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‘Do you not realise you are a woman and cannot go just anywhere?’


Abba Arsenius, 400 CE













Prologue



In an ideal world, this prologue would not exist. Or it would be excellently short, saying nothing more than this is a book about walking along the oldest roads in England and pointing out some odd remainders of history along the way. Perhaps that by the end of it you might look at the southern English countryside with slightly different eyes, in terms of what it is rather than what we imagine it to be.


Unfortunately we are not yet in utopia, which means I need to explain why I set out on this journey and what I intended to achieve, so here goes.


The best-case scenario – at least as defined by the publishing industry – is that I would have set out on a walk in order to find out something about myself or because I wanted to change my life and, at the end of the book, I would have become a different and preferably better person as a result of the healing powers of nature. Or the hope of this happening would be the hook which keeps us all going until the end.


This insistence annoys me. When a man goes for a walk and then writes a book about it, as so many of them do, they rarely present any justification for what they have done. These authors simply want to follow old tracks, or to investigate where a Roman road or highway goes or trace a line up the centre of the country and then tell you about it. Sometimes they want to swim. But they are not asked why they are doing this, or what their personal journey might be. It’s fine for a man to go out walking.


Women, though, must have a reason, to serve them as a passport, the chit which permits them to leave home. They should be coming to terms with grief, or trying to right a wrong, or perhaps they have lost everything and have no choice in the matter but to walk. Whatever the circumstances, the crucial thing is that there must be one. Unlike men, women must justify what they are doing: simply wanting to walk isn’t a good enough excuse. And it’s certainly no grounds for writing.


The fact that I have to explain this is the reason that this book needs to be written. Because this requirement doesn’t just tell us about publishing and the kind of books we expect to see in a bookshop. Underlying it is a far more substantial assumption. Men can set out at any time. It’s in their nature to walk out and seek the wild unknown. But not women. They are meant to stay at home, in the domestic sphere.


Pshaw you say: women are no longer tied to the home like Victorian wives; they can work and go wherever they want. And in theory this is true. But the reality – as almost every woman knows – is that a lot of difficulties are strewn along the way. It’s still very hard for a woman with children to walk away from domestic responsibilities, away from the mother load of appointments and time and washing and other people’s needs.


Even if they manage to do this, will they be safe? It’s not only demands that keep women at home but also the fear of men and what they might do. Just a few men, to be sure, but that’s more than enough to lodge in the back of your mind and stop you from going out alone, hold you back from setting out into the countryside and being an independent person, one who sees things just for themselves, for the pleasure of being there. And if the abstract fear isn’t enough to keep you in, the other men might be, the ones who yell at walkers from their vans, who shout at women cyclists and follow runners into the woods just for the fun of the chase. Any woman who does go out is reminded on an almost daily basis that she should not really be there. The wide expanse of the land is not ours and we do not belong in it as men do.


None of this should come as a surprise to me because my day job is all about how young women are excluded from the public realm. I’m co-founder of a charity called Make Space for Girls, which campaigns for parks and other public spaces to be as welcoming for teenage girls as they are to teenage boys. Councils and developers spend quite a lot of money on providing for ‘teenagers’, but in reality the BMX tracks, the skate parks and fenced pitches they provide are almost entirely used by boys. This contradicts the rights of children and sex equality; it’s barely legal and has big health impacts on teenage girls (somehow the authorities manage to castigate these girls for being inactive but never notice that they have been given nothing to be active on).


But the key thing that girls themselves take from this is that they feel they do not belong outside. They have been to the park and seen that there is nothing there for them, and if they hang around people stare so they return home, shut out of pretty much the only autonomous place that teenagers have, but also out of community and belonging and civic society – all the things which public space represents.


It’s easy to place this in a wider context too: one in which women have been kept to the home by religious rules or custom or social pressure. Because all of these things still apply. Girls from some parts of London tell stories of having to carry a shopping bag when they go out otherwise their brothers and peers call them ‘hoes’. That bag is their legitimacy, their reason and excuse; girls have no right to go out just because they want to. No accident that the phrase is ‘her indoors’.


It’s not a huge stretch to see the absence of women from the countryside as part of the same pattern. So in this book I am setting out to see what the landscape looks like when you start to think of it as a place where men and women experience it differently. To see if it really is a place where men belong and where women are not meant to be. And to discover whether women who have walked out into it before now have been written out of the prevailing stories.


Despite myself, there are also elements of personal discovery in here too, because it’s only through the pattern of my own life that I have really understood – the hard way – how women end up confined.


If this sounds a bit much, the book is also about old roads and what we know about them, about the meanings and uses of high places both now and in the past, and why people have always needed to get together in one place throughout all of history. So if that appeals more, do just come along for the ride.


All this explanation, however, is very much making sense of what happened after the event, because when I set off, I had no idea that I was embarking on any kind of journey. All I wanted to do was go for a walk.










Three walks on the Ridgeway between Avebury and Gore Cross



Twelve miles, ten miles and fourteen miles


Early on a Thursday morning, before anyone else is awake, I leave the house and set out to walk. That’s such an easy phrase to write and other people begin books like this all the time. The door slams behind them and they are gone, adventuring off into the early morning with only a rucksack on their backs and half a plan. As a rule these books are the ones written by men.


I didn’t find leaving the house quite so straightforward, and I was just going out for a day. The practical difficulties – of childcare, who would eat what and when, and how I might travel – could be sorted with a bit of effort. The other problem was more difficult to overcome. I was reluctant to walk because I had become afraid.


This hadn’t always been so. Twenty years ago, when I was single and younger, I discovered that I loved walking, and that more than anything else I loved doing this on the billowing chalk lands of southern England. I loved their green, simple hills with white trackways scored into their flanks which demanded to be followed. I walked for miles on my own and with other people, and eventually came to live on the downs for a while, exploring every part of the territory until I knew the landscape as though it were the palm of my own hand. Back then I was happy to set out on my own, without even telling anyone where I was going or when I would be back.


One reason I am setting out now is to reclaim that past self: competent, sufficient, unafraid. This is why I am now driving away from home, heading toward the Vale of Pewsey, where I am going to walk a stretch of the Ridgeway, a path which may be the oldest road in Britain.


I have several rules about what makes a proper walk. Firstly, it should go from one place to another. I don’t like ending up where I started; it feels much better to find myself somewhere different to where I began. What’s the point of travelling otherwise? Although sometimes – like today – the ragged state of public transport in this country means that I have no choice.


I’d also rather walk a new way if I can. I want to be somewhere I do not know, to see different views and vistas, encounter an unfamiliar atmosphere and different thoughts.


But the single thing I want most is to be following an old road. Modern footpaths are so often disappointing; thin, un-kept, marginal in every sense of the word. I hate being squeezed between hedgerows and crop, scrabbling up a tussocky hill skidding on each lump, pushing my way between long grass and overhanging brambles, each one coating me with the damp of last night’s rain. These tracks are not welcoming when I have to assert my right to be present against every branch I pass.


In comparison, if I call up an old road in my head, I see a wide track with grass growing down the middle, hedged each side with oak and hawthorn, the way unfurling ahead of me without question or obstacle. Because they so often follow the ridgeline, these paths ride the hill like a sailing ship on the waves. Either side, the fields spread out for miles. Up here, I am monarch of the road; the path’s unerring sense of direction tells me that I am in the right place and can keep going for ever.


All of which is why I am heading for the Ridgeway. I’ve walked some of its length before, from Tring across the Thames all the way to Overton on the hills above the Avebury stone circle. There it gave up on me, but now I know it goes further, south and west all the way to the coast. And this is where I am going to walk today, following its trail along the high ground above the Vale of Pewsey.


The road brings me in through the valley, which is hedged and productive, the space in which modern life takes place. The railway, the canal and the road now all run through this easy passage, but rising up on each side is the chalk, sleek and green and impersonal.


The Ridgeway lives on these slopes, a place so remote and unvisited by either modern roads or tourists that I have no choice but to make a circular walk. It’s not ideal, but there is no other way and I have a car and a plan and a footpath and no excuse not to get on with it.


I’ve chosen my day by the weather, and the sky is blue with thin scribbles of high cloud, the sun already warm on my back. Even so, the walk does not start well. I park up in a small hamlet. It’s spring and the hawthorn and cow parsley are edging each track in white, as clear as a spray-paint outline. All I need to do is head two fields over and I will be on the right path. Except this is not as straightforward as it should be. Ahead on the road, a man sits in a parked white van, checking his phone. I wait for a few minutes and then he stays longer and my instincts start to kick in. My fear. I don’t want to demonstrate to him that I am here, on my own, and setting out into an empty landscape.


Like every woman, I’ve been making these calculations ever since I started leaving the house on my own. What I’ve only recently discovered is that there’s a term for them: safety work. This is a satisfyingly unplacatory phrase. Because safety work doesn’t just describe the workarounds – the keys in the hand, the pretend phone call on a dark path, the not going out in the first place – that women do all the time. It also contains the fact that, even though attacks on women outdoors are rare, this doesn’t mean that spaces are safe; instead it shows how much effort women put in to avoid potential danger. The phrase notices that this consumes energy and headspace which saps women’s joy and imagination and ability to appreciate the world around us; that it’s women who take responsibility for avoiding violence while men are asked nothing at all.


I like safety work; it answers back. It’s only one step away from the idea that the best way to make women’s lives safer would be for men to stay at home. But of course they don’t do that, and this means that right now I have a problem to solve.


The map tells me I can cut across on a footpath and take the next road up. This is fine for the first few hundred metres, until the next stile brings me up against a field of cows. I am scared of cows, all of them, but the warnings are most of all about the dangers of mothers with young calves, and this field is full of them, their flanks dark like polished wood, each adult with its child, watching me. The path cuts straight through and I don’t want to risk it, so I walk down the edge of the fence, thinking I might be able to cross at the other end of the field. But the barbed wire is too tight and new to duck under, and I can’t get over at the corner either, although I rip a hole in my trouser leg in trying. Even this is enough for the cows to decide that I am a problem, and all the way back they run alongside me, mobbing and lowing right by the fence, proving me right. So I go back the way I came, and the man has gone and finally I can take the path up to the Ridgeway and start heading where I want to go. What I don’t realise as yet is that the morning has barely begun but I have already faced up to the two causes of my fear, the two biggest enemies of my walking. With the benefit of hindsight, the man and the cows are portents of what I would come to understand about women and the countryside, and how it is domestication which confines us at home. But all of this was contained in the journey to come.


As I head for the Ridgeway I am content enough with the fact that I have set out on old roads once more. What I am hoping for is to begin again, to reclaim my old self, and if I have any agenda at all it is to prove that the roads I love so much are as ancient as I believe them to be. What has kept me away from the hills for so long is a thought for much further along.


The way up is enclosed by high hedges, but the ground is chalky and dry, and where it has been worn away at the sides bleached tree roots look like unearthed bones. These holloways are a readable mark of travel, worn into a gulley in the hillside by hundreds or thousands of years of travellers going from place to place. Like the lorries, only more slowly.


At the top, the path forks right and I am on the Ridgeway. This may be the oldest road in the country, dating back to the time of Stonehenge and Avebury. Or it may not.


For most of English history, the existence of ancient tracks was a matter of fact and their story straightforward. It went like this. The first paths were created by migrating animals, and humans followed these where they found them, ready-made. The oldest routes in England ran along ridges of high ground, following the crests of both chalk and limestone. These were natural highways, avoiding river crossings and marshes and the densely forested lowlands, and some are still in use today. This was how people travelled until the Romans arrived two thousand years ago to build their roads out of packed stone and straight lines, shooting them across the landscape like arrows, regardless of gradients or rivers or any other obstructions. The received wisdom was set out by the Spectator in 1913:




Our roads, indeed, are one of our most distinctive national possessions; they are a national heritage, and they have the romance of a heritage. They belong to and connect the very beginnings of our national civilisation … The journeying tribesmen chose the lines of the hills because only on the high ground could they see where they were going and could keep free from the swamps and impenetrable forests of the valleys. They followed broad and natural rules of travel: they liked to go dry and warm, and so they chose for preference the sunny side of the hill.





Of all these ancient tracks, the Ridgeway was the greatest, crossing the country diagonally from the Wash in the east to Axminster in Devon in the west. The line of monuments scattering its length, the graves and hill forts and chalk figures as well as the vast stone circle of Avebury, the way it keeps apart from modern towns,fn1 all spoke of how important and ancient this road was. Even as late as the 1950s, prehistoric sites were being discussed in terms of their access to these first highways.


Nowadays archaeologists don’t have much time for this story. The big argument is that ancient people never needed to travel that far; the revolution of farming and domestication meant that lives changed. No longer did groups roam around, following the herds and the seasons in search of food, because as farmers they were now tethered, bound to the land and its relentless demands. Any paths would only be local, running from one settlement to the next. Perhaps the ridgeways only join up by accident, or arose much later and are not ancient at all.


The problem with the idea of prehistoric roads is the absence of proof. Archaeologists like solid remains, evidence, but all that travel does to a road is wear the surface away, leaving only a negative trace. And because archaeologists want to be seen as scientific, analysing observable phenomena, this absence upsets them. Only when the Roman engineers arrive to put down hardcore can anything certain be said. Older roads are dangerous, causing prehistorians to waver from the path of sensible proof. One archaeologist describes tracks as ‘the haunt of the romantic, the irrational and the obsessional.’ Sounds fun; count me in.


Mute and unknowable, ancient roads have fallen out of favour and out of sight. I can present as many arguments as I like about why roads might have been needed (and boy, I am going to) but in the end the Ridgeway and its fellows have become a matter of faith. Do we want to believe that these tracks persisted from the beginning of our history? Or, if nothing can be proved, shall we dismiss them as an agreeable fantasy which makes us feel better? Roads, it seems, are a lot like God.


In this case at least, I am a believer. For whatever reasons, be they national or historical or personal, I like the idea of continuity. I want to think that I am following the same path that has been taken by generation after generation before me, all their journeys laid one on top of each other by time, and so wherever I go, I search for the signs that the road I am travelling has always been there.


But I also like these paths because they are a sign that the countryside is not natural, but man-made. I am not out here to commune with anything wild and inhuman but with people. History lies just under the surface on these high old landscapes, a visible presence under the thin grass like the shape of a person sleeping under a blanket, and this is what I am here to see.


As soon as I reach the path, I know I am in the right place. Up here I can see right across the vale, where a line of monuments – a hill fort, a high barrow, an enclosure – signal through time across the valley. Ahead of me, the path goes on, unhedged here but wide, white and certain, showing me where to go. Splashes of poppies colour the green wheat alongside.


Soon this becomes a gravelled access road, heading off like a painted line as far as the eye can see. Alongside this runs a narrow track and I walk first on one then the other. The ruts are deep, while the potholes in the road are treacherous, but I prefer the feel of grass underfoot. More natural, I find myself thinking, but of course this is nonsense. The whole expanse is the way and every part of it is the proper path. And so I carry on, the Ridgeway unrolling mile after mile towards a horizon made from oak and beech trees which I never seem to reach. I don’t mind; I am happy enough to be walking again. And I have seen no one else at all while I am up here. This pleases me too.


I don’t want to stop, but before it is even lunchtime I have gone as far as I intended. It’s a relief to step out of the sun and into the shelter of another deep holloway heading back into the valley. The trees bend over me in welcome. Because it is Monday the pub in Urchfont that I had earmarked is shut, so I buy a tuna and onion sandwich instead, only this is so unpleasant that I feed it to a hedge and survive the afternoon on Wotsits. The two staff in the village shop appear to be the only living beings here, and the rest of the village is deserted, as though the Rapture has come and only the few ungodly remain.


I trudge over dusty fields, cross a busy road and then come with relief to small lanes which take me round the back of the villages, and so to the car. I’ve only been out for a few hours but even so, I am ecstatic. I have returned to walking, and the high places I love most, all over again. I have been on my own and I have survived. Now the only thing I want to do is carry on.


I know why I stopped walking; that’s an easy story to tell. It happened when I became a mother. Admitting this feels awkward, like some kind of failure. As a feminist I should surely just have picked up my baby and carried on. Only that’s not the way it happened at all.


Pregnant, I kept going, even if this was on city streets rather than climbing the wild and empty hills. But the moment E was born I stopped. At first even forty paces seemed like a miracle to my battered body, but once that recovered, I still didn’t walk. My mind had altered beyond all recognition.


Two months after she was born, we took E into Bristol. A small city like this should have been no trouble after two decades in London, but it terrified me. The unthinking traffic roared past too close to the pram and so fast that even standing on the edge of the pavement made me feel vulnerable and exposed. We didn’t return for a long time and instead E and I went around the town in Shepton Mallet and then to shopping centres where I could push her pram around on flat tiled floors with no cars nearby, while pretending I still belonged in the wider world.


E began to seem more solid, as though she might survive, so we began to go a bit further. I loved her and had made this choice; I did not want to complain. But the one place which seemed unreachable was the countryside. The pram was an impossibility, but the sling wasn’t much better. What if I met someone bad down a long lane far from anywhere? This question had never troubled me when I walked out before, but now it loomed like rain blurring the edge of a dark cloud. No longer could I stride down a road into an open and empty landscape. I mattered to E now, and she mattered to me so much that I dared not do anything which might risk her.


On bad days, confined to the house and always interrupted, I raged from the loss of walking. I couldn’t tell what I missed the most, setting out on my own with no restrictions or the simple idea of a chalk path leading me forward to something new. Although I’d taken up these chains without knowing their full weight, I could not go back. I was inextricably tied to another soul and this could not be undone. I had been domesticated.


I do not mean this in the way of The Taming of the Shrew, or some Hallmark Channel movie in which a feisty and ambitious television producer finally sees the errors of her ways and dons a floral pinny. Like any woman with a child, I have been domesticated in the same way as the cows and the sheep. I am hefted to one place, fenced in, required for breeding and so my freedom has been revoked. No longer am I a wild thing.


Oddly, I understood this very soon after E was born. In the dawn hours when I woke up to feed her, a very specific image would arrive in my mind. I was sitting on top of a high hill, cross-legged at the entrance of a thatched roundhouse in the grey-lemon light before sunrise. That me was also feeding a baby, watching from within the banks of the hill fort as light spread over the green fields ghosted with tatters of mist. One sentence ran through my head as I sat there, over and over: ‘I am as alike as to the sheep and the kyne.’ It’s pseudo-historical doggerel, made up out of scraps. Kyne are cattle, just as swine are pigs. But the words didn’t matter. I had seen that now I was a mother, I had become little more than livestock and my fate was inescapable.


Despite my achievement in setting out, the fear has not entirely departed. Before the next journey, I lie awake in the darkness, worrying. Not that I will be shot or hurt; these fears are much more nebulous and vague. Dark shapes lurk in copses, the undergrowth rustles with menace, threats hover but never form. The thoughts jostle in the dark and I cannot tell if they are cows or men, but I am not going to give in. Fear is what would imprison me at home; it’s what keeps so many women domesticated while their men set out on long adventures. I should not be afraid. The rustling in the undergrowth is almost always a bird.


The trick is not to stop. A week later, I climb back up to the chalk on the same narrow holloway which took me down last time. From here I emerge into a triangle of high grasses and wide sky, passed by the white road. Up here are also booms, which echo against the clouds and the grass and the air. Down in the valley the sound is less intense, like someone slamming a garage door shut, but up here it rumbles around the hills. I know it isn’t thunder because it stops for lunch – well that and the fact that the path now is taking me towards the Salisbury Plain Training Ground where the army are practising for war.


Almost all my walks are undertaken to the sound of guns, and I have a lot of fun on social media juxtaposing seemingly peaceful images of growing wheat, wild flowers and rolling hills against a listing of the particular day’s gunfire, whether that’s machine guns, shelling or helicopter fire. Where the artillery is not, there are clay-pigeon shooters, rattling out their cartridges in the lee of another hill, or bird-scarers frightening rooks. We like to believe that the countryside is quiet, but when we listen this may not be true. People are almost always out here shooting at things; usually the ones doing it are men.


The next landmark is a clearing of grey metal shed and baled hay, tatty and uninspiring, enclosed with hedges and dark trees. But I am learning to read the inky emphatic strokes of the Scots pines, the tallest and darkest green around, as a sign, a word to those in the know.


Before the railways and the diesel cattle trucks, drovers used old roads like the Ridgeway to walk sheep and cattle from the grazing fields of the west to market in the cities. The story is that a drover would carry a handful of pine cones in their pocket. When they found a good place to rest and water their charges, they would bury a cone or two, which would eventually turn into a marker for those who took the journey after them. The pines stood out over the native trees, a signal which could be read for miles. This triangular space must have been one of their halting places.


I’ve been testing this theory for a bit now, and it seems to work. On a recent walk nearer to home, I noticed a clump of pines outside a farmyard and thought it odd, because there was no wide road there that I knew. Then, when I got closer and looked, on the other side of a wooden gate was the perfect trackway, hedged on each side and dense with buttercups and good grass. No one used this stretch now, but once it must have been important.


Not all tall trees can be read this way though. The early railway companies borrowed the trick, planting clumps of pines at their more remote stations so that a traveller arriving on foot didn’t get lost. Gardens around Victorian villas can also provide false positives.


Droving is one of the reasons that the Ridgeway and other old roads survive. Huge herds went across the country, hundreds of cattle at a time, thousands of sheep, going to market in London or to be sold at one of the great fairs along the way, or heading to Portsmouth or Plymouth to provision the navy. It’s far easier to drive a flock of sheep or a herd of cows on soft ground, away from carts and horses, and being in the way, and, later, out of the reach of tolls too. Up here there are wide spaces and grass as fodder.


The drovers themselves were not mere agricultural labourers. Not only did they know the routes and the fairs, they had to be as reliable as a bank. Farmers trusted them with the animals, which represented a year’s profit, and had to be certain that the drover would not only sell them for the best price he could get, but would also return with the money.


The heyday of droving was the eighteenth century, when each year a hundred thousand cattle and three quarters of a million sheep arrived at Smithfield Market alone. This hoofed traffic kept the old ways alive, and the journeys live on not only in the tall pines but also in innumerable ancient lanes called The Drove, or the Welsh Road, because so many of the drovers came from Wales. There are Welsh Houses too, and inns called The Drover, as well as strange, isolated pubs on high hills which must have got much of their trade from these travellers. One, in Hampshire, is now a house but still has a painted slogan under its eaves. GWAIR-TYMHERUS-PORFA-FLASUS-CWRW-DA-A-GWAL-CYCURUS, it reads, which translates as Season’s Hay – Rich Grass – Good Ale – Sound Sleep.


All too soon I have done my day’s walking and the path begins to drop down an easy slope, bordered by wheat fields which shimmer like pale green satin in the breeze. But before I go back to the car, I have one last detour to make, to a place which is now almost entirely invisible. Deep in the green flatness of the Vale of Pewsey sits Marden Henge, one of the unknown monuments of England. Situated almost exactly in the midpoint between Avebury and Stonehenge, it was once a place of great significance. The enclosure of ditches and banks was the largest in the country, and encircled a giant man-made hill called Hatfield Barrow, which used to be two hundred feet across and thirty feet high, but has now been dug and ploughed into nothingness. These days, bungalows squat on its fringes and the space is bisected by a road. All that remains is the slight rise of a curving bank in a field and a dark green sign at the gate, put up by English Heritage. There’s hardly even the place to park one car.


What’s not an accident is that Marden is close to the Ridgeway, and may even mark the point where the road crossed the River Avon. And the trackway was an important part of why it was here. In recent years it has become clear that people travelled vast distances to come to these monuments, and the newest clues to this have come from the bones of pigs.


We don’t know why people visited monuments like Marden or Stonehenge – to worship or dance or study or sacrifice or something else altogether – but one thing they definitely did was feast. These gatherings were so immense and left so many bones that they can tell us a few stories. To start with, the etiquette was very much Bring Your Own Pig. We know this because it’s now possible to find out where these animals were reared. Pigs, like humans, collect chemical signatures in their bones and teeth as they develop, and these vary from place to place. The porcine remains at Marden come from as far as west Wales, the Lake District and possibly even Scotland. And as all the parts of the pig are present, they seem to have been brought here alive.


One of the many arguments as to why the Ridgeway only really dates back a few hundred years is that Neolithic people didn’t need to travel far, and when they did they went by boat. The pigs of Marden chew up that idea entirely. Would you rather wrestle a pig or three into a small craft made from logs and cowhide, and take them along the northern coast of England, or round the tip of Cornwall, with all the food they require, never mind the need to shovel pig shit? Or would you rather take them for a walk, feeding them as you went?


The idea of long-distance ancient travel is so unfashionable that some archaeologists have even suggested that the results must be a mistake, because you can’t transport pigs like that. You can. Just because it’s difficult, that doesn’t mean that it can’t be done. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, pigs, along with geese and turkeys, were driven along the same routes as the cattle and the sheep.




The other day we happened to be among a set of spectators who could not help stopping to admire the patience and address with which a pig-driver huddled and cherished onward his drove of unaccommodating élèves. He was a born genius for a manœuvre. Had he originated in a higher sphere he would have been a general, or a stage-manager, or, at least, the head of a set of monks.





Leigh Hunt, in 1828, was so tickled by the sight of a pig-drover that he wrote an entire essay about the skill involved. Who knows, perhaps the pigs were brought to Marden precisely because it was a difficult thing to do. I rather like that thought. But we’ll never know what these pigs and their journeys meant back then. All we know is that they arrived.fn2


Unlike the ancients, I have no destination in mind, so all I can do is keep going. For my next assault on the Ridgeway, I go back to the other side of the Vale of Pewsey, where I have already seen the monuments lining the horizon, to walk from the Marlborough Downs into the valley again.


The track takes me across the Wansdyke, a great ditch which runs along this ridge for more than twenty miles, between Savernake Forest near Marlborough, all the way, perhaps, to the Severn Estuary. No one knows quite when it was built – perhaps just after the Romans left – or what it was meant to do. One of its functions might have been to control the Ridgeway and who could pass down it, like some kind of customs barrier. But here the Ridgeway won, because where the road crosses the Wansdyke, its ditches and banks are worn down and the route passes through almost unimpeded.


From here the path takes me down a shallow valley, almost a pass, with a steep hill rising either side, and each of these summits carries a monument. On my left is Adam’s Grave, a long barrow holding the collective dead of the early Neolithic, while on the right are the ditches and ridges of Knap Hill, a causewayed enclosure. These places are the first marks made on the land by people, dug more than five thousand years ago. Scattered across southern England, they consist of a ring of ditches, sometimes more than one, but these circuits are never complete; instead they are divided into sections, each part separated by narrow causeways, from which they get their name of causewayed enclosures. And no one really knows what they were for, only that they seem to have been very important. Knap Hill is particularly notable because back in 1909 it was the first causewayed enclosure ever to be identified and understood, and this was done by a woman archaeologist, Maud Cunnington.


Maud Pegge had the good fortune for a Victorian girl to have been sent to an academic school, and was originally interested in church architecture, but at the age of twenty she married Ben Cunnington, whose family had already been active in Wiltshire archaeology for generations. She took their antiquarian interests and transformed them into something new, exploring ditches and earthworks as well as graves and treasures. No one else had done this before, and Maud was the first archaeologist to recognise that timber monuments had existed alongside those of stone. She discovered the Sanctuary near the Ridgeway at Avebury, along with the similar monument at Woodhenge, near Stonehenge. What’s more, she and her husband bought both these monuments and gave them to the nation.


At Knap Hill, what she excavated was a chain of seven ditches set around the summit of the hill, each one separated from the next by a small bank of earth, like a chain of sausages. She understood that the site was very old, wondering whether it was a kind of fortification, but perhaps unfinished, hence the gaps. Her report on the excavation is measured and analytical, making no wild claims and reporting in detail the bones and fragments of flint they found. Researchers working today can still use what she wrote.


Yet later archaeologists rarely speak well of her; she is seen as inept and old-fashioned in her methods, which is a bit like criticising a Victorian for wearing a crinoline. She worked as well as any other archaeologist of her time and in some ways better, with her careful interest in discovering new kinds of sites. One of the problems is that she and her husband were among the very last of the amateur antiquarians. They were often able to excavate a site because they had bought the land, and were not paid for what they did. It’s the old British gentlemen vs players class war, but in archaeology the players took over and they can still sometimes get chippy about their status.


The real difficulty with Maud Cunnington was that she was a woman in charge of men. It was understood that she was the driving force in the partnership and she knew as much as any male archaeologist of the time and quite probably more. She could be bossy and blunt but then she’d never have got anywhere had she not been. When asked for advice by another woman wanting to get on in archaeology she simply said, ‘Don’t. It’s far too difficult.’ Archaeology can often be less a neutral science, and rather another way of men walking around the landscape. They are not always keen when a woman decides to do the same.


Historians can’t seem to get their heads around her either, often suggesting that she only became interested in the subject because she wanted to share in her son’s enthusiasm – a prime example of the kind of sexism which says that women only exist in terms of their relationships with men. Maud didn’t seem to get involved to be a helpmeet; she was very much the leader of the excavations, deciding what would be dug and what it meant. More sadly, her most productive period came after the First World War, when her son Edward, their only child, had been killed in France. Maybe she dug to bury her sorrow, or perhaps she simply worked because she was very good at it.


Maud identified the odd segmented ditches of Knap Hill very well. Now we are able to date them to the very start of the Neolithic, five and a half thousand years ago, and are pretty sure that they were not defensive, as she had thought them to be. What they were dug for is still uncertain.


One interpretation is that the causewayed camps were neutral gathering places for the groups of early people scattered across the landscape. Every so often they would come together here to meet, and each tribe or family would dig its own symbolic ditch, both an individual thing and part of a larger whole. So the camps like Knap Hill – and seventy more have been discovered since Maud Cunnington first investigated here – were the precursors of the great gathering places like Marden and then of every fair or festival which has happened since then. Human beings need to get together every so often to meet and celebrate, and that story is another which is written all over the landscape, should we choose to look.


Knowing exactly when the ditches on Knap Hill were dug does not in theory make the Ridgeway any more datable. But it’s hard not to walk between these two ancient markers of Adam’s Grave and Knap Hill, the grave of the ancestors and the gathering place of the living, without seeing them as sentinels on the road, keeping watch on the travellers coming down from the high lands, signalling the way to go.


As I come through the gateway, the track shifts into modern tarmac. Here the difference between the downland and the valley is clearest. Above me and to each side, the landscape is stripped back to the barest minimum: green turf, some fence posts, and the ditches, shadows and banks which are the remains of long past intentions. Below me is the ordinary modern world, criss-crossed with roads and hedges, electricity wires and white vans, all compressed into this lowland space. The canal and railway run down the length of the vale, taking people and their stuff through and out and back again at a pace that would have been unimaginable to the people who built Knap Hill.


The rest of my journey is along the towpath of the Kennet and Avon Canal to Pewsey. Here I can see almost nothing, just the water and the green of weed, hedge and field. This feels benign in its simplicity, despite the anarchy which lurks in places along the waterside. Boats have washing out to dry or bicycles on the roof, others are covered in mannequins and street signs and plants potted into plastic clogs. A few are run down, with tatty net curtains behind dirty windows. Here and there weather-beaten men sit and chat on deckchairs outside.


They are not alone in hiding by the canal. The towpath takes me up and over every bridge and on each one I find thick concrete cylinders, two thirds my height, set each side of the roadway. Short and squat, they guard the entrances like trolls. Some are disappearing into ivy and hedge while one pair have been repurposed as gateposts. When I look over the hedges, every second field holds a pillbox of concrete or red brick, low and patient, their single square eye still scanning for the invader.


These stark, almost abstract structures are the visible remains of something which never happened. Straight after Dunkirk, England was at its most vulnerable: the Nazis stood just twenty miles away across the Channel and far too much of the army’s equipment had been left in France. Invasion seemed inevitable, and soon. Within just twelve weeks, the southern counties had been crossed with fifty defensive lines, each one intended to delay an advancing German army. They incorporated any existing features which would help, and GHQ Stop Line Blue, the most important and strongly armed of all, runs for some of its length along this canal. As well as the pillboxes and concrete obstacles, the bridges would have been studded with mines and metal spikes, manned by members of the Home Guard equipped with rifles and flamethrowers. The big guns would have fired down as well from the high ridge of the chalk above. Even so, all this armoury was only intended to slow the German advance down. No one really believed that the Blitzkrieg could be halted.


These defences echo back in time to the great ditch of the Wansdyke on the hill above. Archaeologists say that the Wansdyke is too long to be defended, but Stop Line Blue stretches for sixty miles, from Bradford on Avon in the west all the way to Reading, and the British army believed they could defend it all.


These brick and concrete remains are portals into an alternative reality, solid manifestations of a world which could have gone a very different way. They unpick the neat story we now tell about the Second World War. With hindsight, the result seems inevitable: the country stood strong, right triumphed, but at the time nothing was so certain.


As I stand on the towpath, one present is layered on top of another. The Victorians pushed this canal through the marshy valley, then thirty years later the railway followed the same route. A century after that, the bollards and pillboxes were added. But if I look up, Adam’s Grave and Knap Hill still overlook the valley, just as they did when none of this future had been imagined at all.


I’m not a naturalist, but nor am I a historian. The past isn’t interesting for its own sake. What I like most of all are places, like this, where the past and present exist in the same space, knitting up time and looping it. And it turns out that there is a word for this, although I only discovered this recently. I am a topophile.


The term was coined by the poet W. H. Auden in an introduction to the collected works of John Betjeman. These were being published in America, so he had a lot of explaining to do. The literal meaning of topophile is someone who loves places, but for Auden this attachment is to history and culture as much as to landscape. It’s a very English state of mind.




Wild or unhumanised nature holds no charms for the average topophile because it is lacking in history … At the same time, though history manifested by objects is essential, the quantity of the history and the quality of the object are irrelevant; a branch railroad is as valuable as a Roman wall, a neo-Tudor teashop as interesting as a Gothic cathedral.





He catches my feelings exactly. The brick boxes and concrete shapes have as much claim on the landscape here as the ancient ditches and banks and I am interested in them all.


Yet this place is not entirely comfortable; the potential for something malign lies under the smooth skin of the chalk. I am used to the graves here: the long barrows on ridges, the humps of Bronze Age tumuli pocking the valley edges. These seem like fine places to be buried, with the white soil under the grass like bones beneath the flesh. The concrete holds a different story. Had there been guns behind the steep scarp of the slope, the fields around me would have held a massacre: the tanks and troop carriers pressed up at the bridges, the mines, the raking shells form over the edge. Bodies and torn flesh everywhere. I do not want to imagine that amongst this placid green.
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