes, a sense of loneliness and threat, of strange things stirring in the moonlight, a Gothic haunting.


The folk beliefs of the country ran alongside conventional Christian practice. The church still policed local morals. When Bewick was six, the Archdeacon of Northumberland called on the congregation to denounce one couple ‘for the crime of fornication, by them severally committed’. Doubtless they responded with gusto, but by and large Gregson’s congregation were a tolerant lot: they accepted the Catholics and dissenters, like the Atkinson family who worked the ferry at Wylam boathouse, as well as odd types like the Dummy of Wylam. Although the farmers took their families to church each Sunday, their faith was more social form than feeling. True devotion was left to the women, like Bewick’s mother, Jane, who was, he said, of a religious turn and tried hard to make him follow her, ‘but as I did not clearly understand her well intended lectures, they made little impression’.


The local squires and magistrates protected the men they knew, turning a blind eye to rough justice, putting community above law. John Bewick valued his workers and cared for their safety and after a fault with the Gin – the horse-drawn pulley that let out a rope attached to a chain, which the men wrapped round them to be lowered into the pit – he always let the men down himself. One day, his best worker, George Parkin, had fixed himself in the chain with his son, and had given the signal ‘wiseaway’ to let them down, when he saw that the pit rope had been cut: ‘on this he shouted “stop”! & started back on the “seddle boards”; just in time to prevent their being precipitated to the bottom of the Pit’. John pulled them back and dealt with the vandal himself. When the bruised culprit complained to the justices, they were surprised to learn that the assailant was John Bewick until they recognised the victim as a man they had already tried for robbing Bywell Lock: ‘and was not this master of yours’, said one, ‘the very friend, by whose unceasing endeavours & influence you were saved from transportation? – Begon! leave the country & let us never see you more.’


Such a story was told and re-told. The pit at Mickley crossroads had a hut, known as the ‘Ludge’, or lodge, with a fire and benches packed with straw. This warm, stuffy refuge was the neighbourhood forum, where the old men came to gossip with the carters driving in to pick up coal. Bewick was ‘very much amused at the avidity with which they gathered News – they seemed to live upon if’. The pedlars and gypsies also brought news, and on market days and fair days people gathered from across the region, from Cumberland across the Gilsland Gap, from the lead-mining valleys of Weardale, from the hills north of Hadrian’s Wall. The biggest, and oldest, of these gatherings was Stagshawe Bank fair, dating from Norman times and now the greatest livestock sale in the north, held at Whitsun and midsummer, where in three days over 100,000 sheep, cattle, horses and swine changed hands. A flood of cattle trampled the peaty upland: the black Kyloe oxen from the Highlands, the brown and white Longhorns from Lancashire and Westmorland. A mass of people too: Gaelic-speaking Highland drovers, Shelta-speaking tinkers, Romany-speaking fortunetellers, Durham prizefighters and Cumbrian wrestlers, showmen with exotic animals, beer sellers and pedlars. When Bewick compared the lines of ants in Eltringham wood to people ‘crouding to a great fair’, this was what he meant. Ovingham had its own fairs in April and October. In April, a procession headed by pipers beat the parish bounds before returning to the inn. There was ‘a Punch and Toby’ show, fire-breathers and sword-swallowers, and punch sellers shouting, ‘Hearse a’ yer rale dandy candy, made ap wa sugar an’ brandy’.
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Everyone danced – reels, jigs and hornpipes – and after electing a mock mayor, who was carried in triumph to the vicarage, the footraces  began. And all day the musicians played: ‘The Reel Rawe’, ‘The Bonny Bit’, ‘Laddie Wylam Away’.


There was nothing isolated about this area. The smallest inn had the newspapers from town, and the new turnpike road linked Newcastle to Hexham. There was plenty of local drama: marriages, harvests, children, races. But often the news was of national events. In Bewick’s early childhood, from 1756 to 1763, Britain was embroiled in the Seven Years War, supporting its ally Prussia against France and Austria. Sometimes the tales were of disasters, like the surrender at Minorca of Admiral Byng in 1756, later shot on his own quarterdeck ‘to encourage the others’. The trading communities of Newcastle took the loss of this vital Mediterranean base hard and crowds burned Byng in effigy, scattering the ashes in the streets. But they celebrated triumphs with equal fervour: Clive’s conquests in India; the death of Wolfe, capturing the heights of Quebec; and the accession of George III in 1760, the first Hanoverian king to be born in Britain.


News came, too, of more technical feats, of the Duke of Bridgewater’s canal in 1761 and later of James Watt’s improved steam engine that would replace the old ones draining the mines: a huge new pump, the ‘Rise Moor Colliery Engine’, was installed near Hedley Fell. Upstream, at Hexham and Corbridge, there were already large textile works, while on the Tyne estuary there were salt pans, ironworks and glass works as well as the lead mines inland. At one point an entrepreneur who had made a fortune in London and set up an ironworks near Newcastle, decided that Eltringham itself would be the ‘new Birmingham’. Navvies set to work, a mill race was dug, machinery was brought in. The projector stayed with the Bewicks while the work was going on, and the men came to Cherryburn to get their wages. But as soon as the Tyne flooded, the sides of the mill race caved in completely. The local farms, which had thought to profit by becoming inns, had to shut up shop, ‘and among the rest, my fathers house, & its sign of the seven Starrs, hung up between the two ash Trees, was taken down’. Everything was sold off and finished as suddenly as it had started, ‘& my father came to some loss, after all the turmoil & trouble he had been put to’.


Bewick grew up among a close-knit community of landlords, tenant farmers, commoners, pitmen and country tradesmen: ferrymen, innkeepers, dyers, carters and salmon fishers. A rebellious child, he followed his father’s staunch criticism of entrenched authority. Yet the things that touched his heart were the old traditions that bound the community together: the rights of tenure and the freedoms of the common; the gossip at the pit and the collective justice; the fading prints on the cottage walls, the ballads and stories. As well as depicting the animals and birds, his woodcuts preserved the life of village and common, rooted in a particular place.
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4 ‘BEILBY’S WILD LAD’





Thomas was not cut out to be a farmer. He was too wayward, too set on the ‘idle pursuits’ of art. As he neared fourteen his parents worried what to do with him. Their two other sons – John, aged seven, and William, five – might show more interest in the land and mine, and although it was an unusual decision for such a practical man, John Bewick accepted that the best course for Thomas was to follow his talent. All he wanted was to be somewhere connected with pictures.


The chance came in the summer of 1767, when William and Ralph Beilby, who ran a jewellery, enamelling and engraving business in Newcastle, called on Bewick’s godmother, Mrs Symons, widow of the late vicar of Bywell, and she took them to Cherryburn to drink tea. The Bewick family already had connections in the jewellery trade since Thomas Blackett, husband of John’s sister Sarah and one of Bewick’s godfathers, had been foreman to a leading Newcastle silversmith. Trotting down the lane on their horses, the Beilbys had a touch of the gentry that would have impressed Bewick’s father, and when they left Bewick was asked which brother he would like to be apprenticed to. He thought first of the oldest, William, but then chose Ralph – always pronounced ‘Rafe’ – because he liked his manner. Within a month the terms were agreed. Bewick’s grandmother had left him twenty guineas as an apprentice fee: a sizeable sum for John Bewick to pay and a healthy injection of capital for Beilby.


Bewick wanted to go, but when 1 October arrived, the set day for hiring, the parting was terrible:




I can only say my heart was like to break, and as we passed away – I inwardly bid farewell, to the whinney wilds – to Mickley Bank, the Stob Cross hill, to the water banks, the woods, & to particular trees, and even to the large hollow old Elm which had lain (perhaps) for centuries past, on the haugh near the ford we were about to pass & had sheltered the Salmon-fishers while at work there, from many a bitter blast –





They crossed by the ferry to Ovingham where Revd Gregson was waiting with his son Kit, who was also leaving to become an apprentice to Doughty and Wiggins, Chemists and Druggists. Among the neighbours who saw them off was old Betty Kell, who gave them her blessing and a penny for good luck. Then they mounted their horses, both fathers solemnly lecturing their sons on honour and honesty, duty and industry – the first time a startled Bewick had ever heard his father mention religion outside church.


As they rode east along the ridge Bewick’s childhood fell behind him. Occasionally the road gave glimpses of the river and when they neared the town they saw windmills on the hills and a ring of market gardens below. The main roads still entered through stern gates in the medieval walls, eight feet thick to defend against the Scots, and after passing through the West Gate they clattered down the long paved road between tall houses, many with large gardens behind. Newcastle was a thriving, smoky town: around 24,000 people lived in the narrow streets, alleys and lanes – ‘chares’ and ‘lonnens’.


All these streets, packed with carts and wagons, street-sellers and sedan chairs, converged on a web of markets, first the Bigg Market then a trio of lanes – Groat Market, Middle Street and Flesh Market – stretching like a three-pronged fork down to St Nicholas church, its lantern spire soaring above the Black Gate and the keep of the Norman castle. Shop fronts opened on to cobbles and the top storeys leant so close that it was said you could light your pipe from a match in the window opposite. From the churchyard, the drivers of coaches and carts reined in their horses as they clattered down Side, the perilously steep and narrow street curving down to the open space of the Sandhill, where the Guildhall stood, and across the medieval bridge with its seven arches, lined with houses and shops. On the opposite bank, below the small town of Gateshead, stood workshops for boiling sugar, mills for spinning broadcloth, glasshouses producing bottles and vats.


The tidal river was deep and sheltered, a safe haven for shipping. Upstream, fisheries netted the salmon, scooping up hundreds at a time, over two thousand in a season: the fish was so cheap that a legend arose that some indentures promised that apprentices would not have to eat salmon more than twice a week. Above the bridge, the old mansions and warehouses of the Close hung over the water, while on the seaward side vessels lay in ranks at the quay, their rigging clacking against spars and masts, the heavy hemp ropes thudding and groaning in the wind. Further downstream stretched the roperies and shipbuilding yards of ‘the shore’, and beyond that were the domes of glasshouses, their chimneys belching smoke. From here the Tyne flowed between steep dusty banks, heaped with ballast dumped by the returning colliers: gravel from the Thames, rubble from the chalk quarries near Gravesend. Instead of tall trees, long-legged staithes strode out in the water, where the wagons tipped their coals into the waiting keels. This was very different from the richly wooded river that Bewick knew.




*
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Newcastle in 1745, by Nathaniel Buck. The Amen Corner workshop was just south of St Nicholas Church. Left of the castle keep is St John’s church, where Bewick was married, and on the far left is the Forth, where he later lived.








The binding of the apprentices was to take place at the Cock Inn, in the heart of the town. Christopher Gregson was dealt with swiftly. But when Bewick’s papers of indenture were laid on the table, Beilby and John Bewick began to argue about the terms. Beilby now seemed reluctant – ‘perhaps from his having heard of some unfavourable account of me’, said Bewick – and Revd Gregson stepped in to defend him, ‘interfered very ardently – spoke warmly in my praise, and dwelt forcibly in particular, (notwithstanding my boyish wild behaviour at school) upon my never being saucy or sulky, nor in the least indulging in any thing like revenge’. The awkwardness over, his father and new master took up their pens and signed.


Beilby was tall, lean and elegant, an ambitious and confident young man who had set up in business with his brothers and sister seven years before, when he was only seventeen. The Beilbys were a talented family but they had to struggle for success. Their father William, a respected goldsmith and jeweller in Durham, had sent his sons to Durham Grammar School, where they learned to read Latin, speak French and enjoy music. The oldest two went as apprentices to Birmingham, the heart of the trade in small, precious metal goods, Richard to learn seal engraving and William enamelling and drawing. On their return they taught these skills to Ralph. But their father’s business failed in 1757, and although he tried to start again in Gateshead, he was broken and dispirited until his death eight years later. After Richard, too, died, Mrs Beilby started a small school. William and Mary worked as enamellers for the local glass makers, producing work of great flair, much valued today, and William and the youngest brother, Thomas, also taught drawing.





OEBPS/map_online.jpg





OEBPS/map_1_online.jpg
BEWICK PLACES

North Shiclds e

Neweastle






OEBPS/a013_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/axiii_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a003_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a006_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a036_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a018_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a001_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a0xv_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a025_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a020_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a005_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a031_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a027_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/axii_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/axvii_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/title_1_online.jpg
AT






OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/a042_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a0v_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a039_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a017_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/9780571266630_cover_epub.jpg
‘As poignant, sha;;;‘l)' and

incisive as Bewick’s woodcuts”
Hilary Spurling, Observer





