

[image: Illustration]




THE
RHYTHM
OF THE TIDE


Tales through the ages of Chichester Harbour




[image: illustration]


Chichester Harbour.




[image: Illustration]




 


 


First published in 1999 by SMH Books


Reprinted 2008 by PHILLIMORE & CO. LTD


The ebook edition first published 2017 by


The History Press


The Mill, Brimscombe Port


Stroud, Gloucestershire, GL5 2QG


www.thehistorypress.co.uk


© Jeremy Thomas, 1999


The right of Jeremy Thomas to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB ISBN 978 0 7509 8677 9


eBook converted by Geethik Technologies




 


 


 


 


for Dinny,


my best crew




LIST OF PLATES


 


  1   The Creek, where John found the Roman coin under the bridge


  2   Looking up to Dell Quay, where Marcus built his cottage


  3   The Mud, sculpted by the tide


  4   Sunset over the Harbour


  5   Ragworm territory


  6   Tidelines


  7   Roots laid bare by the tide


  8   Bosham Quay, where the Vikings carried off the bell


  9   The final berth


10   Early morning mist


11   Down channel from Bosham, where Old Lob watched the Viking ship


12   Down channel from the Quay


13   Near the dunes at East Head, where the Spanish galleon was wrecked


14   The Harbour, watercolour by Diana Thomas


[image: Illustration]




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


I owe thanks to many people whose influence has shaped the writing of this book:




Aunty Kay, whose cottage on the Trippet at Bosham gave me my first view of the Harbour half a century ago.


Sailing and fishing friends, who showed me how to work the tides and catch a bass.


Friends and colleagues in the Chichester Harbour Conservancy, like the late Martin Beale, who taught me to value this Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.


Historians, including Angela Bromley-Martin, John Reger and John Pollock, who encouraged me to delve into the Harbour’s past.


And to my original editor and publisher, Sandra Saer, for steering me with such friendly skill; and her successors Noel Osborne, Andrew Illes and Kate Wilks.





Particular thanks go to:




Iain McGowan for his coloured photographs of the Harbour.


Chichester’s Harbour Master, John Davis, for permission to reproduce several of the drawings by Jill Dickin, which appeared in the Conservancy’s publication, Chichester Harbour: Thirteen Villages; and for all the generous help he and his officers, especially Philip Couchman and Anne de Potier, have given me.


The Director of Fishbourne Roman Palace, David Rudkin, for his help over the Notes and for so kindly drawing the Roman coin reproduced with his permission on page xiv.


The County Archivist, Richard Childs, and Kim Leslie at the West Sussex Record Office, for allowing me to use a section of Richard Budgen’s 1724 map of Sussex as an endpaper.





For permission to reproduce illustrations, I am grateful to:




Lady Scott, for line drawings from Sir Peter Scott’s THE BATTLE of the NARROW SEAS: A History of the Light Coastal Forces in the Channel and North Sea, 1939-1945 (Country Life Limited, 1945).


Mr Keith Shackleton, for line drawings by him, from his book Wake (Lutterworth Press, 1954).


B.T. Batsford, for a drawing from Peter Kirsch’s GALLEONS: The Great Ships of the Armada Era (Conway Maritime, 1990).


Classic Boat Magazine and John Leather, for an outline drawing by John Leather used in an article on Southern Work Boats.


Mr Ian Harrap, for a sketch of a Hastings Lugger, in Richard Joicey’s Harbour Sketches (The Pelham Library, Havant, 1977).





Finally, I want to thank my wife, not only for her watercolour (plate 14), which captures the spirit of the Harbour, but for all her support.


[image: Illustration]




INTRODUCTION


Chichester Harbour is the hero of this story about some of the harbourside people over the years, between Roman times and the 20th century.


The historical episodes are based on fact, but most of the characters are imaginary. They say truth will out, even in historical novels. My version of what happened may not please the purists. Nevertheless, the legends woven in to it have become part of the Harbour’s legacy.


Set between the episodes, are Interludes, which glimpse some of the ingredients of the Harbour’s life: its tides and mud, and the living things that make the estuary their home. These elements, giving the place its quality and personality, are timeless. But they will only remain timeless if they are maintained, and that is what the Chichester Harbour Conservancy and the Harbour Trust are pledged to do.


I grew up in the Harbour, and have loved it all my life. I hope the following pages may share that feeling with you, and encourage the belief that it is a special place, worth looking after.


J.C.T.
East Lavant




PRELUDE


Low tide. At the top of the channel, the mud glistened in the sun. High summer. The spartina grass waved softly in the afternoon breeze – the So’wester: the prevailing wind that, together with the ebb and flow of the sea, gave a rhythm to the life of the Harbour.


It was nearly time for tea. In the old cottage on the Trippet, Aunty Kay was swilling out the battered metal tea pot that had presided over so many family gatherings during the holidays. Going to Aunty Kay’s meant snuggling down in damp bunk beds; woodlice creeping across the lino floor in the bathroom; the grandfather clock with its soothing tick-tock in the narrow hall; the smell of old rope and canvas in the shed facing the meadow. It meant learning to swim off the Trippet at high water; feeding the ducks at the mouth of the mill stream; mud larking and, when the boys got a bit older, taking their twelve-foot dinghy, Penguin, down to East Head at the entrance for a picnic; digging for lug worms and catching the little school bass in the evening, off Cobnor; capsizing in the Firefly at Deep End, when the wind fought the ebb. Coming home to the cottage, gym shoes squelching, for a hot bath and high tea, with freshly baked pikelets, dripping butter.


John was busy shrimping in his favourite spot, under the little wooden bridge near the head of Schoolhouse Creek. A gravel causeway cut across the mud and saved a long walk around the foreshore. Aunty Kay said the Romans had laid its foundations with oyster shells. The shrimps liked the shade under the bridge. John went into the water up to his knees. It was cold. The mud oozed between his toes. He bent down and saw a pair of searching feelers, two black eyes on stalks, the miniature armoured segments of the carapace, and a flat tail flicking in the silt. A gigantic prawn. Worth having. He lowered his net into the stream and pushed the wooden base along the bottom under the bridge. He levered the net up, water and mud pouring through the mesh. John turned over the weed, cockles and small pebbles left in the net. No prawn, but a silver sand eel, almost transparent, wriggling. He put the eel in his bucket, banging the net on the gravel path to get all the bits out.


That was when he found the penny. The ancient copper was encrusted. It looked as if it had been in the mud a long time. John rubbed the coin on his swimming shorts as he walked back to the cottage. He showed off the eel to his aunt, who promised to fry it for supper.


‘And I found this.’ He laid the coin on the table.


‘It’s an old penny’, said Aunty Kay. ‘Let’s clean it up.’


She scrubbed it under the tap and the metal began to glint. The worn outline of a head appeared on one side, with a ship on the other, and around the edge, some lettering. The only letters they could make out spelt ‘VIRTUS AVG.’


‘I think you’ve found a Roman coin. It’s treasure trove!’


John picked the coin up. He looked at in the palm of his hand. It felt cold, worn, smooth. That night, before he went to sleep, he wondered about his treasure.*
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___________________


* See Note 1, page 15




Chapter I


ROMAN


Marcus stood on the wooden jetty, rubbing his shoulder where a sliver of the Belgic arrowhead still throbbed when the rain came in from the west. That seemed most of the time in this outpost of Empire. But he supposed he was lucky. A third of his cohort lay in that neck of the Ardennes where the tribesmen had ambushed them.


That smart-aleck young tribune, straight out of school! If he’d listened, they’d be alive today. But no. The boy had known best. No advance guard that morning. No bloody Belgae for miles. What had happened? Why the hairy beggars had crept up on them during the morning halt and carved the cohort up. That’s what had happened. And the tribune – with a slit throat and the foot soldiers, shields forward, backing out of the defile on to high ground, forming a circle and keeping the little devils at bay, till the Belgae got bored and went home for the night. He was only twenty, that tribune. He had a wealthy patron in the Senate. But you had to give it to him. With a bloody rag around his throat, the kid had fought all day, gurgling orders that none of them had understood. They buried him that night, digging deep below the leaf mould so the wolves wouldn’t find him.


The jetty jutted out into the river that flowed into the Fishbourne channel. It was quite deep. Even at low tide, the tubby cargo vessels that worked the Channel ports could be rowed and warped up to the piles and moored alongside to unload. The crews were a snotty lot. Would they do the unloading? Would they! Not what they signed on for, they said. What d’you have slaves for?


They came from all over, those sailors. When they weren’t trading, they were no better than pirates. Marcus wondered often how they managed to sail those tubs all the way up from the Mediterranean. When he was a boy, he’d thought the Pillars of Hercules the end of the world. If a ship sailed through them, she tipped over the edge. But some of these ships had made the voyage and lived to show their owners a fat profit.
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Marcus watched them unloading a cargo of olive oil. The Legion got through a lot of oil. None of the Romans could bear to eat their meat cooked in cow’s fat, like the locals did. The oil came through Gaul overland to the Breton coast, the carriers making sure that a good many amphorae fell off the back of their carts. Then the sailors ‘lost’ a few more when they stowed the earthenware jars in sand in the ships’ holds, before carrying the oil as ballast across the Channel. It cost him six times as much as it did back in Umbria. But you had to have oil.


It was fifteen years since Marcus had signed on; ten, since he’d come over to Britain with his Legion. The village in Umbria where he grew up was another world. He could hardly remember the boy who had been apprenticed to his uncle to learn the trade of carpentry. He was only twelve. Five years of sawdust and shavings had been enough. When the recruiting party set up their stand under the plane tree in the village square, with their horn and drum and tall stories, he had enlisted.


His uncle had cursed him – he was just starting to be useful. His mother had wept. His father had given him his old sword, the one with the nick in the blade where it had struck the visor of a Bactrian horseman.


Marcus marched away with the recruiters and when he looked back, his house had been hidden behind the cypresses. His old half-blind hound had loped behind him for a mile. But then he lost heart and sat by the roadside, howling, as his young master’s scent grew fainter.


The sun was creeping down to the treeline on the western side of the creek, dazzling him. Like the time the Legion had been given a make and mend afternoon and they were swimming in that river in northern Gaul. The devil’s tribesmen had thrown their spears out of the sun, killing three of his section. By the time they had swum ashore and grabbed their swords, standing naked as they were, the bastards had scampered.


How green he was, when he did his basic training at the depot outside Florence! He had marched with a draft of young soldiers across the Alps in winter and joined his unit in their camp in Brittany. The old soldier, detailed off to look after him, had taught him the basics of his trade. You needed to learn fast. The northern Gallic tribes were a treacherous bunch. Smelly too, if you had to fight hand to hand. But mostly, they went in for hit and run, avoiding pitched battles. That was the trouble. You couldn’t get at them. But you had to watch them all the time, with their ambushes and night attacks, crawling on their bellies, covered in mud, right into the lines, past the sentries and stabbing the troops with their long knives as they slept. We buried our people in their blankets: they were easier to carry that way.


It was nearly dark now, the creek glittering in the last light. When his Legion had been posted up to the Wall, it was the dark that was the worst thing. After a while, it got to you. You started seeing things coming up behind. He had hated the graveyard stint on sentry go, peering out into the black night, the Picts jeering at them in their godforsaken tongue.


Hadrian may have been a great builder, but there were never enough troops to man that wall properly. By the time the Picts had raided and carried off a few sheep, the defenders were always too late. For the little dark men it was a way of life, a game. For the Legions, the punitive strikes and torching their hovels was a dispiriting chore. Those endless nights in winter quarters became a nightmare. Two of the men in the cohort had hanged themselves rather than face a third winter on the wall.


So when their tour on the frontier came to an end, they were thankful to be shot of the place and to march south for garrison duty near a fortified town called Noviomagus,* in the territory of the Regni.


Marcus liked the South. A gentle country. Rome had signed treaties with the local chieftains, letting them run their own affairs, provided they were prompt in paying their tribute. In return, the local rulers could count on Roman protection against marauding neighbours.


Over the years the Pax Romana had worked pretty well. The countryside astride the Downs was at peace and a number of Romans had brought their families over and settled. Marcus had been amazed by the magnificence of some of their houses, nestling in the folds of the hills north of Noviomagus and along the coastal plain. He was not surprised when many of the time-expired Legionaries chose to stay on, marry the fair-haired Saxon girls and make their homes in that green, well-wooded land.


For the last six months of his Legion’s tour in Britain, Marcus had been on detachment, mounting guard at the King’s palace at Fishbourne. It was a cushy job and he had plenty of free time. When he was not on duty, he often walked down to the edge of the Harbour to watch the men building barges and fishing boats in the yard. They built the vessels in the open and launched them at high water, down wooden slipways greased with tallow. There were always several boats on the stocks, being built or repaired, having new planks fitted or a coat of pitch on the hull.


One spring morning, Marcus was standing on the saltings, watching a pair of geese foraging in the mud. It was a blustery day and a white ribbon of froth marked the edge of the incoming tide. A small rowing boat with a young boy aboard was tossing about fifty yards offshore. Marcus heard a shout and saw the dinghy lurch. The boy was leaning over the side, trying to reach an oar that was drifting off to leeward. He lost his balance and the boat capsized. Marcus saw the boy struggling in the water, trying to swim ashore. Marcus threw off his cloak, ran to the edge of the creek and plunged in. The water was freezing. He swam out to the boy and towed him ashore. Marcus wrapped the shivering lad, who seemed about ten, in his cloak and carried him up to the house of Icca, the shipwright, just behind the boatyard. The housewife fussed over them and sat Marcus and the boy before the open fire with some mulled ale. Icca came in. When he saw the boy, he gasped.


‘My young Lord! Are you all right?’


‘I haven’t drowned, Icca, thanks to this Roman. But you may have to build me a less tippy boat.’


Icca turned to Marcus. ‘I’ve seen you around the yard. You did a good day’s work today. And the King will be grateful.’


‘Why so?’ asked Marcus.


‘Because this is Edric, his younger son.’


When they were dry, Edric tried to give Marcus back his cloak but Marcus made him keep it. The boy shook his hand and asked his name.
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Icca walked with the young Earl back to Fishbourne Palace and Marcus thanked Icca’s wife for her kindness. He noticed, as he was leaving the house, that their grown-up daughter had a beautiful, serene face – and she was blind.


Next morning, his Centurion summoned Marcus. ‘I’m told you’ve been swimming?’


‘Sir.’


‘The King wants to thank you. Best uniform. Two hours time. At the Palace. Be smartly turned out. Well done. Dismiss.’


Marcus was rather amused. The old man never wasted words.


Two hours later, on the dot, a slave met Marcus at the palace entrance, and escorted him through a courtyard to the King’s audience chamber. It had been decorated some three centuries earlier during the reign of Cogidubnus.* A mosaic of a sea-horse with a writhing tail spread across the centre of the tiled floor. The King and a group of his companions were warming themselves around a charcoal brazier. Marcus saluted and waited. The old soldier’s maxim applied: Don’t speak till you’re spoken to. Anyway, he wasn’t very good with kings. But this one was smiling at him.


‘My son has told me what you did. I owe you two things: his life and your cloak.’


The King asked Marcus about his military service and if he would be leaving when his Legion was posted. Marcus said he wasn’t sure.


‘If you do decide to stay, let my reeve know. I will grant you a plot of land in payment of my debt. Meanwhile, this is a token of my thanks for saving Edric.’


A servant handed Marcus a leather satchel and, when he got outside, he undid the string and poured a stream of coins into his helmet.


In the following months, Marcus and Icca became quite friendly. The Roman occasionally gave Icca a hand in his boatyard, when one of the workmen was off sick. Icca had noticed that the soldier was skilled with his hands. One morning, when Marcus was helping shift some timber from the saw pit, an apprentice dropped a heavy oak beam on the Roman’s foot. Icca helped him to limp up to his house and the women rubbed some herbal liniment on to the swollen ankle. Icca liked the way Marcus made a joke of the accident and refused to blame the apprentice.


‘We’ve all had to learn the trade,’ he said. And he told them about his own apprenticeship as a carpenter in Umbria.


The next evening, Icca asked Marcus into the house for a pot of mead, which the soldier was developing a taste for. His foot was still painful and he had been let off mounting the quarter guard that night. As they sat before the fire, Icca asked what Marcus planned to do when the Legion left.


‘The King asked me the same question. I told him I wasn’t sure. But I’ve been turning it over in my mind. There’s nothing much for me back in Umbria. My parents are dead and my elder brother has the house. I don’t know that I could settle down there now. Perhaps I’ve been abroad too long. I’ve been talking to the lads in the unit. Some have decided to stay on here. And,’ he smiled at Icca and his daughter, ‘the ale’s not bad and the girls are pretty.’


Icca looked at the soldier, weighing him up. He wasn’t a bad chap, for a Roman. More of a sense of humour than some he’d known. A strong worker, too.


‘Let me know when you’ve made up your mind. You could have a job with me. My chippy’s got so feeble in his joints he can hardly handle a saw. You could take his place. I’d be glad to have you. There’s not much money in it, but you wouldn’t starve.’


Marcus looked into the fire, sipping his mead.


‘That’s a good offer. I’ll sleep on it.’


That night in his bunk, Marcus fretted. It was a big decision. The Legion was his home. He would miss it. But the barrack room scuttlebutt was that their next posting would be Libya and one of the men had served there. According to him, life on the Limes in the Cyrenaican desert was all mud forts and scorpions and brackish water. He wouldn’t mind working with Icca. He knew he could build boats. As he dozed, he remembered the glint on the daughter’s long fair hair as it fell below her shoulders, when she poured the mead slowly from the wooden jug. It would feel soft.


When he woke, Marcus had made his decision. At the next pay parade, he formally applied for an honourable discharge. The Centurion knew he was a good man and didn’t want to lose him. But it was Roman policy to encourage time-expired men to settle in the Imperial frontier provinces. They made for stability, and became a reserve of manpower if trouble broke out. He had been hearing recently about foreign pirates raiding the British coast. Men like this one might come in handy. So he granted the request. Marcus signed an undertaking to return to the colours, if required; and the clerk handed him the bounty he had earned after fifteen years’ good conduct, with a bonus for the wound stripe from the Ardennes.


The day before his Legion embarked in the transports that filled the Fishbourne creek, Marcus handed in his equipment to the Quartermaster. He was allowed to keep his father’s old sword with the nick in the blade.


That night, the whole cohort got blind drunk. The leaving party went on till dawn, when the grey-faced troops stumbled into the barges that ferried them out to the ships anchored in the channel. Marcus watched from the shore as his friends clambered up the rope ladders hanging down the ships’ sides.


Loading the men and horses and all the baggage took the whole morning. The tackle hoisting one of the horses aboard broke when it was half way up the side. The horse got tangled in the rope sling and was dragged under water by the force of the ebb.
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At last the Legion was on board. The ships raised anchor. Their sweeps and the tide under them took the convoy down harbour.


Marcus waved back to his mess-mates, who were leaning over the side of the last transport to get under weigh. He watched until the ships rounded the bend of the channel below the Dell. Then he was on his own. He had made his choice and would just have to make the best of it. He threw a penny far out into the water, for luck. Perhaps somebody, one day, would find it.


* * *


The penny must have worked. As Marcus was walking back along the path from the jetty, he met one of the companions who had been with the King on the day he had been summoned to the Palace. The Briton asked Marcus what he was going to do now that his Legion had left. Marcus told him about Icca’s offer of a job.


‘Where will you live?’


Marcus admitted he didn’t know. The horseman rode on and Marcus thought no more of their encounter. But he told Icca he would like to work for him. Next morning, his first at the yard, the King’s reeve rode up and called Marcus over.


‘My Lord keeps faith. I believe you need land for a house. You may have half a hide on the point between the Dell and Birdham. Come up to the palace tomorrow and you can swear fealty to the Lord. If you are willing to offer him your service and your sword, in return he will protect you and yours.’


That was how the Roman became the liegeman of a King of the Regni, who was himself a Legate of the Emperor. And how a former Legionary was granted a plot on the edge of the Harbour.


When Marcus came to pace out his property with the King’s surveyor, he saw how generous the King had been. It was a lovely spot, facing west. It would get the afternoon sun. The channel opposite widened out to become a lake at high water. The forest came down to the water’s edge on the far bank. His shoreline stretched a hundred yards either side of a shingle point where, for centuries, the Britons had dug out the red earth for the copperas which they used as a mordaunt for dying their brightly coloured cloaks. The spongy grass inland from the saltings at the water’s edge was fringed with sea lavender.


Marcus planned in his mind where he would build: fifty yards inland on some firm ground. A stream with good clear water marked one side of his land. A copse of holm oak, bent with the prevailing wind, would give shelter from the south-west. If he looked northwards, he could see the run of the Downs, on whose crests the ancient tribes had built their strongholds. And it would only be a ten-minute walk to the boatyard.


That afternoon Marcus brought Icca and his family to inspect his new domain. Icca’s wife remembered coming there as a child to pick blackberries and Icca showed Marcus where the fishermen used to lay their nets off the point, to catch mullet. They agreed he had been given a good deal. But, as Ella, Icca’s daughter said, he deserved it.


* * *


For the next few months, Marcus worked as he had never worked before, in the morning learning his new trade as a shipwright, then, while the light lasted, building his house. He cut down a stand of oak half a mile from his land for the uprights and roof beams. Icca lent him his team of horses to drag the logs over to the site. It took him a week, plus the cost of hiring a cart, to bring back a load of cobbles for the foundations from the beach at Cymenes Ora,* near the harbour mouth. An old man, who needed the work, showed him the local way of building wattle and daub walls and thatching the roof with reeds from the beds at the head of the creek.


The King’s surveyor rode over several times to see how the work was going, usually managing to find something to criticise. Icca’s family were much more encouraging. Icca made a heavy oak chest for the main room as a present. Marcus put his clothes and his father’s sword in it.
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