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1
            Squint

         

         Sometimes, when I’m in the midst of other things, marking essays, or listening to friends with a glass of wine getting warmer in my hands, there appears to my mind’s eye a slightly lumpy white surface. It’s the sunlit south wall of Hardham church. I can see it now.

         The lumpiness comes from the rubble below the limewash. The church was built from heavy blocks of this and that, sandrock, greensand, flint, each smoothed and shaped as best the men could manage during those months of building a thousand years ago when their arms ached from the mallet and from hoisting up the stones with ropes to lay one course after the next. It’s thought they carried bricks over from the ruins of the Roman posting station, which was a good source of materials in the late eleventh century, even after six hundred years open to the weather. They brought clay tiles too, still mortared together with the lime that had been slathered round them when Britannia was newly conquered. I imagine that the local labourers recruited for the job had known the old and broken walls since they were young; they’d played on Sunday afternoons in a strange tiled pit. They dug out the shiny glazed chips with fingernails and arranged them in new shapes on the ground, or tossed them like knucklebones to be caught on the backs of their hands. Grass grew up between the shards and later cattle were put to graze there, with streams running on three sides of the meadow.

         Heringham it was called then, and Heriedehem in the Domesday survey, meaning a settlement of the people of Heregyð, whose name could be shortened to Here. Whoever Here was: a Saxon woman who owned this place and gave her name to it, when women had the right to own land and sell it if they wanted.1 After the stones, perhaps long afterwards, 2came render and limewash, the native paint of the downs, made with chalk burnt in kilns to form quicklime and slaked with water. Then more layers over the centuries, each one gleaming at first. I like the sheen and the smoothness of this paint over the unseen surface of the stones. But there’s a break in the smoothness: a sharp shadow, lowish down at the chancel end. It’s a gash, reaching almost but not quite through the full thickness of the wall. A violent cut, but carefully made. It was clearly intended to go right through, but has been blocked up on the inside. The recess is painted over in thick white, so that the edges are soft and homely-looking, as if it’s always been here and ought to be here. But it’s not homely. It runs obliquely into the wall, at an angle so odd you have to get up and peer in. It’s sculptural, like a modernist carving; you can enjoy the shape for a moment as you might enjoy one of Ben Nicholson’s abstract constructions made from white and light.

         No, this isn’t modernist; it’s eight hundred years old. It forms a slanting shelf on which you can lay your hand, but I’m reluctant to put my hand there. It makes me think of putting a hand through flesh, of Thomas poking his finger into the wound. Many times I’ve stood apprehensively beside this shadowed shelf. It’s common to cut windows in walls, of course, and this is only another sort of window, like the shapely lancets high in the nave. How plain and straight they look by comparison, open-eyed, letting the light in.

         
            [image: ]

         

         This cut in the wall once gave a sightline through to the altar. A simple lean-to construction would have stood on the side of the church, 3forming the cell in which a holy recluse came to live. From the cell, the slanted window allowed a view of the altar and nothing else. The oddly shaped gash in the white south wall tells us, in the language of windows and stones, about things that happened at Hardham and left no other physical trace.

         By 1253 an anchorite was living here, someone who had chosen to be stoppered up, walled in, to worship God on this very spot and see no more of the world than a narrow shadowed room. There’s a record of money being left to this enclosed person, the ‘incluso’, by the Bishop of Chichester, Richard de Wych, who died that year and was later a saint. ‘Item incluso de Heringham dimidiam marcam.’2 Half a mark: enough to register his continuing support of the man sitting upright in his tomb day by day. ‘Incluso’ indicates a male hermit rather than the more common ‘incluse’. Richard remembered too, with the same sum, the ‘incluse de Stopeham’ and the ‘incluse de Hoghton’, the women shut in at Stopham, just a mile or so upstream, and Houghton to the south, where the downs meet the water meadows. When the anchorite died at Hardham, in the cell that was already prepared as his grave, others succeeded him. Fragmentary records suggest that a Prior Robert lived here and died in 1285, bequeathing the cell to a female follower.3 They were all held in place, anchored by the church as a ship might be anchored in a harbour; they also took on the role of anchor and were deeply respected for it, providing the still weight that would fix and shelter the church.

         I must have seen this closed window as a girl of ten or eleven. I remember a frisson of shock, but mostly I was pleased to have learnt a new word, ‘squint’, which I stored up among the other architectural words that showed me what to look for in buildings. The wall paintings inside the church were the reason for going to Hardham, and when I lobbied for a family detour in the car from the main road into the little track by the church, the pictures were the attraction. Because we went so infrequently, because years could pass without our entering the little church that stood a mile away from our local chemist and railway station in 4Pulborough, the paintings were an amazing discovery each time, leaping from the gloom. As for the squint, I didn’t appreciate the physicality of it until much later, when I had read about the lives of anchorites.

         The man who came to this spot to surrender the world would have been preparing himself for several years, taking spiritual guidance, living with what he intended to do. As he went about the routine of his days, he carried with him the idea of the cell walls. When he walked down a corridor, he thought of not walking again. He probably lived locally, and may have been one of the Augustinian canons at Hardham Priory just across the fields. In that case he knew the dampness of the place; he knew his skin would be clammy with wet through the winter and the air heavy in his lungs. He knew that each part of his body would protest with aches and fevers.

         The priory was spacious and built with graceful craftsmanship. Through the trees, before the land drops down to the river, you can still see the arches, long since made part of a private farmhouse. They rise on slender moulded columns and curve gently to finely carved points. Three portions of blue Sussex sky are framed in quatrefoils. The man, if he was there, thought his way from these upward arches into a tiny room with the door nailed up. He thought of his body chafing at constriction, and then thought of the wall as an extension of his body. He decided that this was what he wanted. A sponsor was sought, someone who would pay for the building of the anchorhold and for an attendant who would prepare basic meals.

         Apart from the deep recess of the squint, there is no trace of the cell at Hardham. It is likely that the walls were made from wattle and daub, and reeds cut from the marshes to make a thatched roof sloping up to join the church. Workers pounded at the chancel wall to make the required hole through to the altar. An awkward job: blocks to be pulled out, re-cut, re-inserted. The opening needed to form a funnel, narrowing towards the chancel interior, directed so as to reveal the cross and the Eucharist raised above it. It was a window and a not-window, 5an anti-window, its eye trained on the circle of the Host. This was the ‘chirche-thurl’. Anchorholds usually had this and one other window, known as the ‘huses thurl’ (the house-hole or parlour-window), positioned on the other side of the cell.4 All transactions with the world had to go through this window. Food and water were passed in, and waste was passed out. Brief conversations were permitted, for example with those who sought religious guidance. But the opening was to be kept curtained at all times.

         A Mass was said, the cell blessed. The episcopal seal was laid upon it. Richard of Chichester made the sign of the cross and said the last rites over the body of the man who went in through the one-way door, dust to dust. Tuesday came, Wednesday, and the recluse did not see them. In winter the great yew tree in the churchyard stood out with velvet magnificence.5 It was becoming famous; people said it was so old it had been a sapling in the first flush of new life after the Flood. Three travellers took shelter in its hollow innards one night while the storm dragged at the branches above them. Workers stretched out their legs on the grass in its shade. On a late afternoon in August, a heat haze sat over the fields and the cows moved heavily towards the river. The aching man held himself upright though his muscles had no strength. By the dim light coming through the black curtain, he followed the words of the prayer book.

         It was that kind of hot August afternoon when I last went to Hardham, walking along the side of the road from Pulborough, on the verge overgrown with nettles, blinking dust out of my eyes. There was the sweet smell of wood on a saw-yard truck, straw flying off an overloaded tractor, a clanking skip with swinging chains, commuter cars, school runs, all following the Roman road, fast and straight. The hamlet is little more than a lay-by. There’s a hedge to screen the traffic, but a few conifers are all that stand between sixty miles an hour and the stillness of the cottages. Willow and ash branches are pulled into the wake of each lorry as it passes. Only once in a while does someone put out an 6indicator, slow to a halt and let a queue build up behind them while they turn into the lane by the Saxon church.

         No one turned into the lane that afternoon. On the road, people were driving home from work, looking forward to finding the children in the paddling pool or laying the table on the patio. I lifted the latch of the heavy church door, grateful to the warden who must come over each day with the keys and hang out the sign saying ‘OPEN’. Each return here feels privately ceremonial. I step into the cold as into a pool, and it is all there in the half-dark: font, pews, chancel arch and the pictures of wheels and beasts, bodies that seem all abdomen, tensed, shaped like pears or teardrops.

         For a thousand years people have been stepping into the shadows of this church and letting their eyes adjust. At first the paintings were bright. St George tilted his spear; Joseph lay suspended in a dream. From the altar, the priest could see the Last Supper; he could bless the table in the picture as well as the altar at which he stood. In the picture the disciples were packed closely together, their legs all stretched the same way, haloes fitted one behind the next. Around the chancel arch, the months of the year rose and fell, each a figure with a task. Labourers, yeomen, cooks, serving girls, bargemen: all saw the dove flying to the Virgin Mary, who folded her arms as she received the blessing. They saw the green haloes of the saints and angels, shining out in the precious paint made from malachite, which was only used for haloes and which was the colour of a copper pot left for years in the rain.6

         The walls were whitewashed, the paintings hidden. The commandments were on display for all to read in English. ‘Thou shalt not make to thyself any graven image.’ People were still stepping into the cool nave. A section of whitewash was removed during building work in the 1860s and traces of colour appeared behind it; then all the interior walls were scraped to reveal row on row of pictures. Architects and restorers came, hoping to stabilise the paint. Art historians worked out the sequence of images and consulted each other: it was the earliest and most complete 7series anyone had seen.7 Clive Bell arrived in the 1940s, his mind full of comparisons to painted churches in France and Italy. He had long known the murals at Clayton, a quick drive out from Charleston; these decorations on the other side of Sussex looked to be by the same artists. He made notes about Cluny and Byzantium, the rhythm of repeated forms and the emotional significance of gesturing hands.8

         Outside and round the back, the white wall was still brilliant in the sun at five o’clock and I was shielding my eyes. There were tall elms here before disease took hold of them. The yew is gone too: damaged by storms, it died at last in the middle of the nineteenth century. But I like the bright and open patch of hummocky grass. Over the low fence, arable fields, and beyond them, where the land becomes watery, the wild brooks take over: thick rushes, sedges, purple grasses loud with crickets, ditches and drains, dark, silent water running in channels. A raised causeway made by the Romans cuts across the marsh. The ‘incluso de Hardham’ saw none of this. He came here especially not to see it.

         As a child I used to make a telescope with my two hands and peer through the tunnel at a world I could edit in order to try out other places. I could point the telescope at an umbrella pine and be in the Mediterranean, or at a wooden beam over our garage and I’d be on a Jacobean farm. I’m still doing it. A figure walks out along the familiar path to the church where a small crowd has gathered. He leaves behind him the space of the cloister, vegetable gardens, a fishpond. He leaves the grass and the light. In he goes and the door is closed. This happened here, and it seems impossible as the sky glows a deeper and deeper blue.

         For about two centuries, solitary enclosure was a venerated form of existence. In Sussex, where the practice seems to have been especially common, most people in the 1200s would have passed by an anchorhold on a regular basis. The village anchorite was a familiar presence, though one they would never see. The extremity of the surrender was encouraged by religious leaders, who helped with instructions on how to carve the abyss of dark time into routines of devotion. Rule books decreed an 8intricate choreography to keep the mind trained on the task of continual prayer: fall to the ground at this word and this word; make a cross over the bed with two fingers, four times, here and here. This is how the day starts, continues and ends.

         A male anchorite might follow a book adapted from the Rule of St Benedict. Women, whose bodies were thought to require different kinds of control, followed the guidance set out in Ancrene Wisse, or other books like it. The language was sometimes beautiful, opening images to the starved eye. ‘Saplings are hedged round with thorns so animals do not eat them while they are tender. You are saplings planted in God’s orchard.’ ‘Ye beoth yunge impen i-set i Godes orchard; thornes beoth the heardschipes thet ich habbe i-speken of.’9 An anchoress might refresh herself with the thought of her soul as a vital sapling, bright green, unfurling upwards, but those in the churchyard were hidden from her. ‘What is more depraved than the eye?’ asks the book. ‘All the openings of your windows should be closed … and if they can be more firmly closed, they should be more firmly closed.’10 So men and women deprived themselves of sight at Houghton, at Stopham, at Hardham.

         At this deep-silled squint, I’m looking into a past so alien to me that I can only concentrate on it for a few minutes at a time. This is what can happen if you investigate the uneven stones of a wall. In a churchyard three miles from where I grew up and made my plans for life, at least three people rejoiced to bury themselves alive. Here, in a place more vertiginously strange the more I learn of it, they sought to erase their individuality where I tried to grow confident in mine. Already I’m turning away towards the open expanse of the water meadows. I want to walk along the riverbank with the setting sun in my eyes.

         
            Notes

            1 Judith Glover, The Place Names of Sussex (London: Batsford, 1975), 71. The re-used Roman bricks and tiles are described in F. G. Aldsworth and James Hadfield, ‘Investigations at Hardham Church 1978 and 1981’, SAC 120 (1982), 222–8.

            2 Will of Richard de Wych, transcribed W. H. Blaauw, SAC 1 (1848), 164–92 (174), translation revised David Jones, Saint Richard of Chichester: The Sources for His Life, SRS 79 (1995), 68.

            3 The well-documented anchoress Miliana is thought by some to have been immured at Hardham, though L. F. Salzman (‘A Litigious Anchorite’, Sussex Notes & Queries 2:5 (1929) 135–7) discusses her suing Richard ‘inclusuum’ of Hardham in 1272; Miliana seems to have been at Steyning. Salzman identifies this Richard as prior of Hardham Priory; Robert was his successor.

            4 Terms used in the thirteenth-century guide for anchorites Ancrene Wisse, e.g. part 2, lines 259–62. Quoted from the edition by Robert Hasenfratz (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2000).

            5 Still there, though close to its end, in 1839 when it was illustrated in The Mirror of Literature, Amusement and Instruction (London: J. Limbird, 1839), 233, and the hollow trunk was deemed capable of holding twenty-seven people.

            6 The revised Pevsner guide, 414–15, offers generous detail on the scheme of paintings; and see Christopher Aggs & John Wyatt, The Wall Paintings at Hardham, Otter Memorial Paper 2 (Chichester: Bishop Otter College, 1987).

            7 The paintings were covered by 1637, rediscovered 1862 and the plaster fully removed 1900 as reported by Philip Mainwaring Johnston, ‘Hardham Church, and Its Early Paintings’, SAC 44 (1901), 73–115.

            8 Clive Bell, ‘Introduction’, Twelfth-Century Paintings at Hardham and Clayton (Lewes: Miller’s Press, 1947), 10–20.

            9 Ancrene Wisse, ed. Hasenfratz, part 6, lines 378–80, and Ancrene Wisse: A Guide for Anchorites, trans. Bella Millett (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2009), 143.

            10 Ancrene Wisse, ed. Hasenfratz, part 2, lines 161–3, and trans. Millett, Guide, 25. The question is quoted from Ecclesiasticus 31: 13.
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11
            1. The Visitor

         

         Never go back, they say, but for me the return was a revelation. Midway upon the journey of my life I found myself in Sussex. I paused and sat down on the verge. I followed paths so familiar that I knew where the puddles would be. And there they were: the skiddy place at the foot of a stile even in high summer, and the milky ruts in the chalk margins of a brassica field, dried smooth in the heat and starting to crack. I waited for the sun in certain spots, knowing which ridges of turf would show up in the low light before dusk, anticipating the slight rise in the wind after dark. Home, I thought. But of course it wasn’t home – or at least, I wasn’t. I hardly knew the place at all.

         Wide-eyed as a first-year student, I was amazed by how much there was to think about. Starting to explore a fairly obscure patch of rural England, I felt a whole new syllabus opening up, my assumptions upended by new forms of thought and understanding. What had been background became foreground. The downs acquired names and their sides were sorted into scarp slopes and dip slopes. ‘The path on the bank’ became the Greensand Way. Pulborough Sandrock distinguished itself from Amberley Blue, which sounds like a butterfly but is a heavy malmstone, quarried along sunken lanes and giving its sheen to local buildings. I had thought with all the blandness of ignorance that flint was dark grey and chalk was white. But the ‘upper chalk’ has a different character to the ‘lower chalk’. Flint can appear anywhere on the spectrum from near-white to near-black, the darkest dug from the deepest mines and lightening as it weathers. Nodules of flint have chalk-like casings, the dark centres revealed only when the flint is cracked open.1

         It is a well-known pattern: the grown-up goes back to the first place 12and draws, as if on tracing paper, an adult world over the contours of childhood. The bold shapes beneath give structure to the more cautious and self-conscious pencil lines above. The new kinds of knowledge both emphasise and obscure the old routines. There is another kind of layering because the rediscovered place is no longer alone: it is part of a shifting constellation of places lived in or imagined over the years. I was often elsewhere when I was thinking about Sussex, so that what I saw as I crossed platforms at Birmingham New Street was sometimes the arch of North Stoke church, its bevelling carved in a soft clunch that powders very slightly to the touch (plate). It would rise as a creamy rainbow across the track with a train pulling in underneath.

         I am fascinated by these composite places we all make, and by the way we use memory, each of us differently, to work out where we are. It’s one of the reasons that I wanted to watch what happened when people I associated with other landscapes set foot on earth I knew. When he visited Sussex, John Constable drew the working life of watermills on the River Arun almost but not quite as he drew the mills he had grown up with on the Stour. W. H. Hudson, one of the most celebrated writers of the South Downs, grew up on the plains of Patagonia and found on the barer reaches of the Sussex hills a strange kinship with the place he had left. Looking across the downland turf he was also looking – with a squint or a slant view – at South America. Looking, and touching and hearing. ‘It is the likenesses that hold me’, he reflected, describing the ‘home feeling’ that came to him on chalk uplands.2 The yoking of Patagonian plains and Sussex downs is a striking example of the very common, complicated, unpredictable habit humans have of making places from other places, so that nowhere is simply itself.

         *

         Trains on the Arun Valley Line run from London Victoria (platforms 15–19) to Crawley and Horsham, after which the carriages are quieter. 13There’s a change in the rhythm of the engine as we slow through a cutting and round a bend on the approach to Pulborough; the people who recognise that low sound gather up their coats and stand by the doors. I used to get out there, and my father would be in the car at the front of the station, or on the platform for special occasions, then came the last four miles to the house. Now he lives in Chichester and I stay on the train as it goes south. Marshes open out on either side and the downs are there, a solid green wave that never comes to shore. Grass, water, riverbanks, then the grey right angle of Amberley Castle rising out of the brooks, as if it had reared up in a great geological event, solidifying above the fluid ground.

         A moment later Amberley is answered by Arundel, all turrets and filigree piled on the hillside, but it’s not the castle that makes me want to interrupt the passengers opposite me in the carriage who are head-down in their phones as I would be on many other journeys. It’s the water meadows and the reed-writing of the ditches that make me lean forward to say, though I don’t say it, Look! It’s the tiny, assertive spire of a church right by the river, the glimpse of a bridge with no sign of how you might get to it. It’s the secret life of those few houses. It gives me a glittering eye, this stretch; but I’m not the ancient mariner waylaying others with my story. I’m the guest, hoping that someone here will hold me with their eye and tell me about the place.

         *

         ‘Local’ has so often been associated in modern culture with ‘minor’, but for at least seventy years local work has been attracting some of the most groundbreaking historians. Thinkers from many other disciplines are increasingly attentive to subjects that have been undervalued because they are provincial, regional or rural.3 In the new contexts of the twenty-first century, local is major. As we adapt to living more sustainably and resourcefully, attending to the frustrations, dilemmas and 14richness of what’s nearby, a great diversity of experience comes down to us from those who have been here before.

         I tried to think my way into lives distant from my own yet so close that we have sat under the same trees. At every turn I encountered powerful varieties of local vision. Reading about one place and widely various notions of place, I discovered the wealth of stories to be met with if we focus in tightly, if we start from the ground and ask who has known it.

         I tended to assume, when I was growing up, that art and literature came from somewhere else. That was fine because art travels. It collected me from the driveway of a bungalow outside Storrington and took me to panelled rooms of court intrigue or remote clifftops. When I started to read the great books of place in my teens, I projected myself into Wessex plains and Yorkshire moors. Occasionally, a local spot would stir into new life as a version of one of these legendary settings. From a particular ridge on sandy, root-riddled Sullington Warren I thought I could see the balding, thin-soiled expanse of Egdon Heath. The gorse was encouraging in literary terms: this could be a place for the furze-cutting that was so often mentioned (and in that, at least, I was right). In my mind’s eye I parked the reddleman’s caravan on the common. I discovered the magic by which writers could show me my own surroundings without ever having visited. Had I set down my Hardy and Brontë novels, though, and asked who knew this gorse, these streams, the enquiry would have set me on many new paths.

         Decades later, my growing reading list sent tendrilled feelers into canal-building and barges, sheep-breeding, botany, warren management – only the logic of place could make sense of the assortment. Concentrating on the close at hand, I think I learnt more world history than at any other time in my life. I traced the journeys of migrant pioneers to Western Australia and Canada, and read the memoirs of displaced Poles making new homes after the war. I made notes on Quakers who left Sussex for America, merchants and their trade routes, diplomatic missions, French ironworkers, religious exiles. William Blake’s idea, conceived on 15the Sussex coast, of ‘a World in a Grain of Sand’ kept urging me to look for the world as it might appear in this patch of southern England.4

         *

         The quantity and variety of local records, and the care with which they have been catalogued and interpreted by archivists, have me in awe. Yet coming as I do from the study of intricately recorded literary figures I am confounded by the vast gaps and silences. Without diaries or letters or descriptions of table talk, I keep chafing at the difficulty of discovering anything beyond the barest external facts of people’s lives. When I look at the hearth-tax records for 1670, I am amazed by the evidence of so many addresses and by what social historians are able to do with it. But the numbers give little clue as to what men and women dreamt about over their fires. Were the images that rose in their hearths associated with plough-shares or lovers or fish or saints? Did they find any pleasure in the high paths over the downs, or in the lower sheltered lanes?

         The local materials that have long been a mainstay of historical research are much less commonly used by those writing about the arts. Yet stories of human imagination are double-stacked and neatly folded in regional archives, if only we can find ways to unfold them. Here are generations of men, women and children, walking, sometimes reading, mourning changes to loved places, catching their breath at a view, and sometimes deprived of any view at all. Here are stories of places known and valued in ways that won’t be found on the National Gallery walls or in volumes of pastoral poetry – though the perceptions of celebrated artists and all sorts of other people deserve to be explored not separately but side by side.

         Slowly I began to grasp the distinctive rhythms of local research: the leaps between stepping stones as one source led to another, the pointilliste effect produced by the sporadic survival of documents so that you might know the name of every householder in Amberley for 1779 16because a single year’s window-tax returns have survived. You have to learn where these pools of light are. Each area has its different lights.

         The search boxes on Ancestry.com assumed I was looking for my own family history. ‘Enter the name of your ancestor’. I entered names that had nothing to do with bloodlines, feeling that those in a place before me were forebears of an equally significant kind. I started to keep an eye out for particular people in the crowd of history, as if I knew them. Many of their names were familiar: they were still common in the area. These were the names of people I knew when I was growing up – Hills and Jupps and Bellchambers – but now they were reappearing in Tudor, Georgian and Victorian circumstances. The Aylings were irrationally linked in my mind to Mrs Ayling, the Storrington playgroup leader who had us all in a circle while she played the accordion. Aylings in the records kept coming through the centuries, stretching and folding behind Mrs Ayling as she squeezed the bellows and tapped her feet.

         *

         In the early phase of my Sussex visits, when I had no idea of writing more than an essay or two on writers in the area, a great and unexpected gift appeared. My old schoolfriend Caroline was helping her mother to leave her home and move into the other sort of home. I knew Elizabeth well, or had known her, because she was my history teacher at school as well as my best friend’s mother. Now dementia was taking its brutal course, and it was too hard for Elizabeth to carry on without round-the-clock care. It had been too hard all year. The terrified calls to Caroline, four times a day, eight times a day, had changed to alarming silences. There had been disasters and hospital stays. The care-home fees necessitated that the old house be rented and Caroline was trying to clear out her mother’s things.

         We were talking on the phone as we have done every week since we left school and left the Arun, passing our lives along the wires between Oxford and London, Liverpool and Exmoor, Oxford and Dartmoor. She 17was keeping as much furniture as she could, sending the Sussex chairs to have their rush seats re-woven, and measuring her standard-issue 1970s sitting room to see what would fit. She was sorting through the thousands of books collected by her parents in their life together studying the world around them: natural history, especially entomology for John, local geography and history for Elizabeth, all kinds of archaeology, map-making, hydrology, ironworking, woodworking, agricultural and industrial history between them. The books formed a double portrait.

         Elizabeth had wanted to write about the Arun and for years she had been collecting anything relevant to the river and the valley. Caroline was lifting examples from crates on the other end of the line and her toddler was pulling at her ankles. The Roadmender. The Arun Navigation. We tried to think whether any library would take them. Caroline asked if I’d like some myself. The titles sounded almost comically obscure. I was not yet involved with roads and rivers and didn’t expect to be. I asked if I might have a few.

         Three boxes arrived a fortnight later. Out came giant scarlet volumes of the Victoria County History, offering extraordinarily concise and well-documented entries on parish after parish. Here were not only the affairs of church and gentry but details of warrens, fisheries, the building of barns and opening of quarries. Out came antiquarian studies of an earlier kind: gilt-tooled nineteenth-century volumes with gothic-script headers and fold-out pedigrees meant to assert the noble continuity of families in an age when this was a prime constituent of ‘history’. Armorial shields were printed in the margins as if you might run a finger down the column to reach three sinister gloves pendent argent tasselled and say ‘aha!’ Out came Wealden Glass and Dew Ponds; I saw glass-blowers appearing in the woods and sheep coming to drink at the round pools up on the high downs, which are mostly now abandoned and dry. Out came The Road-mender, which on inspection turned out to be a contemplative text by Margaret Barber, who published as Michael Fairless. A picture showed her in the bed to which spinal disease confined her; she was happiest 18when she imagined herself as a Sussex road-mender, breaking flints. Everything was stranger and more full of life than I’d had the wit to imagine.

         Lifting volumes five at a time, I remembered the tight-squeezed sitting room where they used to belong, on the hill above Pulborough, in the 70s estate built on the old glebe field. Caroline would sit on the low sofa, John in a brown velour armchair reading through thick glasses, Elizabeth at the table copying a map onto tracing paper for her history of the Arun. The point of the house was the window at the front. You could see down the paved path, over the car, over the ornamental cherry standing alone in the lawn opposite, up and over the roofs to the wild brooks in the distance. John died rapidly of a cancer that was incurable by the time he saw the doctor. Elizabeth carried on for several years afterwards, transcribing tithe surveys and working out how the water meadows were used. She understood where the peat was dug and where common fields had been enclosed for private use. I hadn’t appreciated what she was doing or the specialist knowledge that went into it.

         *

         In the Bodleian I found that the publications of the Sussex Archaeological Society were on open shelves in Duke Humphry’s Reading Room. This is an inner sanctum where biros are not allowed and the inhabitants always look to be reading in Latin. But up in the gallery was Topography: Sussex. A volume fell open at ‘Excavations on a Romano-British Site, Wiggonholt, 1964’. Wiggonholt is, like Hardham, one of the hamlets on the edge of the wild brooks. To me, it was a sloping meadow, sometimes with a bull in it, a few stone houses, and an ancient one-roomed church with a high-backed bench that catches the sun by the porch. It was a favourite walk from the nearby RSPB café. Wiggonholt was a turning off the open stretch of road running fast and straight from Storrington to Pulborough. An old section of the road had been 19left as a lay-by, and I was taken there for my first driving lesson. Forwards and back I went, uncertain of the clutch.

         Now objects rose up from beneath the grass and tarmac: a bronze trumpet brooch with acanthus leaves, a stylus for writing, fragments of rare Samian jars made by potters in the Auvergne whose names were stamped into the clay feet. In Oxford, where I had read my way through Milton and Joyce, the clay pots of Wiggonholt were incongruous and radiant. My own place was there on the shelf; it was a subject of scholarly attention. I stood in imagination on the ragged grass and pineapple weed as the cars went by, held by the idea that under me, behind me, there was another language, a different way of life and a frigidarium leading to a hot bath. There were fragments of red porphyry from Egypt: ‘porfido rosso antico’, the Romans called it, attracted to what was ancient even to them.5 Our house was a mile away, and now I looked at the map I could see that the course of a lost road from the Wiggonholt bathhouse cut straight through our garden. The dotted line crossed the map like a perforation: ‘tear here’ and tear through time. My parents painted our dining room Porphyry Pink, which seemed exotic given that the other rooms were Magnolia. But porphyry had been here long before us.

         For a while I stayed clear of the topography section, which offered such distractions. I had an essay to write about seasonal drama in the Renaissance. But when I checked through Philip Henslowe’s notebook, treasured by scholars because Henslowe, theatre impresario, was at the centre of the London world in which Shakespeare worked, a footnote led me back to Sussex. Only part of the original notebook had been published, the rest of it apparently containing nothing of literary interest; for more information, I was directed to the Sussex Archaeological Collections. Henslowe had a brother, John, and he used the notebook first. John’s brother-in-law, Ralph Hogge, owned one of the major ironworks in the Sussex weald, and John wrote up the records of the firm. Day by day through the 1570s, he itemised the sums ‘pad to Nycolas Sleppon for his Cuttunge of Tymber in the fforest’, for carrying a ton of shot to 20London and so on, tons delivered and sent out, the furnaces burning with ferocity in forest clearings, a heavy industry in full swing.6 For a time Hogge had a Crown-granted monopoly on iron ordnance, so that every English gun and cannonball began from Ashdown Forest.

         Ashdown was some miles north-east of the places I knew. Nevertheless, I was struck by the diptych of the London theatres going on side by side with the logging, the digging of ore and the stoking of flames, leaving their records in the same volume. I had looked at the famous part of the diary; now it was time to turn it upside down and start from the back, which was really the front, since John at the ironworks used it first. Finding out about Sussex would prove to be like that: it was like turning history upside down and starting from the back, which to the people who lived in the weald and the downs was very much the front. I filled up my own back-to-front notepad and started another.

         *

         The Old English ‘dún’ meant simply a hill. It’s the dún that gave us sand dunes. In the Blickling Homilies, Christ preaches ‘on Oliuetes dúne’.7 The Down of Olives is a marvellous thought – Christ delivering his sermon on a grassy slope with the chalk at his feet and rampion straining in the breeze – but clearly dúne was a generic word, used for all kinds of high places. The general meaning gradually acquired more specificity. A fourteenth-century encyclopaedist explained carefully that, ‘A downe is a lytyl swellynge or arerynge of erthe passynge the playne grounde … and not retchyng to hyghnesse of an hylle.’8 This sounds like what we now call downs. Swelling is still a word much used to describe them; ‘arerynge’ is good too, a version of ‘a-rearing’, as in rearing up. By the sixteenth century, ‘down’ was distinctly associated with chalk sheep pastures. The Tudor poet Barnabe Googe offered a vision of peace in his third eclogue: ‘I … thought it best to take my sheep / And dwell upon the down.’9 21

         The western Sussex downs are more wooded than the hills to the east, and the tree cover has made the history round here more secretive. Earthworks disappear under depths of leaf mould; brushwood fills in former trenches.10 Most of the villages are sheltered by land rising around them, which makes them different from villages in Norfolk, say, where you can see from one church to the next, or in Oxfordshire where if you find a hill, you can see tracts of the midlands. In the downs, you often come upon places by surprise. A friend lit a roadside beacon once on a November afternoon when he was expecting me, knowing that a visitor would be liable to miss the spot.

         For most of its human history the Arun valley was isolated. Proximity to London, as the crow flies, meant little when an impassable band of Wealden clay was in the way. Well into the eighteenth century, overland travel was either onerous or impossible except for a few months in the summer. Goods coming into and out of the downs were transported by river, or by the seaborne ‘coasting trade’ round to London or west to Portsmouth. There are strong traditions of people living here without wanting to be easily observed. The area’s powerful Catholic families sustained recusant networks with necessary discretion through the post-Reformation centuries of intolerance.11 Others have come – even in the twentieth century – to shake themselves free of networks, to be private. You could drive through Fittleworth regularly without noticing the lane up to the smallholding where in the 1920s Ford Madox Ford lived almost self-sufficiently with his partner Stella Bowen, recovering himself from the double horrors of the war and his marriage; he raised pedigree black pigs and thought his way towards his novel Parade’s End. Laurie Lee left the Ministry of Information to live, under the radar, in a caravan outside Storrington. Ivon Hitchens had another caravan towed into the woods at Lavington Common and stayed for the next forty years, painting shadowed, secretive hollows and millponds.

         The long, high path on the top of the downs stretches from above Winchester through Hampshire and Sussex and out to the white cliffs 22of Beachy Head. You can look across the Channel to where the same band of chalk continues, reappearing from under the sea. Sussex men who went to the Front in 1915 and 1916 were surprised to find themselves among the familiar contours and flora of chalk country.12 The path is almost as old as human life on the hills, long predating any notion of England or France. There is evidence for Mesolithic activity on the ridge, and by the time of the Iron Age the track was already very ancient. It has been a busy highway. It still is – on sunny Saturdays when off-road bikes weave around the groups of walkers.

         I love to be up there pounding into the wind on the white road. But soon I drop down to a lower path. I would have been no good in the Iron Age. Unless you are a very hardy shepherd, it’s mostly in the foothills and valleys that life is lived. When I think of the downs, they are not falling beneath me but rising in the distance; I’ve always thought of them as rising. They rose beyond the playing field of my junior school in Storrington, so that when I came eleventh out of twelve in a running race there was still that rounded green wall, glimpsed beyond the football posts and the boundary trees, standing for something that was not to do with coming first or last. They rose in the seven o’clock dusk on Wednesday evenings when the window was open in the upper room at the village hall where children went for ‘ensemble’ class, or semi-controlled playing of all available musical instruments. I liked to tap the xylophone and hear its chimes answered by church bells from across the field. I was nine or ten, I suppose, and already conscious of turning from the brightly lit room, where someone was shaking maracas, to look out at the hills in the night. I think I was aware of something grand and inviolable out there, but I didn’t understand much about the land around me and wouldn’t have known what to ask.

         *

         The value accorded in British culture to local knowledge has altered significantly over time; it has many histories of its own. In a book that has 23stayed with me through my years of local thinking, the literary critic Fiona Stafford describes a transformation in the relationship between poetry and places. Eighteenth-century shifts in moral and aesthetic attitudes established the ground for a new kind of specifically rooted writing that the Romantic poets brought to full realisation. ‘Local detail ceased to be regarded as transient, irrelevant, or restrictive, and began to seem essential to art with any aspiration to permanence.’13 I was surprised to realise how pervasively the classical taste of earlier periods had directed attention away from particular instances to a search for abstract ideals, and how marked was the change when it came. It was philosophical and political as well as aesthetic. It amounted to ‘the discovery of local truth’. Romantic poetry expressed, and encouraged, a new kind of faith in ordinary external surroundings, and in personal observation. This came with profound implications, following the principle that ‘even the poorest agricultural worker could attain deep knowledge of his own world, so that, when he saw a wren, his perception differed entirely from that of the passing traveller’.14

         Drawn to this history, I wanted to ask how it worked in my own local place; that seemed a logical step though I could see it would be hard. I wanted to reach back behind Romanticism, asking what regional areas might look like, feel like, if art and literature paid them little notice. I hoped to get some glimpses, too, of how people in Sussex encountered the emerging cultural emphasis on ‘local truth’. Would it affect the way they valued and investigated their surroundings, or shape what they saw from the window?

         My own new interests were awoken by finding Wiggonholt archaeology in the Bodleian, an affirmation of the place having significance beyond its bounds. But that experience was not available to Sussex readers in the seventeenth or eighteenth century. Even while England was having its antiquities inspected, its soils surveyed, its temperature taken, its mountains sketched and scenic routes recommended, the reputation of Sussex remained doubtful. There was no consensus about its being 24an area of historical interest or landscape beauty. The antiquary John Aubrey knew it would be full of things worth looking at; a rare figure in his passionate attachment to local detail a century before Wordsworth, he had a rich feeling for lowland landscapes and the history of ordinary human goings-on. In the early 1670s he ‘perambulated’ Surrey, commissioned by the cartographer John Ogilby to make a historical survey of the county. Knowing from experience that even the most solid-looking monuments can be shattered by time and war, Aubrey committed himself to recording the remains of major and humble things alike, foraging for parish registers and measuring earthworks. By 1673 he was looking forward to the next county. But it was not to be. ‘I should have been glad to have surveyed Sussex’, he reflected sadly when Ogilby called off the project and left him in the lurch.15

         The Compleat History of Sussex published by Thomas Cox in 1730 had to serve as a reference point for the next hundred years, though it was a small part of a national project and short on original research.16 The major work of a county history was taken on by the lawyer, politician and tireless antiquary William Burrell, who amassed an enormous collection of sources in the 1780s. For two weeks each Whitsun holiday for more than a decade, he employed one of the finest topographical artists in England, the Swiss-born Samuel Hieronymus Grimm, to travel with him on his Sussex tours.17 Burrell and Grimm visited even the smallest village churches, working out the age of arches, matching families to monuments. For the first time, the history of rural Sussex was being studied, and the thought of it grips me. Grimm sat in the fields above Pulborough and made a drawing of ‘Upper Mount’, all that remained of what was probably a motte and bailey (plate). Expertly, in pen and ink, he caught the rough hump of the earth, the windblown trees and the view across the valley from this greensand foothill to the main line of the downs. If he went into the church at Hardham he would have found the walls plainly whitewashed; he made no drawing there. Perhaps on a hint from locals, he found his way over the fields to the farmhouse that incorporated the 25ruins of Hardham Priory. He drew a close-up detail of the carving around the chapter house arches, showing the stylised leaves on the capitals: exceptional medieval sculpture in a farmyard. And he stood back to sketch the whole building in its setting, so that even now, a little faded, this modest wash drawing gives a powerful sense of space and distance: the open site under a wide sky, the low meadows beyond (plate).

         The following Whitsun, Grimm was at work in Arundel, Chichester, and at the dissolved priory of Boxgrove in the countryside between them. The Benedictine guesthouse had been patched up for use as a barn. Grimm put two figures at the entrance, gesturing up at where a great hall once bustled above them. With delicate ink outlines and cool eggshell colouring, Grimm gave definite character to every arch and gable. In all, he made thirteen hundred watercolours, most of which now live in the British Library along with Burrell’s notes and gatherings of manuscripts. But the book was never finished.
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         Other visitors came with their different interests. The account of western Sussex in Daniel Defoe’s 1724 Tour through the Whole Island of Great 26Britain brimmed with enjoyment. He duly noted the seats of nobility (Arundel Castle; Petworth House ‘with its elbows to the town’); but, in a way that would still be unusual a century later, he was equally interested in Petworth’s ‘good well built’ houses, Chichester’s thriving corn market and the export of Arun mullets to London. Keen for conversation, he surveyed places by finding out how people lived in them. The success of a bull-breeder stayed in his mind more vividly than any bishop’s palace or unearthed inscription. The roads through the clay were dreadful, but riding the twelve miles between Arundel and Chichester he rejoiced in the ‘most pleasant beautiful country in England’.18

         In the 1760s and 70s the naturalist Gilbert White regularly travelled almost the full extent of the South Downs, or ‘Sussex Chalk-hills’ as they were called then, from his Hampshire home in Selborne to his aunt near Lewes. He tried to convey the distinct character of the chalk landscape. ‘Perhaps I may be singular in my opinion,’ he ventured, ‘but I never contemplate these mountains without thinking I perceive something analogous to growth in their gentle swellings and smooth fungus-like protuberances, their fluted sides, and regular hollows and slopes, that carry at once the air of vegetative dilation and expansion.’19 He had the sensation of a land alive and growing; it sounds almost as if it is breathing. Fungi: among the most mysterious kinds of organism. Peel the velvet skin from a mushroom and suddenly you are peeling turf, skinning the mound of a hill to find chalky flesh beneath. White was less concerned with measuring the downs against received ideas of beauty than with their living presence and what it felt like to be near them.

         But few people were drawing or writing about these swellings and protuberances. They were not widely talked about as either beautiful or sublime. William Gilpin, who had a tenacious influence on perceptions of all kinds of British landscape, toured Sussex in 1774 (though his account wasn’t published for another thirty years) and evaluated its views and textures according to his grammar of ‘Picturesque’ composition. The Arun region scored highly. From Bury Hill he looked down on the 27‘windings’ of the river between ‘beautiful tufted groves and buildings; among which Amberley Castle is conspicuous’. The rugged drama of the scarp was best, he decided: the hills ‘break down abruptly, and often form promontories, projecting in beautiful perspective, into their several vales’.20 Was the Arun to be the next destination for those in search of the Picturesque? No. Gilpin’s general pronouncements on downland were too scathing. The bareness of the hills he found distasteful, and where stone showed through the turf it gave a ‘blank glaring surface’. ‘Chalk disfigures any landscape.’21

         When W. H. Hudson began his 1900 book Nature in Downland and reached for the literature of Sussex, expecting to immerse himself in the imaginative life of his forebears, he found little on the bookshelf. There had been no Wordsworth in the area, finding permanent forms for what he felt as he looked and walked and listened to the stories of local people; there was no John Clare or George Crabbe of the downs. Percy Shelley, born to the north, near Horsham, wrote not a word about his native county and got out as soon as he could. Hudson’s conclusion to his search was that ‘Sussex, or any part of it, can hardly be said to exist in literature; or if it has any place there and in our hearts it is a mean one, far, far below that of most counties’.22

         The ‘discovery’ of Sussex came late, but in the first years of the twentieth century it gathered pace. Soon after Hudson lamented a whole county’s absence from literature, Rudyard Kipling moved to Bateman’s and started to write of talkative spirits rising up from the ancient ground, spirits rhyming and gossiping as they remembered lives long ago, ‘Yes before the Flint Men made the Dewpond under Chanctonbury Ring.’23 Modernist artists and writers found particular affinities with the bare chalk and high beacons of the eastern downs – to such an extent that ‘Sussex Modernism’ is now a celebrated phenomenon.24 Sussex Modernism was what made me want driving lessons on my seventeenth birthday in 1998: I was anxious to set off east towards Eric Gill’s Ditchling, Lee Miller’s Farley Farm and, most of all, towards the paths walked by 28Virginia Woolf. Later, in my thirties, it was the untold – the mystery rather than the known thing – that took hold of me. Rather than go off towards my cultural heroes I would wait, read and watch to see who had lived just where I stood. In the event there was no need for patience: the merest scratch of the topsoil was all it took.

         *

         In biology class once, we traipsed out to the area of grass next to the Astroturf. The teacher had brought equipment in the form of white wire squares or ‘quadrats’, which were to be thrown on the ground. We then examined what was framed by the square. It’s one of the basic methods used by ecologists. I don’t remember what we found. We probably raced to list moss and clover, claimed praise for our rapidity and reverted to gossip about other things. I’ve remembered the square, though, and its way of focusing the mind. I remember how it made the earth at my feet newly visible. And I’ve seen now what people with deep knowledge and long-honed skill can do with such squares. For the two-by-two kilometre ‘tetrad’ that includes Pulborough, the plant list published by the Sussex Botanical Recording Society runs to 479 species.25

         Local historians don’t go around with wire squares but they choose units of study that work a little like quadrats, adapted to patterns of human settlement and community. The question of how to select sample areas and how to extrapolate from findings in one place is central to their discipline. Scholars might work by parish, or by groups of neighbouring parishes. Or it may be more helpful to consider agricultural regions, areas made coherent by similar topographies, farming practices and economies.26

         As the books on my Sussex shelf accumulated, I made use of an imaginary quadrat that landed where, forty years ago, I landed. I explored the area around Pulborough and downriver to Arundel, with excursions across to Chichester, the county town, which became my western limit. In my life as a critic of art and literature I was used to studying time 29periods – anything from a century to a single year. But this patch-work, this testing of the ground, was new to me.27 With each day’s reading I was learning its possibilities. Magnetised by certain places, choosing particular figures to follow, my methods were very unlike those of a social or economic historian making a steady survey. The stories demanded other kinds of response. As they established their own rhythms and patterns of imagery, time pooled and eddied. Currents of memory flowed in and out like the tidal river.

         The artist Richard Long once took an Ordnance Survey map and drew a ring around the Cerne Abbas giant in Dorset. He walked every lane within its circumference over a six-day period. It was an artificial ritual, a propitiatory offering to the giant, perhaps. The perfect circle within which all the walking took place demonstrated just what we don’t ordinarily do. Life creates odd-looking maps. What shape is a place, after all?

         The locality that became my subject was defined by the Arun, and a stretch of the downs, and the orientation towards Chichester as commercial and cultural centre. Chichester was the place for being born and dying: I was born in 1981 at the hospital there, St Richard’s, named after the bishop who gave money to the anchorite. I knew the road from home to city and back again; I knew the places where friends and relatives lived. When I shaded the familiar miles on a map, there was no name for the shape they made – it was certainly not a circle or a square.

         The measure I really worked by might best be described as one of magnification. There are place names that stop me if I hear them away from Sussex, out of context. If the characters in a novel suddenly go to Pulborough or a book on Roman Britain mentions Bignor, the words stand out from the page. The detail bristles. It’s as if the donor in a Van Eyck painting had held his glasses over just that passage. This phenomenon is part of my subject, and I have tried to see how it works for others too. I’ve watched for the moments when people in the past have felt suddenly alert to the significance of their place or caught sight of it from a new angle. It may be an Arundel gentleman reading Camden’s Britannia 30in the 1630s and wanting to give the River Arun a fuller write-up in the story of the nation. It may be a poet in the 1790s realising that her childhood landscape had inspired other writers before her.

         I let each chapter grow from a moment of startled noticing or finding: a document or a painting, a date stone or a lump of concrete, a voice overheard. Each suggested a different kind of exchange between local lives and wider worlds. The closer I looked, the more complex and far-reaching each subject became. I began to think of how a quadrat might also be a kind of window, simultaneously constraining and enlarging the view. It was nothing like the lonely window of the recluse but one that revealed thousands of people, all going about their lives. Their voices were sometimes hard to catch, but if I listened I could pick up fragments of what they were saying. In the bright space of the window, I could watch the people passing. And occasionally, with luck, effort and a library card, it felt possible not only to look at them, but for just a moment to look with them: to see what they were seeing as they crossed the fields under the downs.

         *

         The last item I unpacked from Caroline’s boxes of her mother’s books was a thin stray that had slipped down the side of the main piles. A pocket at the back held a map of the Arun intricately marked with weirs and ferries, keyed to a text that seemed to be a river atlas, chronicle, price list and address book combined. It was a printed edition of a seventeenth-century manuscript. I was supposed to be reading a thesis on Wordsworth that day, but a few paragraphs of this anonymous book introduced an author with a sense of place stronger than any I had encountered in writing before the 1780s and the ‘discovery of local truth’ that shaped Romanticism. The writing combined practical knowledge with a joyous use of language. Wouldn’t Wordsworth have been interested in such a thing? I launched on The High Stream of Arundel. 
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            26 Margaret Spufford, Contrasting Communities: English Villages in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (1974; Stroud: Sutton, 2000), 33, considers ‘neighbourhoods’ or ‘social areas’ as the basis for historical study. On ‘regions’ and their distinct economic, social and religious histories see Joan Thirsk, Agricultural Regions and Agrarian Study in England, 1500–1750 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1987). On counties as meaningful units of study, giving identity and sense of community, see e.g. Anthony Fletcher, A County Community in Peace and War: Sussex 1600–1660 (London: Longman, 1975).

            27 Cohen, ‘Macrohistory’, 66: ‘Microhistory can do cultural history good service’. Writers deploying versions of the quadrat method include the ecologist David George Haskell, in The Forest Unseen (London: Viking, 2012), moving away from emphasis on scientific measurement towards contemplative watching, and James Attlee, in Isolarion: A Different Oxford Journey (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), focusing on one street.
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            2. High Stream of Arundel

            A water bailiff and the river 

         

         In that small and obscure volume I found the voice of a Sussex man in the 1630s who loved the River Arun and wanted to write about it. He was a water bailiff, responsible for the business of the river from the Port of Arundel right up to the furthest navigable waters at Pallingham Quay north of Pulborough, on the far side of the downs, at the edge of the Wealden iron country. It was his duty to receive and record fees due on imports, to regulate fishing, and to keep a record of swan-marks showing who owned which birds. But there was so much else to say about this great stream that had run through his life. He had known it as a boy in the 1590s, his family had lived beside it for centuries, and the Earl of Arundel had made him its overseer. He knew the voices and habits of fishermen and bargemen as much as he knew the voices of the gentry whose lands and swans he could tell you blindfold. He liked the idea of a history – not a book to be printed, perhaps, but notes to pass on. He would record what he had done ‘during the time of his Water Bailyship being 26 yeares & upwards’. More than that, he would be the biographer and the geographer of the Arun, naming its ‘heads and risings’, the smaller streams that found their ways through Sussex, the byways that came to make their acquaintance with the highway, the ‘High Stream’ that was his responsibility, his subject, the scene of his life.1

         There’s barely a soul on the river now. A few pleasure boats are moored at Arundel, but upstream it’s lonely and silent except for moorhens, ducks, and swans. You can stand on the bridge at Offham and it’s so quiet you can hear the reeds shaking. The bailiff’s river was busy with ships, barges, lighters, intricately engineered with quays, its tides carrying populations of watermen, some of them known on the river 32for as long as anyone remembered, others bringing goods on their foreign ships and leaving on the next ebb. In the wetlands around the High Stream the osier beds were thick with willow, and floods ran out over the great acres of the wild brooks (that was their name in the 1630s as now) where drowners and meadmen worked their sluices.2

         The water bailiff took me on a tour of my native places as I had never seen them, including the ferry crossings, ‘the ancient weares on the sayd streame’ and the ‘sundry kinds of fishes therein’. He wrote as if he were rowing downstream, talking as he went. On we go past the ‘old demolished Fort’ at Pulborough, under Stopham Bridge to the ‘Turning-stream’ where the major tributary the Rother (he called it the West-water) joins the Arun. Antiquities, natural history and present usage are all essential to the portrait of the river. Moving out across the plain between Hardham and Wiggonholt to another crossing point, the stream runs on:

         
            It hasteth under the Bridge by Greatham part whereof was sometimes the land of Sir Henry Tresgose. But by the way it taketh in a little Riveret that springeth from the foot of the Downs at Chantrey Farm in Storrington whence, driveing certain water mills, it passeth from Sillington …

         

         That’s a ‘riveret’ of my early childhood, rising at the end of the lane where I went to primary school, and still gushing with surprising force after wet seasons. Whenever a new tributary joins the main channel, the bailiff gives an account of its life – the mills it has turned, the lands it has watered:

         
            From Houghton-Bridge by many crooks and turnings, leaving South Stoake & Offham on the West … it hasteth down neere to the antient Abbie de Calceto … and so under Arundell-bridge which Bridge when in decay ought to be repaired by the Borrough of Arundell …3

         

         His interests and values shape every line. Always he names the landowners past and present: the pattern of ownership is integral to the 33landscape he loves. But he knows the business of both the nobles and the workers. The practical matters of bridge-repair and fishing times are not filed separately under admin, but central to the story. The proper way of doing things is that which is time-honoured, so he asserts the customs of the river.

         ‘If the ancient lawes … bee not observed’, says the bailiff, ‘some one may happily take the whole benefitt of the river to himselfe or destroy the fish.’ So fishing is closely regulated in the well-ordered river society of the 1630s that this text aims to preserve. Fishermen are ‘tenants in common’ of the stream, asked to act as ‘under guardians’ to the bailiff: they too are custodians, upholding the rules. The bailiff is at his most vigilant during the ‘fence month’ in spring, when the fish and the swans are breeding. Nothing then must disturb their peace and freedom in the waters. Fishers must keep open all their ‘weare-gates, weeles, shutting netts, and other engins whatsoever’. For the rest of the year, standard rules apply. No eel spears on the High Stream. No green timber to be used in the water, lest the sap kill the fish. The mesh of nets needs to meet the regulation inch and a half from knot to knot, ‘siz’d according to the ancient brase pin’ kept at Arundel Castle.4 ‘Weeles, and fish potts’, must be of such a size that the bailiff ‘may easily thrust his hand flatt-wise to the middle’: any smaller and they will be cut up.

         These ‘wheel’ traps were not allowed on the main river, but they were much used on the streams across the levels where there were thirty weirs at least, all with names and addresses. The bailiff knew every ditch and inlet in what had always been to me simply ‘the wild brooks’. He could arrive unbidden at any time for an inspection, though he had to blow his horn, in warning, at your gate. The water bailiff is a Prospero waving a different world into life. I can almost hear it across the levels, the sound at sunset of all the nets being pulled in and the weir doors opened for the night.

         For each stretch of water he describes the customary register of inhabitants at each time of year: for instance how the fish would move ‘to 34the deeper Reaches that lie among the winding Hill, the better to keep off the Winter Storms’ and ‘here rest they, close garrison, till the returning Summer’.5 His delight in the yearly rhythm of the river is palpable in the energy with which he tells the story:

         
            And now, having sent forth their Scowts to clear the Coast [the fish] presently disband & leave their Winter quartering and joyfully break up their Garison running, shooting Leaping & Foraging every where seeking for shallow Fords to Road in where I shall leave them.6

         

         *

         The text was edited and published in 1929 by Joseph Fowler. I looked at the name. Could it be a hoax, an elaborate 1920s game of fish and fowl? Investigation quickly revealed that Fowler was a clergyman, a keen geologist, and ran a boys’ school outside Arundel. He was also, so far as I could tell, a skilled researcher. He had tracked down two eighteenth-century copies of the bailiff’s guide, which seem to have been issued to successive water bailiffs when they took office. The text was in two parts: the first set out the history and character of the river and the second was more of a directory, with information that should be kept up to date. Much to his frustration, Fowler could not find the original of the first part, but the second was in the Duke of Norfolk’s archives and could be dated by internal evidence (like the up-to-date payment of swan fees) to 1636, with additions made until 1640.7

         The author never names himself, but he refers to ‘the bailiff’s house at Stopham’. This is a good clue, since there were only ever a few houses in Stopham. In February 1642, when the adult men of each parish were required to swear their loyalty to King Charles and the Church of England, there were thirty-seven men resident in the parish whose names were listed and submitted to the Crown.8 Fowler saw that only one of these was of the right age and standing to be the water bailiff. By deduction he found the probable author: William Barttelot, whose house 35was either the handsome manor farm next to the church, or Ford Place right by the river.9

         In the archive room at Arundel Castle, among wax-sealed pedigree rolls and bundled letters from forgotten controversies, I read the bailiff’s manuscript: one part (the customs and swan-marks) written in a rapid seventeenth-century hand on loose sheets, the other (the history and topography) copied in steady copperplate into a later parchment-bound notebook dated 1713.10 The 1630s document had not been decoratively presented in any way: no hand-drawn title page or binding of the sheets together. There was not much to suggest it marked the culmination of many years’ work on the river and was meant to last. But the blotless fluency suggested this was a fair copy of a text worked out elsewhere; in that sense, care had been taken. Whether or not this was the bailiff’s own handwriting, these were his words. Here he was, talking, gesturing. The water bailiff, or William Barttelot. Let me risk it and call him Barttelot. Wearing lightly his four hundred years, this gentleman of Stopham comes striding out from the pages and asks that I consider seventeenth-century culture from his point of view.

         *

         Barttelot was a keen reader of history, marvelling at the ‘learned labours’ by which William Camden in his Britannia had sought out the lost names of places throughout the country and revived them with, ‘as it were, a second birth’.11 Britannia was a county-by-county survey of Great Britain and Ireland, researched by Camden on an enormous scale with the aims of restoring ‘Britain to his antiquity’ (Celtic, Saxon and especially Roman antiquity), recording the current state of its monuments and (as if this weren’t enough) providing a topographical portrait of these ‘flourishing kingdoms’ in the present. It had been repeatedly enlarged since the first edition in 1586 and available since 1610 in an English translation that proved popular with a growing public of readers who did not lead lives 36of Latin-speaking scholarship but were keen to learn about their country. Barttelot knew Latin and might have used any of the editions; he had read other books by Camden too. The work of those who recovered the past seemed to him fertile, creative, a way of giving new life. ‘A second birth’ he says: the phrase suggests how closely Barttelot associated Camden’s project with a wider ‘renaissance’.

         But Camden had his limits. Barttelot was exercised about his calling the river the Arun instead of the ‘High Stream’ or Alta Ripa as Barttelot was sure it had been called in ancient times. ‘Lett it not seeme strange that the right name of a River should pass by a Learned Gentleman unseene, that was a Strainger to those parts.’ Barttelot pressed his case for the river name, but he was also making a wider point. No scholar could know everywhere intimately, even with help from correspondents. The history of the country couldn’t all be written by one Londoner. Information was often ‘hidd in the custody of private men’ or preserved in the language and customs of a place. Camden had every county of Great Britain and Ireland to think about, and needed to attend to strategically important sites along the south coast, so the gaps in his survey of Sussex were understandable. The wealth of history to be found in villages was not Camden’s emphasis (or that of any widely known writer at this time): ‘The inner parts of the county being thick set with villages have nothing very remarkable.’ Nothing to detain us here. The manor houses and churches went unmentioned. Camden made haste, ‘sometimes per saltum’ says Barttelot, ‘for he over pass’d the Priory of Boxgrove, lying almost in the Rode between Chichester & Arundell’.12

         There’s baffled amazement in Barttelot’s tone. How could Camden have missed Boxgrove? Per saltum: ‘by hopping’, leaping ahead with a hop, skip and jump. Barttelot imagined the great scholar rushing along the Arundel road, leapfrogging one of the most significant buildings in the county: a major Benedictine monastery, its cloisters empty and ruined since the dissolution, but its church – almost on the scale of a cathedral – open to anyone who turned off the road. The water bailiff 37knew the fine tombs of Boxgrove and the flowers that soar above. In the 1530s, the painter Lambert Barnard had hoisted himself on scaffolding to decorate the vaulted ceiling through the whole length of the monastic choir with a pattern of scrolling vines and hanging grapes, roses, daffodils and dianthus, each section of ceiling growing with a different plant to make a garden in the air.13 Camden mentioned none of it and when he got to Arundel he was quickly ready to move on. ‘Besides the Castle and the Earls, Arundell hath nothing memorable’ he wrote, dealing at a stroke with the port, water meadows, wooded hangers, the ruins of the Maison Dieu with its white clunch innards now exposed to the wind.14
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         In private rooms across the country others were making, like the bailiff, revisions and additions to the larger story. As part of an investigation into early modern ‘local consciousness’, one recent scholar has studied seventeenth-century copies of Britannia, looking at notes made by readers in the margins. Often the annotations relate to a particular area, drawing attention to features absent from the text – like a ‘cleere riveret’ in Surrey 38‘so full of the best trouts’.15 Britannia encouraged men and women to think of the nation as a coherent whole, but people were also reading, thinking, writing and feeling in local terms, taking up their pens to add regional knowledge to the national account. The Arun bailiff could see that the discoveries of those who travelled might be joined with the insights of those who stayed. There was no established model of a local history for him to look to (though that would change in the century to come); he wrote what he cared about and what might be of use.16

         He looked for traces of former ferry-points, like the one in the north-east of Stopham parish (‘Passagium de Fishium’), near the seat of the Combes ‘of which there is nought remaining now but the Plot of ground, moated round’. There was another ancient crossing place in Wiggonholt, giving access to the parish of Hardham (‘alias Herringham’ he added, wanting to include the old names which held histories bound up in them), vanished except for the causeway across the levels that once led to it.17 Barttelot was a field archaeologist, reading the lines in his landscape. He liked to hypothesise around place names and his guesses were good ones, like his explanation of ‘Steeple Rye’ for a stream near Amberley ‘on which there stood antiently a steeple’. He didn’t mean there was a church there, but a fishing weir set with large wicker cones. The steeple-shaped traps would be laid with their open ends facing into the current so that eels could swim in but not get out. Fisheries are fugitive things that leave fewer traces than churches, but for Barttelot the history of a place was in the wicker steeples lowered into the water as much as towers pointing into the sky.
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         39The bailiff was experimenting as a local historian and also as a literary stylist. River-writing was a phenomenon in the seventeenth century, and it took established forms. Rivers were currents of national identity, and lived in poets’ and readers’ minds as allegorical figures. Great rivers might be attended by flowing trains of pageboys and maids lining the path of a ceremonial progress to the sea. A stream might be a virgin bride, courted by a lover and then joined in confluence. The result was sometimes a bland kind of artifice: once expressed in terms of nymphs, rivers with different environments and ecologies soon start to sound the same. But these mythologies insist on natural phenomena having characters, narratives, self-determining energies; they suggest the animate life of waters.

         The Thames commanded most attention, eulogised as the living current of national prosperity, but a few determined writers felt that their own places were also fit for poetry. William Vallens of Ware in Hertfordshire left the mainstream for a Thames tributary, the River Lea. His 1590 Tale of Two Swannes was a blank-verse tour, mixing literary motifs of noble swans and watery marriages with a gazetteer of real things to look out for, the wonders of his area: abbey ruins, smart houses and ‘a rare device … but newly made’: a special lock for maltsters’ boats.18 It was not the usual stuff of poetry, but in this direction lay new ways of looking. Samuel Daniel, who was regarded by many contemporaries as a successor to Spenser, wrote warmly of West Country rivers whenever he saw the chance and was conscious of pulling against the currents that drew poetry to London and to the court. ‘No, no, my Verse respects not Thames nor Theaters / Nor seekes it to be knowne unto the Great’, he wrote with evident regional pride in his 1592 Sonnets to Delia. His subject instead was a river of Hampshire and Wiltshire: ‘Avon rich in fame, though poore in waters, / Shall have my Song, where Delia hath her seat: Avon shall be my Thames …’19 The modesty was confected, since the poet’s ‘Delia’ was at least in part the Countess of Pembroke and her seat at Wilton House was hardly lowly, but the argument for local attention is clearly made. 40

         Daniel would return to regional subjects.20 He wrote a masque in which the country’s rivers appeared on stage, bringing their riches to the court. Tethys’ Festival, with production design by Inigo Jones, was staged in 1610 as part of the investiture celebrations for the new Prince of Wales. The gist of the drama was that he should not seek imperial conquest but concentrate his patronage and stewardship on the bountiful waters of home. A call, then, to value what one has before pursuing colonial expansion. All the dancers carried gifts from their respective rivers. Lady Arundel, Aletheia, played the River Arun, dancing out of an ocean cavern as a nymph. What she presented as her symbolic offering is not recorded. Perhaps it was a basketful of the famous Arundel mullets, generally acknowledged, says the bailiff, as ‘the best and fatest in England, and of a most pleasing taste’.21

         The riverine masque genre reached its height at just the time the bailiff was writing. Milton’s Comus gave voice to Sabrina, the nymph of the Severn, on whose shores at Ludlow Castle the drama was first performed in 1634. More influential for many regional readers, though, was Michael Drayton’s poem Poly-Olbion, an epic survey of the country in which the land itself – and the woods and rivers – spoke of what they saw. Drayton made a literary progress, in two volumes of 1612 and 1622, through the ‘rivers, mountains, forests, and other parts of this renowned isle of Great Britain’, presenting a description of it all, ‘with intermixture of the most Remarkable Stories, Antiquities, Wonders, Rarities, Pleasures, and Commodities of the same’. The Isis prepared for marriage to the Tame, and all the Cotswolds arranged flowers for the bride. The whole country was dancing a masque. This was geography in high Jacobean style. I’m almost sure the bailiff knew it; there are echoes of it in his prose.

         Drayton was distinctive in combining the fantastical language of a national pageant with a degree of topographical and ecological exactitude. Sometimes his nymphs speak with sharp and urgent regional knowledge, complaining of wrongs done to the fabric of the land. His Sussex resounds with the distress of ‘hollow woods’ cut bare to stoke the Wealden furnaces. 41
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         They cry out in sorrow, wondering at men who allow ‘the holiest things to perish’: ‘These iron times breed none that mind posterity.’ The ‘clear Lavant’ tells Chichester the dreadful news.22 The firmly artificial literary conventions of personified woods and rivers seem here to rediscover their origins in ancient perceptions of nature’s animus and agency. Drayton has the trees speaking for themselves, and the Arun (‘which doth name the beauteous Arundel’) echoing with their groans.

         As if taught by Drayton, the water bailiff tries the style: a stream runs ‘half dead with feare’ from the noisy ironworks; ‘the water nimph, thus scared and comfortless goes coldly on to Rudgwicke Furnace’. But he can’t decide whether the stream is male or female (must it be either?), and he associates Rudgwick with comfort, probably because the parish had long been a Barttelot family home. In his text, the nymph ‘finds a Fire there rests and warms’, soothed rather than violated by industry. The bailiff suggests his care for the woods and streams by knowing their names. He nods with momentary enthusiasm to a literary culture of water spirits, but is soon attending to his environment in more practical ways. The water nymph and her sister Hamadryades (a Greek dryad bound to a tree) set off towards the next bridge, forgetting their Greek to advise in plain English ‘how it ought to be repaired by the Tenants of Amberly and Bury’.23

         The water bailiff on the High Stream sounds like none of the courtier-writers of his time. He read and respected literature and tried a personification or two as we might expect. But he called a swan a swan. The Arun is not a nymph in a ceremony of Britain but a particular river, the background and foreground of a busy life. He was a provincial gentleman writing a bit of local history and a manual; there was not much art about it. Yet there’s a mix of poetry and practicality in his book, and a bold sense of place, that we won’t often find in the high literature of the seventeenth century – and that it’s hard to find in art at all before the Romantics made local feeling a virtue. We can’t know what the Sarahs and Janes and Johns and Samuels of the parish registers felt for the river that ran fast and deep at Offham bend and wide through Stopham levels. 43But it’s from unsung documents of practical life that we’re most likely to glean a clue.

         *

         Since childhood I have known the sight of Stopham Bridge in the fields beyond Pulborough, unused now, its edges lost in withies and willow-herb. Seven stone arches, finely engineered in the fourteenth century, still rise over the wide river. It’s a structure that can appear soaring or hunkered, its character changing with the water levels. When the floods are up, or the winter tide is in (it’s tidal here now, though it wasn’t before eighteenth- and nineteenth-century planners straightened several downstream bends), the currents lap at the roofs of the arches. The bridge is in up to its shoulders and looks beaten, but the path above remains dry. The Barttelots kept this impressive piece of civil engineering in good repair for six centuries. The traffic was rerouted over a concrete and metal-railed bridge in 1986. Now walkers linger on the old stone parapets and watch the ducks.

         We often went past the turning to Stopham village. ‘Carry on past Stopham’: it was a staple of local directions. It was a Sunday and special-days direction because it led towards my great-uncle and -aunt in Sutton, or to the garden centre, which was a standard destination for ‘getting out’ when anyone was fractious or in need of a new indoor fern. All that familiar ground, and yet when I turned down the lane to the village last year, I’m sure it was for the first time. In the church, half a mile from the main road, there were Barttelots everywhere: glowing in bright glass in the windows, sculpted in marble monuments around the walls. The long red carpet down the central aisle had the look of protecting what lay beneath. Should a visitor disturb it? I peered under one end and started to roll it back.

         Two brass figures appeared, and two more. There, very tall and thin, were the oldest of the brass people: John Barttelot, who died in 1429, and his wife Joan, each pressing their long hands together in prayer, each 44standing firm on a little mound of earth, incised with clumps of grass. Among the drapes of Joan’s dress was a miniature dog. Then came their son John, who went with the Earl of Arundel to fight in France. I rolled the carpet and unrolled time, rolled and rolled as a whole family appeared. There it was: stretching up the aisle. Row after row, they were gathered in assembly. They lay with their feet towards the altar so that if they sat up just a little on a Sunday they could watch the communion. People see cities suddenly appearing in the clouds or mountains above the sea; the brasses, revealed for a moment, glistening, from under the carpet, were a strange and complete vision like a Fata Morgana.24

         William and his older brother Walter had grown up with the sight of their brass ancestors in the nave, a map of time, a way of counting back.25 Some of the brass people were relatives they remembered. They had known their great-grandfather William, who had lived to the age of ninety-seven and presided at Stopham as an ancient man when the boys were still learning the names of the fish. Before him, behind him: John and Joan, Richard and Petronilla. The engravings were old and worn, but by 1630 Walter had plans for Stopham church. He wanted Barttelots to shine in the very fabric of the building. He commissioned an artist to make painted glass windows with ancestors kneeling in them; the signature ‘Roelandt’ suggests Roelandt Savery from Utrecht, one of the best-known Flemish artists of the time. As for the brasses, the old figures were to be repaired, and new brasses made in commemoration of his parents.

         The man he chose for the job was the mason and monument-maker Edward Marshall, only just liveried but with a London yard and major commissions to his name. Marshall could do a classically wreathed head in marble when required, and stone sculptures were certainly what most clients wanted in the 1630s.26 But Marshall was also expert in the tradition of memorial brass engraving that had flourished through the Middle Ages and he understood that, for those who cared about it, brass carried strong associations of longevity and continuity. In 1631, leaving instructions for a monument in his will, Archbishop Samuel Harsnett (former Bishop of 45Chichester, former keeper of swans on the Arun) had asked that his figure be cut in brass. And he stipulated: ‘the Brasse to be soe riveted & fastened cleane through the Stone as sacrilegious handes may not rend off the one without breakinge the other’.27 This was a man who had lived among the severed stone limbs and wrenched plaques of Reformation England. Edward Marshall engraved an image that looked both ancient and strikingly immediate. Then he set to work on the Barttelots of Stopham.

         Walter and William saw their brass parents laid into a tablet of Petworth Marble, quarried just to the north of Petworth, at Kirdford; a limestone close-set with winkles, it is not a true marble but it polishes to a sheen. It would hold the Barttelots forever, or near enough, among all the fossil shells held fast in the stone. Their father, Richard, looked imposingly large in armour, though he was standing on a tiled floor that made it seem as if he had just come indoors. Their mother was on one side, and their stepmother opposite, both women in fine ruffs and long veils, praying together now as if they had known each other all their lives. Walter had written to the Heralds’ College to check the coats of arms for his parents, and Marshall engraved them: three left-hand gloves pointing downward, four crescents, the tower crest that remembered John’s leading the capture of Fontenay Castle after Agincourt. There was also a crest newly granted: a swan.28 The monument to John was restored, so that he stood on a re-tufted hillock, hands steepled in prayer, heraldry above. John and the other medieval people were re-laid in new tablets of local marble and set in the aisle.29

         Walter wanted even more of the family gathered in the church, and so Marshall made a series of plaques engraved with the children of each generation. They were screwed into the stone under the appropriate parents, these groups of children in twos and fours and fives, all wearing Carolingian best no matter which century they had lived in. Many of them had skulls floating over their heads, which meant they had died young. Under the large figures of his mother and father, Walter had a little plaque installed that showed himself and his siblings: 446

         
            His lost sister Ann.

            His lost brothers, Edward and John, shown the size of schoolboys though dressed as men with capes and garters, death hovering over their heads like a thought, or a cloud, a bone-cloud cut in brass.

            Walter himself in armour at the head of the line-up.

            And William: moustache and pointed beard of the Charles 1 kind, doublet and breeches, suavely slouched boots with spurs.

         

         It was too generic to be much of a portrait, but still it was him: a man who wrote about the river and talked with fishermen, a man of brass and swans.
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         The church memorials give no indication of William Barttelot’s domestic life, but the parish registers do. His wife, Anne, came from the large Strudwick family in Wealden Kirdford, a centre of glass-making, iron-smelting – and marble-quarrying. The River Kird flowed past the furnaces to Wisborough Green where William and Anne lived for parts of the year. This was their home parish during the 1630s, though William was also ‘of Stopham’; they moved regularly between the two and had property in both. Their daughter Mary was christened six months after they married (probably conceived during the engagement, which would not, I’m told, 47have been uncommon at the time) and another baby, Ann, came in 1630. Barbary was baptised and buried at Stopham in January 1635. After this came a son, Richard, who lived. Anne had another decade of pregnancy and childbearing ahead. Elizabeth, Charity, Barbara – her name recalling the lost Barbary. At Christmas 1643, when the Royalist garrison at Arundel Castle was surrounded and held under siege by Parliamentary forces, Anne had seven-month-old Barbara crawling around while Richard was a schoolboy of seven and a half. Then came Robert and Rosa.30

         *

         It was said that you could ride from Stopham to Horsham on Barttelot land. For the seven years I was at school in Horsham I went by the King’s Highway instead, or rather I was taken, day after day, by parents who sacrificed swathes of their lives to the school run. Half an hour each way, morning and afternoon, up into the weald and back into the downs. Three families shared the duty on rotation, different rules and atmospheres reigning in each of the three cars. One was from Burpham, a muddy, adventurous, country car that bounced through potholed lanes while playing music from CDs that had lost their cases, and stopped on summer afternoons for ice creams at Wisborough Green. The other two were cars of rural suburbia: velour-seated, spotless, put away in garages. We sat in our kilts, wedged in between satchels and art portfolios and smelly sports bags. We dozed in the mornings and giggled in the afternoons, and I can barely remember what we saw from the window through all those hours. The rhythm of the crossroads and roundabouts comes back to me, though, in the morning sequence, each slowing and acceleration freighted with the knowledge that we were approaching, that only ten minutes, five minutes, were left of dreaming before the day began. Billingshurst changed from a village to a large town in those years, flags fluttered at the entrances to new estates, and a bypass swept across the fields; I remember the sense of weightlessness on that smooth arc of road. 48

         For centuries this was one of the most difficult routes in Britain, when wheels and hooves and boots were sucked down into clay. But the weald could not do without the downland, or the downs without the weald – or the ‘wilde’ as it was called then. It was the Sussex wilderness, thickly forested, hospitable only to those who knew it well. Estates in the downs often stretched northward (as the Barttelot estate did); marriages that united downland and Wealden properties were much encouraged. The forests were hiding places in times of trouble, ‘secret and reserved places for the Inhabitants of the County’ as the water bailiff put it. But the villages were populous with workers and this was an area of heavy industry, forging the iron that made tools, ships and – crucially, in the coming years – cannon.31

         The river was the best road between inland Sussex and the coast. Ships of ten tonnes or more could be anchored in the deep central water of the Arun, though most cargoes were loaded onto flat-bottomed river-barges and transferred to ships in port at Arundel for onward transport by sea. Incoming goods, likewise, were rolled, levered, lifted from ships to barges for the journey upriver past South Stoke, Amberley, Pulborough.32 At the Port of Arundel, the cargoes and charges were logged. Every vessel was the bailiff’s business. Reduced fees for Ryers and Cinqueportmen, half a hundred oysters due to him from each oyster boat in harbour.33

         *

         A fisherman rowed over from Greatham and walked up to the bailiff’s house with the sum of six shillings eightpence in his pocket. The money paid, he was taken to where the swans stood in a pen, startled and watching. He got hold of them one at a time, and held them while the bailiff punched a tiny hole in the beaks on the right side, and cut the left wing tip. Then he carried them through the garden and out of the gate: the big tense bodies breathing under his arm, necks supported in his hand. Orange bills travelling past cut yews, white arcs of neck carried over 49the fields, and then a release into water, energy let fly in splashing and spread of wings, then bodies recomposed, necks erect, feathers twitched and settled, silence.

         Anthony Jutton of Greatham had failed to pay for his swans. They were left to him by his father, but an inheritance charge was due and this had not been paid. Jutton was still a child, overseen by an elderly guardian, and the family was in considerable flux. The bailiff had seized the swans. Jutton’s boatman was sent over with the money. Recording the incident, the bailiff names him: ‘Pratt, that had been fisherman on the high streame forty yeares.’ He knows the man. The young swans were given the customary Jutton mark, and ‘putt to ye river againe’.34 The bailiff told the story with pleasure at the spectacle of it: the old fisherman and the great white birds.

         Swans in the 1630s had a language clipped into them, a runic alphabet of ownership that now seems disturbing. Two holes on the right of the beak and a slit in the inner blade of the left foot; one notch on the left of the beak and the right heel cut. District swan-herds like the bailiff, appointed as deputies to the Master of the Royal Game of Swans and Cygnets, kept books or rolls in which every mark was recorded, with the details of its owner. This went on in almost every region of England.35 Splendidly painted swan-rolls survive from the Broads, the Isle of Ely, the rivers Yare and Witham, beaks arrayed as a kind of heraldry. If there was ever a painted ‘swan-roll’ for the Arun, it has not been found. But the water bailiff recorded the markings in words next to the names of their owners. Successive bishops, he noted, had paid to inherit the mark that belonged inalienably to Amberley Castle, the bishops’ palace, and so it had passed (three notches on the beak and a butted wing) from Lancelot Andrewes, bishop 1605–9, his sermons never to be forgotten, to Samuel Harsnett (later engraved in brass) to George Carleton to Richard Montague, each paying a fee to the bailiff – for whom it was all modestly lucrative.

         Swan protection was strictly enforced according to statute – until, of course, it was time for the birds to be eaten.36 The rules were devised 50with the protection of human property in mind, not the liberty of swans. Nobody must disturb the nests in breeding season, and the bailiff had a duty to crack the ice if the river froze. Disputes were brought before Courts of Swan-mote. The biggest event in the river calendar was the annual swan-hopping, or ‘upping’. This was swan census day, when each bird was counted and registered and the year’s new cygnets given the mark of their parents.

         Swan-upping still takes place on the Thames over several days each July, the ceremonially dressed ‘uppers’ progressing upstream in skiffs, checking but no longer ‘marking’ each swan as they go. It’s a famous occasion for its bird-grappling waterborne pageantry, but other waterways across the country also have their histories of swan counting. In the 1630s, the second day of August was the date for upping on the Arun. Every swan-owner or his representative was required to attend, and all fishermen were needed to help. Each bird had to be tethered with a long-handled swan hook, lifted up from the water into a boat or straight onto the bank where marks could be read and new ones issued. ‘Rowers and waders’ worked together, quickly surrounding and manoeuvring the brood. Cygnets had one wing ‘butted’ or pinioned to prevent flight: they were robbed of the freedom of the air. The bailiff noted each upping in his book, and a tuft of feathers was taken from the bird’s head to show it had been registered. When the census was complete all along the river, there was dinner, hosted by the bailiff, for everyone involved.37

         *

         I took the train to Arundel each day in the summer after my first year at university. I had a job in the café at the castle, so I walked in my polyester uniform across the causeway from the station, in through the lower castle gate, up the hill past the keep and into the noise of steel forks being tipped by the hundred into cutlery-holders, and instructions shouted over the clatter of the washing-up and the radio. I was an object of 51suspicion, fresh from college. They didn’t want me to clean the plates; they wanted me out of the café altogether and selling ice creams. I presumed it was a way to get rid of me, but perhaps it was simply that no one else liked days alone outside.

         There was an octagonal wooden hut on the grass by the keep: I unbattened the shutters, put out the sandwich boards, and sat at the counter under the window. There could be twenty minutes between customers, so I started taking a book. Surreptitious at first, I propped The Faerie Queene under the ledge where it couldn’t be seen. Then I offered a customer a stanza with his Magnum, and the next customers wanted a stanza too. The Magnums were overpriced, but people buying ice creams are happy, or at least hopeful. We read the words together sometimes, the American sightseers, the retired local women, the parents with pushchairs, the uncles and husbands and I.

         Pictures appeared in succession, each framed and distinct in the square form of Spenser’s nine-line stanzas: a dragon with waving wings snatching up the Red-Crosse Knight; Avarice on his camel laden all with gold. Pictures passed in the open window before me, framed by the shutters of my wooden hut as the days went by and heat yellowed the lawn. Swans would come on excursions from Swanbourne Lake, the millpond in the valley between steep downs north of the castle. They preened quietly on the grass until some enchanted child would creep too close, offering a bite of Twister, and a mother would pull him back in panic. On a grey day with no visitors, making my way through Book 3 of The Faerie Queene, I met the horrible rape of Leda by the god Jove embodied as a swan, much aestheticised by Spenser. I looked up at the birds on the grass in disgust, their rough beaks nibblingly insistent, the hosepipes of their necks searching and stretching. I turned the page. That story was a violence to all swans.

         All the rivers of England and Ireland flowed into the riverine pageant of The Faerie Queene Book 4. The effect is of looking from a great height, yet we can see fish in the currents. Dart, Stour, Winbourne, 52Mole (running underground): I loved the familiar names jostling in this fantastical literary world. Except – not all rivers. Now, reading it again, flicking past phrases I underlined in the ice-cream hut, I see there is no Arun. It was the river that served the nation’s furnaces and brought grain to Elizabethan London, but has no place in the Faerie Queene’s realm. Perhaps Spenser knew nothing of it or, like his contemporary William Camden, hopped over much of Sussex per saltum when he looked at the map.

         History did not hop over Arundel. The bailiff’s employer, Thomas Howard, Earl of Arundel, made his will in 1641 because he knew that trouble was coming. As Lord Marshal of England, he was one of the most prominent officers of the King, though he dreaded some of the military roles that fell to him. Whenever he could he had turned his attention from matters of state to the study of art, visiting painters across Europe and assembling, at Arundel House in London, one of the greatest collections ever made. ‘My lord of Arundell’ the bailiff called him, loyally reciting the family pedigree. But they would rarely have met; the Earl had never spent much time at his Arundel home – a warlike castle when what he wanted were picture-hung rooms and a garden. By 1641 his position was perilous. The power and the anger of Parliament were rising against the King. The pictures and sculptures were crated up by the hundred and sent to Europe, then Thomas Howard secured his own exit.

         The Earl was not in England in February 1642 when every man over the age of eighteen was ordered to swear allegiance to ‘the true Reformed Protestant religion’ and to both King and Parliament. Over and over, in every parish, the oath was taken in front of the minister and churchwardens. Up and down the Arun the census was taken. In Stopham the rector wrote down the names. Thirty-seven adult men:

         
            John Harwood

            Richard Gardener

            William Barttelot, gent.38

         

         The gentry and clergy, the Arun fishermen, 53the shopkeepers and needle-makers in Chichester, the brewers and blacksmiths in Arundel, all were sworn and counted in a desperate attempt to unite the nation behind Crown and Parliament.

         The Earl spent time in Antwerp and then moved to Italy and settled near Padua. He funded from a distance the army he raised for the King. In small bids against the ruination of his estates, he sent messages to stewards about what should be done. He longed to know how the new gardens were doing at Albury in Surrey, the house where he had been happiest; the steward was to take care that ‘Roses Chesimine wodbines & ye like sweetes be planted’.39 The great stone fortress at Arundel had not been his favoured place for gardening, but in any case the time for planting there was over.

         War came to the castle. Most of Sussex was under the control of Parliamentary forces by autumn 1642, early in the protracted conflict that would run on for most of the decade in other areas. The groundswell of popular feeling across much of the county was for Parliament, while most clergy were loyal to the King as were some of the influential gentry. Towns and villages were divided against themselves.40 In Arundel and the surrounding area, dominated by ancient Catholic families, even close-knit communities were split. Parliamentary loyalties were not to be relied upon in this stretch of countryside. A Royalist counter-attack succeeded in taking the garrison at Arundel Castle, and troops set about securing the town as a stronghold. But a major offensive was coming.

         The Parliamentary army under William Waller moved in from Hampshire in mid-December 1643, having taken Alton and with Arundel next in line. The ground was frozen hard, and the approaching troops covered the distance quickly. They stopped at Petworth, attacking the precariously held garrison there and returning Petworth Park to Parliamentary hands. Then it was south through the downs on 19 December and by evening Arundel was surrounded. With reinforcements 54due to arrive, Waller pressed the Royalists back within the castle walls and trapped them there: an estimated fifteen hundred people. Forces moved in from across the south to hold the siege. As the days passed, reports came out from the castle that food was critically low. The attacking army targeted the water supply. The account despatched by Waller to London explained that ‘the course of a Pond was turned … so that now the Enemy began to be distressed with thirst’. It’s thought that the upper millpond at Swanbourne was drained. Within the walls, the only remaining water became contaminated. That was fatal. Dysentery and typhus spread through the overcrowded, captive community, and continued to spread after the surrender, killing Parliamentarians and their Royalist prisoners alike in the shattered streets.41
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         *

         I don’t know whether the bailiff went to fight or whether he found other ways to protect the old order of the river as it had been under the Earl. On the death of his brother Walter, he had inherited the manor of Stopham. He and Anne still lived there, by the Arun. A son, Richard, was baptised in August 1645 – his name entered into the Stopham register by the rector, who liked to keep his records in Latin. Then a daughter at the end of 1646, while the King was held prisoner. There is no sign of William Barttelot having to forfeit his property. He was able to hold minor public office as one of the county treasurers in 1649, so he must have co-operated with the parliamentary administration, or actively supported it.42

         What did the revolution mean for swans and the system of swan-marks on the Arun? The legal process by which the Royal Swan-herd had assigned marks was defunct, there being no royalty. In the flux, when it was unclear who if anyone owned the swans, they were widely considered fair game for all. Rumour had it that republican garrisons cooked every swan on the Thames. There were a few left on the River Len near Leeds Castle in Kent by 1651 when soldiers there were instructed to hold back since ‘great spoil’ had already been made of fish and swans.43 It was an odd light in which to be thinking about the English Commonwealth. Local history had brought me here, to a question about the status of swans at a time when the constitution of a new society was being worked out day by day.

         Firm evidence is very scarce, but a scrap or two suggests an attempt to translate the old system into the reconfigured framework of government; the official who validated a Lincolnshire swan-mark in 1651 signed himself ‘Swannerd to ye Commonwealth’.44 When Amberley Castle was sold off (the bishops were deposed; church property was Parliament’s to sell), it came with ‘swanns and Game of swanns’. But how the purchaser asserted his right to them in the 1650s remains unclear because almost certainly there was no bailiff to oversee swan-marks.45 The household and staff of Arundel Castle had been broken up, the title of Earl abolished.

         From this perspective of a profoundly changed nation, we might look back on the bailiff’s work as an effort of saving up. He had recorded 56the old customs of the Arun in their last moment of certainty, before all was reconfigured in the crucible of the revolution. Perhaps even in 1636 he felt it coming.

         William Barttelot lived to see the Restoration. He made a good old age – seventy-four – and died in the winter of 1666–7. He made his will at the end of January. I pored over the writing of a long-ago clerk, learning about William Barttelot from the arrangements he made while dying. To his ‘loving wife Anne’, for the course of her life, he left a bedstead and the furniture in the kitchen. I went on with gritted teeth. But there was care in the list of objects he named for Anne: the coloured curtains, pewter dishes, a brass skillet. She may have been ill already – she would not live beyond that year – and William ensured these things wouldn’t be carried off under her nose. The rest of his goods and chattels, after expenses, went to their daughters. This didn’t include the house itself, though, or his land holdings. These he left to three ‘loving friends’, all local men; they were probably involved in business together (there were certainly debts to be paid) and the bequests were part of a working relationship between neighbours who were almost family. William named the parcels of land in Rudgwick and Stopham, the plots of his life: coppice ground called Hides Copps, Assetts, Jupps, Harwoods, meadowland called Bathpoole.46

         At the house, an inventory of goods was taken. The record of it, kept at the West Sussex Record Office, is like a parody of a tantalisingly illegible document, straight out of Tristram Shandy or Virginia Woolf’s mock-biography Orlando. It’s an enormous hole with fragments of page around the edge. A few discernible phrases emerge from the ruin and I write them in pencil on a blank sheet.47 Hovering as if in mid-air, the solid objects of a life:

         
            
               Boulster

               Flocke

               Bushell

            

            
               Item one long table one little table

               a milke traye

            

         

         57William’s name and dates were recorded on a floor-plaque at Stopham, but there were no more brass pictures. Edward Marshall, the engraver, was doing fewer monuments by then: after serving as King’s Master Mason in the 1660s he passed the business to his son, whose workshops would be at the heart of the great re-building after the Fire of London. Anne Barttelot did not stay long after her husband: she was buried at Stopham that summer. A new water bailiff may have taken office on the Arun but no evidence has emerged. The next recorded bailiff was Laurence Eliot of Yapton Place, who took the role in 1713 and was given a copy of the history and customs, written out in the notebook that survives in the archive at Arundel Castle.48 I have no idea how he thought about the river and its history. There had been a revolution and a counter-revolution. Some of the book’s instructions were no longer relevant. But it was still his job to regulate fishing. The copying of the book suggests some investment in the pre-war customs. It seems likely that when he went to inspect a fisherman’s weirs and nets, he followed the old courtesy of blowing his horn at the gate.
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