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It is human nature to stand in the middle of a thing, but you cannot stand in the middle of this.


 


    MARIANNE MOORE, ‘A Graveyard’

























Prologue


Bishop’s Waltham
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‘I chose Bishop’s Waltham Moors as a subject because I’m interested in the area and I’m concerned about its future.’ This was the opening sentence of the GCSE Geography ‘enquiry’ I wrote at the age of fourteen. ‘The aim of the enquiry’, it went on, ‘will be to discover what the state of the Moors will be in twenty years. Will it be the natural haven it is now OR will it be a landscape of red-brick houses with no wetland and therefore no springs and no river Hamble? OR will the springs dry up without the construction of houses and be lost to the water authority?’


It was typewritten with a hate-mailer’s fondness for capitals, and scabbed with what used to be called liquid paper. On its cover was a collage of a kingfisher composed of carefully scissored pieces of coloured paper, and, in painstaking Letraset, as if the question were the bird’s: ‘What is the Future of Bishop’s Waltham Moors?’


The market town of Bishop’s Waltham lies between Winchester’s chalk downs and the London clay of the Hampshire coastal plain. Next to the bypass the mediaeval ruins of the Bishops of Winchester’s palace still stand. We moved to the town in 1988, from commuter-belt Berkshire, my father having got a new job in Southampton. On one side of the road were the older houses, built in the twenties. On the other, the two acres of dense young woodland in whose centre stood a derelict bungalow, not long abandoned, its front room fire-blackened, the floorboards wrenched up, the windows smashed. A place where foxes went to eat.


At the end of the lane was the road to the next village, and across that road, not quite opposite the junction, a padlocked five-bar gate clogged with brambles; and beyond it not a lane but a narrow muddy footpath, flanked on one side by a ditch and a bank of dredgings, and on the other side by the adjoining house’s overgrown laurel hedge. A hundred yards or so long, this path – and when it opened out, onto the first field, it was like arriving at a tunnel’s mouth, and looking out on a new country.


The Moors was the name given to these few acres. The first field was meadow, ancient and unimproved: waist-high by late June, and hazy with flowering grasses. Scattered among the grasses were oxeye daisies and knapweed and yellow rattle, meadowsweet, dyer’s greenweed and bird’s-foot trefoil, and buttercups, and red clover – red clover dense along the path edge, vibrant with bees – and then, at haymaking time, over the bee-hum, the call of lesser black-backed gulls, circling, two hundred feet up.


The path continued down the meadow’s edge, a narrow cutting in the sward, until you passed, beyond the left-hand barbed wire, the first of the two craters – not, as local legend had it, caused by Messerschmitts offloading surplus bombs on the way back to Germany (the Portsmouth docks were nearby), but a flint-pit of unknown antiquity, its sides grown with rowan and elder and oaks, its floor home to badgers and rats and, in summer, thick with wild garlic – thick with its thick smell, too.


A line of hazels marked the end of the first field, and then there was the second meadow – less abundant, less diverse than the first, dominated by rank grass. Marking the left-hand boundary of this field was a much denser and older rank of hazels, whose pollarded boughs formed a passageway too dense for anything but moss to thrive in their shadow. The hazel hedge led to the far line of woodland – with its four-hundred-year-old boundary oaks and ancient boundary bank. And where the oaks and the hazels met was the way onto the moor.


The moor was the centre of this place, the moor was ‘the Moors’, but the Moors was also the meadow and the wood. The moor was hard to cross. It was mostly purple moor-grass, tussock sedge and rush; it was a pale, rough, uncultivated place. Even in summer, when the pumping station was active, it was wet enough in parts to give you a trainer-full of slurried peat. Once, as in a dream, I mistook the stream that crossed the moor, with its unbroken surface of green-grey pondweed, for a footpath – out here, where no one came – and plunged to my waist. While the soil was acid, the springs that rose through it were chalk – alkaline – and therefore the moor supported not only acid-loving plants like orchids and even, on its drier tussocks, heather, but, right next to them, chalk species like cowslips and milkwort. I knew that if you added a splash of vinegar to a spoonful of bicarb it fizzed and foamed lividly. And yet here a kind of truce had occurred.


It was on the moor that I began to spend my dusks after school and my before-school dawns, and every weekend, and every holiday. At first I went alone, leaving the house before sunrise and padding across the silent road to the woods at the edge, where, in a wax jacket and an army-surplus scrim scarf, I set up Dad’s camera on the Victorian brass-and-lacquer tripod that had belonged to my grandfather (the threaded tripod-hole on a camera’s base has remained standard). Until the sun came up, I waited there, with my Thermos, and watched. Sometimes I cycled to the entrance at the other edge of the moor, camera in my rucksack, tripod strapped to the crossbar in its leather case. Occasionally I photographed a distant, enquiring roe deer that had briefly wandered from the wood. Once, while I was waiting for a heron, a solitary man with a shotgun broken over his shoulder crept across the moor a hundred yards away, and stopped, and gazed, head tipped, into the scrub where I was lying.


Sometimes Dad came with me, and the two of us sat there as the sun rose, on striped camping stools, waiting for deer or herons or kingfishers. He puffed at his pipe (a lesson in the difference between smoke and mist). The hard tapping as he cleared its bole was answered by a woodpecker in the woods behind us. Usually we went home for breakfast having seen nothing but magpies and cows.


Naturally the Moors would be the subject of my ‘enquiry’. It preoccupied me for months, though I had hardly thought about its one day being graded and its spellings corrected (‘dovelopement’, ‘signes’, ‘bieng’, ‘wether’). One evening, after school, I fixed a row of bamboo canes in a stream’s gravel bed, and over the following month went back every day and measured the water level against the centimetred notches. ‘Portsmouth Water Authority has a borehole at Hoe pumping station and this is seen by many as the cause of the shrinking area of the moor,’ I reported. The pumping station, in one of the fields adjoining the meadow, had been installed during the war to supply water to Gosport, with its naval base. Although over-pumping was apparently ‘feircely denied by the water board’ (their letter in reply to mine having been lost, its fierceness is unverifiable), my graphs recorded a lagging correlation between periods when the pumping station was active and dips in the level of my stream. I spoke to others who knew the Moors better than me – the couple at Suetts Farm, the council warden – and was told that, following those periods when the pumping station was active, the water levels on the Moors were seen to drop immediately, but would take days to recover. In the early 2000s, following the Moors’ designation as a Site of Special Scientific Interest, the pumping station was mothballed, and the water company was paid to go away and sink a borehole elsewhere. The water table rose and rose, until long-empty ditches became wet again, and the old watercress beds refilled, and parts of the moor that had been dry for years were impassable in anything but wellies.


The moor was not so extensive that you ever felt isolated; metres, rather than kilometres, a stroll rather than a hike. No more than a couple of football pitches. The rumble of the B2177 was always audible; on Sundays the bells of St Peter’s seemed to sound from a dozen directions at once. And yet, in the land’s instability and surprise, in the suddenness of its moods (underfoot was as quick as the sky), its impenetrable wood and flummoxing bog, and the sands that bubbled as the Hamble springs cauldroned through them, there was strangeness, and there was the possibility of death. When the tenants dredged the silted stream that went from the old watercress beds across the moor to the millpond, they uncovered six skeletons – the bones not white but black: Hereford cattle that had stumbled in, over the years. Animals unsuited to wet land like this.


It was soon after we arrived that the Moors changed. The site had been bought by the council, and the council and its volunteers, over one weekend, or so it seemed to me, came with miles of barbed wire and fence posts, and stiles and kissing gates, and fenced off the inner wood, so that only the perimeter footpaths were easily accessible, and bridged damp spots with duckboards, and erected ‘interpretation boards’. The wood had become a place you viewed but did not enter – as if something dreadful had happened there. The moor, the place that the meadow and the wood led to, had been fenced off, too, and an interpretation board positioned at one corner. And that was where you were to stand and make your observations.


The Moors did not, at first, impress on me a human history. They were timeless – that was the nature of their tranquillity. The silted millpond and the choked watercress beds were not haunted ruins – you weren’t conscious of any abiding ghosts. Any physical remnants were just inconsequential worryings of the Moors’ prehistoric surface. It was only when I returned, as an adult, that I realised that, for instance, the moor had remained wet partly because the headwaters of the Hamble had been dammed, generations ago, to power the grain mill that still stood next to the road; and that the wood had only been prevented from smothering the open moor by managed grazing.


I was told by a local historian I spoke to when writing my enquiry that the Moors had a larger history, too – the kind found in books (though not many tell it). In the eighteenth century, the land southeast of Bishop’s Waltham, which included what was now the Moors and extended to the ancient Royal Forest of Bere, had been the haunt of the ‘Waltham Blacks’, men who came at night, faces blackened with gunpowder, to plunder deer from the Bishop of Winchester’s chase, and attack the land of gentlemen – breaching the heads of fishponds, burning hayricks and destroying young trees. Their leader called himself ‘King John’. In January 1723 he was able to address, unhindered, three hundred locals at the Chase Inn on the edge of ‘the more’. At the meeting, ‘King John’ announced that he and his men (‘some in coats made of skins, others with fur caps &c.’) ‘had no other Design but to do Justice, and to see that the Rich did not insult or oppress the Poor’.


By the commoners, the Blacks were seen not as a posse of thieves and wanton vandals (let alone agents of Jacobitism, as the authorities claimed), but as defenders of their ancient customs of tenure – the right to collect wood and to pasture livestock – which were being curtailed by the Bishop of Winchester’s keepers. ‘King John’ was ‘determined not to leave a deer on the Chase, being well assured it was originally designed to feed cattle, and not fatten deer for the clergy’. Such was the official fear of ‘Blacking’, which soon spread beyond Hampshire, that four months after ‘King John’s’ address at the Chase Inn, the so-called Black Act was passed, ‘for the more effectual punishing wicked and evil-disposed persons’, making it a capital offence for anyone to appear in public ‘armed with swords, firearms or other offensive weapons, having his or their faces blacked, or being otherwise disguised’. Seven of the Waltham Blacks were apprehended and taken to Tyburn. According to the account of the Ordinary of Newgate (the prison chaplain), the men failed ‘to reconcile the greatness of such a punishment as death to the smallness of the crime, which was only making free with a few deer’.




*





I recognised this strange landscape in the novels I’d begun to read. In The Hound of the Baskervilles, Lorna Doone and Wuthering Heights moorland was ‘ill-omened’, ‘sombrous’, ‘dreary’. It was a place of unreachable loneliness, the stage for sacrifice, exile and the outplay of grievance. It was a setting for love, and what came with love. It was a place of discarded symbols. It was wind strong enough to make a bull kneel. It was rainfall measured in the height of children. It was where you went to hide.


I pictured the Blacks arrayed across the moonlit moor, carbines cradled, eyes bright in their sooted faces, the still-warm hinds slung across their shoulders.
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Twenty years later, living in London and finding myself with time on my hands (I’d lost a job and didn’t want another), I went back to Bishop’s Waltham, and learned that the ‘moor’ was not a moor at all, but a fen, just as the wood was not merely a ‘wood’, but a ‘carr’ – a swamped wood. Both fen and moor are boggy and peaty, but while a fen’s wetness comes from underground springs, it is chiefly the rain that falls on moors that makes them wet. Fenland is saturated from below, moorland from above. Like marshes, fens tend to be low-lying, while true moorland exists only at high altitudes, where rainfall is heavy. In England, therefore, moorland is confined to the southwest and the north.


The moors were first described in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, not by novelists but by horseback topographers and agricultural ‘improvers’. They saw a godless affront. For the Board of Agriculture’s surveyor in 1794, Exmoor was ‘a useless and void space’. Even the execrable ‘Bard of Dartmoor’, Noel Thomas Carrington, in 1826 chided the moor for ‘shaming the map of England’ with its barrenness. Charles Cotton in 1681 described the Peak District moors as ‘Nature’s pudenda’. The moors of England were apt for ‘improvement’.


In A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757), Edmund Burke cited ‘greatness of dimension’ as a quality approaching his definition of the sublime – ‘whatever is fitted in any sort to excite ideas of pain, and danger’. ‘Privation’, ‘vastness’ and ‘infinity’ were similarly capable of exciting such ideas, according to Burke’s influential thesis. But a moor’s magnitude, unlike that of a mountain or a canyon, was chiefly lateral. ‘An hundred yards of even ground’, Burke added, ‘will never work such an effect as a tower an hundred yards high.’


Thomas Gray, who’d taken in the Alps during his Grand Tour, saw the Derbyshire moors in 1762 and complained that they were ‘not mountainous enough to please one with [their] horrors’. Yet nor were the moors beautiful: they were, according to Charlotte Brontë, ‘far too stern to yield any product so delicate’.


Map the Romantic landscape, then. Beauty lay in the pastoral valley; in the mountains was the sublime – it was between those poles that the undesignated moor stretched out. In Emily Brontë’s novel it is moorland that Cathy and Heathcliff must cross to reach lowland Thrushcross Grange, from upland Wuthering Heights. Over moorland R. D. Blackmore’s Doones come galloping from their valley lair to raid the Exmoor villages. It is ‘the huge expanse of the moor’ that lies between Baskerville Hall and the ‘mean and melancholy’ residence of the villain Stapleton.


In wilderness lived wild things; the desert was inhabited by demons. While God resided in the mountains, and social man in the valley, the moor was where the outcast went – the fugitive, the savage, the misanthrope. ‘The wild moors’ could have ‘no interest’ for strangers, wrote Charlotte Brontë. Moorland, it seemed, was merely a ‘desert’ that you had to slog across to reach your destination. In the valley you sighed; on the mountaintop you gasped. On the moor you merely held your breath.




*





Examine the satellite imagery and, amid the shimmering green micro-mosaic of the enclosed farmland, the great unfenced expanses of upland moor are as distinctive as urban sprawl. They are divided across two regions, separated by two hundred miles: a handful of neat patches in the southwest – Bodmin Moor, Dartmoor, Exmoor; then, in the north, a wrinkled hide spreading up the Pennine ridge, reaching east into Yorkshire, and extending through the North Pennines to the Scottish border. Whereas the West Country moors are islands jutting from a sea of kinder, cultivated land, northern moorland is at once more expansive and more dislocated – an archipelago.


I detected deep in me an infinitesimal shying – the old, animal revulsion induced by hostile terrain. ‘As you value your life or your reason, keep away from the moor,’ Sir Charles Baskerville is warned in Conan Doyle’s novel. It was fiction – sonorous melodrama – but the Hound has its flesh-and-blood precedents, and our apprehension of badlands is bred deep as fear of darkness. And yet with that shying there was also a compulsion.


North, according to one lover of moorland, W. H. Auden, is the ‘good’ direction, ‘the way towards heroic adventures’. I would start, I decided, in the southwest, and make my way north via the Pennines and the North York Moors to Northumberland, stopping at the Scottish border – for there the island moors became a moorland sea; and because it was necessary to stop somewhere.


I told myself that no crisis pressed me on my way (or only the unending one of not-knowing) – I wasn’t looking for an answer to some question of the heart: it was just that the ‘moor’ I’d known and studied as a boy had promised something that the meadow, the pasture and the woods had not – if not ‘heroic adventures’, then a kind of reply to the portion of myself that remained uncultivated. Victorian travellers knew the Sahara’s deepest interior as désert absolu. I’d take myself off – this is the expression I used, as if by the scruff of the neck or bundled into the boot of a car – I’d take myself off, and find my own désert absolu, the wild blasted moor I’d read about.
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1. The Monster Meeting


Bodmin Moor
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Charlotte Dymond was eighteen. Matthew Weeks was twenty-three. Both were servants at Penhale Farm, on Bodmin Moor’s northern edge. Together, that afternoon of 14 April 1844, they set off south towards the moor.


Matthew was wearing blue stockings and a patched shirt; Charlotte, a green dress and a red shawl. Pattens to protect her shoes. Where they were going they did not say; Charlotte merely told their employer, the widow Mrs Peter, that she would not be home in time for milking. Later, Isaac Cory, the old farmer living nearby, claimed to have seen Matthew on the moor beneath Roughtor, in the company of a woman he could not identify (he knew only that she was carrying an umbrella). Matthew’s limp, however, was unmistakable: ‘I knew him by the going of him,’ he said; ‘he walked upon the twist, his usual walk.’


It was late by the time Matthew got back to Penhale; he didn’t know what had become of Charlotte. Next morning, she had not returned. Pressed, Matthew said he only knew that he had left her at the bottom of the field that led to the moor, below Roughtor, by Trevilian’s Gate. She had entered the moor alone, while he had gone on towards Hallworthy. His blue stockings, Mrs Peter noted, were caked in mud to the knee. It was ‘turfy mud’, the mud of the turf pits, darker and more staining than the surface peat of the moor. A button was gone from his collar. Close to Trevilian’s Gate, a woman’s footprints were found. 


2


South of Trevilian’s Gate, in the shadow of Brown Willy, the twenty-two-year-old Daphne du Maurier experienced the moor’s particular pitch of dread. It was November 1930. ‘Foolheartedly’, as she put it in her diary, she and her friend Foy Quiller-Couch had set off on horseback for the village of North Hill, some six miles from their base at Bolventor in the bleak middle moor. ‘In the afternoon we ventured out across the moors, desolate, sinister, and foolishly lost our way, to our horror rain and darkness fell upon us, and there we were, exposed to the violence of night.’ They took shelter in a derelict barn. Du Maurier later wrote that she had never known greater despondency. Bodmin Moor is small, eighty square miles, no more; but you can drown in an inch of water.


Eventually, in the darkness, they remounted, praying the horses would deliver them to Bolventor, ‘in the direction of those menacing crags we had seen in early afternoon, pointing dark fingers to the sky’. They would have been heading south, now, across East Moor (Bodmin Moor is many moors), over Fox Tor – and past Redmoor Marsh.


From where I was standing, beside the trig plinth on the summit of Fox Tor, the ground sloped down quickly to a sunken plain where the livestock did not go, and even the crows seldom overflew. From up here Redmoor Marsh was the colour of a peach pit, dotted with the odd mountain ash. In 1891, while accompanying an Ordnance Survey official who was correcting the map of the district, the writer Sabine Baring-Gould found himself on and in what he calls ‘Redmire’. The moor was unusually wet, he wrote, and six bullocks had already been lost to the mire that year. ‘All at once,’ he reported, ‘I sank above my waist and was being sucked further down. I cried to my companion but in the darkness he could not see me. The water finally reached my armpits.’


In his day, and until soon after du Maurier’s, the Jamaica Inn, in the nearby hamlet of Bolventor, was a temperance house. It was from there that du Maurier and Quiller-Couch had set out. Finally, in the moor’s full darkness, their horses returned them there – to ‘a supper of eggs and bacon ready to be served with a pot of scalding tea’. It was at the Jamaica Inn, too, the following February, over a peat fire, that du Maurier read another West Country novel of piracy, Treasure Island – ‘and something must have stirred within me, to come to life again after years’. Half a century later, no longer foolhearted, she passed the inn with some embarrassment, blaming herself for its deterioration into a tourist centre. ‘For out of that November evening long ago came a novel which proved popular, passing, as fiction does, into the folklore of the district.’


As I approached the dual carriageway that splits the moor in two, I saw that the hill of Bolventor was surmounted by three crosses, the central one taller than those flanking it, and perched upon by a carrion crow. At breakfast the following morning I saw that the crosses were the masts of a children’s pirate ship built in the beer garden. The theme extended to the inn’s main attraction: Daphne du Maurier’s Smugglers Museum (Incorporating the Dame Daphne du Maurier Room – which featured the mahogany Sheraton desk on which she ‘may’ have written her novel Jamaica Inn). Along the garden’s perimeter were six flags: the black and white of Cornwall’s St Piran, the Red Weld of Spain, the French and Italian tricolours, the Stars and Stripes, and the Jolly Roger – each one as ripped and faded as a trawler’s pennant.


In Jamaica Inn, du Maurier describes the vanishing of the brother of the murderous, piratical landlord, Joss Merlyn. ‘We thought he’d gone for a sailor,’ Joss tells young Mary Yellan, enjoying the fear he is causing, ‘and had no news of him, and then in the summer there was a drought, and no rain fell for seven months, and there was Matthew sticking up in the bog, with his hands above his head.’


Matthew Merlyn drowned in Trewartha Marsh, south of Redmoor, beside Twelve Men’s Moor. According to Baring-Gould, both Trewartha and Redmoor marshes are former lakes, drained long ago by tin streamers. Baring-Gould finally extricated himself from the mire using ‘a stout bamboo, some six feet long’. Matthew Merlyn was less well prepared. Mary is haunted by the story she makes of his death: ‘He plunged forward’ (she is imagining it, but it is as vivid to her as recollection), ‘reckless and panic-stricken, he trod deeper water still, and now he floundered helplessly, beating the weed with his hands.’ There was a final detail – something awful, I remembered, as I neared Twelve Men’s Moor later that morning: ‘a curlew rose from the marsh in front of him, flapping his wings and whistling his mournful cry’. It is this story, more than all the others Joss tells her, that traumatises Mary, newly arrived at the dismal hostelry on the moor. Walking close to Kilmar Tor, where the Merlyns were born, she comes upon the place where Matthew died, and it is the bird she remembers: the curlew, the bird of moor and shoreline, rising from the bog.


The writers and the old fellows you meet in pubs will tell you to look out for grass or ‘bright green areas’, and to fear the land that looks the easiest; but bogs – ‘featherbeds’, the locals call them – might be marked here by bright green grass or neon sphagnum, while there they are overgrown with darker rush or yellowish moss, or cotton-grass: Mary, newly arrived on the moor in Jamaica Inn, learns to avoid ‘the low soggy grass with tufted tops that by their very harmless appearance invited inspection’. But the dangerous ground did not easily give itself away and I did not know the land well enough to identify it by second nature. I relied on unknown instincts; I kept to the paths and stones and fencelines; followed the sheep.
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As I walked up the long hill to the moor, a car stopped and the driver offered me a lift. Jack was going up to walk his border collie: ‘He’s too old for these hills … we’re both too old.’ On his temple was a stippled wen that might have been cancer. Jack and his wife had just moved to North Hill from Solihull. The wife’s sister already lived in the village. He knew the moor well – he used to come here on holiday when he was a boy. The dog sat quietly in the back.


To reach the moor you must always go uphill, burningly, leaving the cultivated fields and broadleaf woodland behind. Once I’d said cheerio to Jack and his ambling dog (‘Don’t wait for us!’) I was on the moor proper, and from the black gorse at the track’s edge – gorse that might have been burnt or just rotted – a lapwing rose up, like a paperback blasted from a cannon.


To my left was the ridge of Kilmar Tor, one of the exposed granite upsurges that are characteristic of Bodmin Moor and Dartmoor. Its flank, I wrote in my notebook, was like a diseased pelt; that word kept coming to me – diseased. The environment was provoking some sort of squeamishness in me. It would ease. It was close to here that the wicked Merlyns had been raised, ‘in the shadow of Kilmar’. And this was the ‘menacing crag’ du Maurier had mentioned. In her novel, too, she described the tors as fingers pointing skywards. But from here the tor was not so much a splay of fingers as a clenched fist. In that same shadow, above the remains of the railway line that once took Kilmar granite to the port at Looe, I began to see what the moor was and what it was not.


A rocky climb took me to the summit of Kilmar Tor. I was not used to the exertion. I pushed through the gorse at the hill’s foot, then the russet bracken, then the moor-grass, and finally the clitter – the expanse of boulders that rings the summit of every tor, the interstices packed with heather and bracken. At the top the wind blew my sweat cold.


Looking down I saw that the track I had been walking on led eventually to the black emplacement of a conifer plantation, a mile west, at Smallacombe Downs, and to the drowning bog of Trewartha. Far below were Jack and his dog. Receding from the eastern flank of Hawk’s Tor I could see a stone-and-sod wall as tall as a man, and surmounted by barbed wire in the spiralling configuration more usually seen around barracks. To the wall’s right the ground was turf, scattered with clumps of black gorse and mountain ash; the turf was roughly tussocked, but its colour was the saturated green of grass after a wet summer. There were black cattle grazing there.


To the wall’s left was the flat moor, a pale dormant beige, the grass much shorter, cropped to a fuzz by sheep, striped with a lighter green and scattered with granite outcrops the size of upturned salad bowls. This line was where the moor began, but it had not always begun here: Hawk’s Tor had itself once been pure moor, as barren as the land on the other side of the wall – and perhaps that land, too, had once been green, and had been given up. The green land, I knew, had been ‘improved’, ‘taken in’, ‘reclaimed’, perhaps a hundred years ago – ploughed with ashes and lime, and drained, season upon season, to make pasture of the moor.


Twenty feet from the ridge-top of Kilmar I came upon a tumbling of vast flat boulders that had created a deep cave tall enough to enter. Its interior walls were flocked with moss an inch deep. The floor was not grass or mud but rock coated in a viscous black-brown fluid that resembled tar or oil and seemed to have percolated from the granite. At the back of the cave, lit by a seep of light from above, eight blocks of timber had been laid in a low tower, as if to dry or to form the basis of a fire that had never been lit. I crouched in my cave and I listened for the wind. ‘Kilmar’, I had read, derived from the Cornish Câl-mawr, the great place of shelter.
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The moor was a mountain seething with magma; the magma cooled and hardened and its name was granite. The softer mantle wore away and what remained became the moor. Despite those sinkings, fictional and real, the moor is not soft but hard – the hardest place of all. Bodmin and Dartmoor both are underlain by granite, and to walk across them is to see the mineral in its variety. The clitter tumbled from the summits or was carried down on a bed of thaw-sludge; the boulders were still lined up as they had been sown millennia ago. I inched down the slope of Kilmar and made my way back along the track, towards Minions and the disused quarry at Stowe’s Hill.


The Cheesewring is the tottering stack of boulders that tops Stowe’s Hill. On the summit stone, thirty metres above me, a jackdaw was nodding, open-mouthed; another joined it and they spoke a language not of caws but of high-pitched grunts and suppressed belches. They sounded like a pair of nervous piglets. I climbed the hill and looked down at the southern moor, my eyes forced wide by the expanse, over the triple rings of Bronze Age standing stones known as the Hurlers to the broad hill of Caradon, its tin-works chimney overtowered by a 250-metre transmitter mast.


On a table of granite I stooped to examine a slightly flattened sheep’s turd. It was surmounted by a smaller turd, and this in turn was surmounted by a single dropping no bigger than a bean. A metre away, five slabs of granite had been piled, the base stone a foot across, the topmost no larger than my hand. I would see this form repeated, like a logo, across the moor: not only smaller, natural versions of the Cheese-wring on other tors, but these cairns, carefully assembled, one rock balanced atop another, balanced atop another, at the moor’s highest and windiest places, making those places still higher. On the summit of Brown Willy, Cornwall’s highest point, the cairn rises from a rubble heap ten metres across, and the topmost stone is unreachable without clambering on the cairn itself and risking its destruction, and your own.


It was an hour before dusk on a cold October afternoon, but the moor was busy with couples and young families picking their way along the rim of the dead quarry to the summit. For the author Walter White, walking the North Pennine moors in 1860, the silence was not only ‘oppressive’ but ‘almost awful’. When Wilkie Collins came here, to Bodmin Moor, in 1851, he too noticed ‘an invariable silence’, until he neared the tin works, and ‘with each succeeding minute, strange, mingled, unintermitting noises began to grow louder and louder and louder around us … men, women and children were breaking and washing ore in a perfect marsh of copper-coloured mud and copper-coloured water.’ The mine was at its most prosperous, employing some four thousand people. Only when Collins and his companions walked on through a fir plantation, towards Stowe’s Hill, did the noise die – ‘like a change in a dream’.


I was at Stowe’s Hill quarry to find a man of the low moor. His name was Daniel Gumb. Nobody knew the moor better than Gumb; he himself was a kind of outcrop, a phenomenon  risen out of the moor. For him it was Fowey Moor, named, like Dartmoor and Exmoor, for the river that rises from it. Only in 1831 did the Ordnance Survey blithely rename it in honour of the town that stood beyond its southwestern frontier.


Gumb knew the stone, and understood its ways (it had two): knew that the Cheesewring was not several piled stones at all, but a single vast one, wind-worn at its lateral weak points. He knew that the weak points ran horizontal (the cleaving way) and vertical (the tough way) and that, while the granite was hard, it might be split along these points by one who was able to see them. His granite, the Cornish granite, was a coarse stone, and coarser at the edges of the moor where the granite met the slate, than at its centre; and here too, at the edge, was where those other precious minerals were to be found – copper, tin, lead, wolfram. The things humankind needed had been made accessible.


Gumb was a stonecutter from Linkinhorne, on the eastern edge of the moor, and a stonecutter’s son. Close to the rim of the crater that is the old quarry, I found a rough-faced rock on which was crudely chiselled ‘D. Gumb’ and a date, ‘1735’. This was his own work, and once marked his home. Gumb was a stonecutter; it was only natural that his house should be made of granite.


Gumb’s story was first told by the Reverend R. S. Hawker (himself something of an eccentric, he excommunicated his own cat ‘for mousing on a Sunday’). Introducing the moor, Hawker informs his readers that the ‘vast and uncultured surface of the soil is suggestive of the bleak steppes of Tartary or the far wilds of Australia’. Of Gumb he writes that ‘he was always accounted a strange and unsocial boy … usually seen alone with a book or a slate whereon he worked, at a very early age, the axioms of algebra or the diagrams of Euclid’.


The young Gumb was taken under the tutelage of William Cookworthy of Plymouth. A Quaker polymath, who discovered Cornwall’s china-clay deposits, Cookworthy nurtured Master Gumb’s interest in geometry and astronomy and gave him the key to his library. Nevertheless Gumb remained a stonecutter, and a moor-man. While he might have been an eccentric, a solitary he was not: he married a girl from Linkinhorne. Her name was Florence.


‘But where, amid the utter poverty of his position and prospects,’ asks Hawker, ‘could he find the peaceful and happy wedding-roof that should bend over him and his bride?’ The spot was utterly deserted, neither the quarry nor the tin works having yet been founded. ‘He discovered a primeval assemblage of granite slabs suited to his toil,’ and from them he created ‘a giant abode’ and ‘led the maiden of his vows, the bride of his youth, to their wedding rock!’


A resident of Liskeard recalled visiting the Gumbs’ by then deserted home as a boy, before it was demolished. It was thirty feet long and twelve wide, with a granite bench on the right-hand side running almost the whole length. It was here that the family slept. On the opposite side, two further stone benches served for sitting and dining.


If Gumb was seeking isolation it was not the impulse of the misanthrope or the anchorite; he was an affectionate father, and uxorious. His departure to the moors seems to have been not so much a rejection of his fellows as a desire to know better his loved ones and himself, and the moor beloved of his boyhood. In the summer, his own children must have played amidst the Hurlers, in the gnatty moor-haze, and the Cheesewring towering on the skyline would have been the sign of home to them. For them the curlew’s cry was not ‘mournful’.


The shelter today was no more than a monument: a metre or two deep, its rear filled with boulders, good only for those retreating from the rain. Hunched in its mouth, I could see the tail lights of cars leaving the car park far below. Hawker includes in his account transcripts of Gumb’s own writings. ‘On the fly-leaves of an old account-book’ and ‘recorded in a more formal and painful handwriting’, the following entry appeared, dated 23 June 1761:




To-day, at bright-lit noon, as I was at my work upon the moor, I looked up, and saw all at once a stranger standing on the turf, just above my block. He was dressed like an old picture I remember in the windows of St Neot’s Church, in a long brown garment, with a girdle; and his head was uncovered and grizzled with long hair. He spoke to me, and he said, in a low clear voice, ‘Daniel, that work is hard!’ I wondered that he should know my name, and I answered, ‘Yes, sir; but I am used to it, and don’t mind it, for the sake of the faces at home.’ Then he said, sounding his words like a psalm, ‘Man goeth forth to his work and to his labour until the evening; when will it be night with Daniel Gumb?’ I began to feel queer; it seemed to me that there was something awful about the unknown man. I even shook.





The stranger told him not to fear; and Gumb dropped his head, ‘like any one confounded, and I greatly wondered who this strange appearance could be. He was not like a preacher, for he looked me full in the face; nor a bit like a parson, for he seemed very meek and kind.’


The figure pictured in the window of the church in St Neot could be Noah: his robe is a deep burnt red and around his waist is a thick blue belt. In any case, whether it was Noah or the ghost of some arch-druid, when Gumb looked up again, the stranger was not there.


In the gloom I needed a torch to make out the shape carved into the slab surmounting Gumb’s rebuilt home: it was a square, a foot or so across, and tipped inside it was another square, whose corners touched the walls of the outer one. Euclid’s forty-seventh proposition, and a Pythagorean proof so basic I wondered that Gumb had bothered to exert himself in committing it to stone. It must have taken days; but perhaps that was the point. It was not for the eyes of men but an answer to God, and a statement as true as his name.


‘Florence asked me today if I thought that our souls, after we are dead, would know the stars and other wise things better than we can now.’ This was in another of his scattered journals. I imagined Gumb in his stone bed alongside his fleshy Flo, the moor at the granite door, and his turning to her in the utter darkness to whisper the simple ‘Yes’ that was his answer. And, rubbing my hand across the cooling granite, I knew that it wasn’t cold to them in their bed.
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From the Jamaica Inn the following evening I strolled to Dozmary Pool, the tarn that lies at the moor’s centre. At the edge of the lane a black cow gazed over the hedge with glistening muzzle, its infected right eye like a blown lightbulb. In his Survey of Cornwall of 1602, the antiquary Richard Carew says that ‘the country people held many strange conceits of this pool, as, that it did ebb and flow, that it had a whirlpool in the midst thereof, and that a faggot thrown thereunto, was taken up at Fowey haven, six miles distant’. It was into these waters, they said, that Arthur flung Excalibur – it was also, famously, bottomless.


When I arrived, the sun was settling into a cloud bank on the horizon beyond Camelford. The two low bungalows at the pool’s edge seemed deserted, until a mauveish thread of smoke emerged from one of the chimneys, sending its scent low over the water’s surface. I stood there for a while, blisters throbbing (my boots had yet to wear in), and watched the glassy water. There was not a bird in the sky, and even the dual carriageway a mile away could not be heard. The pool was shallow and lifeless and as bright as the sky; its bed was growan – the fine quartz grit you find everywhere on the moor, granite’s midway state of degradation from solid stone to powdery kaolin. The water’s edge was strewn with waterwort and dead grass; a quarter-ton of sand had been dumped around an inlet to form a miniature beach.


When I turned to go, a figure had appeared, on the water. She was wearing a blue fleece and was standing, arms behind her back, ten feet from the bank, the water up to the shins of her wellies. She’d lit her fire for the evening and had come to observe the idling stranger, but I sensed that her dusk wading was also a ritual.


I asked her if it was very deep. She turned and put her hands in her pockets. ‘Contrary to popular belief,’ she said, ‘not at all. Three feet, maybe a bit deeper in the middle. But you can wade across it, if the fancy takes you.’ They didn’t get many visitors, she said, because there was nowhere to park.


When Celia Fiennes came here in 1698 she reported that ‘it is stored with good fish and people near it take the pleasure in a boate to goe about it’, but there was no boating these days … ‘Oh no,’ said the wading lady. ‘It’s managed by Natural England; they’re very strict.’


I said good evening and went on my way, and when I turned to look at her she was pushing slowly on, towards the centre of the pool, with hardly a ripple.
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The following morning, as I climbed the wooded hill to the village of Warleggan, I came across a crossbeam nailed to an oak. Hooked to the beam was a spreadeagled human figure, wrought from whorls of zinc fencing wire. It was a gruesome, mirthless thing. It was meant as a warning.


The sunken path from the valley bottom was eight feet deep and overarched by stunted beeches. It had been raining up on the moor, and the runoff was making a streambed of the burnished granite underfoot. It was tricky going. Finally the passage opened onto a wooded lane, and beyond the lane was a signpost – ‘Warleggan, twinned with Narnia’ – and beyond the post a leaf-strewn car park and a circular churchyard, and within it a squat church made of granite.


Inside, pinned to the notice board and peppered with rust-ringed pinholes, was a black-and-white photocopy of a photo from the 1940s, with a typed caption:




The Rev. F. W. Densham


Rector of Warleggan 1931–1953.


Seen here in his late seventies at a Merritt family funeral.





The gents surrounding him are dapper in open-necked shirts and polished shoes, but the reverend is a ghost three hundred years old. He stands in black from his shovel hat to the muddied hem of his surplice, and in each hand he wields not the walking pole of the moor-man but a staff of shoulder height and as thick as a truncheon. Crutch, cudgel, crook. He may have felt the need for protection, even if he called them walking sticks (his stiff leg). These rural benefices might kill a man, or drive him to the devil. One day, in the register of services, Densham wrote, ‘12 hours of rain. Three pails through rectory roof. 1 Kings 18:41’, and then (in Latin), ‘At night the roof of the rectory caved in under the rain. Praise to God, but not this day.’


To his funeral, in 1953, nobody came but his solicitor. Densham was not a man of the moor; that was his undoing. His Somerset birthplace might have been Mars. He was a man of the world and yet an innocent. Whereas his new flock might not stray further than Bodmin in a lifetime, Densham knew South Africa and Germany and India. His dog’s name was Gandhi. He’d run a boys’ home in Whitechapel and a home for inebriates. He knew what the world looked like, and understood that it was not moorland. When the Second World War came, and the village boys were summoned to it, the names of the places where they would be buried were not alien to Densham, as they were to those boys’ parents. For one departing soldier – young Harry Wilcock, who’d done odd jobs in the rectory – Densham planted an ornamental cherry.


He offered succour but it was not accepted by his parishioners – not from this man of the Low Church, this man who parlayed with the Methodists, refused to celebrate Mass, and condemned even the most innocent distractions as devil’s work. Three months after his arrival in 1931, the minutes of the Warleggan Parochial Church Council meeting requested that ‘the Rector remove the geese or ducks from the Long Room, and to thoroughly clean the same and reinstate all the Church property by 29 December 1931 as we are going to hold a whist drive on that date’.


‘I have never seen a talkie film,’ he told a local journalist, ‘and never will. I am against such things as the drama, betting, gambling, dancing, whist drives, because they are worldly amusements coming from hell and leading back there.’ Even the annual village raffle was a vice.


Not that he was unkind. He built a playground – seesaws and swings, a sandpit and a boating pond. The village children, of course, were kept away. In 1940 he filled the rectory with bunk beds for Plymouth’s child evacuees. The beds were never slept in, nor was the magic-lantern show he arranged attended by a single child.


The villagers might shun him, and teach their children to fear him. They might kidnap his dog, or hide his cow in the disused mine, or put holes in the rectory roof, but he would stay.


For more than twenty years he stayed, and for more than twenty years he continued to preach, even when the tiny congregation dwindled, and finally dwindled to nothing. For years it was ghosts and bats alone he addressed, and to them he sang the hymns – and yet he would be there, punctually, each Sunday morning, and his voice did not waver. If anyone had come in, and sat at the back of the church – as John Betjeman once did, while his daughter played in the rectory garden – he would have heard the reverend’s voice ringing clear. In the first six pews he placed cards bearing the names of the rectors who had preceded him; ‘They cannot object to any innovation I make.’ From this habit, it seems, Daphne du Maurier concocted the story she put down in her book Vanishing Cornwall – the Mad Vicar of Warleggan, abandoned by humankind, preaching twice a week to cardboard cut-outs. It did not happen.


Shortly before his death in 1953 he wrote the following verses:






When the day to darkness bending


Brings the rest for which I pine;


Say will palm trees mark my ending


Or the lindens of the Rhine?







Will the pathless waste surround me,


Scarce interred by alien hands?


Or a stormier grave be found me


Where the sealine meets the sands?








Densham had come to know those pathless wastes. One Sunday morning in 1901, his predecessor, Reverend Lambert, had set off as usual to the chapel at Temple. He was found dead on the moor, watched over by his dog. A heart attack, though he was only forty. Densham himself was discovered at the foot of the rectory stairs; dead for days. For all the speculation contained within those verses, and despite his stated wish that Warleggan be his resting place, his ashes were scattered in the garden of a Plymouth crematorium. You can still see in Warleggan the cherry tree he planted for Harry Wilcock.


‘They all come to me in the end,’ the Mad Vicar had said of his parishioners. ‘They won’t come to me on their feet, but they come in their black carriages.’
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I looked down on Roughtor from the summit of Brown Willy, with its heaped cairns and dry bracken. The wind up here was an assault: in the bracken it sang rich and loud, in the grass it was a piping; between the boulders a hollow roar: it was a thousand voices and one, and each buffet hooted across my ears like a blast across the mouth of a bottle. The autumn moor was arrayed before me, with the wall of Dartmoor visible thirty-five kilometres away to the east. You read that the moor was barren, featureless, self-similar. William Gilpin, who, following Burke, maintained that ‘simplicity’ was a defining trait of sublime landscapes, found ‘coarse naked’ Bodmin Moor to be ‘in all respects as uninteresting as can well be conceived’.


But try to name its colours and you’ll exhaust yourself. Beyond the white-grey of moss-spotted clitter, the moor sank through chartreuse slopes, down to the dulled emerald intake of Penhale Farm, to a motley lowland of pale lime dashed with tawny and dun and fawn, and then the intricate tapestry of purple moor-grass, cotton-grass, mat-grass, heather, moss and lichens: chamois, bronze, taupe, walnut – a hennaed, mouldering, rusting vastness shot with saffron, carmine and topaz, with swathes of reflectivity that shimmered like raffia in the low sun.


Ten feet beneath the summit the wind was first gagged then put out of its misery; my ears still rang with it as I crossed the young De Lank river and made my way across the fatiguing clitter of Roughtor, and over its summit to the sweep of its northern slope.




*





It was Friday 19 April 1844. Charlotte Dymond had not returned from the moor. Matthew Weeks maintained that he had left her at its edge, south of the Davidstow heath. Work at the farm must continue; there was a pig to be slaughtered. Mr Chapman the butcher came from Trevivian to do the job. The creature had been trussed and the blade made ready. Matthew asked to be allowed to do the killing.


John Stevens, one of his fellow labourers, noted that Weeks was wearing the same shirt he had been wearing the previous Sunday, when he and Charlotte had left the farm together. The first thrust wasn’t right; the pig was not killed: the proper artery was missed, or insufficient pressure applied. Matthew stepped back, discomfited – the knife was blunt. Chapman handed him another. Matthew plunged deep and true.


On Saturday he encountered a neighbouring farmer, William Hocken. We must reconstruct the conversation from Hocken’s later statement:


‘What has become of Charlotte?’ he asked.


‘I can’t tell,’ Matthew replied.


‘It appears evident to me that there is something serious and amiss in the matter. To be sure, Matthew, you have not put her out on the moor and destroyed her.’


‘No,’ said Matthew. ‘I have not. They cannot swear anything against me.’


But suspicion was mounting. A week had passed since Charlotte’s disappearance. Mrs Peter, his employer, confronted him: ‘Matthew, there’s very bad talk about you, about the maid. The neighbours are saying that you’ve certainly destroyed the maid. You are a very bad man if you’ve done it.’ Matthew gripped the dresser and hung his head. Next day he was gone.




*





The moor north of Roughtor, close to the ford over the river Alan, scarcely deserves the name; even in the 1840s it was hospitable enough to be the venue for what became known as the Roughtor Revels. Following the 1830 Beer Act, designed to promote agriculture and discourage sales of spirits, the East Cornwall Temperance Society enjoyed a surge in support. In July 1843 it held a meeting here: three thousand men and women braved the damp. A stage was built beneath the tor. There were speeches, and hymns. The West Briton described the scene: ‘Long lines of carriages and carts with horses picketed around, groups of booths and marquees, where coffee and more solid refreshments were sold … nor were there wanting some few spots where other beverages than those used by the teetotallers might be procured.’ The Beer Act had permitted anyone to sell beer or cider for a small excise payment; local licensees did well.


The following year, ten thousand came to the moor, and the revels went on late into the night. ‘While speakers addressed the rally for about three hours, others were at the donkey race, wrestling ring, or listening to two cheap-jack orators.’ The moor had not known such crowds since the ranks of the Prayer Book Rebellion left Bodmin three hundred years earlier. ‘Many remained dancing and singing until a late hour.’


Those who attended, teetotal or otherwise, would have observed, on the bank of the Alan, a black flag snapping in the moorland breeze. They would, moreover, have been aware of the significance of this place. Aside from the promised donkey races and wrestling bouts, the location’s notoriety probably accounted for the increased attendance: ‘The Roughtor Monster Meeting’, the Royal Cornwall Gazette called it.


On 23 April, nine days after Charlotte Dymond had last been seen, a search party set out. Two of the men, Mr Baker, the beershop keeper, and Mr Northam, the publican, searched the north bank of the Alan, close to the ford. Above them was Roughtor, and Brown Willy towering beyond; beneath them, under the lip of the bank, at the water’s edge, was what they had come looking for.


She lay face up, gazing at the sky. One of her arms was by her side; the other was outstretched. One leg was bent, the other straight; her stockings were in place but one garter was missing. It was clear that she had spent time in the water and had been set down here by the river in spate. Shoes, pattens, bonnet, handkerchief, bag, shawl, gloves – they had been carried off. Nearby, her necklace was found, torn apart, its coral beads scattered in the turf.


The jury (farmers all) was sworn in, the witnesses called, the verdict announced:




Matthew Weeks, late of the Parish aforesaid in the county aforesaid, labourer, not having the fear of God before his eyes but moved and seduced by the instigation of the Devil … did make an assault … with a certain instrument, to the jurors unknown, which he, the said Matthew Weeks, then and there had and held in his right hand, the throat or gullet of her, the said Charlotte Dymond, feloniously, wilfully, and of his malice aforethought, did strike and cut.





On the death certificate the coroner, Joseph Hamley, inscribed the words ‘Wilfully murdered by Matthew Weeks’. Within hours the man was apprehended in Plymouth, walking with his sister on the Hoe.


‘You must go with me,’ said the constable.


‘What for?’


‘You know what for … Did you cut her throat with a pair of fleams?’


‘I did not.’


The black flag at the Monster Meeting marked the site where the body was found. According to the West Briton, it ‘attracted much attention and penny subscriptions were received to defray the expense of erecting some monument to mark the spot’. On the map it is marked, simply, ‘Monument’. It lies a few feet from the river bank on a strip of turf beyond a barbed-wire fence and a corner of mossy bog. It is eight feet tall and looks hastily hewn; its words have been carefully chosen, however, and carefully sized:




THIS


MONUMENT


is ERECTED by


PUBLIC


SUBSCRIPTION


in


MEMORY


of


CHARLOTTE DYMOND


who was MURDERED here


by


MATTHEW WEEKES


on


SUNDAY


April 14


1844





A monument not to a death but to a murder; not a memorial, but a pointed finger: on a SUNDAY. (Weekes; Weeks; Weaks; the spelling hardly mattered.)


Late in the day on 2 August, Judge Pattison placed the black cap upon his head. At Bodmin Jail, Weeks dictated a letter to his one-time employer, Mrs Peters:




I hope young men will take a warning by me, and not put too much confidence in young women, the same as I did; and I hope young females will take the same by young men. I loved that girl as dear as I loved my life; and after all the kind treatment I have showed her, and then she said she would have nothing more to do with me.





Twenty thousand people turned out. It was a damp day, and there was no harvesting to be done. Mr Mitchell, the hangman, led Weeks to the scaffold. The bolts were withdrawn. The handkerchief he’d been holding remained clasped in his hand.
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Beyond Roughtor and the boggy grassland to its west was a wide strip of sheep-bitten grass of a dull oxide I had seen nowhere else on the moor. You can know sheep pasture by the clippings of pale dead grass that litter its surface, forsaken cuds that are the only untethered things not expelled from the moor by the wind. On the odd-coloured grass stood one of the moor’s eleven Bronze Age stone circles, more exposed than the Hurlers at Minions, the constituent stones more numerous but much smaller, the size of crouched children. Du Maurier’s parson, in Jamaica Inn, declares that ‘the moors were the first thing to be created; afterwards came the forest, and the valleys and the sea.’ It was possible to believe this.


Each stone stood in a ring of bright grass inside its own small moat of peaty water. The creatures of the moor came here to drink; the cattle to scratch their haunches. They had eroded the moor’s surface with their hooves, and these pools had formed. The circle outlined by the stones was imperfect. In its approximate centre, where I stood, the tip of a granite boulder had breached the peat. Beside it a loose bole of bog-wood, as big as my head, had been laid down.


My boots looked like they’d done a hundred miles. Peat is acidic, and quickly takes the shine from leather. Two hundred feet above me, among the demolished-looking monoliths of Roughtor’s crest, a figure had appeared. Another followed and took the other’s hand, and they went away, over the summit’s brow. I turned my back on Roughtor, and joined the old droveway to the edge of the moor.



















2. Less Favoured Areas


Exmoor





1


The moor’s edge will be marked by a cattle grid, and to its left or right a latched five-bar gate for horses and livestock. Step across the grate, mind your ankles, and you’re in the moor world: the grate is a frontier, and after those seconds of eyes-down attention as you tread from rung to rung, you look up to find yourself somewhere new.


I’d left Lynton, which overlooks the sea on the northern edge of Exmoor, before eight that morning. The track that took me up through the peripheral gorse-land of Thornworthy Common was a streambed, rushing louder as I climbed, and with a stream’s topology – water weed and bubbling falls and water-smoothed cobs. Water, too, is drawn to the routes of easiest passage. Here and there, clots of off-white foam had collected, and were being picked away at by the wind. There was a moment when it went as dark as dusk or eclipse. Amidst the gorse, the joyless Exmoor ponies. They did not mind the rain.


The end of the farmed land was marked by a neat bank faced with plates of sandstone, and then a field that was light green at its lower edge but bearded with rushes as it rose towards the moor. Here the moor’s persistence was visible: the cultivated land – the so-called reclaimed land – was being claimed back by the moor. It was as if the farmer had relinquished it, a kind of peace offering.


The moor ahead of me was a foaming, surging mass, a sponge squeezing itself, a waterlogged lung. I could feel its spume coming down on me, hear its roar. The track petered out into a handful of deep-cut trenches that ramified further until all that was left was a shorn expanse of dirty turf, and then, there, by the gate to the moor, was the lumpen sandstone artefact known as the Saddle Stone, which marked the boundary of the old Royal Forest. Beside it was a line of ravaged beeches, canted towards the high moor as if at once nodding the way and bowing a fretful farewell. Like everything here that is not pure moorland, the beeches are the Knight family’s doing (the estate’s accounts for 1850: ‘BEECHNUTS: £16’) and it is the beeches that shepherd you onto the moor, and guide you off it. The drizzle became first a spray, then a fine mist. The mist thickened.


There is no question when the moor proper has been reached: you know it like a cold breath on the nape – the ground becomes tussocked and sopping. The place is at once underfoot and on the horizon. Patches of green-red sphagnum marked the ‘featherbeds’, and here they were no bigger than a double bed; but who knew how deep. It is in an Exmoor bog, ‘as black as death and bubbling’, that Carver, the villain of Lorna Doone, drowns. ‘The black dog had him by the feet; the sucking of the ground drew on him, like the thirsty lips of death …’ And so he sinks, like Stapleton in The Hound of the Baskervilles, into ‘the engulfing grave of slime’. A rendering to the underworld.


The gorse and heather had not come this far; here was a treeless land of purple moor-grass and mat-grass and cotton-grass and rush, and low-lying sphagnums and liverworts. The mist, secretly, had become fog, a deadening vapour that surged with the wind and seemed a presence as constant and primary as the peat underfoot. It was water with a rinsing of soap, an occlusion rather than a blinding. My cough sounded like an animal’s – in these conditions a noise lasts no longer than its cause. In Lorna Doone, when the fog came down, ‘it was dismal as well as dangerous now for any man to go fowling … the pan of the gun was reeking, and … the sound of the piece was so dead, that the shooter feared harm and glanced over his shoulder’.


There was something about the fog that meant that its movement was most visible at the periphery of your vision, just as ghosts are said to be discernible only out of the corner of the eye. Soon I was lost, but it was the comic disorientation that happens before true confoundment blooms. I knew where I was. Here, on the map, east of the Chains and west of Woodbarrow Hangings and north of the cairns that crest the hillside above Challacombe, and so I walked south, expecting to come to a rise, but coming instead to a descent, and then the path was lost, and the fog was so thick that it seemed to muffle even the sound of my breathing.


It had a density that instinct told me must be suffocating, but of course it was experienced only as a chill in the mouth and in the lungs and in the eyes. Approaching the Chains, I began to understand that the old topographers’ use of the word ‘black’ to describe the moors – ‘black desart’, ‘black-a-more’ – was not metaphor: black it is, and the place names, too: Blackpits, Blackford, Blackland. The sodden heather, the rush, the burnt gorse, the dead bracken; above all, the exposed peat. Where drainage ditches had been cut, the peat’s profile was exposed: dark brown and knitted with rootlets at the surface, a fibrous velvet below, and darkening and distilling as it deepened to the blackest jelly at the cutting’s floor.


The Chains is Exmoor at its wettest. Off the path, every other step turns a foot or puts it calf-deep in the land. The drizzle teemed across the moor, noisy on waterproofs and like the wave-slap of an angry sea on the windward cheek. Out of the mist ahead emerged what appeared to be a breach in the hillside, a bite taken out of it from above, white sky or sea beyond; and yet the coast, I knew, was five miles away, and to the north. What I was looking at could only be sky if the world had been upended.


As I approached, I saw that the lip of the breach was fringed with grass that seemed to float inches above the broken ground. It was pond-rush. The water was a white-grey indistinguishable from the sky, as if this pond were the fog’s cauldron. You might wade into it and emerge no wetter; duck beneath the surface and continue to breathe. There were no ponies in its vicinity, nor any waterfowl.


2


From Norman times, Exmoor was ‘Forest’. Like most of the English moors, it was once wooded to the brink of the summits, its tree-cover stripped by successive generations, from Mesolithic hunters and croppers to the miners who felled what remained for their furnaces and props. But by ‘Forest’ was not necessarily meant woodland; like Dartmoor and parts of the North York and Pennine moors, Exmoor was the king’s hunting ground and larder. In his Treatise of the Lawes of the Forest, published in 1615, John Manwood describes the designation as ‘a certain territorie of woody grounds and fruitfull pastures, priviledged for wild beasts and fowles of Forest, Chase and Warren, to rest and abide in the safe protection of the King, for his princely delight and pleasure’.


All Devon was subject to Forest law until 1204, when the Devonians bought their freedom from King John. From this date, the Devon Forest was confined to the ‘wastes’ of Exmoor and Dartmoor. Although the king himself seldom visited, they were protected by laws so exacting that a man found on the moor with a bow might pay with his right hand. Even a moor-man’s dogs had to be ‘lawed’ – lamed, by the removal of three toes from the right front foot, to prevent them from worrying the Royal Hart.


In June 1818, the Commissioners of Woods and Forests placed an advertisement:




Such persons as are desirous of purchasing an extensive tract of WASTE LAND are hereby informed that the Allotment made to his Majesty on the FOREST OF EXMOOR, in the Counties of Somerset and Devon, consisting of about 10,262 Acres, together with an enclosed Farm … will be DISPOSED OF by Public Tender for the highest Price.





Sir Thomas Acland, last lessee of the Forest, bid £5,000; Earl Fortescue £30,000. Mr John Knight of Wolverley Hall, Worcestershire, topped Fortescue’s bid by a full £20,000. By 1820 the crown estate was his, and he’d added Acland’s three thousand acres to his property.


The Norfolk sandlands, Lincoln Heath, the Yorkshire Wolds, the Fens – all had been drained and ploughed. It was Knight’s intention that Exmoor should follow. Scion of a Worcestershire ironmaster and a sugar baron’s daughter, he was an industrialist, an agriculturist – and a speculator. He beheld the unexploited wastes between north Devon and Somerset and saw a goad – no roads, no farms, no fences: he would build them. One solitary habitation in its thousands of acres, and a mere thirty-eight trees.


His first task – enclosure: the Forest had never been fenced; its bounds were marked by streams and rocks and valleys – but this was his land and he would show it. In 1824 Knight built a wall around it, twenty-nine miles long. It was an announcement of his will. The moor’s first metalled roads followed. And then, for reasons that were already a mystery just fifty years after its construction, he employed two hundred County Mayo navvies to dam the headwaters of the river Barle, here, high up on the seeping slab of peat known as the Chains. (From the Devonian pronunciation of ‘chine’ – ‘backbone’.)


Nowhere else would I be so conscious of the moor as reservoir, as source and spring. The Chains – source of the Exe, the West Lyn and the Barle – seemed as much liquid as earth; you waded not walked. The Irish shovelled out a crater of seven acres and thirty feet deep and heaped the spoil alongside to block the valley that led down to Pinkery Farm. On the old maps is a channel – ‘CANAL’ – on a line from the excavation to Knight’s base at Simonsbath four miles to the southeast – but it begins (or ends) a good mile from Pinkery Pond. The truth is, the lake’s purpose is unknown. Of course, there are theories. It was meant to power mine workings, but no – there’d be no large-scale mining on Exmoor for years; or it was to feed a navigable canal – but where to? Perhaps it was going to irrigate the valley between here and Simonsbath, but it transpired that the peaty water silted up the ground and made it barren. Or it was to power threshing machines, or the incline railroad that would bring sweetening lime to the moor from Porlock. Sir John Fortescue, of the ancestral family, told the author Henry Williamson that it was a boating lake, part of Knight’s plans to make a landscaped estate of the moors. On a summer’s day perhaps it would be a pleasant place to drift. But on a day like today? Williamson bathed in it, once; but, he said, ‘monsters are lurking down there … You can’t enjoy a solitary swim.’


There are records of Pinkery Pond being stocked with trout in the early twentieth century, but it did not thrive as a fishery. ‘On Dartmoor,’ Williamson explains, ‘where the peat water is also acid, lakes have been made specially for trout; shrimp and snail have been introduced in large quantities – only to disappear, since the acid eats through their shells, and they die.’ The dams of the Pennine reservoirs must be specially treated to keep the acid from eating away at the cement. Slurp a mouthful from your palm and it tastes only of storms, at first, but hold it and your tongue might detect a battery tang.


I edged down the revetment wall to the sound of thrashing, where the water from the reservoir was let through the embankment by a channel cut into the rock. It was a fierce sound; the whole lake looked to be drawn to this spot like sand to an hourglass’s waist. If you slipped you’d plug it.


In 1889, Mr Gammon, a widower from the village of Parracombe, left his pony tethered at the water’s edge. His clothes were folded neatly on the bank, as if ready for morning. He had been ‘paying persistent addresses’ to a young woman, who had declined him, and so away he’d gone, his steps firm and sure – ‘Then I’m off to Pinkery.’


A Welsh diver was sent down. It didn’t take long. Farmer Gammon was a man of his word. The young woman’s reaction is not recorded.


In 1912 it was William Stenner. Married, six children, from Riscombe near Exford. It was 9 August and William went to bed early. When Mrs Stenner brought him a cup of tea the bed was empty. The hunt was huge, every able-bodied man from Exford and Withypool, led by the master of the hounds. It wasn’t until January that they thought to drain Pinkery; after all, it was a good few miles from Stenner’s home.


In the dam are two oak plugs, each fitted into an iron pipe. It took four weeks – four weeks in snow that turned to slush, then froze. At first the plugs would not budge, and when they did, they were forced back into their housings by the water’s weight. But inch by inch the water level was lowering. Finally the plugs were jemmied free, and overnight the lake drained, leaving this great black gulf stinking in the frosted moor: and amidst it the ribcages of sheep, and the remains of a cart, but no body.


For the first time in its history Pinkery Pond was empty. Two hundred and fifty people came to look from miles around. ‘A black dismal gorge’ was how the North Devon Journal described it. The Chains had not seen this many people since the dam was built. And not only people: dozens of herons stalked the dark sludge, slender legs and bills filthy, bellies full of frogs, voices shocked, calling to one another, Kraka-ark! Stenner, meanwhile – he wasn’t here. In late February, seven months after he vanished, his body was found, close to his cottage at Riscombe, wedged in a flooded adit of one of Knight’s abandoned mines. Self-murder was not an uncommon end for Exmoor farmers.
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It’s in Tarka the Otter that Henry Williamson transcribes the voice of the heron, Old Nog, as Kraka-ark! – and Krark! and Ark! and Kack! and Gark! Fleeing the hunt, Tarka holes up at Pinkery Pond, ‘deep and brown and still, reflecting rushes and reeds at its sides, the sedges of the hills, and the sky over them’. I looked across the water’s surface: it was quite flat and yet, today, it didn’t mirror a thing. The reeds at its surface had no reflection; a duck might land on it and cast no double. Tarka waits in the reeds at the tarn’s northern end – the side opposite the dam – and watches a hen raven fishing, delivering a mimic croak then pincering the inquisitive frogs when they surface, and piling their corpses on the bank. The otter makes a playmate. ‘The raven, who was one of three hundred sons of Kronk, would drop a stick into the tarn and Tarka would swim after it, bringing it to the bank and rolling it between his paws.’


Williamson’s story, and Tarka’s, is nearing its end. He knew the southwest moors, had made himself know them in order to write with the assurance of a local and a moor-man, of which he was, in truth, neither, however long he stayed. ‘What qualification do you, sir, a stranger to Devon, possess that you should presume to write about an otter?’ wrote one huntsman. Williamson rewrote Tarka – he said – seventeen times: ‘chipped from the breastbone’. ‘The later versions were written in what can only be described as anguish arising from a sense of insufficient knowledge.’ And so he came here, to the Chains and Pinkery Pond, as he went everywhere with his imagined otter (to Dartmoor’s Cranmere Pool, too). When Tarka watches that playful raven, you know who the watcher really is, that he sought out the tarn’s most likely otter-place – those reeds along its northern shore, where one of the Barle’s headwaters enters – and waited there, and watched, until some of his ‘anguish’ had spilled off.


Henry Williamson returned at the end of his career, forty years after the triumphant reception enjoyed by Tarka, when he needed a setting for the outrageous, saturated final scenes of the final novel in his fifteen-novel sequence A Chronicle of Ancient Sunlight. The Gale of the World was to be the book that reclaimed for him the pre-eminence that Tarka had begotten – the prizes, the adulation, the sales.


‘The writing you do when you’re on the right beam is almost automatic,’ he’d once written. But the beam was narrow – his balance was imperfect, the more so as he aged. Even the novel’s dedicatee, Kenneth Allsop, couldn’t bring himself to praise it. And it is a shambles, though exquisite in places, as if Williamson himself hadn’t been able to bring himself to read it back even once – as if each paragraph has simply been carried forth in the flood of his enormous energy.


The Gale of the World opens in 1945. Having split from his wife, Phillip Maddison is living alone in a shepherd’s cot near Barbrook. The war haunts him – it is up there, on the moor, in the mud. To the Chains, where 100-horsepower quad bikes easily get mired, Captain Maddison drives up from Lynton in his Silver Eagle, on a day of ferocious rain, ‘ploughing furrows of sloppy black peat as the vehicle slid and yawed to the crest of the Chains’. Had Williamson done this same trip in his own Silver Eagle? Certainly he knew the terrain, had walked it dozens of times. With Maddison is his dog, Bodger: ‘The dog had shivered ever since seeing the gun put under the tonneau cover; for Bodger had once been shot at by his former master.’ But the shell is not for the dog.


High above the moor, two gliders are struggling against the coming storm: ‘a strange wool-like clottage … moving across the black peaks of cumulo-nimbus’. On the moor, Maddison asks himself, ‘Have I really given up hope, except a black hope, a Tristan-like longing for the suns which have burned black after falling in rains of fire?’ With Bodger, he walks from the motor car into the electric storm, until they reach a tumulus ‘where he had often stood to look over the Atlantic’.


Today I could see no further than the fenceline, let alone the tumulus, let alone the sea. ‘Soon,’ Williamson goes on, ‘the Chains, fifteen hundred feet above the sea, was a glittering sheet of water from which a semblance of glassy thistles rose a foot high and side by side, so violent was the down-hurled rain. And the tops of the clumps of sedge-grass were linked by pale blue waving gossamers of St Elmo’s Fire. Hurray! Hurray!’


Maddison’s euphoria is short-lived – ‘this isn’t Passchendaele’. Just then, ‘he felt a blow on the top of his head, breaking body from legs as the earth rose up to his eyes’ – he has been struck by lightning – and with that he blacks out.




*





The equation of the moors with the battlefields of Europe came naturally to Williamson, himself a damaged child of the Great War, ‘an extension of my greater phantasmagoria of the Western Front’. In his story ‘A Winter’s Tale’, he benights a returned soldier on a snowbound Dartmoor. Barbed wire could corral more than just cattle; fog was not only fog. Following the Devonport Leat, the veteran is reminded of ‘the flooded trenches on the Somme or under Passchendaele’.


In 1925 Williamson arranged his honeymoon in two stages: the first week spent in a cottage on the moor near Dunkery Beacon; the second in France, walking the battlefields and war cemeteries. ‘The moor is a black strip,’ he wrote, ‘black as a rock spider and as savage.’ Of the ranked crosses at Arras, a week later: ‘black as a wasteland of charred thistles’. What say his new wife had in planning the honeymoon is unclear.


The stripped landscapes of the moor; and then the stripped landscapes of no-man’s land. When the eye finds nothing to fix itself on, the mind turns inwards. ‘It’s not the sea, is it?’ asks the young heroine of The Secret Garden, seeing moorland for the first time; Rannoch Moor, in Robert Louis Stevenson’s Kidnapped, is ‘as waste as the sea’; Arthur Conan Doyle, visiting Dartmoor, saw ‘long green rollers, with crests of jagged granite foaming up into fantastic surges’; even Emily Brontë’s Haworth Moor was a ‘heathy sea’. And it was to the imagery of sea that others turned, when trying to describe what they’d witnessed on the Western Front. D. W. Griffiths found ‘literally nothing that meets the eye but an aching desolation of nothingness … You might as well try to describe the ocean.’ A lieutenant at Passchendaele recalled ‘a sea of mud. Literally a sea.’ When Stephen Graham returned, a year after the war, he found a ‘landocean’.


Landocean – that was the moor. Henry Williamson signed up, as a Territorial, to the First Battalion of the London Rifle Brigade. It might be that the war gave him his first insight into man’s relationship with the non-human. ‘I don’t think I am a nature-lover,’ wrote the author of Salar the Salmon, The Old Stag and Tarka the Otter. ‘I used to be, when I was hopelessly or helplessly in love in my youth. There was nothing else to love.’


Nature-love … It was for children, for knickerbockered ramblers and bird-table tenders – to express love for nature was as meaningless as expressing contempt for it. And while his own obdurate and witless crush on ‘the great man across the Rhine’ was born partly of an acquired knowledge of what it was like when men fought one another freely, with firearms, Williamson looked back on his own war – for all that it warped his character, and he knew it had – with something a lot like fondness.


‘It was lovely,’ he wrote of his arrival at the Front, in late 1914. Lovely! Of an offensive the following year: ‘Partridges flying from gunfire; larks in the sky. The guns, the lights, the great roar. It wasn’t fear, it was magnificent.’


His was a child’s exhilaration, and he saw the world as a child from then on. He’d experienced beauty, grave but real, in the trenches. It was something that might be encountered even amidst misery and horror – might, moreover, be witnessed at its most potent in such circumstances. In 1940, reflecting on the new war while staying with a friend at the moorland village of Withypool, a sleepless Williamson ‘switched on the light and tried to read of another man’s attempt to leave a part of the earth fairer than he found it’ – John Knight: ‘All the lime in the world mixed with the deep dark heather-soil, could not ripen the wheat in a normal season. The gales tore at the leaves of the root crops of mangold and turnip.’ The moor, wrote Williamson, was ‘unconquerable’; it was as constant – as ‘ageless’ – as mankind’s propensity to violence. Untameable.


‘A week later,’ he concluded, ‘I was in prison’, arrested under Regulation 18B, like his friend Oswald Mosley, as a suspected Nazi sympathiser.


‘Phillip’s eyes opened upon the visible world and he realised slowly that he was still alive,’ he wrote in the final pages of The Gale of the World. The lightning has killed Bodger, but his owner comes to, at the highest point of the Chains, just east of the lake where Williamson placed his fictional otter. It is now, as the novel ends, that the magnitude of the downpour becomes apparent, for it is 15 August 1952, and this is the great storm of that year, which flooded the moor from its watersheds to its edges, and sluiced through the dwellings of Simonsbath, and flushed down the East Lyn to Lynmouth. Walking up to the moor through the village of Barbrook, I had paused at a monument dedicated to Gwenda Oxley and Joyce Hiscock, ‘two young girls from Victoria, Australia’, who were among the thirty-five who died that night.
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I took the wrong path, north of the fence, not south. South had been a morass; north was a bog and then a slough. I was following the old wall of the Knight estate – more of a rampart, really – ten feet thick at the base and tapering to an eroded top with a double rank of outward-tilted fence posts.
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