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FOREWORD





 


Francis J. Cardwell is perhaps best known for his “Lamentation Sonata” which has been performed internationally at commemoration events since its composition. Born in 1920 at a former workhouse in the old town of Hastings, he was destined to follow his father into the clergy until at the age of 20 he left to fight in World War II.


Miraculously surviving four years in conflict, Cardwell returned to his native Sussex after the armistice was signed, swearing he would never leave again. The following year he met 18-year-old Leigh Johnson and the two of them were married at the Chapel of The Good Shepherd in the late spring of 1947. It was a happy marriage that lasted another 50 years until Cardwell’s much documented disappearance.


Although Leigh Cardwell’s career is undoubtedly now better known than her husband’s, it is only in recent years that she has begun to receive the international renown her exceptional artwork deserves. For years both lived at the edge of the forest of Friston in relative penury—days Francis often described as his happiest. The couple remained childless, never explaining this beyond the fact that it was a choice. Casual conjecture connects this to the horrors Cardwell witnessed during the final days of the war but this has never been confirmed. Francis and Leigh lived a subsistence lifestyle with a string of high profile friends and visitors passing through their home, including Lee Miller, John Wyndham and Eileen Agar.


By the late 1950s Cardwell was composing some of the most challenging and exploratory classical music of mid-twentieth century Europe. Still plagued with traumatic episodes, his compositions—since sited as an influence by a wide selection of contemporary musicians—were met with a mixture of disbelief and critical outrage. When the invitation to compose a piece to celebrate the opening of the Hayward Gallery (an icon of brutalist architecture and a distinctive London landmark) was rescinded in late 1967, he attacked the commissioning body via the press in a tirade of invective that effectively saw him withdraw from public life altogether.


In 1970, on a visit to the home of his longstanding friend J.G. Ballard, Cardwell was given a dictaphone by the writer. Like Ballard, Cardwell was obsessed with the pretence of civilisation and the emptiness he saw particularly embodied in commercial interest. The composer soon began to record voices around him, often without the subjects’ knowledge. When later asked what had spurred him to do so he identified a feeling that he was living in a fast disappearing world where all but one voice was being erased. This thought remained elusive and he would not elucidate further.


Both a prodigious walker and drinker, many of these recordings were taken in the numerous dark, old pubs that dot the landscape of the Cardwells’ home. In particular Francis pursued the late night folk tales often swapped by locals; stories of the undead, of roaming ghosts, vengeful witches and unsolved murders. This perhaps accounts for the unsubstantiated claims of occultism that have since dogged his reputation.


Fearful that the recordings would be damaged or lost, Cardwell carefully transcribed the stories, spelling particular words close to their delivery in the Sussex accent. In keeping with his instruction, the setting of the page should be seen as ‘musical spacing’ and the stories are to be read aloud. Accent, Cardwell believed was “the key to something particular and vital—place resonating within the person.”


Around this time, fears began to subsume Cardwell that would plague him for the rest of his life. He wrote to Leigh, away in America for an exhibition of her work, of his belief in a resurgent fascism…




We didn’t win, we just drove the thing back into the ground. I am scared Leigh, fights do not stay fought, evil doesn’t end, it only nurses itself elsewhere; it forgets, consoles itself. And when it’s rewritten its own myth, so convincingly that it is blind to all else, it returns, raw and hungry for death.





Despite this there has been much debate over Cardwell’s legacy. Folk is a contested space with deep roots that run to nativism. Some have sought to portray Cardwell as a conservative, a writer resistant to change. But one only needs to read or perhaps hear the cycle of The Pin Jar to divine something other. “Takener” is the embodiment of resurgent evil and a warning to a community that have grown soft and assuming. “The Hand in Your Own Undoing” pursues the cyclical nature of unresolved violence and the central character of the titular “The Pin Jar” could well be seen as a portrayal of just retribution. Cardwell himself said it was his favourite—“a witch on the winning side, no less.” The ethnographer, as he self-describes, never indicated his own political leanings in his notes (which are contained for the first time here). Many of the recordings are now lost making it impossible to know how faithful they are to the initial telling and perhaps more vitally whether he inflected them with his own beliefs in any way.


Francis Cardwell was last seen at Birling Gap in the autumn of 1997. He was 77 years old and had been in ill health for some time. Leigh spoke of him suffering nightly terrors of the war, often fighting himself awake believing he was being buried alive in the sands of North Africa or sleep walking to the edge of their land to pull bodies from the River Arno of his memory.


Much was of course made of his disappearance, no body was ever found—the assumption, that he was swept out to sea. The possibility of death by suicide was roundly condemned by Leigh who was left utterly heartbroken by her loss. Weeks after, she closed their small flint cottage at Friston and moved to the Isle of Lewis in the Outer Hebrides. She was 68 and lived there until she was 90, never once returning to Sussex despite regular invitations from the many friends who remained there. Asked in an interview two years before her own death in 2019 if she would ever return Leigh said, “When I’m dead, I’ve left instruction. I’ll not be back ’til I see Frank.”





 


Author’s Note


Takener


Recorded at The George Inn, Alfriston


24th August 1973—near closing.


The following story was told to me as “Takener.” I initially mispronounced the title as Taker but was corrected, learning Takener, an old Sussex dialectic term for undertaker. For record, the story was told to us at The George Inn. It was late summer and there were no more than a few of us gathered. The teller was local, John Dyne, a skilled napper who lives over the mesh [sic] at Litlington. He was in the village to mend the low wall round St Andrews and had been swapping stories for sometime when we introduced ourselves, Leigh going first, them warming to her, instantly. The laugh and the smile.


The story takes place in the village of Folkington, where Dyne spent his childhood. A sketch then; Folkington does not make itself known easily. It remains un-signposted, a mile off the nearest road at the edge of a valley, impenetrable other than on foot. The village is comprised of a few houses, a chapel St Peter’s at Vincula, a rectory that has fallen into some disrepair and a manor house. The current manor was built in 1848, twenty years after the demolition of the original—The Place. Horses graze idly by and a colony of rooks make themselves known at the slightest disturbance. They nest in the first trees of a dense wood beginning where the village track abruptly ends. There is no way out other than the one in.


It should also be noted that, unlike many of the other villages in the area, Folkington does not lie on the main Downs Way; rather on the older lowland path of the Weald (wild) Way. A lesser-walked route once used by smugglers.


The woodland is ancient. Things vie, grow, flourish, age, die, topple and rot unhindered. The path is rutted, circling and uneven. One picks a way through, mindful of limbs and trunks that remain precariously half fallen—each teetering over the unsuspecting walker. At the far edge of the wood a sheer chalk slope descends more than forty metres to the valley floor below, a quick death at night for sure. At the edge of the slope a narrow path winds perilously to its foot, it is only a short walk through the remaining coppice to the valley beyond, a wide open plain, surrounded on three sides by towering downland slopes.


Some time after hearing Dyne’s story I decided to pay the place a visit. It is no more than ten miles from our home but it had been years since I’d last walked that way, eschewing it for newer paths, further afield. I mistimed my arrival, it was growing late in the evening, the sun already dropping behind the hill. Those moments of late summer when the early dark creeps in and the first chill presents itself. The light was deceptive, making the place impossibly large—a huge bowl that exists in almost complete silence. A cold wind met me, the only sounds the occasional crow call and a rustling of the dry fall at my feet.


Dyne’s story was of a thing that lived deep inside Windover Hill, the ridge that divides Folkington from anything west or north of it. He spoke of a blind, rampaging, lonely golem that could not be satisfied. A thin, muscled grasping thing with an unending appetite for human life. The far side of Windover is of course home to the Long Man, a giant chalk figure and what many have supposed to be the outline of a someone in a hostelry doorway. Perhaps, I wondered, it might instead be a warning of something forgotten, buried deep in the land.


Dyne’s tale;


After years of being preyed upon, the people of Folkington plant the wood that today divides the valley from the village. Over time its wild, unkept nature confounds the Takener—and they are left in peace. The beast is reduced to a forlorn thing howling with hunger before disappearing altogether. With the Takener’s bite reduced to fable, the wood is used for the assignations of the young. It is coveted too by then landowner, a Charles Wyttle, of The Place, who commissions its felling for profit. A few warn of what will be unleashed but none take them seriously. It is only when one of the young is dragged away that the villagers accept the possibility of evil once more. Warnings do nothing, the woodland has been stripped to sticks. These people needed pain to understand what they already knew.


Italicised is a chorus from the village—how strange it was to watch Dyne perform this—I can only use that word ‘perform’ though it does little justice to what I saw. This man, grey beard, broad from work, quiet for most of the night, sprung to life as the stories began, not an actor, but simply a different person to the one who had previously sat there. It was as if the story was being told through him, it is true that for the time that he was telling it he remained inseparable from what was being told.
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