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            ‘We do not see nature with our eyes, but with our understanding and our hearts.’ Hazlitt
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            For my son, who taught me to look more carefully
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            Prologue

         

         I started to write this book before I had any idea, or intention, that it might be a book. In fact, it remains simply what it originally was: a sort of diary cum commonplace book. It is a collection of jottings, impressions, delights, some made decades ago, some just yesterday. So its structure is a sort of kaleidoscope of moments: like the weather, you have to put up with what comes.

         All of these jottings reflect my growing and deepening love affair with the countryside of England and its lore, its yearly, seasonal, daily changes, its infinite variety seen even in the dull little spot of earth to which coincidence brought Jenny, my late wife, and me in our morning all those years ago, and where I have stayed till the nights draw in. (It turned out not to be that dull after all.) For as Thomas Gray says in one of his wonderful letters, in March, 1738, ‘I don’t know how it is, I have a sort of reluctance to leave this place, unamiable as it may seem… [It] is very dirty, & very dull; but I’m like a Cabbage, where I’m stuck, I love to grow…’

         But as the notes and jottings accumulated, and poems found by chance were added to the mix, as they turned over in my memory as the unseen ministry of worms turns over the soil, as one file bumped up against another almost forgotten one, they began to take a shape almost on their own, rather like little knobs of butter in milk gradually coalescing as you continue to turn the churn. They came to echo the endless cycle of the seasons, the grave procession of the infinitude of stars across the night sky, the cycle of seedtime and harvest, the languor of summer and the harshness of winter. They came to notate that growing conviction that we human animals cannot thrive mentally or physically when we separate ourselves, by design or chance, from the living, pulsing, infinitely complex interdependent network of what we call, so misleadingly, ‘Nature’ – as if it were something ‘out there.’ These jottings came also to be waymarks on that slow, hardly perceived, journey of my own spring into this autumn blessed in so very many ways. Deo gratias.

         Blessed, not least, in my autumn love, Rosanna Petra.
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            Autumn

         

         Years ago, I took on a very large allotment on the edge of the village to help make ends meet, for my job (then in publishing) paid little. It was on a bit of good land, where the high land, as we flatteringly call it, slopes down into the levelness of the Fen. It was separated from the Fen by a droveway and a stream – actually, a catchwater drain, dug in the 1600s to stop the little brooks of the spring line going into the fen. For men of substance, the Adventurers, with profit in mind, were trying to drain it.

         We grew, my son and I, a small cash crop – wheat, or beet, or barley – and all our own vegetables. Sometimes too many: half a furlong of onions takes some hoeing and there were lots to give away instead of flowers or wine to people who invited us to dinner. (One year the swedes were the embarrassment.) At this time of year, September, there would still be golden days of sun warm enough for me to work there with my shirt off, lifting the maincrop spuds, letting the bits of soil clinging to them dry off while I carried on lifting, and then bagging them for taking home. The onions – and I was always able to grow very good onions, for that land suited them – had been pulled some time back and had been drying off until their stalks were dry, but still flexible. Their shiny gold globes were warm with the sun, and their rustling outer skins, India paper thin, would come off and blow about in any breeze as I plaited the dry stems into long strings. I used to hang them on nails under the eaves of the woodshed where they would catch the sun and air. Soon enough, the drones would be kicked out of my beehives by the busy little ladies getting ready for winter, and their deep-pitched hum would surround the hanging onions where many of them, for some unaccountable reason, always wanted to try to hibernate. Which they cannot do: this is the end of the road, chum: summer’s lease does have an end. Coming back along the drove, I used to notice that the trees looked tired, the leaves dull and somewhat ragged after months of weather and photosynthesising. The evenings draw in, and even after a day when I had given my land its first rough digging in the sweat of my brow, I needed to put on a shirt, a sweater, as I walked home. Days grow short and the wind gets a chill when you reach September.

         It was – is – easy to see the year as coming to an end, the cycle once more complete, and to indulge in a sort of gentle melancholy. Yet autumn is really a beginning. It is much more than the elegiac fall of the leaf that has reminded so many poets of our own mortality. For in actual fact the year starts here, with getting ready: there is no spring without the dying of the old year into the beginning of new life. As it happens I am in my own autumn, and that is as good a time as any to begin something new: like writing a new book. It has been nudging, pushing, at my mind like the green seedling trying to uncurl itself into leaves, freeing itself from the mould of years past that nourished it. The pressure is at its annoying worst when I am away from my desk – in the middle of the night, say, or out walking in this familiar but ever different countryside where the years have snowed white hairs on me.

         The last gale – we have had two corkers recently – has drifted a dark wet wave of dead leaves at the foot of the blackthorns that line the drove. I poke my stick into them – why do I do that? – and stir them, and the layered lower ones are already black with wet and decay. Shining against that dark background is a bright gold acorn. Given a few months, next year’s seedlings, the future’s trees indeed, will be thrusting greenly through this drift of decay to the strengthening light as the year warms.

         Older ages may have marked the turning of the year at the solstice when the sunset begins its northward journey, but you planned the work for your year, bound by the rhythms of field and wood and seedtime and harvest, from the time the swallows left – somewhere between the nights when the Perseid and then the Leonid meteor showers streak the night sky. And when great Orion begins to hunt the Hare across the early night sky you knew that it was high time to kill off and cure your pigs, fat with gorging on the beechmast and acorns of the woodlands and the fallen apples of orchards, and cure them down for the winter. For there would not be much fodder for them after this. Archbishop Ussher of Armagh in the 1650s, following and developing (with great learning and serious calendrical maths) the Rabbinical tradition, calculated everything started in autumn: the world was created at nightfall on Sunday 22 October 4004 BC. His contemporary Dr John Lightfoot, Vice-Chancellor of the University of Cambridge, suggested 9am the next morning as the exact moment. And indeed October has advantages for a beginning, for then the food supply is plentiful and the apples are ripe. (Except that the myth of the forbidden apple is due to a mistake in translation, alas.)

         The three Terms – Michaelmas, Hilary (or Lent) and Easter – of the academic year which has structured my professional life begin in October. When the first universities were young, you needed every hand available to get the harvest in before the weather turned, often about the equinox. Then you broke for the long 12 day Christmas feast, then for the spring sowing, and closed the year in time for hay harvest and barley harvest and wheat harvest. For not so very long ago the tides of the countryside lapped up against the life of the town. Michaelmas – the feast of St Michael and all Angels at the end of September – was when agricultural tenancies started, when hands were hired. It is one of the Quarter Days, days for paying rent, settling accounts, starting or finishing tenancies or employment, a day on which in another time I would have been hiring men, or, much more likely, being hired myself as a labourer. Or paying my rent, for owning your own house was rare even for the most of the middling sort of people before the 1950s. When we first bought the house where I write this, sixty years ago, it was two ‘two up two down’ labourer’s cottages. In one half as tenants lived Kate and Albert, who had moved in forty years before our arrival and had planted the big double-grafted apple tree that shaded the front of the house until it blew down in a great gale thirty years ago.

         Our vendor took us to meet them. ‘They’re nice’ she said, as we slipped through the gap in the hedge that divided the two long gardens, ‘and he is an interesting chap: he’s been to America.’ (As I write that, a sudden memory breaks surface of how big the world used to be.) They lived in the back room, round the Rayburn, tatted rag rugs on the brick floor. Modernisation ran to no more than a single cold tap, a deep pot sink, a single round-pin 15 amp socket, and a light in each room. A tarred corrugated iron privy stood outside, with a bottom-polished wooden seat over the bucket. It was lime-washed inside to keep it sweet, and smelt of Jeyes’ Fluid. In the front room, a brown pelmet fringed the mantelpiece of the chocolate-painted fire surround. A line of brass tacks that had once been bright golden held it in place. There was a smell of mothballs and damp. Kate and Albert were, we were told, soon to move to a bungalow close by, and we were offered their house for £500. We did not strictly need the room – two rooms up and two down was already a lot more than we had had before – but, without recognising what the consequences would be over the lengthening years, we agreed. And so in that one morning we had set up the train of events whereby we were soon to be not only householders but also landlords, enjoying a rent of £6.7.6 – just about half my week’s income – each Michaelmas and Lady Day.

         Youth takes things very lightly, and things don’t always sink in. We had been there a month. Michaelmas morning came, a bright clear day with a southerly wind whose warmth was welcome after the chilly night. Kate came through the hedge with her Sunday hat on, a dark blue straw, with her basket, looking important. ‘Don’t you know what day it is?’ she said. ‘Friday?’ we said, for it was. She looked as impatient as that kind soul ever could, and took from her basket one of her spectacular fruit cakes. ‘For you,’ she said, ‘I always made one for Mrs Shaw [the previous owner] come Michaelmas and Lady Day. Albert will be coming in directly with the rent.’ A strange, not altogether pleasant moment. For the Johnsons Michaelmas and Lady Day were days of ceremony, when you put your hat on if you were Kate, for these were the days they paid their rent and ensured their tenancy for another six months. Albert insisted we signed the rent book: our predecessor’s signature was there every six months, going back a long way. It was an odd feeling, not easy to get used to. I did not need that legal proof that I could not evict him, for why should I want to?
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         The academic year begins, as I said, in October. For decades that cycle has ruled my life, and peasant though I think myself to be, the academy has claims on me I would not have missed. So just when the martins are flying south, arrivals: the first of the wintering geese from the high north, and, from all over, the hopes of the nation, whom one hopes will not be geese. It was always exciting, welcome if quite a shock to the system: first, re-asserting the old patterns and meeting once more colleagues after a long break, when much work had been done, quietly, alone, unobtrusively; and then, students. Some return, like migrants, changed in mind and body by the summer; and a third of them, of course, unknown quantities with unknown qualities and unknown expectations. But it is surprising each year how quickly you shake down into a normality. This is their beginning, this is your resuming.

         I remember my own first experience of a Cambridge October – which must be so similar to that of thousands of others. I came up to the University from my Lancashire school with little idea of what to expect and nobody really to advise me. First of all, there was that tense scurry and bustle of trying to pretend you knew what you were doing and, at the same time, feverishly finding out what and who were where and what needed doing now, and what could be put off, and trying to get hold of the language and jargon of the place, and all those second and third years with their off-putting confidence… and then the scurry to the Societies’ Fair, where various University clubs tried to persuade you to join them, and you did, and then spent the best part of a term trying to get out of all but a few of them.

         For someone like me from the damper, cooler and cloudier north, who had only seen Cambridge once before, in the dead December of the previous year when I had come up for a week to take the entrance examination, the weather was – well, the golden light and the balmy temperature made it feel a bit like you imagined Heaven might be on a good day. Nor had I ever been in a place architecturally so beautiful. As often, the first days of Term coincided with a spell of lovely weather, and the river called, and sirens in the second year beckoned you to the languor of punting. Not that I could then do it… but I soon learned, wetly. And so, in all the scurrying, there were some hours of slow progress past the Backs of the Colleges, past mellow old brick, green lawns, golden willows who trailed their soft fingers gracefully in the water, and close encounters with indignant mallard ducks. Then the Upper River called, and, more bold, after taking the College Punt up onto the higher water – the old leat for the long defunct King’s Mill – by the rollers next to the sluice, you soon passed into a quieter world, where the banks opened out to green fields, and stands of osiers that once would have been cropped for withies and basket. Then came something approaching wilderness, a place of deep shade under quiet trees, and thick undergrowth, called Paradise. The future seemed such a long way off.

         I remember a golden October evening of gentle punting up-river, past where Scudamore’s mend their punts, under the Fen Causeway road bridge, then past the (then) mowed lawn of Hodson’s Folly on one bank and the Bathing Sheds on the other. Mr Hodson, later butler of Pembroke College, had built the temple-like stone summerhouse in 1887 for his daughter to change in, and from the grass of its discreet, walled, elegant little riverside terrace, Mr Hodson could keep paternal watch on her as she swam in the river. Two matching yew trees flanked the little building. We did not try to make it to Grantchester, for the warm October light was going. We turned by those old pollard willows which Gwen Raverat’s wood engravings caught so beautifully in their quietude. Bats were flitting under the lee of the trees of Paradise, taking over from the martins as the dusk deepened. We passed a moored punt, with a couple in it, oblivious to us or the bats. An occasional splash where a large fish turned and broke surface reminded of the life beneath. A bumble bee, I remember, one of the big plump ones, hitched a ride for a hundred yards or so. I hope we were going in the right direction for her.
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         As I write, I look out of the study window and my gaze rests on the trees at the bottom of the garden, now beginning to lose their leaves, and I see a jay. I know they are pirates, but they are spectacularly handsome ones, and I do like them despite their guzzling of eggs and small birds when they get the chance. And we owe them a lot, too.

         There is an old country saying, ‘The thorn is nurse to the oak.’ For years it never made sense to me, but by a serendipitous chain of unconnected conversations and reading, it does now. A mature oak produces many, many acorns, and not a one of them has a chance of growing beneath the deep shadow of the parent tree. In season I pick up pockets full of them from the tree I planted decades ago by the river, and I scatter them in places where they might have a chance, where agricultural machinery can’t reach and where they will be out of the range of weedkillers. With one exception, that is the last I see of them, but I keep trying. However, the glamorous jay who visits my garden on his raids – actually there may be more than one, but I can’t recognise individuals – is the real hero of this story. For the jay in autumn will pick up to nine acorns in its beak or in its gullet and fly off to a bramble thicket or a hedge bottom, often enough hawthorn or blackthorn, where it buries them one by one. In early spring the acorn sprouts, and puts down a strong taproot, while at the same time opening two fleshy leaves full of protein to photosynthesise. Now our clever Jay – I am inclined to give him/her a capital – remembers where he put the acorns a few months back, and does the rounds, and finds succulent protein-rich leaves pushing up to the sun through the leaf litter below the thorns. Just what a hungry bird needs at this thin time of year, and the infant oak with its long taproot can do without the leaves, for there are more where they came from. And so began many of the oaks that once clothed the wildwood country when men were few, and later made our houses, and were shaped into our ships, and so journeyed to the uttermost parts of the earth.
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         In these parts, come late September/early October, you often get a spell of warm, settled, quiet weather when you could believe that ripe, golden days will never cease: but the dews – some folk still used the old word ‘dag’ when we first came here – are heavy each morning, and the droplets on the grass blades refract the light of the low sun into spectra to dazzle eyes. It’s hard not to have Keats’ Ode to Autumn, which we ‘did’ at school without really seeing what it was getting at, constantly coming into your head: lines like

         
            
               
                  …And still more, later flowers for the bees,

                  Until they think warm days will never cease,

               

            

         

         Which makes me think of when I had my own bees, or the light and the sounds of this season:

         
            
               
                  While barred clouds bloom the soft-dying day,

                  And touch the stubble-plains with rosy hue;

                  Then in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn

                  Among the river sallows, borne aloft

                  Or sinking as the light wind lives or dies;

                  And full-grown lambs loud bleat from hilly bourn;

                  Hedge-crickets sing; and now with treble soft

                  The red-breast whistles from a garden-croft;

                  And gathering swallows twitter in the skies.

               

            

         

         He did it better than I ever could: all those sounds I know so well are here in the last verse: first, near, by the river at the bottom of the garden, then, far, from the little rise we call a hill, Will’s growing lambs; then the near robin who will follow me round the garden as I do the winter digging, and then the distant swallows making ready to take the summer south with them.

         They used to call it St Luke’s summer, for his feast falls on the 18th. My bees are working from dawn to dusk gathering the strong-smelling nectar from the ivy tods that overhang their patch of the garden. Their clammy cells will be full of the stuff: pretty well uneatable, in my opinion, but they seem to like it. The swallows are about to go, twittering excitedly, and making momentary crotchets on the telephone and electricity wires. (They space themselves exactly at multiples of their wingspan: so, in simultaneous take-off, no bird will obstruct its neighbour.) A few martins are still about, and the flocking goldfinches are making pigs of themselves on the soft grey fleece of the thistle heads. The low sun is setting noticeably further to the south each day now, and the light is mellow, low across the stubbles where the partridges sit outward-facing in their round coveys. We have no hills here, but I remember Milton’s lovely lines – actually, he is remembering his beloved Virgil – about a sunlit evening:

         
            
               
                  And now the sun had stretched out all the hills,

                  And now was dropped into the western bay; 

               

            

         

         Here it is trees that in the golden light reach out across the flat fields to the ditches on the further side. At dusk you can hear the cock pheasants’ ‘Kek kek’ as they claim a roost for the night, and let everyone know about it.

         Soon, in a month or so, the fieldfares will arrive. The starlings are already performing their evening murmuration. Muntjac deer – little pests – bark their monotonous bark all night: there were none here when we came to this part of England. Hector the Labrador pricks up his ears at the sounds of autumn, and he looks expectant if I go to the gun cabinet. Not yet, chum: let’s get a bit of hard weather first. Besides, I have too much to do on the garden getting ready for the next year.
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         St Luke’s Summer, (if we have one), does often end in a gale or two. Thomas Tusser’s Five Hundred Good Points of Husbandry (1580), reminds us

         
            
               
                  October good blast,

                  To blowe the hog mast.

               

            

         

         Those October gales bring down the acorn and the beech nuts, the mast on which, until the industrial farming of the last century, pigs from time immemorial were fattened before slaughter – a very good way of harvesting protein from land you could not put under the plough. The pork so fed is delicious. I last ate some in Portugal, where the old ways have not quite given over to industrialised production of meat so bland it could have come off a loom. And now we just waste Nature’s bounty.

         Poor Tom Tusser, first, miserably, of King’s College, Cambridge, then, so happily, of Trinity Hall just along the river. He so desperately wanted to be a farmer, and gave up a well-rewarded, well-patronised career in music – when a treble he was a chorister at St Paul’s – to take on a series of tenancies in East Anglia. He was not successful. As Thomas Fuller says in The Worthies of England (1662), ‘[He] spread his bread with all sorts of butter, yet none would stick thereon.’ But he left us his book on farming, a sort of Georgic, a mine of useful advice and information about country life in verse that, while it occasionally shows the impress of having read the Greek and Latin poets while at Eton under the formidable Nicholas Udall, can sometimes rise to doggerel. Some people liked it, though: his book went through seven editions, each expanded from the previous, in his last seven years of life. He too begins his book in October, at the beginning of Michaelmas Term, as all agricultural tenancies did: ‘a new farmer comes in’.
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         Jenny, my dear, dead first wife, and I grew up in a part of England where farming even now still means sheep and cows, and only occasionally is a field ploughed for swedes or potatoes. We had never been in a countryside where the soil was black peat instead of stiff clay, where the summer turned most of the land to gold, where combine harvesters crawled across the level fields grazing the corn to stubble. When we came here first, we had never seen before the towers of angry smoke rising into the hot sky from the lines of straw which the machines excreted. For there was no use for the straw, least of all after it was chewed up by the combine, and now the wheat most plant has been bred to have short straw. (Yet up to about 1920, so A. G. Street says in one of his books, a farmer could grow wheat and make his money by selling the long, straight straw for thatching: anything he got for the grain was a bonus.) At night, the long lines of burning straw across the fields lit up the dark, and every so often the bigger heaps where the combines turned sent flames shooting higher into the sky. Beyond question it was beautiful – and enjoyable, both to watch and to light. (I was once in the nick of time to stop my son and an importunate friend setting light to the stubble of our allotment, just combined: there was standing corn for miles, and a merry wind. That sort of memory still makes me curl my toes.) I think we are all closet pyromaniacs, and at harvest time those fires perhaps spoke, like Guy Fawkes’ Night, to the sleeping primitive in all of us, who would light his Samhain fires to honour the dead; or just for fun.

         You can see it as the ritual threshold of winter, the cleansing; or the stripping for action for the new race to be run. ‘Yew gits rid of a terrible lot of weeds that way,’ said my friend old Seth as we lit the three rows of straw the combine had left on his little patch of land, and, indeed, you do: Virgil says so as well. Having the land clean of weeds before the next cycle starts is indeed a best foot forward. But Seth was really, I am sure, making an excuse for enjoying it. Once, my parents were making their first visit to us from Lancashire, just after harvest. We had finished the meal, and the gathered dusk invited a quiet smoke outside. The northern horizon was ringed with stubble fires. And my mother suddenly shudders: ‘It’s just like the Blitz’ – for to her this brought back with unexpected intensity the year I was born, the nights of bombing and terror and dogged determination in Manchester. And my father reminds her of her aged mother, born when Victoria had only just lost her Albert, standing in the garden in Fallowfield refusing to enter the Anderson shelter –‘not just yet’ – looking north at Manchester burning, and saying to him, ‘O Tom, isn’t it beautiful!’ Sometimes the old see things differently.

         Sometimes, though, in a dry year, the fires took hold on the peat itself, and might even find a piece of oak lurking beneath the surface, dry enough to take fire and smoulder. If it was a really big trunk, the fire could eat its way in for yards under the soil, almost unseen: no flame, no smoke, only a pervading bitter-sweetness that could be smelt on the wind two fields away – and steam when the rains of October started. Once ‘pitted in’, a big fen fire would burn for weeks, months even, and some would not die until they had burned themselves right out, or a big snowfall came to smother them. To try to put them out, to dig them out, might only make things worse by increasing the supply of air to the fire. And so the fire down below burned, and those who knew trod warily round it. For not seldom, the surface of the land would look as if nothing was amiss, yet it was a thin crust over the furnace. Men, and animals, had been known to fall in: then the sudden rush of air lets the pent-up gas explode with a blue flash and a ‘whoosh’: and a scream.

         It does not happen now: or not much. Stubble burning was stopped two decades ago. The last fen fire I saw was caused by a group of youths, joyriding in a stolen car, and then abandoning and firing it. As luck would have it, under the ground where they left the car there was a buried bog oak. It burned for weeks.
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         In those years when people did not plough the land immediately after harvest, as most do now, the stubbles had another benefit particularly appreciated by connoisseurs. Grain dropped by the combine – they are not all that efficient – sprouted, and brought the wild creatures – the wintering duck, and pheasants, and partridges – to feed on it, and dinners to a man with a gun. But, also, field mushrooms, and puffballs, and inky caps, grew in profusion then. If the lines of straw were burned, so much the better, for then the pale mushrooms could easily be seen, no longer covered by straw. Thus was an autumn pleasure made much easier. You could in half an hour gather a couple of two gallon buckets, full; the pleasure in simple gathering way beyond need or even use is I suppose a very atavistic pleasure. We ate them; we preserved them; we gave them away to other people who probably had gathered more than enough of their own. My friend Seth taught me on which fields they usually grew. Sometimes they stood up proud of the soil, clear against its blackness, and some would be six or seven inches across. But those are the easy ones: Seth taught me how to walk across a field that was apparently bare of them and go unerringly to where great clusters lurked in their velvet secrecy just under the soil. You looked for the little radiating cracks in the black soil, as if something were about to break through – as indeed it was. It is a trick I mastered well, and it annoyed the family so much that a suggestion we go mushrooming nearly always brought refusal – even though they liked mushrooms. I could walk in their footsteps and fill a bucket with what they had missed. But we did get somewhat fed up with mushroom this and mushroom that by the time the first frosts came and finished them off.

         An old story of Seth’s: ‘Dew yew knaow why those old mushrooms grows in circles?’ We begin to explain that we do, but we are stopped. ‘Nar… yew knaow mushrooms only grows where there used t’be ’orses? Well then, them mushrooms, they grow where the stallion used to piss, and when he finished, he shook his pizzel about, and the drips, they fly in a circle wun’t they? and that’s where yew’ll find mushrooms.’ God bless stallions.

         There are few mushrooms now, and none on what were the very best fields. For those were bought by a man who called himself a farmer, and he put them down to turf. Which he literally mined. The best soil in England was shaved off with its covering of a single species of grass, for golf courses, and suburban gardens, and other merely decorative things. And to get turf to that exacting quality he soaked the land in fungicide and pesticide and every other sort of –cide, and nothing grew save uneatable grass, and the land stank of chemicals. Then, when he had exhausted the black soil, he sold the land to the National Trust. I can’t remember his name, but I do remember his dog was nice.
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         We have in the garden several varieties of apple. I planted all the trees, for when we came there were only two. In the back garden, there was a Prince Albert, a cooking variety that stores exceptionally well – and that mattered to country folk in the old economy. In front of the house was old Albert’s double-grafted tree, which delivered each year oodles of small yellow apples, of two varieties, one excessively sour, and the other at the right moment almost too sweet. Neither stored, and I suppose we should have made cider with a mix of them both. The old folk would have done. As it happened, most of the time, to my shame (now) we left them to lie. But they were not quite wasted, for Ernie’s milking cows, as they came up the lane morning and evening, would make a beeline for them and guzzle them until they were moved on by ‘Gir up there!’ from Ernie or his pretty daughter, and what the cows left, and what they trod, was a feast for the blackbirds and the wasps. And the cows left very large odorous traces of their slow, deliberate progress, which I would shovel up into a bucket and strengthen the virtue of the compost heap of which I was getting to be quite proud.

         That tree blew down, eventually, and the wonderful Prince Albert was a very poor old gentleman when we arrived, long past his peak. He was hollow from broken top – he had lost his crown a few years back, old Albert said, in a March gale – to bottom. His gnarled bark was home to many insects, and a yaffle, a blur of scarlet and green, was occasionally and spectacularly seen drilling into the wood. Inside, year after year there was a family of blue tits. We never knew whether they were related to each other, one of the young coming back to where the brood had been hatched. I suspect so. But one year I found the cat that had adopted us – a Manx of dubious morals, some beauty, and infinite if insincere charm – scooping the half-grown nestlings out one by one with her paw and eating them like humbugs. There were no more blue tits there the next year, which suggests my theory of a family home might have been right.

         But we needed more fruit. So in went a Bramley Seedling, two Cox’s Orange Pippins, an Egremont Russet, a Blenheim Orange, and a James Greaves. The James Greaves is ripe in late August, and is a wonderful pollinator for other trees. Its apples are, I think, worth eating until late September, but after then you might as well waste your money buying rubbish like Golden Delicious from France in the supermarket. (We grow wonderful apples in Britain: why buy in poorer stuff from abroad?) By late September, the Blenheim, the big apples of which you can either eat or cook, is ready, and so are the Russets, with their delicate aroma of almond. They are wonderful apples for up to Christmas. In October you are gathering and storing the plump, waxy-skinned, pink-flushing Bramleys. They are not the peerless, lamented, Prince Albert, but are fine cookers and they will keep until April. If you do keep them till then, they have changed their nature: from being the slightly tart classic cooker, with the turning of the year they have become delicate sweet eaters. Also, October brings the incomparable Cox’s. You know they are ripe when you shake them and you can hear the pips rattle. Well stored, they will keep till a good time after Christmas, and though they lose their first crispness, they never quite lose that scent of late autumn.

         But there was – is – also a nameless tree that self-set in the hedge. All named apples are grafted, for they do not breed true, and if a tree grows from a pip, as they will, you have no idea what you are going to get. This tree grew hardly noticed until suddenly one spring there was a riot of the rose-flushed buds that precede the white blossom. I have no idea what it is, and experts I have asked have no idea either. The first year it fruited abundantly, we did not bother to gather the fruit. A first, experimental, bite into the shapely hard fruit revealed only bitterness that did not even promise good cooking qualities. But how wrong… The fruit of this most unusual tree is not worth touching till January. Then, quite suddenly, it mellows into the delectable, long lasting sweetness that can still grace our table in early April. So now that has to be stored too: what was the stable – my son and I built it – is filled with box upon box of apples each autumn, which have to be stacked with all sorts of ingenious devices to stop the equal ingenuity of the field mice who move in when the first cold evenings and frosts arrive. I would not mind so much if they would finish one apple before they start on another.

         One thing leads to another. Nature’s bounty – well, it would be churlish not to pick the abundance of the sloes in the hedges, shiny and black when your fingers rub the misty bloom off them. It would be such a waste not to harvest the blackberries, or the wild plums that go quite well with casseroled pheasant, or with spices and time turn a cheap gin into something rich and strange. You may have a freezer full of last year’s, but no matter: the compulsion is strong. So with apples – all those windfalls! Well, the wasps clean up some, and the blackbirds more, and I always leave a goodly number in among the fallen leaves which I know the birds will find useful when things get tight. But the others… a juicer and a press are the answer. Gallon after gallon of the juice is squeezed from the pulp into a big polythene barrel, and within minutes the creamy white of the foam has turned brown. You leave it two days, and the sediment settles, and you can rack off a clear golden liquid, not yet fermenting, into plastic bottles and clap them into the bigger freezer that has become an essential. That apple juice, unfrozen to need, is no bad consolation for the unfortunate who has to avoid the wine at table in order to drive home. Of course, an earlier time would have let the juice ferment, and made a sharp dry cider… just what we, in our youthful ignorance, never knew to do with the little apples from Albert’s double-grafted tree.

         It felt right, in an oddly mysterious way, to be planting those trees, watching over their growth. For homes need the blessing of fruit. You cannot escape the myths all peoples who live where apples grow weave round them. Apples are immortality, and death: sweet flesh, but cyanide at the core. They are a druid’s wand of power. They are a bang on the head which sends knowing the universe into free fall. They are a gift at a wedding feast that leads to endless war. They keep the gods of the cold north alive. An apple was the first theft, the first crime, a happy windfall.

         
            
               
                  Ne hadde the appil take ben,

                  the appil taken ben,

                  Ne hadde never our lady

                  a ben hevene quen

               

               
                  Blyssid be the tyme

                  that appil take was!

                  Therefore we mown syngyn

                  Deo gratias 
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         My neighbour has a fine Victoria plum tree, which usually crops heavily. Those plums I like almost as much as greengages, but greengages are shy things, and so often – but less so now, with the heating of our world – the blossom gets cut by a late frost. Paul lets me pick his plums, and timing is everything. A day too soon, and they are bullet hard and sourish. A day too late, and the wasps have moved in, gorging on the dripping sweetness of their juice. Sometimes the beige and mauve of the skins has a dark purple patch: you know that that fruit has the caterpillars of a fruit moth inside, and there will be a tiny hole in the skin where the gummy juice has oozed and set into a little hard bright globe of sugar. But there are enough to go round, and why should not the wild creatures have their share?

         Just as I loved keeping bees, so I feel kindly towards wasps. I admire the tenacity with which they will shave bits off the teak garden chairs to masticate into paper for their nests; I respect the determination with which the over-wintered queens will search out a suitable nesting site; and I am in awe at the architecture of the nests, starting with a few small spirally set cells in a globe often suspended from a beam, say, in the loft, and growing into a great city. The largest I ever saw was in our roof: a foot high, and eighteen inches wide. They do not bother us much, except in August and early September when they want to share lunch in the garden. Moreover, their catholic taste extends not only to smoked salmon and avocado, but to dead things that rot, and overripe fruit, and all the things that need clearing up and cycling back into the pattern of growth and maturity and decay. As with spiders, which some folk find difficult to love, they make life on this planet possible for us humans.
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         Fall of the leaf; and I can’t ever forget the unfolding in the 1960s of the slow catastrophe of elm disease, all of us helplessly watching it, grieving. That changed for ever the loved landscape of lowland England…

         
            
               
                  The green elm with the one great bough of gold

                  Lets leaves into the grass slip, one by one, –

                  The short hill grass, the mushrooms small milk-white,

                  Harebell and scabious and tormentil,

                  That blackberry and gorse, in dew and sun,

                  Bow down to; and the wind travels too light

                  To shake the fallen birch leaves from the fern;

                  The gossamers wander at their own will.

                  At heavier steps than birds’ the squirrels scold.

                  The rich scene has grown fresh again and new

                  As spring and to the touch is not more cool

                  Than it is warm to the gaze; and now I might

                  As happy be as earth is beautiful,

                  Were I some other or with earth could turn

                  In alternation of violet and rose,

                  Harebell and snowdrop, at their season due,

                  And gorse that has no time not to be gay.

                  But if this be not happiness, – who knows?

                  Some day I shall think this a happy day,

                  And this mood by the name of melancholy

                  Shall no more blackened and obscured be.

               

               
                  Edward Thomas

               

            

         

         As soon as the clocks go back, we used to say, the spiders move in. To be sure, it is not all of them, or all 650 varieties of British ones. The big speckled ones, with bodies as big sometimes as an old shilling, (Areneus diadematus) who string strong webs between the two clipped yew bushes outside the study door, and sit in the middle shaking them if they sense movement nearby, they don’t come in. But the big Wolf spiders – you can listen to their mating song on the Web (appropriately enough!) – come in, and the Giant House Spiders (Tegenaria duellica), who can be three inches across, arrive and make themselves at home. They rustle as they move across wallpaper. Sometimes they get stuck in the empty bath, where they probably went because they smelt water in the drain, and have to be helped out. For I don’t like killing them. Nor do I particularly like handling the big ones. And not everyone likes them in the guest bedroom.

         We had a lady of a somewhat nervous disposition staying once, and in the middle of the night she woke us with a shriek. Ready for any intruder, and grasping (but not drawing) the sword that lives in our bedroom, I went to her lit room next to ours and threw the door open. From a mound of bedclothes on the bed a muffled voice sobbed, ‘Get him out! Get him out!’ There was no man to be seen, though the easily accessible window was open. Then one realised. On the ceiling directly above where she lay was a perfectly peaceable Giant House Spider. I said, ‘But it’s a lady, not a gentleman.’ ‘I don’t care, get it out!’ Well, we did, in the end, though they can move surprisingly fast. Our friend is still our friend, but comes rarely.

         So how do you stop them coming in? One trick which, I have been told, works is to take bright shiny horse chestnuts and put them on the windowsills. The scent, some say, deters arachnid visitors. Others, more sceptical of any chance of keeping them out, say that the nuts must be shiny so the spiders can see themselves mirrored in them, and be frightened off. Some say eucalyptus oil puts them off. But that makes the cure seem worse than the disease. Who would want to live in a perpetual smell of cough sweets?

         Other visitors make themselves at home at this time. The devil’s coach horse beetle is welcome, for he (or she) comes and eats up the silverfish that are in any old house. Once a cricket sang all winter by the hearth whenever we put a fire on – but that was at a time when we could still expect to see glowworms (not worms at all, but beetles) of a summer night by the river at the bottom of the garden. Pesticides have got rid of those delights. And there are the queen wasps, looking and usually finding ingenious and unexpected places to sleep the winter away. And last of all, when things get cold, the big-eyed field mice. It is so difficult not to welcome such pretty creatures, but…

         In other ages when times were hard you kept your cat hungry to make sure it did its job of eating such wasters up. We had one, the prolific Manx. She gobbled up spiders, crunching them with gusto, sometimes leaving a leg behind.
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         Autumn – say late October, or early November if it stayed warm – was when I used to put the bees to bed. They don’t hibernate, just go into a sort of tick-over, and gather in a dense mass in the middle of their hive, and take it in turns to be on the cold outside of the conglomeration. So on a warm day when the workers would still be foraging in the ivy, I used to open the hives, take out the zinc queen excluders, check that there was no sign of wax moth in the crannies of the frames and hive – a bad infestation can wreck a hive – and, most importantly, that they had enough supplies stored in their combs for the winter and to get them going in the spring, and if they had not, I fed them with sugar syrup. Then I put the hive back together, made sure it was weathertight, put a brick on the roof to stop it blowing off, and hoped for the next season. I loved my bees.

         But now, as everyone knows, bees are in trouble worldwide. It is almost an event, now, to see a bee foraging in the lilac-coloured flowers of the rosemary in the back garden in early spring. Even only ten years ago the bush would be loud with their busyness when the early spring sun rose over the roof of the house and touched its pale flowers with glory, and the bees would be loud and late to bed as the last rays of the autumn sun gilded the yellow stamens of the ivy flowers. There is even silly talk of making robot bees – as if the solution is not staring us in the face: stop spraying the poisons on our crops, even if the big firms like Monsanto, now bought by Bayer, or Syngenta, or DowDupont, who are of course to be trusted, keep reassuring us that there is no risk whatsoever. None at all… So why do farmers when spraying have to wear protective clothing? I sign many petitions and write to MPs about the latest ever-so-necessary devilry like the neo-nicotinoids, but all the protest and all the science seems to be ignored. All seems hopeless. For not only bees but most insects are in trouble worldwide. And on the insects depends so much of the pollination of the fruits and crops on which we depend.
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         William Cobbett, with whose sometimes cantankerous views I find it easier and easier to sympathise, was, according to G. K. Chesterton, the ‘noblest English example of the noble calling of the agitator.’ He cared passionately about what wholesale Enclosure of the common land was doing to the English peasant; deplored, long before Ruskin, the sprawl of the new industrial towns and their polluting factories over the good, sweet land of England; and hoped that with good instruction the rural poor, and even those not so poor, could be taught to use what resources they had and to manage their economy so that they had a healthy and fulfilled life. He would have been incandescent about the irresponsibility of Big Pharma and Big Agriculture. He would have been appalled at the unthinking, obscene, wastefulness accepted in our society, even – perhaps worst – by those who can least afford it at the bottom of the heap.

         In 1821-2 he published seven pamphlets (collected into a book in late 1822) called Cottage Economy – he explains the perhaps unfamiliar word on the first page – for ‘the Labouring Classes of this Kingdom.’ I wish I had known to read him all those years back as we innocents began our own tentative attempt to be as near self-sufficient as we could be. His pamphlets give good advice: Brewing Beer (did that, for years), Making Bread (still do, with organic flour ground by the windmill in the next village), Keeping Cows (if only!) Keeping Pigs (she said if I got a pig she would leave,) and so on, from the keeping of poultry (we did ducks, geese and hens) to candles and rushes, mustard, dress and household goods, fuel, hops and yeast, making and using an icehouse – right down to an addition by Mrs Cobbett on mangel-wurzels and the use of what we call maize and they called Indian corn. He begins pamphlet no. VII with recommendations for the keeping and management of bees.

         Bees were once in pretty well every cottage garden early in the last century. Their wax gave polish, and candles for high days and holidays (before paraffin, the poor would use smoky rushlights or smelly tallow dips), their propolis gave a strong, wonderfully scented glue and could be made into an ointment for wounds, their honey made mead and sweetened the sour hardness of a life on the land. In the village we came to there were people who could remember such a time, and they did not wish it back. But several people still had their beehives, and, of course, one had to try…

         There was a time – not quite ten years – when this garden, just under two roods or perches in area, was busy. There was a horse in the stable, a large vegetable patch, hens guzzling the scraps we boiled up with some meal for them (as well as foraging for themselves), ducks on the river, geese in next door’s orchard, and four beehives which were my pride and joy. One winter my neighbour Colin Washtell had given me an old hive, which I cleaned up, anticipating his promise of a swarm from his hives the next summer – and one came. And then I got more hives, and my own hives swarmed, and then a strange swarm of different race came and hung their humming mass just four feet from the ground under a low branch of the chestnut tree. That evening my ten-year-old son spoke to me on the phone – I was away on business – and with a diffidence that revealed his pride, said, ‘We had a swarm arrive, but it’s all right, I took and hived them.’ And he had: a good swarm, who gave us nearly 100lbs of honey that season.

         You get fond of bees, though it is never wise not to treat them with respect. They are not cuddly, as fowls can be. I loved their busy fumbling of the fruit blossom, I admired the strictness of their economy and the cleanliness of the hives, but when the last colony died with the advent of the awful varroa disease, I did not replace them. We were after all, an empty nest by then, and that chapter had closed. But I have missed them, and I think my fruit crops have been less in the bee-less years.
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         Up to yesterday this has been a very quiet autumn, a sustained high pressure system giving us warm days in the soft light of the post-equinox sun, and a generous dew at night so that the Green showed the paths of every early riser and dog walker who had crossed it. Most of the browning leaves, looking tired, still clothed many of the trees, like a worn out dress on a woman fallen on hard times. By chance I came across, one of those golden days, Edward Snow’s translation of a poem by Rainer Maria Rilke:

         
            
               
                  Lord: it is time. Your summer was superb.

                  Lay your shadow on the sundials

                  and in the meadows let the winds go free.

               

               
                  Command the last fruits to be full;

                  give them only two more southern days,

                  urge them to completeness, and chase

                  the last sweetness into the heavy wine.

               

            

         

         It is time. First hint of a change was a thickening of the light, a loss of sharp contrast, and a veil of high cloud approaching from over Ely way. Then little erratic flaws of wind began to gather the leaves that had fallen in the lee of walls and tree trunks, and outside our back door where the wild plum still held a few of its sour fruit. Little swirls of leaves rose and fell back. Then the flaws became a breeze, noticeably cool, that settled in the north east – the coldest quarter for this house, for on that side I planted no windbreak years back because it would have killed our view. Down the lane, which funnelled the wind, a wind more confident was soon dragging its feet in the accumulating dead leaves, as I loved to do when a child: who had been told not to.

         The strengthening wind soon began to break the last hold the leaves had on the branches, and the note of its roar changed as the trees became naked. The drooping golden branches of the weeping willow by the river were soon flying out almost horizontal. The river’s tent was broken. A plastic bucket clattered off the garden table. The yew down the garden sang its gale song, a steady note, about A. On the river’s surface a miniature swell was developing, lines regularly following each other as if on a miniature ocean as the energy of the wind met the resilient friction of the surface. Jackdaws tumbled home to their roosts. It would be a big wind, and the last of summer was over.

         I was not quite accurate when I said we had no windbreak to the north east. We had a sort of one: an ancient plum tree on the river bank that did not spoil the view. It gave little fruit, looked a mess when the leaves had gone, but was left because – well, it was there, and getting it down would have probably meant dropping it into the river, with all the problem of getting the large bits out and up the bank. One north-easterly January gale, with snow, did bring it over, but in a sort of half-hearted fashion. Its roots on the river bank had given way, but there was still a firm grasp of the ground on its other side. The tree leaned on its elbows, so to speak, in a most inconvenient position and place, on the edge of the lawn, almost squashing the perfectly well-behaved young Bramley apple. What to do? This was long before we could afford a chainsaw, and getting it to bits would have been one hell of a job, made a lot of mess and seriously damaged the suffering Bramley. So… an old ship’s rope I had picked up on the beach in Norfolk, a chain round the thick branch now uppermost, and I waded across the little river – damn cold! – carrying the end of the rope to the bottom of the high bank. Then, having led the rope through a block tied to a tree, we heave, and the ugly plum tree is nearly, not quite, as upright as it was before. And it stands on its own, balanced so that, as you might say, a puff of wind would blow it over. So I ran round and propped it with some old scaffolding planks, and in the next few weeks gave it a serious haircut to reduce the top hamper. As I write, 30 years later, it still stands, clearly now a very old and tired tree, but still snowing white petals below it each spring.

         In 1987 there was the biggest wind I have ever known. Comparisons were made by the historically minded with the Great Gale of 1703, which sank so many ships – and half the Navy in the Downs. There those ships still lie, buried in the sands ground out of the soft coast by the tireless tides and brought down from mountains far away by the majestic rivers that flow into the Narrow Seas. Every so often they see the light of day again, uncovered for a space at low tide as the sandbanks of that treacherous coast shift, and then cover them again. The 1987 autumn gale came on October 15 after a dry summer, when all the trees were still in leaf, and their spreading roots were in ground almost bone dry, with little adhesion. After that tumultuous night, we walked down Trumpington Street in Cambridge to see a huge bough twisted off a big horse chestnut lying in the road outside the Fitzwilliam Museum. One of the neo-Gothic crockets on the tower of the Pitt Building in which I used to work had crashed down into the road. Dozens of trees were snapped off. Not one train ran between Cambridge and London. Settling to work was a fidgety business: there was so much one wanted to know and see. The enduring memory of that gale is driving to beloved Felbrigg Hall that weekend. Dear friends had retired there. On the way, first we saw the still full-leaved avenue of beeches just before Newmarket Heath all felled, all felled, by the big wind. Then, turning into the Hall’s drive, grief… Along it, before he died, Robert Ketton-Cremer, a man who passionately loved Felbrigg and its sandy land, its lapwing-loud Great Field and the trees of the Great Wood, had planted an avenue of oaks. Compared to the gnarled old folk deep in the woods which had watched seasons come and go and kings and princes and the great ones of the earth wear out their temporary glory into dust, they were striplings – a mere fifty years old, a handful of feet in girth. But their youth was lovely, graceful, deserving of the lissom dryads in whom I could almost believe. All down, all down, their leaves already withering. A future that would not happen.

         But. There is always a but. As Oliver Rackham was swift to point out in one of those books that has most influenced my thinking about the dynamic countryside, a fallen tree is an opportunity. Where the light can now reach, plants long dormant can grow and breed, and the insects that feed on them can have a field day. In the end, saplings will grow, and one day trees will once more shade out the full sun with their sounding canopy. The fallen trees are useful, a boon, to man and beast and insect and plant: few habitats are as rich as a rotting oak. There is no such thing as waste. Every end is a beginning, every beginning an end.
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         ‘Did you see that ice on those old puddles this morning?’ said Albert to me as I went to get the car to go to work. ‘Hard weather coming, sure of that. This warm spell won’t last.’ Well, all country folk are pessimists – I am myself. The land is too dry, or it is too wet. It’s too cold for the seeds to germinate, or it’s too hot, and things will never come well. Charles Benham, who wrote some enjoyable verse in the speech of his native Essex, put it well:

         
            
               
                  There’s olluz summat. When tha’s wet

                  The corn git laïd, the häy git sp’iled

                  And when tha’s dry the lan’ git set.

                  That fare to make me wholly riled.

               

            

         

         We get through, on the whole. But that early, thin, ice glinting in the sun was real enough, and a reminder to gather the last of the runner beans when I got home that evening, in the last of the light evenings. (I always set runners late, so that we don’t have a glut of dwarf beans and of runners at the same time.) They freeze well – so much easier than salting them down, as we used to, in big gallon glass jars that had once held sweets.
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         One of the biggest changes in this village in my decades here has been the wood. Once upon a time every parish had its wood – some still do – where pigs could be run to fatten on the acorns, and timber for wall and roof, tool and cart could grow, and the poor could gather sticks and small timber to kindle their fire. But this was a pretty treeless area, and people need trees, whether they know it or not. The top of the hill for over a thousand years had been quarried for building stone, and as the quarrying ceased, acre upon undulating acre went back to farming. It was always poor thirsty stuff to grow things on, drying white and hard as concrete most summers and most winters wet and slippery as axle grease. It came up for sale – and the village raised the money, and the support from outside, to buy and plant it with trees. There were those in the village, to be fair, who resisted mightily, feeling it was stupid or worse to rewild land that was under the plough. For men and women who had made their living from the hard slog of farming and who remembered times when people went hungry, I can understand that. No consensus is ever solid.

         Even so, one blustery, damp November Saturday, with damp scudding cloud threatening yet another shower, a ragtag and bobtail of people of all ages, colours and backgrounds turned up to plant trees, little whips of no more than three feet, if that: 3,200 that first day. We planted randomly – we grabbed twenty or thirty whips each at a time, jumbled them all up, and planted them in no sort of pattern, leaving only the marked-out sinuous rides clear. It was a happy day of putting something right, and people went home cheerful, feeling something had been shared. And so indeed it had: with folk yet unborn who might sit under the rustling shade of those trees of a summer evening.
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         I was on one of my regular autumn visits up north, and once again was standing on a hillside in what used to be (and still is, for us who grew up knowing the loved old names and identities of the ancient shires of England) Westmorland – the Western Moor Land. They call it Cumbria now: a neither fish nor fowl name that has the single merit of reminding us that here was once the territory of the Welsh-speaking Cymry. I know this patch very well: in fact I think of it as my home patch, long exiled though I have been in the south, and I return time and again like a homing bird. An honorary uncle of mine was Vicar of a parish in the next valley that leads to Kendal, and I have known this dale since I caught my first trout in the bend of the river below where I stand on this clear cold day. It was only a small one: and my father’s rod was not a proper trout rod, but I can still remember the physical thrill, the sudden going up a gear, as it took my fly in the pool below the rapid at Rigmaden with an energy that astonished a boy used to the more stolid (if larger) fish he caught off Blackpool’s North Pier. Life-changing.

         High above me two watchful buzzards mew to each other as they spread their primary feathers to finger the wind, and scribe their irregular ellipses in the sky. A cock pheasant calls from the covert below me. A stream runs through that wood to join the Lune, and in season sea trout make their way up almost to the trickles at the edge of the moor to spawn. I found an exhausted cock fish once up there, the water too shallow to cover his back, and gently lifted him and carried him down to a deeper pool. I hope he made it back to the sea, and food. But he would be one of the lucky ones if he did.

         I love this land. I love its cycles of being, year on year, in all their rawness – for the life of the fields and moors is not a pretty, cosy thing, but tough and costly. The cycle of life is costly. The sea trout often die when they have spawned; pretty little lambs can die of cold, or their ewe’s neglect, or get fly strike from the green-backed flies in summer, or fall to a fox’s stealth as the spring evening softens to dusk. The flies’ maggots literally eat them alive. The carrion crows wait to peck out the eyes of dead sheep or rabbits, or stranded lambs. But getting to know a patch of countryside really well over many years in all its sunny and dark moods – well, it deepens and changes as you yourself change, coloured by memory, by increasing knowledge and understanding of how it worked, and works – and by acceptance that suffering and death are as natural and necessary to us as birth and the happy couple’s love as they sit under the apple blossom in the farm garden. For what our urban-dominated mindset calls merely ‘countryside’ is a dynamic place, a palimpsest of memory and human experience. That is true anywhere.

         In this valley people have lived, worked, loved, died, since hunters first followed the animals who moved north into the new tundra as the Great Ice retreated. They have left their marks and memory. From where I stand on this hillside I can look west across the valley and see the moraine dumps the last glacier left, cut through by the then more vigorous Lune. Once it was a violent, overmastering, meltwater river draining the water melting from the little relic icecap left on the Howgills, carving through the rocks of the earth as if they were butter. Even then men would have hunted here, preying on the herds of reindeer that grazed on the colonising lichens and mosses. You can see people’s traces too: the westering sun, when it is low, picks up and shadows round the ghosts of farmsteads that date back to the Iron Age, if not before. They are barely perceptible as you walk over them save in the odd patch of greener grass, and in the ghosts you think you can hear keening in the wind. The lines of the stone walls that net down the heaving of the hills – well, some of those may well go back to the very first Neolithic farmers who came to tame this land; some are a few centuries old, merely. And many of the sites where sit the modern white farms, which visitors love to photograph, are as ancient as the hills. Why leave a good spot, where you have water, and shelter, and good land?

         Constant use, constant change, signatures scribbled over each other… The becks that come down from the high moor in these deep ghylls are fringed by trees, and each almost into living memory had its little mill – or more than one – driving the hammers of fulling mill and the bellows of forge, or the quiet patience of small-grinding millstone. How old? who knows? Below where I stand, a leat once led the water to a pile of stones that was once a hat factory – they made the felt from the local wool, but it was never as good as the true beaver from Hudson’s Bay. Across the valley another leat fed the first hydroelectric plant in England. The rent for this manor in the middle ages, payable to the lord of Kendal, was a ‘cast of falcons’ – that is, a pair of peregrines. Peregrines still do well on the crags above Dent: and gamekeepers, wiser now than once upon a time, let be their stooping. (I used to think it was always deadly, accurate as a well-fired bullet, but apparently they only kill about 10% of the time: they are going so fast they can’t cope with a quick jink from a pigeon.) The farm that paid that rent is still there, noisy with sheep in due season and with dogs at all times. Remains of its fortifications are still obvious: the Scots were troublesome visitors along this road south. A fourteenth century arched door opens to a room with a large TV and armchairs. Forty years away behind it, once upon a time, a steam train chuffed up the slow incline on its way to Kirkby Stephen Lower and then beyond to the coal of Durham. Sometimes I think I hear it.

         Look there, deeper into old time: look over the tops of the trees in deep Larum Ghyll, and beyond, on the hillside where the soil was more cultivable to ancient ard ploughs than the heavy land of the valley bottom, there you see outlines of those ancient fields, and a shadow of a ring that once enclosed a Bronze Age barrow. Lower down, you can find the upright stones, rubbed smooth on their edges by generation upon generation of sheep, of a kist burial. Someone has put a metal feeder for the sheep exactly in the rectangle of stone where the body lay. Who was he, or she? Who knows? Except that she was of like passions with us, felt cold, hunger, got ill, had children, died, and was afraid of the dark of that land from which no traveller returned. Like us. And she or he was our relative.

         It is autumn now. My autumn too. The boy running around the fields where it was always summer and bringing milk in an enamel can back from the farm down the high-hedged lane to the Vicarage was a long time ago. But I would not have it any other way, for his in-the-moment ignorance did not notice much that was not under his nose. The beeches in the ghylls still are rich in their dull copper leaves. They will spend them in the wild extravagance of the winds that will surely come, when last year’s glory will whirl down to form the mould from which new trees will grow. I shall be mould myself one day, like the mould drifted under the hedge I stir with my stick. So be it. Fertile, I hope.

         
             

         

         November:

         
            
               
                  The night is freezing fast,

                  To-morrow comes December;

                  And winterfalls of old

                  Are with me from the past;

                  And chiefly I remember

                  How Dick would hate the cold.

                  Fall, winter, fall; for he,

                  Prompt hand and headpiece clever,

                  Has woven a winter robe,

                  And made of earth and sea

                  His overcoat for ever,

                  And wears the turning globe.

               

               
                  A.E. Housman 

               

            

         




OEBPS/images/a001_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781913159597_cover_epub.jpg
TO EVERYTHING
A SEASON

NI \ims= S B Rl -

Charles Moseley





OEBPS/images/pg_ii_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/decoration_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/title_online.jpg
TO EVERYTHING
A SEASON

— = e

The View from the Fen

Charles Moseley

Illustrations by Eric Ravilious

MERLIN UNWIN BOOKS





