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For my father and his grandsons.

























You wrestle with your family your entire life.


JUNOT DÍAZ
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PART ONE



TAKING HOLD





















1


WILLIAM LITT





My father likes to tell a joke, a story. Not on the page, in person. He does this better than I do. He’s friendlier and less self-conscious. He laughs, gives details when you need them, skips the boring bits, draws you in. One of the best true stories he knows is that of his great-great grandfather, William Litt. It has everything – a strong, handsome, tragic lead man. It involves crime, disloyalty, poetry and love. It’s a mystery story. It even has some epic fight scenes.


Since I was a boy, my father has told me this story – his version of it, anyway – perhaps a dozen times. He describes William’s triumphs, as champion Cumberland & Westmorland wrestler and as writer of the first history of wrestling, and his failures in just about everything else. He speaks of William’s secret life as a smuggler, and his loss of a small fortune. He says that William was a sporting hero throughout the north of England, but that even today people are bitter about the debts he left behind. (When my father told the barman in the pub William used to run that he was his great-great grandson, he was told, ‘I wouldn’t mention that name in here.’) The story always ends the same way. William hops on a boat out of Whitehaven and flees to Canada – to ‘escape the local lord’.


This was the story my father told me when I told him and my mother that I wanted to be a writer. I was 16-years-old. We were sitting around the dining table – oval, pine.


I remember a pause.


I was relieved to have got it out, the announcement. I had been building up to telling them for years.


My father lounged in a Windsor chair that creaked at every shift. My mother sat upright on a chair like mine, wooden and antique but plain.


From primary school on, I had been desperately trying to work out what I should do, what I should be. Dinosaur hunter. Vet. Soldier. Astronaut. The idea of having a vocation, something to give my life meaning, appealed to me long before I knew what a vocation was. I was drawn, I still don’t know why, to the idea of apprenticeship to a difficult craft.


‘Writing can be a very lonely business,’ said my father. He knew because his sister Shirley’s second husband had written and written, novel after novel, none of them published – and had left Shirley very much alone while doing so. ‘But if that’s what you want to do, that’s what you should do.’


I can’t remember what my mother said, probably just that they both just wanted me to be happy.


We got up from the table.


‘Ee, son,’ my father finished by saying, in the Lancashire accent he puts on when he wants to disguise wisdom as wit, ‘p’raps it’s in your blood.’


He meant William.




 





About ten years later, when I had published a book, my father began to add a coda whenever he told me some newly discovered fact about William’s life: ‘It’s a great story – you should write it.’


But I had never taken this up – God, no!


Wasn’t I exactly the wrong person to tell William’s story? I was a puny Southern desk-worker who played video games – what did I have to do with this rugged Northern sportsman?
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Figure 1. At the oval, pine dining table, signing copies of my first book for family and friends. Photo taken at my father’s insistence; smug expression, entirely down to me.








I knew nothing about Cumberland and Westmorland wrestling, the kind of wrestling William loved – at which he was good enough to win two hundred belts.


Although I’d grown up in Ampthill, a Georgian market town, in a Georgian house surrounded by Georgian furniture (bought and sold by my father, who dealt in antiques) most of what I knew about that period had come from Jane Austen.


The one physical connection I had with William was the family copy of his densely worded novel, Henry & Mary. This was kept on a bookshelf in the hall. I had been curious about it when I was a boy, because when you opened it, you didn’t just see print. It had some old-fashioned handwriting in the back. Someone had copied out a poem called ‘The Enthusiast’ and written under it ‘by William Litt “Author of Wrestliana”’. I had added some scribble, in pencil.


It was true that William and I had writing in common. But he was known as the author of the first ever history of wrestling – an early and important piece of sports journalism. My first book was called Adventures in Capitalism. In it, I wrote about made-up characters living in a very shallow, extremely technological now. I wrote about quick lives going violent and perverse and weird and sometimes haunted. That’s the kind of writer I was, not a historian or a historical novelist. I told the stories I wanted to tell, and they were about the world I lived in and the time I knew. My father was the antique dealer. The past belonged to him.


What I was really worried about, and had always been worried about, was that my father didn’t just own the past; he owned the present and future as well. He owned the whole world.


My writing had always been part of a struggle to prove my own existence, my own complete independence, from my family, but most of all from my father.


If I did owe anything to William Litt, if there really was something in the blood, then that blood had come to me through my father – and that was something I wasn’t ready to admit.


Yet.




 





Without me knowing it, my father had begun to do some of his own research. In 2005, he wrote to the Secretary of the Cumbria Family History Society. An article about William Litt had appeared in issue 109 of their magazine. He had heard it was very interesting. Could he have a copy?


Unfortunately, the Secretary replied, all copies were gone, even her own – but she could put my father in touch with the authors, Mr and Mrs William Hartley of Egremont, Cumbria.


My father wrote to the Hartleys, Bill and Margaret, who were delighted to hear from him. They knew exactly who Yours Sincerely David Litt was, because William Litt was also an ancestor* of theirs. He was there in the family trees they had constructed, over the course of thirty years of research.


From local newspapers, they’d excavated William’s patriotic poems, his sports reports and his combative letters. In parish records, they’d discovered the fates of his children and grandchildren.


I got to read some of these in 2009. A visit had been arranged. My father and I took most of a long rainy day to drive up from Ampthill to Cumberland, to the Hartley’s comfortable bungalow.


They were very welcoming, quietly enthusiastic. Bill is a spruce, gentle voiced man. He had made much of the Georgian-style furniture in the house, chests of drawers and side tables. Margaret, equally soft-spoken, immediately made us feel comfortable – by serving us a proper roast dinner.


During the next couple of days, Bill took us to the sites of William Litt’s life. They were all very close together – his birthplace, the farm on which he grew up, the pub he mismanaged.


I was curious but not fascinated. Already, my father and the Hartleys had come to believe I was taking notes for a book I’d write, probably a historical novel with William as hero.


Finally, Bill took us to a cosy new-build cul-de-sac in Cleator Moor.


Our family place.


Not my place.


For a start, I didn’t speak the language.


I knew that in order to write The Life and Adventures of William Litt, a novel convincingly set in eighteenth and nineteenth century Cumberland, I would have to spend at least a year mastering the dialect.
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Figure 2. Father and son.








The last evening of our visit, Bill took down his leather-bound dictionaries from the shelf beside the fireplace. They were full of wonderful words, words I would have loved to use, Oomer, Sneck-Posset, Yabble,† but these dictionaries were not small.


And what would the story be? The paper trail – as the Hartleys shared it – was fascinating, but limiting. I didn’t want to make things up about William, and not enough was known to make a biography.


But these were excuses. The real reason was still my father.




 





As we drove back south the day after Bill took our photographs in Litt Place, I felt guilty. I didn’t think I would write this book, but I didn’t want to tell my father. We stopped in a pub and had a pub lunch. I could have said then that it wasn’t going to happen, but I was scared to disappoint. Or make him angry.


‘Do you think you’ve got enough?’


‘Yes,’ I lied.


I wasn’t uninterested, I was just unable. So I went home and continued work on a novel. It had a subplot involving the poet John Keats, a contemporary of William, but was a long way away from Georgian Cumbria.


I didn’t tell my father, and Bill and Margaret, that I wasn’t writing about William, I just let other books, and life, get in the way.


I was father to two young sons, Henry and George. I had a job, teaching creative writing.


I think everyone understood.


And then, on February 13th 2012, my father’s birthday, my mother died.




 





Afterwards, for several weeks, I stayed with my father. I cooked his favourite meals – macaroni cheese, liver and bacon – foods my mother used to make. I watched Bargain Hunt and Pointless and the six and nine o’clock news with him. I did what I could, but it wasn’t enough.


My parents had been together for forty-six years. Theirs was the best marriage I’ve ever seen, though they were an odd couple, physically. My father was 6’5”; my mother, 5’1”.


Even when I was very young, I knew that although I’d definitely be bigger than my mum, I’d never be taller than my dad. The first memories I have of him aren’t so much of a human being as of a landscape. When I was a toddler, I used to climb him. He would be sitting on the sofa. It seemed to take me ages to get from his knees to his chest. He went on for miles.
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Figure 3. If the family portrait (by a German painter called Hannelore Köhler) is to be believed, I and my two sisters are the offspring of a giant and a witch.








I remember summer holidays in Cornwall – after swimming together in the sea, I would sit shivering between his legs, his vast towel wrapped around us. This was like being inside a sea cave. If I shouted, there came an imaginary echo. I felt very safe. I knew my father would protect me, would defend my two sisters.


One year, there was a huge guard dog that used to patrol the front garden of the bungalow next to ours. I remember it was a German Shepherd. When we children tried to sneak past, the hairy-muscly-teethy thing would rush at us, snarling, barking.


As we ate dinner, after a particularly terrifying walk back from the beach, I asked my father what he would do if the dog got out. He said, ‘I would put it over my knee and break it, like that.’ My mother tutted, but I believed him. All three of his children believed him. It took no imagination to see our father performing impossible feats of strength.


We knew that, at school, he’d been ‘shot-put champion of Shropshire’. In the sea at Cornwall, he would swim out so far that he was beyond our sight. He disposed of troublesome wasps by crushing them between forefinger and thumb.


As a boy, I was never afraid of getting lost in a big crowd, because I knew my father would be the tallest person there, and I’d always be able to find him.


But old age isn’t kind to men who have been big. My father now had type 2 Diabetes and continued to buy cakes and biscuits from the nice lady at the local farmer’s market. He walked with a stick. Getting out of a chair took a paragraph rather than a line.


Those weeks after my mother’s death were tough. My father missed her like a limb, and saw and heard her around the house. He suffered. He seemed completely defeated.


If I wanted to write the book he wanted to read, I had to write it soon.




 





It’s something lots of us have in common. We want to be different, to be original. We start out thinking that we come from nowhere and owe nothing to no one. And that this is all good and necessary. Idiosyncrasy, self-reliance – yes.


Then, as years pass, we realize just how dependent on others we’ve always been, and how similar to them we now are. And rather than resenting this (although sometimes it’s still oppressive and daunting), we come to welcome it. We’re not alone.


Finally, we arrive at a point where we realize, we have to go back and take a good hard look at what really made us who we are. We have to acknowledge our debts. We have to measure ourselves against our forebears.


For me, with my mother’s death and with my father’s grief, this time had come. It had come from looking up and looking down – looking up at my father, who was becoming frail and forgetful and had never asked me to write anything except the story of William; looking down at my sons, who were desperately looking up at me for clues on how to grow up, how to be a man.


There are things I’d wanted to write about, ever since I began writing, but had never found a way to approach: being badly bullied at boarding school, and deciding the best I could do was never pass any violence on; going from being sporty (Public Schools Relays and First Fifteen) to being anti-sport; spending most of my life – like so many of us do – sitting looking at words on a computer screen.




 





In the Autumn of 2014, I sat down and read William’s book Wrestliana for the first time – and I suddenly saw a way in.


Through William.


Even during his lifetime, a friend referred to him as ‘a kind of anomaly in nature’‡ – an unprecedented combination of athletic superiority and literary talent.


William was like an ideal combination of my father and I. Here was a man who was both a wrestler and a writer – who was both physical and intellectual.


This ‘both’ is absolutely not me, and it’s not lots of other men in the West, either – men who mainly work at desks, on computers. Achieving any kind of balance between body and mind is something we find almost impossible. Perhaps this is because, nowadays, in order to compete at any skill, there’s no choice but to hyperspecialize.


If you’re an athlete, you train so many hours of the day that you never have time to read a book; if you’re a programmer or a manager or a writer, you spend so many years at the desk that your muscles go slack, your belly grows and your spine gets crocked. And if you’re well-balanced, then you must be a well-balanced no-hoper.


I had been thinking a lot about modern masculinity. Not only because, as the father of sons, that was where my limited experience lay, and where my day-to-day dilemmas took place. (Should we let them play this macho video game? Do we need to have another talk about nature/nurture?) But because the push to the extremes of body and mind seems at its worst amongst Western men. The two outlying male tribes, Jocks and Nerds, have become completely culturally separate. Their rituals and sacrifices are completely different. Each defines itself by hating the other. You couldn’t possibly be both, could you?


And yet back in the 1810s, my great-great-great grandfather had been able to exist successfully in the wrestling ring and also in literary society.§ And because of this, he seemed to me an ideal figure: someone from whom I could learn things I needed to learn.


I decided to write a book about William, and to pay tribute to him by calling it Wrestliana.¶ By doing this, I would explicitly take William on, on his home ground. Because all of this ‘being a man’ stuff was something I needed to wrestle with.


To be a better son and to be a better father. To be a better man.







* Bill Hartley is a blood relation of ours through his great-grandfather, who married Nanny Litt, one of William’s daughters. This makes Bill my father’s third cousin, and my third cousin once removed.


† Oomer means shade, Sneck-Posset is when a man has the door shut in his face, figuratively or literally, Yabble means wealthy (literally, able) as in ‘A varra yabble man’. Other Cumbrian words that have entered general use include Boggle, Eldritch, Gumption, Hugger-mugger and Swap. But how much better is Lowpy-back than leapfrog? And Black-kites for blackberries?


‡ Cumberland Pacquet, 12 January 1824. This was probably written by Robert Gibson, the editor.


§ Coincidentally, that was round about the time that the two tribes of masculinity began to define themselves and separate. The sportsmen began to professionalize, the poets began to disdain sport.


¶ ‘Wrestliana’ meaning a grab-bag of things to do with wrestling, just as Victoriana is stuff to do with Queen Victoria. (Although half the people who I’ve mentioned the book to insist on referring to it afterwards as ‘Wrestlemania’.)




















PART TWO


WRESTLING























2


BEGINNING





William Litt was born the 8th of November 1785, a Tuesday. He was christened six days later at St Mary’s, Cleator.


I’d seen the church, very near Litt Place, a squat stone building on a rugged plain between high hills and grey sea.


The Hartleys had provided me with a chronology, and I began to work out what the dates meant.


His father, John Litt, was born 1744, and so was 41-years-old when William was born. His mother, Isabella Litt, born 1751, was 34-years-old.


Isabella was Scottish, from Dumfriesshire, and it seems likely that her father was one William Rome* and that her mother was Henrietta Holiday. (What a wonderfully happy name.)


The chronology gave me very few details about the women in the family. Their lives were not recorded as the men’s were.


John Litt’s father – the son of a Scotsman – was also called John Litt. His mother was Eleanor Beeby.


By the time William came along, John and Isabella already had four children: Eleanor (1778), who was to have nine children of her own; John (1780), who became a farmer and corn inspector; Joseph (1781), later a surgeon; and Thomas (1783), who was to die at Montego Bay, Jamaica, having become a mariner.


After William, two more children joined the family: Isabella (1788) who died in the eighteenth year of her age, and Nanny (1792), who also did not live to see nineteen.




 





Having decided I would write about violent physical engagement, body against body, I immediately fled to my comfort zone: books.


Wrestling – seeing it and doing it – I would leave for later, as late as possible. Maybe avoid it completely.


My first task was to read everything by and about William. I had a heap of photocopies done by the Hartleys, but I needed to see where all this stuff came from. For a newspaper article, say, I wanted to know what had been printed around it. What was the news? What was being advertised?


Normally, I work at home, in my study. My usual research method for novels is to assemble a large number of important books on whatever subject I’m writing about, and then ignore them completely.


I buy authoritative works of reference, with very good intentions, and for the security of having them to hand. But over the years I’ve realized that, for me to say something alive about a subject, I need to be energetically ignorant and still enthusiastic rather than exhaustedly well-informed and bored to death. I always felt it was better to write confidently with errors of fact, then correct them later, than to write a tentative note here and a doubtful sentence there, and then try but fail to make it come to life.


This would have to change. I was now dealing with facts, real lives.


I would have to go to the British Library.




 





Although some of the fiction writing I’d done did involve ‘research’, nothing before had taken me into the Newsroom.


This long, L-shaped balcony within the British Library is quietly filled with the whirrings and occasional screechings of microfilm reading machines. The people sitting at them look like they never wrestle with anything tougher than a hard sudoku. As I walked in, I immediately felt at home.


Outside was a dank, clammy November morning. I’d stuffed my coat in a locker and found my way to a corner of the building I hadn’t known existed.


From the librarians waiting behind their high counter, I collected a few small cardboard boxes. Then I went confidently over to one of the microfilm machines, sat down, unboxed the long filmstrip and began to fumble with spools and knobs.


Other, more experienced researchers, sitting nearby, winced at the thought of damaged celluloid.


One of the librarians, having spotted me for a newbie, hurried over and showed me how to feed the microfilm over and under the metal reels.


She pressed a key on the keyboard, and upon the large flatscreen weeks of pages began to whiz past. There’s no other way of describing it than as a March of Time shot from a movie. Whirling black and white text, whirling-whirling, and then, when it stops, a masthead.


The Cumberland Pacquet.


I thanked the librarian, then began to look for the pages I needed.


‘Wow,’ I thought, ‘this is proper research.’




 





Luckily for me, William Litt was famous. His doings, as well as his wrestling bouts, were reported in all the newspapers of the north-west. He also contributed to The Cumberland Pacquet. The writings of his contained within its pages included letters defending his reputation as a wrestling umpire, a beautiful account of the 1824 Regatta on Lake Windermere and, between 1812 and 1840, eighteen songs and poems.


Surrounding these were reports of the Napoleonic wars and of Lord Byron’s escapades, accounts of mining tragedies and ships lost at sea, advertisements for skilled farm labourers.


I found William’s poetry, always on the top-left hand part of the page – Poetry Corner. It appeared as by ‘W. Litt’ or just ‘W.L.’ Those initials alone were enough to identify him locally.




 





But most of what we know about William, from his own pen, appears in his two books – Wrestliana, a history of wrestling from its origins, and Henry & Mary, a novel expansively subtitled:




A LOCAL TALE;


ILLUSTRATIVE OF THE PECULIAR HABITS, CUSTOMS,


AND DIVERSIONS


OF THE


I N H A B I T A N T S


OF


THE WEST OF CUMBERLAND,


DURING THE GREATER PART OF THE EIGHTEENTH


AND PRECEDING CENTURY





Wrestliana – published in 1823 – contains some very small snippets of autobiography, particularly to do with William’s life in the ring. He’s not modest about his achievements, but then – he says – wrestlers have no need to be:




… supposing two individuals, one a celebrated wrestler, and the other a distinguished football-player, [are] present at any place of amusement where there is a large collection of people; the wrestler will be noticed and gazed at by almost every person present; while the other will be regarded with comparative indifference.





I could easily imagine a scene from this: William, at a county fair, the centre of admiring attention. And the voice that spoke in Wrestliana was one that was used to being listened to, taken seriously.


Henry & Mary, much more suggestive of William’s early life, appeared in two editions. The first, published in 1824 – a year after Wrestliana – kicks off with a couple of pages of ‘Preliminary Observations’. In these, William confessed that there was ‘more truth than fiction’ to his Tale. He had observed ‘real dates and facts’.


If you were to categorize it now, you would say that Henry & Mary was a romantic paranormal adventure story. It isn’t just influenced by the internationally bestselling Waverley novels of Sir Walter Scott, first published about ten years earlier, it’s a wholehearted attempt to re-do them within a Cumbrian setting. Elements of the plot are very similar to Scott’s Guy Mannering – both have a witch-like figure who pops up and makes predictions, both have a beefy hero who suffers many reversals. This is very much within the genre Scott was inventing and developing.


But Henry’s physical achievements, his great love Mary, his falling among smugglers and his repentance – all of these come out of William’s own youthful experience.




 





It’s very hard to talk about Henry & Mary without using clichés. So, I may as well give in and describe it in nothing but.


Henry & Mary is the tragic story of a pair of doomed lovers, Henry Clementson and Mary Armstrong. Henry, a strong, handsome young man, meets and falls head over heels in love with beautiful, kind Mary. Their first encounter takes place at a lively County Fair in Arlecdon, where Henry wrestles against Mary’s weak-willed brother Tommy. Henry defeats him with ease. Tommy and all his family are heavily involved in the contraband trade. Among their associates, present at the Fair is one Kadgie Brown, a great brute of a man now entering his dotage. Henry is befriended by the whole lot of them. He has fallen in with a bad bunch.


On the night of their first meeting, Henry and Mary take a romantic moonlit stroll with another couple. Their wandering takes them past a spooky graveyard. Suddenly, they are addressed by a witch-like figure. It is the tragic Eleanor Anderson. Years before, Eleanor’s fiancé mysteriously disappeared, and she haunts the spot where she believes he was murdered and secretly buried. Mad-looking Eleanor mournfully prophesies that Henry and Mary have met under a bad planet; they may avoid its evil influence but…


Eleanor becomes terrified at what she sees in their future, breaks off, and flees.


During the weeks that follow, Henry wins Mary’s affections, and she promises to be his bride.


Encountering Eleanor Anderson again, one dark night, Henry hears her prophesy her own death – in seven days’ time.


Come the seventh night, Henry is stationed outside Eleanor’s desolate house when the ageing giant Kadgie Brown arrives. Kadgie confesses that it was he who murdered Eleanor’s fiancé, and says he intends to ensure she leaves behind her no evidence of his guilt. If necessary, he says, he will kill her, too.


At the very last moment, having overheard the whole scene, Henry leaps forth and dashes Kadgie to the ground, foiling his evil plan. Her reputation vindicated and her prophecy of her own doom fulfilled, Eleanor dies. It remains to be seen whether her prophecy for Henry and Mary will also come true…


Weary months pass, and Henry becomes increasingly impatient to marry Mary, but does not have the wherewithal to do so. However, Tommy Armstrong persuades Henry to make a sound investment… in contraband goods. The Armstrong clan are always looking out for muscle and money.


The first night’s smuggling goes well, a large profit is made. But the second time Henry goes along to unload the boats, the Customs Men attack and Tommy is shot.


Henry manages to get the rapidly fading Tommy home to his father and mother. After witnessing the senseless violence, Henry has resolved to quit smuggling. He confides this in Mary, who is pleased but inwardly heartbroken over her mortally wounded brother.


Disgusted with all he has become, Henry sails for Virginia on the Balfour with his good friend Captain Harrison.


One night during the return voyage, Henry dreams a terrible dream of Mary, waxing thinner, her skin lustrous as pearls. At the climax of the dream, Mary dies.


Almost immediately, the Balfour comes under attack from pirates. In bravely fighting them off, Henry sustains a deep cut to the head and a bullet wound above the heart.


Soon after they dock in Liverpool, a friend arrives with terrible news for Henry. Henry already knows what it will be. ‘Tell me when Mary Armstrong died,’ he says. Mary expired, it turns out, at the very moment he was dreaming of her.


A broken man, Henry returns to Cumbria to make his final farewells. He then enlists and voyages to Cuba, where he dies heroically in the attempt to retake Havannah for the British.


With his death, Eleanor Anderson’s prophecy is fulfilled. Henry and Mary, who met under an evil planet, were destined never to be together.




 





A second edition of Henry & Mary was printed in 1869, twenty years after William’s death. Along with William’s own ‘Preliminary Remarks’, this contained an anonymous ‘Memoir of the Author’. It’s clear that the Memoirist (as I soon began to think of him) was one of William’s literary circle in Whitehaven. The most likely candidate is Robert Gibson, the town’s main publisher. Robert Gibson was editor of both of William’s books; he also ran The Cumberland Pacquet. Whoever the Memoirist was, he knew and admired William.




In person, Mr. Litt possessed a rare combination of physical strength, with the most perfect symmetry of form. His height was about six feet, and his countenance and manner were manifestly thoughtful and pleasing. His conversational powers were also remarkable. His voice was singularly fine and powerful; and one accomplishment he possessed above all men we have ever known – he was, without exception, the very best reader we ever listened to.





A far more aggressively critical account of William’s life appeared in a book whose full title was Wrestlers and Wrestling: Biographical Sketches of Celebrated Athletes of the Northern Ring; to which is Added Notes on Bull and Badger Baiting. The authors were Jacob Robinson and Sidney Gilpin. ‘Sidney Gilpin’ was the pseudonym of a Carlisle printer, George Coward. Coward seems to have been a dodgy character, accused of plagiarism. Wrestlers and Wrestling didn’t come out until 1893. However, it does contain some gossipy details about William’s life that aren’t elsewhere.


Their conclusion is brutal.




… from the time he left the paternal roof, his course through a checkered life to the bitter end, was marked by a series of disastrous failures.





For a man born over two hundred years ago, William’s is a very full record. But not the whole way along. Until he begins to speak – that is, to write – for himself, William is a figure against a background; and the background is far more detailed than the figure.


For instance, in my library research, I discovered there was a severe drought during the months William’s mother, Isabella, was pregnant. I found this because John Bragg, a Quaker shoemaker living in Whitehaven, kept a diary. He wrote, ‘a general complaint of want of water prevails all over England’.†


I also learned that three months before William was born, a pony belonging to his father was stolen – probably from the commons of Cleator Moor. This, from The Cumberland Pacquet, may be the only surviving piece of writing by John Litt. It is gruffly vivid, grumpily humorous:




Aug. 9. 1785. A bay mare, 13 hands 3 inches high, star in forehead. Flock mane. Seemingly nicked but not nicked. Small lump on the back the size of a plum. Information to John Litt, of Bowthorne.‡





No anecdotes of William as an infant have survived. Nothing has come down through family rumour about feats of strength or early scraps with his brothers. I knew from the Hartley materials that his family called him ‘Will’ or ‘Willie’. On his first birthday, as John Bragg the shoemaker noted, an earthquake was felt across the whole northwest – ‘preceded with a rumbling noise – very calm & quiet air, very alarming to most of people’.§ But I could find out nothing more, not for certain.


Yet easily available – from books and maps – are all the old names of the fields of Bowthorn Farm near Cleator Moor, William’s birthplace.¶ They come from a language still half Danish: Crugarth; Fir-garth; Land Heads; Well Dale. I found these names, in their hard matter-of-factness, extremely evocative. Stone Field; New Moss; How Guards; Hingrihow Croft. William later referred to himself as a ‘broken plough-boy’.|| So from an early age he would have been out on the land, helping with the harvest. Ley Field (Far); Ley Field (Near); Gill-Gap. He would have walked to and fro, down Water Lane to the Watering Place, along Ley Field Lane. My imagination began to range. Perhaps Willie had taken Hingrihow Island for his summer castle, and imagined it rivalled the ruined medieval castle at nearby Egremont. He may, cold, wet and bored, have brought in the sheep from Croft.


The names of the farms surrounding William’s father’s farm suggest a windswept wilderness: Netherend, Low House, Galemire.


But the most suggestive of all was Bowthorn.




 





As I sat in the library, looking at the maps, I remembered visiting the territory itself.


In 2009, Bill Hartley had driven my father and I the short distance from his bungalow to Bowthorn.


Bill had showed us that above the door were carved the date ‘1685’ and the initials ‘E.M.S.’


And I had felt, for a moment, as if I were standing outside Wuthering Heights – over the principal door of which, as readers of the opening of Emily Brontë’s novel will know, are carved the date ‘1500’ and the name ‘Hareton Earnshaw’.


In the whole of that first trip up to Cumberland, this was my deepest moment of connection with William. I imagined him, as I had often imagined myself, sitting eating his supper near the fireplace in the kitchen of the Heights.





[image: ]

Figure 4. Distant hills, so we are facing east from William’s birthplace, Bowthorn Farm.
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Figure 5. Bill Hartley, left, looks on as my father, right, walks up the hill towards the front door of his great-great grandfather’s birthplace.








Remembering this, five years later, from a desk in the British Library, I felt slightly hopeful. If the boy Will had had a childhood like that of Heathcliff and Cathy, in a rural wild, then perhaps I had a way of understanding him, writing about him. Wuthering Heights was a place with which I’d once been obsessed.




 





The set books for my A level in English – the books that, along with Keats’s poems, made me want to be a writer – were about as bleak and perverse an assembly as English Literature houses: Hamlet, Thomas Hardy’s ‘Emma’ poems, Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi. Death, death and a smidgeon more death. But it was Emily Brontë with whom I became infatuated, and Wuthering Heights that I really loved. I was, I thought, a bit like Heathcliff.


The English teacher who led me through Wuthering Heights was keen – for reasons of his own – to douse this self-love. Like a sandy-haired Abraham Lincoln, stiff in body and accent, Earnest Carwithen stood at the front of class. ‘I don’t know about you,’ he said, ‘but for myself I have the humility to know that I’m more Edgar Linton than Heathcliff.’


Edgar Linton is wild Cathy’s fake husband – a disgusting, sickly milksop who likes reading poetry. Heathcliff, you probably don’t need me to tell you, is a dark, virile destroyer who likes causing pain.


In the mid-1840s, Emily Brontë was dividing men into two types: mental and physical. For her, the physically weak are worthless.


I still secretly thought I was more like Heathcliff than Edgar Linton.




*





Later that day in 2009, after we came back from Bowthorn, Bill put a book in my hands. It was Caesar Caine’s Cleator and Cleator Moor: Past and Present. This is, he said, the best history of the area.


When I had finished with the newspapers at the British Library, and had moved on to the books, Caesar Caine’s history was one of the first I ordered. I soon found that Bill had been right.


The Reverend Caesar Caine was Cleator’s vicar from 1910 to 1922, but where he truly lived was in the past. He confessed – as Margaret Hartley might also confess – that: ‘I have occasionally moved about in a daydream, more conscious of the Steeles, the Benns, the Towersons, the Litts, the Robertsons and Parson Barnes’ family than of the living people of the present time.’**


In particular, he was a great enthusiast for the farmhouse at Bowthorn – the situation of which, he said, could hardly be finer. As I read, I imagined how lucky William was to grow up there. ‘To the westward and southward from the farm buildings, situated close to the common, the rolling moorland, rich in heather and gorse, stretched as far as Keekle Bridge in one direction, and as far as Crossfield and Jacktrees in the other. Eastward, there was a splendid view of undulating country with numerous farms, terminating in the splendid assemblage of hills around and beyond Ennerdale Lake.’††


But Caesar Caine continued on after this, and with his every word my Wuthering Heights-inspired imaginings began to collapse.


‘This ancient homestead must have been indeed “lovely for situation,”’ Caine lamented, ‘before the iron industry destroyed the fair prospect by monstrous black furnaces, mountainous slag heaps, and huge chimneys belching forth dense smoke.’‡‡


Oh dear.







*





My imaginings of Bowthorn as akin to Wuthering Heights, and the surrounding landscape as like the pre-industrial world of Emily Brontë’s Yorkshire moors had been, literally, undermined. Cleator Moor sounded far more akin to William Blake’s ‘dark satanic mills’.




 





Cut off from the rest of the country by the hills of the Lake District, the county of Cumberland has never been affluent.


Whitehaven, within walking distance of Bowthorn, was a busy port, and there were opportunities for young men to go to sea, and perhaps die there, but not really to become rich. Some young men would have joined the army, fought at Austerlitz or Waterloo.


Most young men worked the land. Farms were widely spread out; families connected by blood or trade. Many farmers in the borders were self-sufficient, meaning not only they fed themselves but also dressed in homespun cloth of blue. They wore wooden clogs.


This was the rustic world into which William was born, a world he memorialized in Henry & Mary, but it was not to last.




 





William’s figure emerges not only from a local but also from a global background. The dates of his life were to be 1785–1850. These very neatly bracket the dates of the Industrial Revolution, which Eric Hobsbawm in his great book, The Age of Revolution, puts between 1789 and 1848. This was, Hobsbawm excitedly wrote, ‘the greatest transformation in human history since the remote times when men invented agriculture and metallurgy, writing, the city and the state’.§§


And Will Litt did not witness the Industrial Revolution distantly. All he had to do was stand on the doorstep of his father’s house and look out at the smelting works and slag heaps. Nor did he witness the Industrial Revolution innocently. It helped pay for his upkeep as surely as antique dealing paid for mine.


Shortly after William’s seventh birthday, on December 4th 1792, his father John went into partnership with a Jonas Lindow – taking over the Langhorn pits. It was not until 1803 that their labours, or more likely the labour of their workers, started to show a profit. From that year, between one October and the next, 5,374 tons of iron ore were brought out – at a royalty of one shilling per ton.¶¶ The mine came to be known as ‘Litt’s pit’.


There has been mining in Cleator Moor for over five hundred years. To this day, the ground is prone to sudden subsidence – and to the discovery of forgotten chasms beneath fields and streets. Maps of the area are thick with ‘Mine (Dis)’ and ‘Shafts (Dis)’. But the history of iron ore mining in Egremont has been one of ‘disconnected spurts of activity separated by long periods of stagnation’.|||| And this was true for Litt’s pit. If John Litt hoped to become rich through industry, he was to be disappointed. 1803 was the mine’s only truly productive year. When Jonas Lindow went bankrupt in 1815, the mine had to be re-let.


The Litts – Caesar Caine tells us – took a lease on Bowthorn in 1798, after the death of Edward Steele, the last of the male line of the Steeles. But the Litts were living there before then, because it is listed as the birthplace of their children.


Bowthorn is not a big house. It would have been crowded and noisy; two or three to a bedroom.


I tried to imagine William’s early life.


Pulling together all the sources available, this was what I found:




 





Will was a healthy boy, strong, energetic, yet also given to indolence. He lay upon the village green, watching the wrestling matches of the field workers and craftsmen. As soon as he was able, he joined in. His later writings are always a rough and tumble. If his character has a keynote, it is combativeness.


But Will was a listener, too – and in particular he liked listening to the old folk. His knowledge of wrestling went as far back as his grandparents’ generation. I imagine him, a young fan, pestering anyone who might have details of legendary bouts from thirty or forty years before he was born.


Will was a happy boy who loved his mother and respected his father. In a poem of 1839, ‘The Bells That Hang in the Old Church Tower’, he called his childhood ‘a golden time / When the heart was gladsome, it knew not why’.*** He referred to himself (ignoring the Industrial Revolution for a moment) as one ‘rear’d ’mid the mountains wild / Where the grey thrush sang, and the heath flower smil’d…’


One scene from Henry & Mary, vivid and tender, seems to give us a picture of Bowthorn as William remembered it. On the clean white-washed walls of the comfortable sitting room hang prints of The Ark and the Tower of Babel. There is a brass tea-kettle, candlesticks, &c. The father’s books for reading, or noting down the transactions of the day, are lying open on the green cover of his desk. And is this a glimpse of mother Isabella? If so, she seems central, occupied, inscrutable. ‘While her rosy children of different ages, are innocently amusing themselves by… endeavouring to attract… attention from their parents’. ‘She, whether listening, or bearing a part in the conversation between her husband and brother, is busy with her needle’.†††


In the same poem of 1839, mothers are a byword for the most loved thing: ‘And he loves, like a mother, his village bells’.


Even after reading everything William wrote, I cannot find a similar statement about fathers or about his father; nothing that would suggest love separate from respect.


In fact, almost everything John Litt did in his life came under public attack, at one point or another, by his son. The assaults seem systematic.


John Litt was a farmer. Here is what William had one character in Henry & Mary say about the farming life:




If you commence farmer, you may toil yourself from morning to night; perform the labour, and subject yourself to the drudgery of a brute beast, to procure a scanty subsistence – that is, if you are fortunate…‡‡‡





John Litt’s main income came from his position as ‘Commissioner for the Inclosure of Waste Lands’. This was a lucrative job, but one that risked making Will extremely unpopular with some locals – like being the son of the man charged with closing down the village playground, or paving over the allotments.


In both his books, William digressed – with no apparent need – into long condemnations of the removal of land from common ownership. Looked at in one way, William’s entire life was centred around these spaces, for it was on common lands that his beloved wrestling took place; including William’s own most famous bout, that against the cobbler Harry Graham.


What could be more direct than this, from Wrestliana?:




In the vicinity of Whitehaven, the best wrestling was at Arlecdon Moor; but the inclosure of that common has now put a stop to it.





In Henry & Mary, the lament is overt – perhaps the most gushingly heartfelt and bitterly comic thing William was ever to write:




Hail! scene of exalted triumphs, immemorialized in the pages of Wrestliana, long shalt thou live in my remembrance! What though the green tops of the best of vegetables now wave over the place where the mighty have fallen! … Yet what is all this to those sensitive thrills of delight, which, emanated from thy listed ring, have made hundreds forget for a time there was such a thing as eating, or even drinking, in existence?





The implication, to me, is clear: William’s father – because he helped enclose of the Moors of Arlecdon and Cleator, annexing them for the aristocracy, for the Lowther family – killed the people’s pleasures. Put a stop to them.


Fathers, like farmers, are boring drudges. Fathers put a stop to fun. They fence in playing fields, and make them profitable. They end waste.


When I reached this conclusion, I began to doubt myself. How could I be certain these digressions referred to William’s father?


But I knew that if I were to publish something about antique dealers, to say – for example – they were all crooks, that couldn’t be about anything but my father.




 





I began to suspect a boyhood crisis for William – a crisis against his father.


It involves the death of a hare.




* Whether Isabella Rome’s maiden name suggests an Italian or Roma origin is unclear. The Litt men subsequently have tended to be olive skinned with dark hair.


† The Diary of John Bragg from Whitehaven, Cumbria Family History Society, 1999, p. 121.


‡ Caesar Caine, Cleator and Cleator Moor: Past and Present, Michael Moon, 1973, p. 160. A bay mare is chestnut with black ‘points’ – meaning lower legs, ears, mane and tail. The ‘nicked but not nicked’ suggests the pony’s tail has not been cut, to make it carry high, but naturally looks that way. The plum-sized lump seems large rather than small, but perhaps plums were smaller then.


§ The Diary of John Bragg from Whitehaven, Cumbria Family History Society, 1999, p. 122.


¶ Caesar Caine, Cleator and Cleator Moor: Past and Present, Michael Moon, 1973, p. 54.


|| This is a line from ‘Freedom – An Apologue’, published in the Cumberland Pacquet, 18 November 1812.


** Caesar Caine, Cleator and Cleator Moor: Past and Present, Michael Moon, 1973, p. v.


†† Ibid., p. 45.


‡‡ Ibid.


§§ Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution: 1789–1848, Vintage, 1996, p. 13.


¶¶ Very unusually, coal as well as iron ore was also produced by Litt’s Pit; it stands on a geological border above haematite and coal.


|||| The Egremont Heritage, Egremont Town Council, 1982, p. 17.


*** Cumberland Pacquet, 12 February 1839.


††† Henry & Mary, 1st ed., pp. 342–343; 2nd ed., p. 194.


‡‡‡ Henry & Mary, 1st ed., p. 258; 2nd ed., p. 148.
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HARE





Hare coursing was the great pastime of Cumberland in the late 1700s. Back then, sport meant bloodsport. All classes were devotees – the yeoman and the labourer, the gentleman and the beggar. Because of the roughness of the terrain, foxhunting on horseback was too dangerous – or too likely to result in a half-dozen lamed animals rather than a single dead one.


The hunt gathered early in the day, and looked for the hare’s tracks. When they had followed these to where she was hiding, the hunt began. (The hare was always referred to as ‘she’.) There was no formal pack, as for foxhunting. Instead, farmers brought their greyhounds and terriers, mongrels and whelps. The tradition was for a swarm of onlookers to pursue the pursuing hounds.* Caesar Caine writes, ‘The interest and excitement which could be aroused by a hare hunt seems incredible. I have an account of a Whitehaven Hunt in December 1787. Two thousand people, horse and foot, followed…’†
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