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            Foreword

         

         Nestled between the rain-soaked hills of South Wales and the muddy waters of the Severn Estuary, the Gwent Levels have been a focus for human activity for thousands of years: the water-logged soils contain a treasure trove of buried archaeology, from Bronze Age, Roman and Medieval boats to the footprints of prehistoric hunter-gatherers who roamed the coastal marshes 7,000 years ago.

         Over the last two thousand years, the once wild coastal marshes have been drained and tamed by successive generations of people, creating a distinctive landscape with a deep, rich history.

         An intricate, hand-dug drainage system simultaneously protects the land from winter floods and summer droughts, creating productive farmland, and provides a home to an extraordinary wealth of wildlife. Laid end-to-end, the ditches, known locally as reens, would stretch from Newport to Rome.

         Defending the Levels from the Severn Estuary’s enormous tidal range is the seawall, a prodigious feat of engineering without which human occupation would be impossible: much of the Levels lies at, or below, sea level. This land may be ‘stolen’, but in truth it is only borrowed, and the sea is constantly in danger of taking it back.

         Forming an indelible part of this rich and unique landscape are the communities that live here. This wonderful book recounts the stories of some of the people who call the Levels home; the farmers, farriers, fishermen and foundry workers, some of whom are sadly no longer with us.10

         Their tales are often funny, moving and occasionally poignant, reminding us of what we have lost over the last 70 years and how precious the Levels still is. This Stolen Land captures the trials, tribulations, and joys of living on the Levels.

         
             

         

         Chris Harris 

         Living Levels / Lefelau Byw

         Programme Manager
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            Chapter 1

            This Stolen Land

         

         ‘We’ve stolen the land from the sea and every day the sea is trying to steal it back.’ The speaker is Neville Waters MBE and we are talking about Nash, his childhood home. It is February 2018 and I have been travelling from village to village along the coastal path, recording the voices of the people on the Gwent Levels for Lefelau Byw (Living Levels), a programme of work promoting and connecting people to the heritage, wildlife and wild beauty of this historic landscape.

         I met Neville and his wife at their farmhouse in Caerleon. Photographs of his life, work, and family, dominate the walls. As I am led into their sitting room, a fire has already been lit. I am almost consumed by an almighty sofa, while Neville, at 86, sits king-like in his armchair. He wears a jacket and tie, old-school formality. He is sharp and incisive and talks with little emotion, though I’m sure it is there. His perspective is a pragmatic one, but it also voiced his frustration.

         ‘It’s the depredations of the sea, and sometimes the sea wins. It gets angry and knocks the sea wall down and comes back to where it belonged. But we’ve adapted to it here on the Levels. That’s why we are almost an indigenous people and don’t go anywhere else. They say we have wet feet down here.’

         This is a historic landscape. To the untrained eye, that isn’t immediately obvious. As one of the largest blocks of coastal and floodplain grazing marsh still surviving in Britain today, it was laid down by Roman drainage engineers, and then farmed and fished for at least 2,000 years. The official 12title for these flatlands is the Gwent Levels, but to those living here, the Levellers, it is often ‘The Moors’. A far more evocative and apt description of a land apart, embattled, a coastal community at the sharp edge of rising sea levels. Neville again: ‘What people don’t understand is that the sea has made the Levels. Our friends in various places call it the Moors, because the Welsh word for the sea is Môr, and the Bristol Channel and Severn Estuary are called in Welsh Môr Hafren, the Severn Sea. The sea made the Moors and the Moors are part of the sea.’

         Neville’s description gets my attention and stays with me for the entire walk. It’s an unsettling experience to imagine the sea above you and not below you. It came home forcefully a few days into my journey. I was at the Sea Wall tea rooms at Goldcliff. I shared a table with a wizened old man: ‘When you’re sat by here at high tide on a rough day, the tide is about 10 feet above you. But we try not to think about that,’ he said calmly, missing the alarm in my face. ‘As a boy we lived close to the sea wall bank and you’d get a good high tide coming over. It would go down the foundations of the house and through the kitchen and out through the front door. We used to have to move upstairs and light fires in the bedrooms.’

         As I stepped out and looked left, there it was, looming up in front of me. I walked up the 20 steps or so and the tide was up. The Severn was lapping several feet below me. It felt ominous.

         
             

         

         Wide skies over the estuary at sunset. Flooded reens at Wentloog under a full moon. Lave net fishermen under the Severn Bridge at dawn. Each of these places has a character all of its own. February is never a great month, but the weather is as bleak as my mood as I head for the lighthouse at Nash. I’m on a recce before I start my walk in earnest. I 13want to see what I have let myself in for. There are very few people around but I’m not in the mood for talking. I’m alone in my thoughts. I keep walking and can feel the bone-shuddering wind that howls off the Severn Sea, grey waters pounding, again and again. As the tide sweeps in I sense the vibrations of that relentless push (each wave weighing as much as four tonnes) as the Severn seeks to take back its hinterland. The estuary’s swirling menace matches my mood. I turn away, but the scene behind me doesn’t improve. It’s not exactly picturesque. Through a constant drizzle, all I can see are pylons, a power station, and steelworks. I don’t think I’m seeing this place at its best. What sort of godforsaken place is this, I mutter to myself? I’m tempted to abandon plans for the walk altogether. But, as this journey will teach me, I just have to give it time. Everything needs more time. And it is something I definitely need.

         The events of the last few months have been grueling and my usual resilience and resourcefulness have abandoned me. But as I trudge on I will come to realise resourcefulness and resilience are why the Levels survive. There is only one thing for it – get my head down and get on with it.

         
             

         

         Although it’s not immediately apparent, the land behind the sea wall is rich in natural, semi-natural, and man-made treasures. Lying below sea level, it is listed as “outstanding” on the register of landscapes of historic interest in Wales by Cadw (the Welsh Government’s historic environment service). There are three Levels: the Wentloog Level, the Caldicot Level, and in the middle, the Mendalgief Level, which is the piece of land between the River Usk and the Ebbw, now covered over by the city of Newport. ‘The main thing they have in common,’ Neville tells me, ‘is they were mostly farmed until the last century, when they were built up, but still subject to the depredations of the sea. They’re always at risk.’14

         There is a coastline here, but no crystalline beaches or rolling surf, and it lacks the sort of tourist attractions so beloved in other parts of coastal Wales. But they are here; you just have to look a bit harder. Steven Morris, writing in The Guardian (November 18th, 2018), felt moved to describe the Levels as ‘so full of life that conservationists compare its diversity to the Amazon rainforest.’ That is because traditional farming methods have nurtured a richly varied wildlife from the world’s smallest flowering vascular plant, Wolffia arrhiza, to top predators like the harmless grass snake (Natrix helvetica) and otter (Lutra lutra). The 1,629 km of drainage grips, ditches, reens and rivers have also created a home for plants such as the Water Plantain (Alisma plantago-aquatica) with its delicate white flower, and Arrowhead (Sagittaria sagittifolia). Submerged plants like pondweeds, and floating-leaf plants like Water Starwort (Callitriche) and Frogbit (Hydrocharis morus-ranae), are common throughout the drainage system. The Levels remain one of the few strongholds for the Shrill Carder bumblebee (Bombus sylvarum), a UK priority species, and several European protected mammal and amphibian species, and UK protected species, have been spotted, including dormice (Muscardinus avellanarius), some bat species, great crested newt (Triturus cristatus), and water vole (Arvicola amphibius), or the ‘water rat’ as delightfully described by one farmer.

         Wetland birds including the marsh harrier (Circus aeruginosus) and bittern (Botaurus stellaris), both driven almost to extinction in the UK during the 20th century, are making a comeback here. I never got to see a water vole, but was delighted to spot a grass snake swimming in a reen at Marshfield.

         The Levels boast the largest complex of lowland Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) in a coastal and floodplain 15grazing marsh in Wales with eight wetland SSSIs covering 5,700 ha and there are rich pockets of wildlife at places such as the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) Newport Wetland Reserve, Magor Marsh Reserve and Gwent Wildlife Trust’s Great Traston Meadows.

         The soils are alluvial, rich, and fertile, washed by the sea over many millennia, the sodium of the saline seawater absorbed deep into the earth. As a farmer, Neville Waters knows the soil. His father and grandfather farmed the place before him, and his son continues to work the land: ‘We have to remember,’ he said, ‘that for a week every month, the tide is higher than the land on the Levels. On a normal tide, the water will be at least two metres above the highest level of the land. Just think about that.’

         Neville has been a member of the Usk River Authority committee and sat on the Welsh and national committees, and the Internal Drainage Board: ‘Storms, of course, make a huge difference because of the force of the tide and the waves hitting the wall. There will be a breach, maybe a few yards, 40/50 yards out, and in comes the water like billy-o.’ Once it comes over, he says, it moves quickly: ‘It will go as fast as a horse can run, all the way across the fields, until it hits the hills. It could still happen today or tomorrow, anytime, there’s no guarantee. With rising sea levels it’s an ongoing battle.’

         There was a time when the sea came right up to the high land: ‘Look at the churches alongside the Levels: Magor, Bishton, Llanwern, Christchurch, the Cathedral in Newport, and then the ones on the Wentloog side, going down to Castleton, St Mellons: all those churches are off the Levels, but not part of the Levels. They were not placed there by accident.

         ‘If you walk from the sea wall towards the high ground you are going downhill, very gradually. If you go from Goldcliff head, towards Llanwern Church, that’s four miles in a straight 16line, and you probably drop down three meters. So the piece of the Levels alongside the Hills is the lowest part of the Levels and that’s why it’s difficult to drain.’

         For all the apparent dangers, a childhood spent on the Levels could be a blissful one. Wild strawberries, water voles, otters: ‘It was paradise,’ Arthur Thomas says, sitting in his smart bungalow by the church at Peterstone. Ron Dupé, a sprightly nonagenarian, was once a Rumney boy. ‘We lived in Shangri-la. When we were walking along, there was all types of birds singing and you could hear the insects buzzing around you. It was quite lovely. And the air. I can remember the air now; it was like champagne.’

         The motorway changed things. The Levels had already felt the touch of heavy industry as South Wales became the third largest supplier of coal in the 19th century. It was further industrialised by the arrival of the railways, steel, power plants, and the need for housing and infrastructure to accommodate these increasing demands. In 1967 the first motorway edged onto the Levels with the opening of the Severn Bridge. Then in the mid 1990s, a plan was announced to extend the M4 across parts of the Levels. It acted as a rallying call to the community and the beginning of a movement to protect this area: Lefelau Byw. The Living Levels project aimed to reconnect people and communities to this landscape, to provide a sustainable future, and to elevate this extraordinary place and people through their stories. I found the people a feisty and welcoming group, determined to be heard above all the clamour. This was their home and they were going to fight for it, its history, its wildlife, and its survival.

         As I was nearing the end of my walk, I got chatting to a passerby. He listened to what I had been doing and dropped his head in thought. After a few moments, he spoke up: ‘There is an awful lot of history here... you just can’t see it. 17That means most people don’t appreciate it. And that’s an awful shame.’

         Change is inevitable and while the well-managed drainage system and robust sea defences have been remarkably effective, more change is inevitable. I spoke to Dr Mark Lewis, Senior Curator of Roman Archaeology at the National Roman Legion Museum at Caerleon. I first met him at the Lefelau Byw HQ in Nash. Aside from his impressive credentials, I was interested to learn that he had grown up on the Levels at Caldicot, where his interest in archaeology began, thanks to an inspirational history teacher. ‘Like Canute, we’re going to discover that just standing there and commanding the sea to behave, is not going to work.

         ‘It might be necessary to work out a rationale and a methodology for allowing the sea to take any land that it requires, and to be able to move in and out of the landscape as change continues, because the one norm is change. People tend to shy away from it, but the one fact archaeologically and environmentally, is change, so we need to learn the lessons from the past to inform the future.’18
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            Chapter 2

            Floods, fish, and ferries – Chepstow to Caldicot

         

         I’m prepared for bad weather. It is Wales after all, but this is ridiculous. The rain lashes down as I head out from the official start of the Wales Coast Path at Chepstow. My destination today is Caldicot, a distance of nine miles. I’m going to take my time, I’m in no hurry. I will put one foot in front of the other, and think of little else. Well, that’s the plan. The truth is it’s bloody miserable. But maybe The Way of Tao is fitting right now. It was my constant companion several summers before on a canoe safari down the River Wye. It was apt then and it feels apt now. If you believe, as the theory of Tao suggests, that your life is like the course of a river, then the path of least resistance is to simply go with the flow. That’s it. That’s what I’m going to do.

         People stare from their cars as I walk through the town. This is not an ideal day for rambling, but I love being out in the elements and becoming feral. It’s one of my favourite parts of walking. I’m encased head to foot in waterproofs with provisions on my back. I leave Chepstow Castle behind me as I aim for the coast and the Severn Sea. It’s not long before I catch sight of some spectacular 20th-century engineering spanning this cauldron of water. My journey has begun. I can’t possibly get lost, can I? I just have to keep the sea to my left, right?

         I had already read in the South Wales Daily, a chronicle from 1606, an account of a tsunami down here. It seemed an extraordinary tale. ‘The inhabitants of South Wales had 20to run for their lives when they might see and perceive afar off, as it were in the element, huge and mighty hills of water, tumbling one over another, in such sort as if the great mountains in the world had overwhelmed the low valleys or marshy grounds.’

         It was in January 1606 that the natural disaster of epic proportions occurred, searing itself into the collective memory of Levellers for generations to come. Some twenty-five parishes were flooded, stretching from Caldicot to St Brides, drowning around 2,000 people. It was biblical in scale and drama. There were some remarkable stories of survival and many stories of loss. Two survivors, a man and a woman, sought refuge in a tree and saw a ‘Certain tubbe of great largenesse’ coming towards them.’ The humble barrel proved their salvation and they managed to scramble to safety in it. In another case, a mother launched her four-year-old child to safety onto a beam from the rising floodwater. The child survived thanks in some part to ‘a chicken that flew up and perched beside her.’ The grey waters showed no mercy, no matter one’s rank or status, as demonstrated by the fate of Mistress Van, daughter of John Morgan of Wentllwg Castle (sic), who was drowned at Gelli-ber, Marshfield. Sir Joseph Bradney described her fate thus: ‘Moreover, one Mistress Van, a gentlewoman of good forte, whose living was a hundred pound and better by the yeare, is avouched before she could get uppe into the higher rooms of her house, having marked the approach of waters, to have bene surprised by them and destroyed, howsoever, her house being distant above foure miles in breadth from the sea.’

         Flood markers at Goldcliff, Nash, Peterstone, and St Brides churches are reminders of the day these low-lying communities were engulfed by the sea. It’s a sobering thought as I walk along the coast. The threat of inundation from water was always present and I’m reminded of Neville Waters’ 21observation: ‘people have wet feet down here.’ But the Levels face an inundation of a different kind. Now it is the Newport and Cardiff suburbs, housing, commercial developments, and industry, that steadily encroach.

         
             

         

         Parts of the Levels still look similar to the way they did when Neville farmed as a young man, and even further back in the 1700s and 1800s. The ditches and reens still drain the land, the fields provide rich grazing for animals, and the sea wall stands strong. There has been no major breach of sea defences in recent decades, but the ebb and flow of the Severn Sea is ever present in the minds of those who keep safe the communities behind the wall.

         Visitors over the centuries have described a remote, flat, bleak, and forbidding landscape, a terra incognita, a land little noticed. They are observations I’m reminded of as I walk through these flatlands of grim beauty. The people who live here have acclimatised to the unique conditions they live under: the threat of flood from the sea, and the threat of flood from its interior.

         The agricultural land here is exceptional, thanks to its alluvial soils. It is a quality the Levels share with other communities and civilisations across the world and time. Each new flood that periodically deposits new sediments at the surface, is rich in minerals like lime, potash, and phosphoric acid, providing excellent conditions for agriculture. India is one of the richest countries in the world in terms of alluvial soil, covering more than 46% of its total land area, and nearer to home, the Somerset Levels and the Fens of East Anglia, are all excellent farmlands for this very reason.

         Few people know the soil here as well as the farmers. They are often generations strong and Neville Waters is one of them. ‘The alluvial soils act as a natural fertiliser,’ said Neville. ‘It’s all brought here by the sea, by the maelstrom 22of the huge food mixer which is the Severn Estuary. We should not overlook this: in my view, it’s a national asset as far as farming is concerned and it should stay that way.’

         Unfortunately, the demand for food during the Second World War, and after, forced farmers on the Levels to make changes to their age-old agricultural practices. Ploughing down here has always been a challenging prospect because of the nature of the ground and the constant battle to drain water off the land. Neville: ‘If you look back to Roman times, they said their animals thrived here better than anywhere else, and so did the Normans. My own experience is the same. You get an extra half tonne to the acre of wheat or barley on that land. My vision is for it to be left alone. It was only ploughed during the war by order and yielded extremely good crops.’

         Neville offered a dramatic example: ‘In 1940, during the first year we had to plough, we put winter wheat in, and it came to harvest in 1941. I was four years old and I remember it like it was yesterday. It was early June, and I was walking out into this field of wheat. It was a massive field and I looked up at my father’s shoulder, and there was the top of the wheat. It was like being in a jungle.’

         Farmers on the Levels also had assistance from an unlikely quarter: migrating geese. ‘You can’t stop the birds flying in and eating some of the corn,’ explained Waters who had come to realise, as he put it, that ‘there’s a symbiosis between wildlife and the crops and what you’re trying to grow.’ When wheat was planted in the autumn, it was prone to disease. ‘If you do nothing about it, the disease spores, which were on the bottom leaves of the wheat, were splashed up by the rain onto the next leaves. You get a lesser crop.’ The winter geese grazing the meadows halted the spread of the infection. ‘When these little crowds of birds paddled about in the wheat in January, they’d more or less eat it off. It got rid of the disease. And that saved us spraying it with 23expensive chemicals.’ Good from the conservation point of view and good for agriculture.

         The seed variety, bred by Capelle & Esarez, was Ministre and, according to Waters, it yielded two tonnes four hundredweights per acre at a time when the average was one tonne per acre. Yet, although the land would initially produce an extra half tonne of wheat or barley an acre, Waters is convinced the Levels should never be put to the plough again. ‘Nobody on the Moors wanted it ploughed. They all thought it was mad. But it was considered part of the war effort.’

         
             

         

         Before I left Chepstow, I spent a few hours in the library looking through newspaper archives – one of my all-time favourite activities – and found a report from the Western Mail of June 1956. The Usk River Authority was created in 1952 and one of its early tasks was to draw up a £1 million improvement plan for the area. The ‘£1,000,000, ten-year scheme for land drainage on the desolate Monmouthshire Moors has been approved by the Minister of Agriculture into some of the richest agricultural land in South Wales. The project includes draining of flood-prone land,’ it said. But before any of this could be done, the sea defences had to be restored and strengthened for £160,000, the equivalent of £5 million today.

         The scheme included reinforcing 21 miles of sea defences from the mouth of the Rhymney River, east of Cardiff, to Sudbrook Point near Chepstow. Geoff McLeod was the chief engineer of the Usk River Authority. In his calculations for improving the sea defences, his reference point was the historical tide level recorder at Newport Docks. Based on the height of the six highest tides, McLeod added another three feet to the height marked on the wall. It was a prescient decision and has effectively protected the Levels ever since.24

         McLeod described the work that lay ahead in a newspaper interview: ‘Parts of the old stone wall had stood for centuries – we found a Roman insignia on one stone – and were in a very weak state. The old wall was in danger of collapsing and frequently had to be patched up and there was always the threat of the sea breaking through and flooding the area behind. Given a flat surface to strike on, the waves can do tremendous damage. I have seen slabs of concrete 30 feet long lifted on to the top of the sea wall and other bits carried out too.’

         I stop at Sudbrook but its little museum is closed. It’s probably just as well. I am already covered in Severn grey sludge. So I find somewhere to perch and pour a coffee from my flask. From here I can see the two bridges that cross the Severn.

         I recall the 2005 Martin Scorsese-directed documentary about one of the greatest American songwriters of all time, Bob Dylan. The film was titled No Direction Home, and publicity photos used an old image as the cover of the album, of a moody-looking Dylan, windswept and waiting. It was 1966 and the first Severn Bridge was nearing completion. (A second Severn crossing, the Prince of Wales Bridge, opened in 1996.) Dylan was waiting for a ferry on the slipway at Beachley to take him across the estuary. We will never know of Dylan’s thoughts of the trip across the choppy estuary. But we can guess by judging the views of those who took the crossing.

         The Severn Princess and King and Queen ferries, regularly carried vehicles and passengers across the Severn between Beachley, near the Old Ferry Inn, and Aust on the far side. The ferries were run by Enoch Williams and family from Chepstow. For many years they had the Royal Charter to operate the crossing service. Passengers with bicycles and motorbikes were transported on a 40ft wooden boat, until two larger steel ferries 25were added in 1934 and 1935, with a capacity for 17 cars. The cars had to turn sharply off the ramp onto the ferry, and then were rotated on a manually operated turntable, before being parked. The process was reversed for unloading. Scratches and bumps as cars negotiated the approach, were not uncommon.

         ‘He was a true entrepreneur,’ said Enoch Williams’ grandson, Adrian, talking at his home perched near the sea wall. Nothing interrupts his view across to the Bristol side of the estuary. I’ve watched videos on YouTube where the water is lapping too close for comfort here, but he is unperturbed by it, even if I am.

         ‘Enoch dreamed of creating a passenger ferry between Beachley and Aust. Eventually, it got to the point when he was able to finance the ferry with some outside help and start the service in the late 1920s. He built it up from there. When it was announced they were going to build a bridge, he started looking for other opportunities, because a ferry service there was no longer going to be viable. He eventually bought the putcher ranks [used to catch salmon] at Goldcliff, which I ran for many years.’

         Dian Tonkin observed the ferries from her estuary-side home. ‘I used to watch the ferries come up the Wye every evening on the tide, from the riverbank in Chepstow. On Sunday the skipper would toot the horn on the ferry so his wife would put the coffee pot on. He would come up over the railway bank, pass my dad’s allotment, and dad would give him a cauliflower for his lunch. After the ferry closed the skipper became a toll keeper on the new bridge.’

         The journey over the estuary saved travellers many hours, although they were often delayed by the tide. One of them was Cardiff-born Pam Roberston. I met Pam at her bungalow later in my walk at Marshfield, her home for over 60 years. As a young agricultural science graduate in the 1950s, she worked for Marshfield Dairy producing the 26first-ever yogurt in South Wales – ‘My claim to fame’. She was a no-nonsense type, which is just as well because she risked the ferry on her scooter. ‘Sometimes you’d queue to go on and there’d only be a couple of cars in front. But if the level of the water dropped, we had to sit there for four hours. We did that a couple of times. On the Aust side, there was a cafe and a sort of a shop as well and you could buy a drink and a sweet, but [there was nothing on] the Welsh side.’

         The ferry carried no freight, only passenger traffic. The journeys were not without incident for Pam. ‘We went on holiday to Bournemouth once, on my Vespa, and when we came back to cross over to Wales, they put the scooter on the ferry, and it slid off and into the water. They managed to grab it, but I was terrified it wouldn’t work, because it had been under water. When we got to the other side, it was okay, thank goodness. There was quite a lot of mud on the ramp. It was a bit precarious. There was no choice. Unless you wanted to go the long way round, it was how everyone got across.’

         
             

         

         The only remaining sign of the cross-estuary service is the Severn Princess. It sits beneath Chepstow Railway Bridge on the town’s riverbank, between two housing developments, close to the end of the Wales Coastal Path, or, in my case, the beginning. These days the view here is dominated by the Severn Bridge. Local newspapers reported a possible river crossing for decades. The South Wales Gazette of March 1923 announced the Chepstow Urban District Council’s resolve to “Support the suggestion of a Bridge at Beachley.” It took another forty years before Transport Minister, Mr Ernest Maples, accepted the tender of £1,864,534 for its construction in July 1963. The design would go on to influence bridge builders across the world.

         In the 1950s and 1960s, the newly planned UK-wide trunk road system, demanded bridges across the estuaries of 27the Forth, Clyde, Humber, and Severn. Due to the long spans involved, it was proposed that the crossings would take the form of suspension bridges. Freeman Fox & Partners, and Mott, Hay and Anderson were appointed as joint civil and consulting engineers to construct the bridge over the Severn. They started a landmark movement. According to the Institution of Civil Engineers (ICE): ‘bridges all over the world are descended from the design and engineering of the Severn Bridge.’ It was quite an accolade.

         One of the early workers was a local lad, John Evans, whose family first arrived in Redwick in the early 1960s. He returned to the village to live in a gorgeous old farmhouse within a short distance of the sea wall. John and his wife fortified me with tea and fruitcake, as we talked.

         His involvement with the construction of the bridge was serendipitous. A civil engineering graduate from Imperial College, John had been returning to see his parents one weekend when, disembarking from the cross-estuary ferry, he saw a large notice announcing: ‘Severn Bridge Construction, John Howard & Company’. Sensing an opportunity, he knocked on the door: ‘There were only two people there at that stage – the chap who was the agent’s representative and his secretary, and they’d come from the Forth Bridge, where the John Howard company had done the foundations. A young lady asked me what I wanted and I asked to see the agent. “Well he’s very busy,” she said. I indicated that I would wait and after about twenty minutes or so, she came down again and ushered me upstairs. The agent grilled me: “What do you want?” I said I wanted a job and that I had a degree from Imperial College and part of my master’s [degree] was concrete engineering.’
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