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INTRODUCTION


‘When you work with water, you have to know and respect it. When you labour to subdue it, you have to understand that one day it may rise up and turn all your labours to nothing.’


Graham Swift, Waterland


The Fens are perhaps the part of England most altered over the centuries: it is difficult now to imagine a time when the area was largely under water for much of the year, and the inhabitants lived by exploiting a watery environment. Today the Fens are fascinating in a different way, the skies dominating the flat landscape, while the drainage channels and sluices set the hand of man firmly upon the landscape. The area has been a favourite of mine for many years and I have tried to set out its history in this book. I am indebted to many friends with whom I have put up in Fenland homes, and also to Ayscoughfee Hall in Spalding – an amazing museum of Fenland heritage – uniquely for permission to see some of their images. I have worked for many years as an archivist at the Norfolk Record Office, which has also kindly allowed me to use some images from the archive.
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Leisure craft on the Ouse near Ely.
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Sheep graze in front of Ely Cathedral.
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ORIGINS


Merrily sang they, the monks at Ely,


When Cnut the King he rowed thereby;


Row to the shore, men’, said the King,


‘And let us hear these monks to sing’.

1


Landscape historians like to talk in terms of a pays, a distinctive countryside that is a product of physical differences in geology, soil, topography, and climate, and also of differences in settlement history and rural settlement, which give each pays its distinctive character. Few places today retain such individual character but Fenland certainly does. As the historian Mark Overton writes: ‘the [last] remaining two types of pays are the fenlands and marshlands … Fenlands were regularly drowned by overflowing rivers. They were therefore mainly pastoral economies, supplemented by fishing and fowling, but where arable land was available it was often very fertile. The Fens were inhospitable to outsiders, partly because of disease, and were typically peasant communities. The marshlands were also primarily grazing areas, but had more arable land than the fenlands and a more hierarchical social structure. They were also more accessible, less unhealthy and more fully exploited.’ H.V. Morton was even more emphatic: ‘You must not confuse the fens with the marshes of Lincolnshire. These two words have a meaning in Lincolnshire which does not correspond with the ordinary dictionary version. The marshes border the coast, and were once under the sea; the fen has been reclaimed from the swamp.’

2


The watercourses that run through the Fens have frequently changed throughout the centuries. Ancient river networks can still be seen in aerial photographs, in the form of rodhams or roddons – high, silty levees of ancient watercourses left standing above the surrounding surface owing to wastage – and also to the sinking of the peat due mainly to modern drainage. Where the watercourse has been abandoned, whether because it has become choked or because an artificial diversion has been created, a central hollow forms the channel, which has normally become filled with peat. Sometimes the two banks still exist as distinct raised features, but very often, especially where the stream was relatively small, they will have merged into one bank of silt. John Clarke, in 1852, was one of the first to draw attention to the feature, correctly suggesting that they were ‘veins of silt’ but regarding them as tidal deposits rather than freshwater silt: he called them rodhams. Gordon Fowler drew wider attention to their significance in the 1920s and ’30s, using the spelling roddon. Both spellings are in use today, with rodham the more common among Fenmen themselves. These ‘silt river skeletons in the soil’ (as A.K. Astbury calls them) have been used since Roman times as solid foundations on which to build houses.


The outstanding feature of the ancient water system is that almost all the rivers that now run into the Wash at King’s Lynn formerly made their way into a great estuary beginning immediately north of Wisbech: this must be the Metaris described by the Roman geographer Ptolemy. The diversion of the River Ouse to run through Lynn rather than Wisbech is a man-made feature, as we shall see.


The Fens are a large natural depression, inland of the Wash, that was not quite deep enough to be permanently flooded by the North Sea. About 10,000 years ago, at the end of the last Ice Age, the climate grew milder and melt-water from the glaciers caused the sea level to rise. River valleys flooded and became bays, such as the Wash itself. The vast, flat landscape of the Fens was dominated by forest. The lowest lying valleys began to get wetter about 7000 BC: the forest was flooded, the trees died and fell into swamps, which became the fertile peat soils that are so distinctive of the Fens today. Trunks known as ‘bog oaks’ are often found in the ground by farmers when ploughing: by no means always oaks, these are trees that were drowned when the Fens began to form, or else trees growing in the fen deposits during a dry spell. They have been preserved in the airless waterlogged conditions. When William Dugdale visited the Fens in 1657, he saw for himself oaks that had been taken up near Thorney, and heard stories of many other finds. Local history and archaeology were much more primitive disciplines than they are today, but he was able to draw the correct conclusion: there had been a time in the distant past when the Fens were dry land on which large numbers of trees were growing.


Many bog oaks have been found in the Whittlesey Mere area: these are indeed oaks, and they were growing there around 6,000 years ago. When Alan Bloom ploughed up 18 acres of fen in the Second World War, he found enough bog oaks to make a stack 200 yards long, 5 yards wide and up to 8ft high: one monster was 108ft long!
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‘Plan and Description of the Fenns’, based on a 1604 survey (Norfolk Record Office, BL 7a/14)





William Edwards, Sybil Marshall’s father, recalled that the Fenland ploughman used to carry a bundle of reeds with him: when he struck a tree, he would mark the spot with a reed, and they would be taken out of the ground in winter: ‘The wood o’ the trees is carted into heaps where it lays for years, till somebody gets sick on it and burns it out o’ the way … They used to be begged for nothing, and hacked up for fuel. Fen folks say as black oak has one advantage over all other fuel. It warms you twice, once getting it a-pieces, and again on the fire.’


In September 2012, a huge oak was found at Southery after a field of Chinese cabbage had been harvested: it was 44ft long and its age was estimated at 5,000 years: the black soil of the Fens had preserved this relic of the past. It was announced that a table would be made from the wood and donated to the ‘Queen of the Fens’ – Ely Cathedral.

3


First Inhabitants


There is some evidence of men living in the Fenland areas from the Stone Age. One Mesolithic site is at Peacock’s Farm at Shippea Hill. People were still nomadic, following herds from one clearing to another as grazing became exhausted. The Neolithic period began about 4,500 BC, marked by the development of farming: this could be a new group of people bringing new ideas, or just a natural development by the resident population. The writer and archaeologist Francis Pryor thinks that that the fields uncovered at Fengate are around 2930–2560 BC and are the earliest fields in Britain, apart from some in Ireland. These fields were not for arable uses, but to contain and manage livestock. He thinks there was no great gap between Neolithic ritual sites and Bronze Age landscape here, both running down to the wetland. Track ways ran through the Fengate landscape – ribbons of land with ditches on both sides, along which livestock were driven. At least one of the track ways was overlain by a Roman road and was therefore pre-Roman in date. Cereal crops would be grown in gardens close to the farmstead, rather than in fields. Three or four Bronze Age houses were found – circular, with an internal ring of posts, probably because the roofs were NOT reed or straw (which would not have been so heavy as to require them) but were covered with turf.


Main communications were by boat, making use of river routes into the Midlands and East Anglia. There would have been land routes around the fen edge or across it on islands rising out of the marsh. The later Fen Causeway originates from the Bronze Age droveways at Fengate through the two islands of Whittlesey: hordes of bronze axes have been found at Whittlesey and Eldernell (the point where the Fen Causeway heads off the island across the wet fen to March ‘island’); a log boat was found at the junction between the two islands, suggesting a ferry crossing. Gravel digging in the Fenland in the early twentieth century exposed sections of the Fen Causeway with brushwood foundations – probably Bronze Age in origin.




[image: Illustration]


Map of the Great level of the Fens, and the rivers flowing into the Wash, 1751. (Norfolk Record Office, BOL 4/5)





The place to visit to understand Fenland in the later Bronze Age is Flag Fen, discovered in 1982. The finds included large quantities of worked wood – also the earliest piece of fine string – and the earliest dog poo in the country! Flag Fen, at first seen as a Lakeland village, is now understood to be a timber platform, with a boardwalk all round it. Francis Pryor writes:


It was not until we had completed most of the post-excavation analyses, by 1996, that we were able to plot the types of wood used at Flag Fen. The main conclusion was that fenland species, such as alder and willow, occurred most frequently in the earlier phases of the structure. It was not until later that oak began to be used at all frequently. The preponderance of fenland species lower down in the sequence doubtless reflects the fact that the alder carr woods around the edges of the Flag Fen basin had to be cleared, before construction of the post alignment and the platform could begin.

4


Flag Fen is more than just a settlement. Broken swords from the later Bronze Age and from the Iron Age indicate a ritual purpose, as Pryor makes clear: ‘The withdrawing of metal from circulation may have helped keep prices high, and the public act of destroying something valuable like a sword is itself a sign of wealth. My current “best bet” is that the platform may possibly represent a miniature symbolic dryland within a wetland – in effect, a “tamed area intended for ritual purposes”.’


Discoveries at Must Farm, Whittlesey, in 2015 and 2016 have enhanced our knowledge of Fenland life in the Bronze Age. Houses have been found that were built on stilts over a river: they date from 1000 to 800 BC. There was a fire and the houses and their contents collapsed into the river, where they were gradually covered with river silt, and thus preserved. The contents of this Fenland Pompeii include pottery, metal objects, fragments of clothing made from plant fibres – and even two wooden wheels!


The Iron Age


The best example of an Iron Age fort in Fenland is Stonea Camp, one of the few large earthworks in the area. It was scheduled as an ancient monument in the 1920s, but the outer circuit of defences was completely obliterated by aggressive farming techniques in the 1960s. The archaeologist Tim Potter raises the possibility that Stonea could be the very first site in England with a written history as well as an archaeological one: it might be the scene of a battle between the Iceni and the Romans, which, Tacitus tells us, took place in a site enclosed by a rough earthwork and with an entrance narrow enough to prevent the Roman cavalry getting in. The Roman soldiers stormed the earthworks and the defenders were then obstructed by their own defences.


Iron Age sites are found on the western fen edge, on a strip of land immediately to the east of the gravel on which lies the long run of modern villages stretching from the Kymes in the north to Bourne in the south. These Iron Age sites appear to reflect the later course of the Roman Car Dyke. There are other minor but important groupings of occupation deep into the Fens, principally in Wrangle, Whaplode and Cowbit. As in the succeeding Roman period, there is no evidence of land use or settlement in the peat fens.


In such a low-lying marshy area, the smallest upland would act as an island emerging from the wetland – the word ‘ey’ is a common place name element that means island. These were natural places for defences. A good example is at Wardy Hill in Coveney, on a spur on the north side of the Isle of Ely, where a double-ditched ring-work has been excavated: it was created in the Middle/Later Iron Age and used until the first century AD – a nearby pillbox from the Second World War shows that the ground was being used for the same purpose in the twentieth century as the ditches fulfilled 2,000 years earlier!


The Romans


It was during the time of the Roman Empire that major changes took place in Fenland, with man asserting a permanent influence upon the landscape for the first time. The traditional view is that the area was under direct control from Rome. Helen Clarke wrote:


Some settlement appears to have taken place in the fens during the second half of the first century, but it was not until the beginning of the following century that full exploitation of the area began. After the Boudiccan revolt we know that a proportion of the East Anglian population was transported, and it may have been then that the original settlement began. At least the western part of the fenland was Icenian territory and it may be that after the revolt the land was confiscated from the Iceni and turned into an Imperial estate. If the whole area had been owned by a single authority it would account for the elaborate system of drainage and communications which grew up.

5


Oliver Rackham calls the work of the Romans the first draining of the Fens, but does not support the planning idea:


Falling sea-level at the end of the Iron Age coincided with the coming of the Romans. They had the most elaborate fen-engineering technology that Europe has ever seen, the fruit of centuries of Mediterranean experience. For the first time, by nature and art, the surface of the silt fens was made habitable. The pattern of farms, fields and lanes was haphazard; it looks like piecemeal native settlement rather than the rural planning which would be expected of a Roman colony. The Fens were probably not especially attractive to the Romano-Britons, but were an overflow of population from what was already, by the second century, a rather crowded upland. As in the Middle Ages, livestock may have been important, the peat fens being used for summer and autumn grazing.

6
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Roman ‘March’ as visualised by artist John Moray Smith. (Norfolk Record Office, ACC 2009/161)





Roman Stonea


The Iron Age settlement at Stonea became a Roman town, and perhaps the centre of a government estate. The town appears to have been created about AD 125, and the main buildings seem to have become disused just a century later. However, it continued as a settlement with buildings suggesting it was a farm – and this continued into post-Roman times, the farm probably based on sheep farming. The main artery of the town ran roughly west–east, with a regular pattern of streets crossing it. Tim Malim sums up the evidence:


The majority of the structures appear to have been timber-framed houses and ancillary buildings with wattle and daub walls, but there were also some more substantial buildings in timber, Roman concrete and stone. Among the latter was the showpiece of the Roman town, the administrative complex, which may have included a tower building rising up from major foundations for perhaps four storeys in height. In an essentially flat landscape such a structure would have been a significant landmark, similar to that provided by the medieval cathedral at Ely in later times.
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There was also a temple some 250m north-east of the administrative core of the town with walls of limestone and a double colonnaded frontage. Votive objects included five busts of Minerva, suggesting that the temple was dedicated to her.


Stonea may have been the centre of a government estate, probably for the manufacture of salt, often a state monopoly. Two inscriptions have been found that might confirm this. A limestone block was found at Tort Field at Sawtry on the edge of the Fens: it was inscribed ‘PVBLIC’, which according to Peter Salway ‘leaves little doubt that this was imperial domain’. A boundary stone at Titchmarsh in Northamptonshire bore the letters ‘PP’, which has been taken to mean ‘[TERMINUS] P[UBLICE] P[OSITUS]’.


However, this is far from proved and Michael Green has an alternative interpretation: ‘I have been suspicious of the interpretation of this structure as an administrative centre from the outset. My architectural thesis many years ago was on Romano–Celtic temples and I recognised that this was a badly damaged example of this class of building.’ Green sees the site as a market/fair site centred on a sacred complex: ‘It may be significant that the small temple at Stonea had a tree-pit in the centre of the cella, 1m wide and deep. A contemporary fresco shows how such “sacred” trees were accommodated in shrines when they became old.’
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Whether temple or government office, the buildings were demolished and levelled in the third century: it is presumably the stone of these buildings that have given the area the name it has today, Stonea meaning ‘stone island’.


The Car Dyke


The Car Dyke runs around much of Fenland, an artificial waterway that has influenced the landscape for 2,000 years: that great Fenland engineer John Rennie said of it: ‘a more judicious and well laid-out work I have never seen.’
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The antiquarian William Stukeley, writing in the eighteenth century, was the first writer to suggest that it was Roman: he thought that its purpose was to supply the northern garrisons with wheat from East Anglia. It appears to have been built in a series of sections, most probably in the years AD 140–180.


What was the Car Dyke actually for? It was probably both a drain and a canal, but, as Donald Mackreth suggests, served a third and perhaps most important purpose: as a territorial boundary marker between the presumed Imperial estate and the well-populated upland of mixed ownership on the fen edge.
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The Romans made several other canals in the Fens: many of the short canals known as ‘lodes’ are thought to be Roman. Reach Lode runs for 4km from Reach to Upware on the River Cam: there have been many Roman finds, and the Anglo–Saxon Devil’s Dyke was built to end at Reach, so the lode must already have existed. The purpose may have been to provide transport from the clunch quarries at Reach, as well as of grain. Other lodes, such as those at Burwell, Swaffham and Bottisham, are also probably Roman. Three other examples of canals are the Bourne–Morton canal, linking the Roman town at Bourne with a natural watercourse in Pinchbeck North Fen, and shorter canals at Rippingdale and at Deeping St James: all three provided communication with local salt-making works.


Salt


The mainstay of the economy of the Roman Fen is no longer thought to be corn, as Stukeley once supposed, but sheep and salt: indeed, as Tim Malim points out, the latter two went together. The export of sheep as carcasses during the second and third centuries can be demonstrated at Stonea, and salt was essential to preserve the carcasses on their journey. Related products included sheep-gut for the springings to power the army’s artillery; leather and hides for shoes, clothing, tents; wool and textile manufacture – the unusual frequency of loom-weights found in the Fens and the fen edge suggests cloth production. Dairy production – shown in finds of cheese presses, with the milk no doubt coming from ewes rather than cows – made another use of the local salt.


Salt had been produced in the Fens from the Iron Age. The evaporation of sea water to produce salt was practised at Wolferton on the east coast of the Wash and at Denver Sluice on the River Great Ouse. The industry peaked in the early Roman period, declining in the later Roman era, perhaps because of changing environmental conditions. How was salt made? ‘Fenland salt was constructed during the Roman period by allowing tidal waters to flow into channels and settling tanks at high tide, and then the brackish water was removed into coarse, baked-clay troughs supported on clay bars above hearts (salterns), which evaporated the water to leave salt.’

11


Alongside the salt and the sheep, there would have been supporting industries, such as peat cutting for fuel for the salt-makers and local pottery, made on the fen margins.


In the later Roman period a long cool spell gave way to a warmer period: the sea level rose and reclaimed land was lost to marshland and sea. Many Roman sites were abandoned during the third century: these sites show evidence of flooding, with deposition of silts covering earlier features. Peter Hunter Blair writes:


Evidence of one such catastrophe comes from a small group of huts which have been excavated in the Welney Washes. Here a period of occupation which began in the first century came to an end in the third when a belt of tidal silt six feet thick was deposited in the bed of the stream by which they stood. A further occupation began late in the third century and continued into the fourth, although it was then proving necessary for the farmers to embank their fields, as if to give protection against incursions of water. This was probably the beginning of the process which by the fifth century, if not earlier, had turned the whole of the Fens into a watery waste, fit only for those who sought to earn a living by fishing or fowling.
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Saxons and Vikings


The difficulties of the Fens could be advantages, the isolation of the settlements in the area keeping out invaders:


At a time when most of the smaller kingdoms were losing their identities as they merged in Wessex or Mercia, the kingdom of East Anglia was able to retain a large measure of independence before its ultimate destruction during the Danish invasions of the ninth century. This was largely because the great belt of fenland reaching southward from the Wash as far as Cambridge served as a protective moat of such width along its inland boundary that the kingdom could enjoy security against aggressive neighbours in the midlands … In Guthlac’s age there were small groups of people, the Gywre for example, whose name means ‘fen-dwellers’, living along the margins of the fens and on island sites where they could support themselves by the abundance of fish and fowl, but in the age of invasion the fens were avoided in preference for drier sites further inland.

13


Place names can help us to picture the pre-Conquest landscape of Fenland. The word ‘fen’ itself is an Old English word referring to marshy land. The Wash is also Old English, meaning ‘washing, flood’. Many place names end in ‘ey’, a Saxon word for dry ground surrounded by marsh, and a very early formation, most commonly before the eighth century. The first part of a place name ending in ‘ey’ can have various origins. Some are personal names such as Whittlesey and Torksey, others are descriptive of the island such as Stonea, already discussed, and Stuntney (‘steep’).


A few names refer to the vegetation, like Thorney, or to animals, like the almost unpronounceable Quy, which means ‘cow island’. The word Lindsey means ‘island of the people of Lincoln’. Place names are not always as straightforward as they sound, and it takes an expert to explain them. Margaret Gelling tells us that Ely does not mean ‘island with eels’ as one might expect, and as very many books claim, but ‘district of eels’ and that the final element in Welney is not island at all, but ea, which is a word for river. This word is common in Fenland even today. It is often spelled ‘eau’ as though it came from the French word for water, and some people pronounce it in that way: really it should be pronounced ‘ee’.


Gelling has also explained the word ‘beach’ found in several quite large places in Fenland such as Wisbech, Holbeach, Waterbeach and Landbeach. Nobody supposed that these referred to beach in the sense of seashore: older books such as Ekwall’s Concise Oxford Dictionary of English Place Names relate them to the Old Norse word ‘beck’, meaning a stream. However, Gelling has a different, and, to my mind, more likely explanation of these names, writing:


The two settlements called Waterbeach and Landbeach are named from the same feature, whether it be a stream (as stated in previous reference features) or a low ridge in the fens. They occupy slightly raised ground on the edge of North Fen, the height rising from three feet in the Fen to 20 feet in Waterbeach village. Wisbech occupies a slighter elevation in deep fenland, and Long Beach is near Wisbech. Holbeach has a raised site from which many streams fall away. Ekwall translates Holbeach as ‘hollow, i.e. deep brook’, but a slightly concave ridge seems a more likely topographical feature. If hol is a noun not an adjective, the meaning might be ‘ridge in a hollow place’.

14
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Holbeach records its history.





The whole district became known as Holland, NOT meaning hollow land as might be thought, but high land – high relative to the low lands around, of course. The word ‘lode’ is also fairly common, meaning a water channel in a fenny district. Gelling takes one example:


Whaplode lies between Moulton and Holbeach on the slight ridge from which Holbeach is named, with fen on either side. The first element is thought to be an Old English word cwappa, ‘eel-pout’ [a type of fish], and the ‘lode’ may have been a partly artificial water-channel in which these creatures were found or were bred. The name ‘Spalding’ is also an ancient one, preserving the name of another of the tribes of the early Saxon period.
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In the time before the Norman Conquest, Viking influence was especially strong in the western Fens. The Lincolnshire Fens came under the rule of Stamford, the nearest of the five Danish Boroughs. Because of this, the divisions of the county are known as ‘Wapentakes’: in the Cambridgeshire and Norfolk Fens they are called by the English word ‘Hundreds’.


Early Christianity


Some of the Roman inhabitants of Fenland were Christians. Archaeological evidence includes lead baptismal vats at Burwell and Willingham, associated with villas; and a pewter plate with a chi-ro found at Earith Road, Willingham. Similar plates have been found at Ely and Welney. The Saxon incomers of the fifth century were originally pagans. They converted to Christianity in the seventh century, and this led to the development of the many monasteries that became such an important feature of medieval Fenland. The monasteries were literally islands in the Fen, they were also islands of Christianity in a world of paganism. The seed spread from these monastic houses: graves have been found as early as the sixth century of people buried with crucifixes: one, of a young girl, was found at Ely itself in 2008, and another, also a young female, was found at Trumpington in 2012: there were links between Trumpington and Ely at this time (Cambridge had not yet come into existence).


Most of the monasteries began very simply, as hermitages, such as Thorney, founded in the seventh century, staring as a community of anchorites: it was sometimes known as ‘Anchorites’ Island’. One famous name was St Botolph. Born in East Anglia, he founded a monastery in AD 654, on land given by the king of East Anglia. This was almost certainly at Iken in Suffolk, but is sometimes thought to be at Boston, where the town that rose around a church dedicated to him has taken on his name – originally Botolph’s stone. Little is actually known about his life, but he was highly venerated, with more than sixty churches dedicated to him.


Etheldreda


Etheldreda was one of four daughters of King Anna of East Anglia, all of whom were to become saints! In about 652, she married Tondberht, a leader of the South Gyrwas, and is said to have received the Isle of Ely as her dowry (although Bede, writing in the eighth century, says nothing about this dowry). She remained a virgin, and on her husband’s death retired to a life of seclusion there. Political considerations demanded that she marry Egfrith, the young son of Oswy, the king of Northumbria: at 15 he was her junior by eight years. Oswy died in 670 and Egfrith became king, which led Etheldreda to take up the religious life, at first at Coldingham. She then founded a new monastic house at Ely in 673. It was a double monastery (that is, for both men and women), centred round a restored church said to have been built by Augustine of Canterbury and later destroyed by Penda, the pagan king of Mercia. Etheldreda spent seven years in penitence and prayer before she died in 679 of a plague that also killed several other monks and nuns. The immediate cause of her death was an ugly tumour on her neck, supposed by Etheldreda to have been atonement for her vanity in wearing necklaces when she was a young woman. She was buried in a plain wooden coffin in the monastic cemetery. Sixteen years later, her sister Sexburga, then the ruling abbess, had her exhumed: her body was as uncorrupted as if she had been buried the previous day. The corpse was later moved to within the church and her shrine was much visited by pilgrims. Her name lived on in the Isle: 1,000 years later, in 1657, a young Walpole woman brought a case against her master, who had beaten her black and blue: the woman’s name was Etheldreda Moryinson. Another form of the name has lived even into the present day: an alternative spelling was Audrey, and St Audrey’s Fair was held every year at Ely. The poor quality of the goods on offer has given us the word ‘tawdry’.


Guthlac


Guthlac was born in about 674, the son of Penwalh, who was related to the Mercian royal family, had an estate in what is now Leicestershire and was a Christian. At the age of 15, Guthlac became the leader of a gang who robbed and looted: unusually, he returned to its owners a third part of the booty that he collected. After nine years of this way of life, he had a vision of the fleeting riches of the world. He told his gang to find another leader and went to Ripon, where he spent two years learning monastic discipline. Then he travelled to the Fens, to a place described by his biographer Felix, writing within forty years of Guthlac’s death:
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The story of Ely. (Norfolk Record Office, UPC 313)
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Guthlac sailing through the Fens.





There is in the middle of Britain a most terrible fen of immense size, which begins at the banks of the river Granta not far from the little fort which is called Gronte [now Cambridge]; now in fens, now in flashes, sometimes in black oozes swirling with mist, but also with many islands and reeds and hillocks and thickets, and interrupted by the braising of meandering streams … up to the sea … When [Guthlac] was questioning the nearest inhabitants as to their experience of their solitude … a certain Tatwine declared that he knew another island in the more remote and hidden parts of this desert [heremi]; many had tried to live there but had rejected it because of the unknown monsters of the desert and the divers kind of terrors. Guthlac, the man of blessed memory, heard this and besought his informant to show him the place … It is called Crugland [now Crowland, the word means ‘barrow-land’], an island sited in the middle of the fen … no settler had been able to live there before … because of the fantastic demons living there. Here Guthlac, the man of God … began to dwell alone among the shady groves of the solitude … he loved the remoteness of the place which God had given him … There was in the said island a barrow … which greedy visitors to the solitude had dug and excavated in order to find treasure there; in the side of this there appeared to be a kind of tank; in which Guthlac … began to live, building a shanty over it.


However, God did not leave Guthlac without a protector. One night the demons carried him through cloud and mist into the caverns of hell. They were about to thrust him in, when God sent Saint Bartholomew, who appeared in a sudden splendour of light: the demons could not stand the light and Guthlac was saved.


Guthlac moved to Crowland in about 700: he made it famous and attracted many visitors. Perhaps the most important was Aethelbald, a relative of Ceolred, the King of Mercia. Seen as a rival, he was exiled when a mere teenager and spent several years with Guthlac at Crowland. By 730, he had become King of Mercia and, according to Bede, overlord of all the kingdoms south of the Humber. Of two refugees in Crowland, one became a king, the other a saint.


Guthlac died in about 715. Even after his death he worked miracles: when the Archbishop of Canterbury was cured of ague in 851 he attributed the cure to Guthlac, most appropriate for a Fenland hermit. Guthlac’s story can still be seen told in stone in the roundels on the west front of Crowland Abbey.


Other early Anglo–Saxon monastic foundations were by royal families of East Anglia and Mercia – Ely, Soham and Medeshamstede (Peterborough). However, early Saxon monasticism in Fenland came to a sudden halt in the late ninth century: Viking raiders brought devastation to Christian communities. Thorney Abbey was destroyed by the Danish raid of 870, Abbot Theodore being murdered at his own altar: his skull still survives, a grim reminder of those times. Thorney was still an island of hermits: three were also murdered by the Danes at Thorney in 870, two men, Tancred and Torthred, and a woman, Tova. They were venerated as saints there by the year 1000. Crowland was also burnt in 870 and local legend says it was saved from a second raid when friendly people in Cowbit used lanterns to signal the monks of the approach of a Danish raiding party.




[image: Illustration]


The west front of Crowland Abbey. (Norfolk Record Office, BOL 4/34)





The monastic houses were refounded in the following century. Great impulse came from the monastic house at Abingdon: the first abbots of Peterborough, founded 966, Ely, 970, and Thorney, 972, had all previously been monks there. Crowland was also refounded in about 966. When Bishop Oswald met Aethelwine, son of King Athelstan, at a funeral at Glastonbury, the latter offered him the fertile island of Ramsey and a new house was founded there in about 971, originally staffed by monks from an earlier foundation of Oswald’s at Westbury-on-Trim, near Bristol.


The monastery at Ely was refounded by Ethelwold, but this time for male monks only. It became the second wealthiest abbey in England (after Glastonbury). As one example, Emma, wife of Canute, presented the shrine with a purple cloth covered with gold and jewels. The Liberty of Ely dates to Edgar’s charters for the refounded monastery: he gave the abbot the soke over the two hundreds of Ely, comprising the entire Cambridgeshire Fens: by the mid-eleventh century the abbot was holding courts and the Liberty was a county in its own right. These rights passed to the bishop in 1109 when it became a diocese.




[image: Illustration]


Crowland in the nineteenth century. (Norfolk Record Office, BL/BG 3/9/89)





H.V. Morton suggests that ‘the hill of Ely was so windy and exposed that the monks obtained special licence from the Pope to wear head-coverings which were known as wilkoks’, and which has passed down in English as ‘billycock’ – so that the phrase ‘billycock hat’ recalls the tough conditions in Fenland and the headgear worn as protection!
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In the early eleventh century, King Canute, who was a devout Christian, was a frequent visitor to Fenland. He is said by legend to have been rowed to Ely to attend services: on one occasion when he wanted to attend the Feast of Purification there (2 February) he had to go by sledge over frozen waters. He is also supposed to have been caught in a storm on Whittlesey Mere when crossing from Ramsey to Peterborough, as a result of which he caused a channel to be constructed north-east of the Mere. It became known as King’s Delph; the name and the story were known to William Dugdale, visiting the Fens in 1657. In truth, King’s Delph is mentioned by name in a royal charter of 963, recorded in the Anglo–Saxon Chronicle, half a century before Canute’s time. However, Matthew Paris, writing in about 1250, said that Canute erudaverit (cleared of rubbish) the dyke, so that it was older in origin, perhaps monastic or even Roman: however, no Roman remains have been found, and the dyke is unusual for a Roman waterway as it drives straight across peat fen.


It is very possible that the dyke was a monastic creation: late-Saxon monks took a great interest in drainage, and had the money to get things done. When St Ethelwold refounded Thorney Abbey in 972, he gave three pounds for improvements at Yaxley, and another three pounds of gold, one of which was used for dyking at Farcet. Charters of the 1070s and 1080s refer to a fishery at Westlode as being in an aqueduct, clearly an artificial channel that must have been pre-Conquest, and could be Roman or a later creation.


The stone to build grand monastic houses came from Barnack, a very durable limestone: the quarries were owned by the monks of Peterborough: Peterborough and Ely cathedrals are built principally of Barnack stone. Many abbeys, including at different times Ramsey, Crowland and Thorney, were granted quarrying rights at Barnack, for which they had to pay. As rent for their stone, the monks of Ramsey in the reign of Edward the Confessor undertook to provide their brethren at Peterborough with 4,000 eels every year during Lent.


The Sea Bank


Fenland society was capable of working together to create substantial engineering works: the great sea bank, often known as the Roman bank (a name apparently given to it by Dugdale in the seventeenth century), is now generally accepted as being late Saxon. It is a major achievement. As Oliver Rackham says: ‘To construct a seabank and a fenbank, each 50 miles long, is not something which even in the twentieth century we do every year.’


The Sea Bank stretched for 45 miles from Wainfleet to north of King’s Lynn, making large loops inland towards Spalding and Wisbech. Much of it still exists, in some places 10ft high – and as much as 10 miles from the present seashore. The surface on the seaward side is considerably higher than that on the landward: this is because of deposition of silt by the tides through the medieval period. Near Wisbech the difference is as much as 2m.


It is not clear if there was parallel expansion inland towards the peat Fens – Hallam thought at least one bank that protected intakes in each of the Lincolnshire silt land wapentakes, and possibly a succession of fen banks at Wrangle in the extreme north, dated from this period.


Some authorities think that the Bank has led to the Norfolk place names Walton, Walpole and Walsoken, the ‘wal’ element meaning the bank, behind which they all stand. However, other experts in place names think that their names come from the word ‘walh’ (the same word as Welsh), the Old English word for foreigner, and suggest continuation of British settlement when the rest of Fenland had been inhabited by Saxon incomers.

OEBPS/images/f0007-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0009-01.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


 

Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Introduction



		One: Origins



		Two: The Fens Drowned



		Three: Fenland in the Middle Ages



		Four: The Great Draining



		Five: The Fens Half-Drained



		Six: Eighteenth-Century Fenland



		Seven: Victorian Fenland



		Eight: The Twentieth Century and Beyond



		Notes



		Bibliography













Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Contents



		Start









OEBPS/images/f0003-01.jpg
THE STORY OF
THE FENS

FRANK MEERES





OEBPS/images/f0007-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg
—

e
=

WY,






OEBPS/images/f0011-01.jpg
Howriverons,

S e

Paxr  or

PR

HiNTINGTON SHINS

i il A

= ﬁfg g .

i Norrorx
= N
- T Seale of Mils
panr off svrroix s e
e e
1 o ) 2 s o






OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg
e VLS
“ \ 4

¥ \IC D

o\ vigsirnd

%

\pdlothrothfiid L
[ BAYcalit METARI






OEBPS/images/f0027-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0025-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0028-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg
THE STORY OF
THE FENS





OEBPS/images/f0024-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0021-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE STORY OF

THE FENS

FRANK MEERES





