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Prologue

Shropshire England – 1729
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Below a clear sky, the quiet air thrummed with insects. Tied loosely to a thin branch, an old mare dropped its head and pulled weakly at the tough grass. Its rider, placing his buckled shoes uncertainly, stepped carefully up a small rise. Panting a little, he recognised that he was becoming as weak as his mare. He surveyed the spread of the Heath from the top of the slope; four clear herds of cattle dotted the land for a mile in each direction. 

He glanced down into the hollow below where he stood. Amid the tall scrub were three young heifers; part of a breakaway herd, he wondered? Wild young beasts, they watched him, feet planted, prepared to run. The nearest heifer waggled its head, flicking wisps of saliva and disturbing a cloud of flies. There had been little rain for weeks; he must check the depth of water in the wells. A half a mile away he could see men had gathered beside the thin wooden windmill that raised water for the beasts. 

Behind, he heard a deep bellow and an equine scream. Bracing as he turned, he crouched and waited. A cautious step allowed him to peer down the slope he had recently climbed. His old mare was driven against a tree, by a bull. Stretching the skin, he heard a slight pop as a long horn speared slowly through his mare’s bony side; the animal groaned. Writhing feebly, she craned her neck, baring her teeth hopelessly. The bull’s neck muscles clenched as he pressed the skinny animal up the trunk of the tree, before, one side of the mare slipped so that it dangled. Dying, it hung limply from a single horn. 

The bull peered around myopically and casually released the mare’s weight to the ground as it stepped its short forelegs up the slope towards where the man squatted. Wrinkling its nose, it sniffed the air. He held his breath. 

As if to a silent call, the brute swung around and, with strangely small steps, scuttled around the foot of the mound before, bellowing, it lowered its head and lunged violently against a mature tree. There was a deep crack and the beast collapsed to its knees, unmoving. The man watched in silence. 

Descending the slope on short, scraping steps, he paused above his mare, his old companion’s eyes rolled with him as he passed. It’s raised head laid back softly as it, panting, slowly sank back to the ground. He stepped past her final moments as her eyes glazed looking at the bull’s stunned, silent, pausing. One last time on final steps he watched as slowly sinking she faded and he walked away. 

Below this spot once, eons past, the rocks here writhed, black bleeding silicon sand that grinds today beneath the old man’s shoes. It pooled between the rafts of stone that lies below this land’s thin soil and provides today the barren pasture of the Heath. 

Later, although still 11,000 years ago, glacial ice a mile thick scraped across this land, dripping black sand and gravel seeded with microscopic life that could survive harsh times. Retreating ice smeared impermeable clay; sealing below, the black sand and water that surfaces eventually as a brook, now called the Bailey Brook, that bounces and chatters, only slowing as shallow water where it crosses a flat ledge before dropping quickly once more into a narrow valley. 

Here, where the water of the Bailey Brook slows, generations of early peoples migrating north, have beaten a track that crosses the stream at a ‘sandy ford.’ 

Today, a busy A-road slices through the hamlet of Sandford. It crosses the Brook by way of a stone bridge. Drivers glancing across its parapet will see an old watermill settled into the crook of the bend. 

For over three centuries, Sandford’s Old Mill has squatted there, its rump set into an earth dam that retains, to its rear, a shallow lake. Renovated now as a house, Sandford’s three hundred year old Milhouse and a few other houses cluster near this twist in the ancient high-road as it winds north through Shropshire towards Chester and Liverpool. 

Sandford Millhouse was now home to Robbie McFarlane. 

Chapter One

February 1942

Major Miles Harding stamped his feet in the cold. He heard a burst of laughter from the trees where a sergeant with a small squad of men stood in a circle, smoking. Someone shouted and grabbed as a beret sailed through the air, landing beyond the group. 

Miles walked towards the lorry and tidied a strap that dangled from the edge of its canvas roof cover. He glanced into the rear of the vehicle. Hard, slatted seats faced inwards from the sides, and a double bench ran back-to-back down the middle. On the bed of the vehicle, he could see some long, coloured spikes that his team would use to mark out the ground once the project leader had indicated what he wanted. Miles looked at his watch again. The bloody man, an American, was almost half an hour late. 

He had formed the easy prejudice that all Americans were too casual about arrangements. An advanced party of GIs had arrived at the derelict Prees Heath Army Camp a little over a week previously and within three days were joined by a second convoy of American vehicles bearing huge bulldozers and other machinery. The uniforms of the American officers and men, to Miles, were indistinguishable. They seemed to shout a great deal, and no one appeared to listen. Irritatingly, they seemed also to assume a right to command with little respect for rank or regard for the courtesies due to their British hosts who, Miles suspected, they barely acknowledged as such. They seemed to assume that, whilst a part of England, Prees Heath Camp and its surrounding land, where they were to build a runway and an American Airforce camp, was already a bit of the USA. 

He smiled to himself as he recognised with a sense of irony that this was perhaps what the English had done two hundred or so years earlier as they landed at Jamestown or wherever it was that settlers had first landed in America and as arrogantly, taken possession, assuming ownership of the land. 

Miles heard the distant noise of a vehicle and looked in the direction of the main camp a half a mile away. At the far end of the muddy lane leading from the main road he spotted a small car approaching. It was one of the open topped vehicles that the Americans used abundantly, petrol rationing notwithstanding. The Jeep bounced slowly along the rutted track until it swept to a halt with a hoarse cough and stalled. The occupant, a man around forty in a uniform featuring trousers tucked into high-laced boots that came halfway to his knees, stepped out and glanced back at the vehicle. 

‘Goddamn heap of junk,’ he announced before advancing, hatless. Miles looked at the man’s shoulders and arm and discovered in alarm that he had no idea what the man’s rank might be and whether he should give a salute or anticipate acknowledging one. 

The man flicked his hand vaguely near his face as if wiping aside a cobweb. The flick could have been a sort of salute. 

‘G’day Miles,’ he announced, in a tone of casual familiarity similar to that which moments earlier he had directed towards the stalled Jeep. Miles stiffened a little at the informality. 

The man walked past him to the front of the lorry, opened the driver’s door and clambered onto the vehicle’s step, seat and window ledge before placing a muddy boot on the canvas side, and in a single movement, levering himself up and onto the cab roof. He stood, feet well apart and surveyed the flat land ahead. It stretched for over a mile in each direction. The man placed his hands on his buttocks and stretched his back. He turned around and looked down on Miles. 

‘Y’all comin’ up t’ look Miles?’ he enquired. ‘Pretty clear from here. That’s where we’ll plough through th’ main runway.’ He nodded his head in the direction in which he had been looking. 

‘N this ’ill be the first dispersal site. We’ll settle our Ops guys here. He nodded to the position where earlier Miles had been standing as he watched his men. The man almost sprang down from the lorry roof, leaving two long smears of mud where his boots scraped down the lorry’s canvas sides. He dusted his hands together and wiped them on his trousers as he walked towards Miles. 

Miles called and beckoned towards the sergeant who peeled from the group, walked quickly towards the two officers and saluted. Miles waited momentarily to see whether the American would acknowledge the salute, prepared if not, to do so himself. His companion fired off his hand flick once more. The sergeant glanced towards Miles. 

‘Get the men lined up with three stakes each,’ began Miles, ‘we’ll need to set them out to mark the spots that...’ Miles realised that he still knew neither rank nor name for the other officer, ‘...where...we...indicate.’ A little surprisingly, the American reached out to shake the sergeant by the hand. 

‘Austin,’ he announced suddenly. ‘Get your guys t’ spread out n’ I’ll point them where t’ go from the top of the truck. Won’t take long. What’s that stone building over there by the woods? Looks priddy old.’ Before the sergeant could answer, Austin strode towards the lorry and began to clamber once more onto its roof. The sergeant paused, holding Miles’ eyes for a moment before saluting a little less crisply and returning to his men. 

At some distance from the group, he began his commands. The men stretched their berets onto their heads and began to trot towards the lorry. Miles watched without expression before turning slowly to observe Austin, standing once more on top of the lorry’s cab and shading his eyes as he scanned around. 

From his elevated position, Austin directed the men, indicating where to hammer in their stakes. Satisfied, he clambered down and pronounced the task complete. Dusting his hands on the sides of his trousers once again, he headed back towards the jeep. 

‘Offer y’ a ride Miles’, he questioned with a rise in his voice. ‘Chow time.’ He swung into the jeep that Miles now noticed, had no doors and its steering wheel positioned on the wrong side. Austin punched a large button on the metal dash and the vehicle staggered into life, stuttering uncertainly. 

‘Goddam heap of shit!’ announced Austin again, looking at Miles before banging the passenger seat with the flat of his hand. 

Miles turned to the sergeant. ‘Nip up front sergeant,’ he nodded towards the lorry cab. ‘I’ll travel back with the...err...’ he mumbled. ‘...Austin...in his car.’ Miles grimaced as he recognised a smirk ripple the sergeant’s face. He turned towards the jeep, directing a strained smile towards the back of its driver who had reversed already so that the vehicle, engine revving coarsely, pointed down the track towards the main road where, once constructed, would rise the main camp. 
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Chapter Two

March 1942
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Miles stood with one hand on the door to the nearly completed air traffic control tower and looked down the narrowing perspective of the runway. The strip had been laid in just over a month. Nothing, he admitted almost reluctantly, seemed to stop these Americans. Daily, as he came on site to inspect the work, significant progress was apparent. Early on in the construction, huge bulldozers had ploughed a trench Northeast, away from where he now stood. Miles had noticed that the large men who arrived before dawn and stood around smoking and shouting to each other in the near dark, appeared small once perched above the black-belching engines that drove the shining blades through the soil. 

An extra hundred yards of trench appeared each day and great, multi-wheeled lorries carried away the thin sandy soil to the boundary where it formed a mounded earth bund alongside the length of the runway. The same lorries delivered into the trench thousands of tons of gravel foundations and reinforcing steel. A week into the construction, a vast machine for laying concrete arrived, was assembled and within a day, squatted over the gravel and steel in the trench. It ground forward at glacial pace, disgorging wetly and leaving behind a flat surface. He watched each day as the concrete landing strip grew along the trench. 

Miles pushed on the door to the Air Traffic Control Tower. It scuffed the floor. Built so quickly, nothing fitted well. He ascended the concrete stairs to the bare platform of the empty control tower. Microphones, like old-fashioned telephones had recently appeared at yard intervals before the large windows. 

Through the glass beyond the microphones, soon controllers would watch aircraft manoeuvre. Behind each microphone was a large, angled surface for charts. From here the controllers would instruct out-bound and in-bound pilots. Miles knew from his time in Kent during 1940, that there would be nights when they would speak to lost and frightened crews, high in the dark sky or worse, low in fog and fuel, searching for the safety of this mile of concrete that lay in front of the ATC window. The controllers who would sit here would speak with the pilots up to the moment when they reached safety or the radio screamed and a crew ploughed into the ground. 

He looked to his right beyond the ridge of the bund, to where the still unfinished hangers had begun to arch from the ground. Far to the left, where Miles had first met Austin, nestled at the edge of some trees, were some small buildings. Others of similar design now dotted the site in an apparently indiscriminate pattern. No roads had been laid. Colonel Austin had explained that, in his schedule of works there would be no roads built for a while. 

“Until we see by footfall where folks need to travel,” he had declared to Miles. He supported this intention with a perplexing rationale – “We’ll see ‘desire lines’ - trails’ beaten into the ground indicating where people travel regularly”. He had continued, “Once we see the trails we’ll throw down some SMT ‘shit”. This, Miles had learned was a metal mesh that lay on the ground, rapidly providing a solid surface and would be later overlaid with rough concrete. Miles shook his head. Americans; nothing stopped them. 

The aircraft were due to arrive in three weeks’ time. He hoped that nothing could stop them either. They were somewhere in America just now. Pilots, women pilots he had learned, had been trained to fly them across the Atlantic, directly to this runway. Miles blinked with amazement at the thought. Where did they find women who could do this? Without doubt, nothing stopped them he repeated. 

Miles glanced at his watch. He was due to meet Colonel Austin on site at the half-built hangers in fifteen minutes. He descended from the ATC tower, pulled at the sticking door and exited into a light drizzle. He pulled his coat collar around his neck, tightened his belt and, without the benefit of roads, added his footprints to a desire line as he plodded through the mud towards the half-built hangers. 
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Chapter Three

April 1942
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Colonel Austin sounded his horn repeatedly outside the empty, Officers’ Mess and rev’d the engine. From his dining table Miles glanced through the window and pushed aside his dessert untouched. 

‘Bloody man,’ he murmured to himself. Dabbing his mouth, he rose from the table slowly, folded the napkin and threaded it within its ring before pushing the ringed cloth into the second pigeonhole from the left on the top row. He acknowledged the sergeant steward who waited by the door and walked towards the cloakroom where he collected his greatcoat, hat and leather-bound stick, and made for the front door. 

Austin waved as Miles approached, revved the jeep loudly and selected a gear. As Miles sat, the jeep leapt forward, forcing him to clutch at Austin’s arm and flap his other hand wildly through the open side of the vehicle. 

‘We need to look at the new builds over near the edge of the runway Miles,’ shouted Austin over the roar of the engine. There was a bang and a heavy jolt as the front wheel plunged into a pothole. 

‘Almost ready to chuck down some hard top ‘n these roads...clear already,’ he continued. Apparently damage to the jeep was an unconsidered possibility. The new builds were the huts that Austin had marked out the first day that he and Miles had met. As it crossed the airfield building-site, the jeep slithered and swayed alarmingly in the mud of the ‘desire lines.’ The front wheels spun wildly, throwing filth into the air and occasionally towards Miles who grasped the top of the windscreen and bobbed and ducked to avoid splatter. 

The jeep leapt up a bank, becoming airborne momentarily before landing with a bounce on the strip of redundant roadway that ran south from the direction of Whitchurch, through the middle of the camp towards Higher Heath and Sandford. This section of road was now isolated within the Camp perimeter fence. The main road south from Whitchurch had been closed some weeks earlier and civilian traffic was now re-directed along lanes beyond the Camp wire. 

Austin sawed the wheel to steady the jeep’s sway as they bounded down the section of tarmac road before swinging left and dropping heavily onto a muddy lane – ‘desire line’ - smirked Miles laconically - as they rev’d loudly and slithered towards the new builds. 

‘First flight of kites ‘ll arrive this week, Miles. Ah’ want the Ops people to be comfortable here...n’ it’s got to be right for ‘em. No bullshit, you got that Miles? No bull.’ He emphasised this requirement with a slap to the top of the bucking steering wheel. The jeep swerved alarmingly, and Miles prepared to leap from it should it continue towards the trees alongside the muddy track. 

The wheels locked up on the grass by the edge of the track as they juddered to a halt before the new huts. Miles looked across at the six structures that had been built in a row; spaced three yards apart. Beyond, in the trees, he could see the roofless walls of an old building. He made a mental note to investigate. 

Austin strode towards one of the huts and pushed at the door. Inside, it was 15 x 30 feet. He entered, and in the centre of the space, pivoted on one heel and looked at Miles who had paused by the door. 

‘Desks, chairs and map cabinets. You got ‘em?’ He looked at Miles again. ‘Briefing room ‘n Squadron space. Training classrooms. Want everything...from black boards to pointers. Got that?’ He didn’t wait for an answer and Miles offered none. Austin brushed past Miles and strode to the next hut. He poked the roof. 

‘No g’damn’d insulation. Goin’ t’ be cold ‘n noisy...winter, with aircraft nearby. Did we specify insulation Miles? Did we? G’dam contractors...limey rip-off mothers.’ Austin bustled from the second hut and walked far enough to survey the whole row of huts. 

‘They’ll make something of them...the boys. They’ll find some shit ‘n before you know it, these ‘ill be palaces.’ He swung round to look at the roofless old building in the trees. He strode the forty yards towards the building; Miles followed in silence. 

‘Big mother,’ murmured Austin. ‘How old d’ yuh think Miles? What’s it for?’ 

Miles wanted to say ‘older than America, Colonel,’ but settled for - ‘it’s quite old, sir; around two, three hundred years, perhaps a bit less.’ He continued. ‘Most buildings around here – with that red sandstone in the lower walls - were built between the 16th and 18th century.’ 

‘Shit, no kiddin’ - that old,’ murmured Austin, clearly impressed. He looked down. They were standing on large flat flagstones of similar red sandstone. They covered part of the area between the old building and the new-build huts, forming a raft of similar stones. 

‘These?’ Austin looked at Miles again. Miles looked at the ground and then up towards the new huts, 

‘I imagine...hazarding a guess sir...that they may be...have once been, the foundations of another, perhaps similar...larger building. Must have been something pretty big, but what...out here, I can’t think.’ Miles gazed around at the expanse that was now the camp and airfield, bisected by the runway that ran past where they now stood. He liked to contemplate old buildings, the past, previous lives. 

‘It’s a long way from anywhere out here...just about the middle of nowhere.’ 

‘Middle of where?’ Austin looked at him. 

‘No...nowhere...Not any-where.’ It’s an expression...

Austin set off towards the jeep. ‘Get the shit loaded into the huts, Miles,’ he called as he strode over the flat foundation stones. 

‘Make a good ball-court,’ Austin announced as he forged away from where Miles stood. 

Miles considered whether this was an opinion or an instruction. 
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Chapter Four

March 1727 (218 years earlier)
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In early March 1727, Sir Gerald, son of the elderly Earl de Sandford, was disturbed by the sound of distant shouting. Irritated, he rose from his bed. 

‘Why are...what’s wrong?’ mumbled his young wife. 

‘There is a damnable clamour my love.’ Gerald pulled aside the heavy window-drape and looked down across the lake. 

‘Fire!’ he gasped loudly. ‘It’s a fire...down by the Mill. The Mill is on fire!’ He turned back to the room and cast around in the dark for his breeches. ‘Get a light! Get some light. I can’t find my...where is my shirt?’ 

Cecilia scrambled from the bed and felt her way to the bedroom door. Into the dark of the hallway, she called, ‘Light! We need light. Now!’ Her young voice echoed through the cold air up into the roof of the Hall. ‘Griffiths! Oh, where are you? Griffiths!’ 

Above, she heard a door click and a timid voice call anxiously. ‘M’ Lady? I am coming.’ 

A small flame spiralled uncertainly around the wide stairwell. Behind, in the room she could hear her husband curse in the dark as he pulled at his stockings. As the waving light descended, Cecilia saw Griffith’s pinched face beneath a bed cap. Candle in hand, alarmed, he peered towards her. 

‘It’s fire! The Mill’s aflame and we need light,’ gasped Cecilia standing back a step to allow Griffiths to pass between her and the doorframe. 

‘Bring that light Griffiths...bring it here. Where are m’ boots,’ demanded Sir Gerald, casting his eyes into the gloom of the floor. He stepped back to the window and wrenched the drapes aside; weak moonlight washed the room. He peered again towards the Mill. He could see now that it was firmly alight. He heard hammering on the door below. 

‘Set the light on the water stand Griffiths and fetch a lantern. I must get down there.’ He swung back to the window. ‘Have they organised a bucket chain? They need to get some water on that blaze?’ He peered down and across the small lake towards the figures flickering in the firelight. 

Stepping through the main door of the Hall, Gerald broke into a brief run, descending the sloping lawn towards the lake. He jumped from the ‘ha-ha’, holding up the lantern so that its glimmer might reveal obstacles in the rough pasture before his feet. Within minutes he was striding along the earth dam that restrained the lake, a reservoir to the rear of the Mill, and was approaching a cluster of men as they levered a heavy ladder up towards a window set high in the gable beneath the overhanging thatch. Gerald glanced up and saw a pale face lean far out from the lintel, straining to suck air from beyond the smoke that billowed around him through the window seeping from the gap below the thatch. 

‘Make a chain...douse the fire,’ shouted Gerald to the men wrestling the ladder. They glanced at each other, uncertain of this new priority, and then dropped the heavy ladder. It sagged crookedly against the wall four feet to the side of the window. Two men moved away and searched around for pails, one remained, staring up towards the figure in the window. 

Gerald strode down the side of the Mill, passing an opening onto the stilled water wheel. At the front of the building, beside where the water discharged into the millrace, stood a heavy wagon, its shafts pointing to the sky. Occasionally wisps of straw on the wagon’s bed flared briefly in the heat. 

Gerald leaned his back against the wagon and, holding his hand up to protect his face from the heat, strained to look up at the building. With a “woof”, the double doors that let from the front of the Mill onto its working floor, belched open, releasing a roar of sparks; it looked hopeless. No amount of water they could carry would subdue this inferno. He strode back to the men who had formed a short chain and begun to pass buckets of water from the lake. Gerald yelled above the noise to the men, 

‘Leave that!’ He looked up to where the ladder leaned high against the wall. The figure in the smoke was stretching far from the window towards the top of the ladder that remained beyond reach. 

‘Help him!’ he shouted, indicating upwards. ‘Move the ladder closer.’
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Chapter Five

March 1727
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Gerald strode along the tiled hall, passing through the kitchens towards an open door that led into Sandford Hall’s walled garden. Greeted by a bright morning, he swept onto a stone path that led diagonally towards a door set into a high wall. It opened onto the stable yard and coach house. Gravel crunched beneath his high boots and the heavy skirts of his riding coat slapped solidly against his calves. 

Entering the stable yard, his eye fell on an ostler dipping a bucket into a wide basin below a stilled fountain. Saddled, Gerald’s horse stood with its head over the water. Ears alert; it turned towards him, stamped and backed a step until a strap tugged a ring. Gerald accepted the reins offered by the man who had abandoned the bucket in the fountain. He slotted his foot into a stirrup, grabbed a handful of the tall animal’s mane, pulled and lunged upwards, swinging his leg up and over the animal’s back. With a clatter of hooves, the horse backed three steps. Gerald shifted in the saddle and squeezed the beast’s flanks; it quivered in anticipation. The ostler stepped away, touching his forehead and Gerald surged towards the carriage lane. 

Flanking his right, a high, wall enclosed the gardens beside the Hall. He urged a trot; the clatter from the cobbles reflected back to him. After two hundred yards the carriage lane met the flat pounded earth of the High Road that led through the hamlet of Sandford, crossed the ford and continued northwest over Tilston Heath towards the market town of Whitchurch. 

At the edge of the ford, he drew to a halt and surveyed the mill to his right. Its roof had gone, and wisps of smoke or dust seeped upwards in the cold sunlight. Debris lay scattered on the cobbled yard between the blackened building and the millrace. The wagon that he had leant upon the previous night as he studied the blaze remained beside the millrace although now its shafts dipped towards the ground. Beyond the shallow ford he passed three wagons with loads intended for the mill. The heavy horses – now separated from their wagons – grazed in an adjacent meadow. He would need an alternative mill. 

Gerald nodded to the men resting on the ground and leaning against the wheels of the front wagon. The men stood as Gerald passed. He glanced down and, in a gesture, he hardly understood himself, spurred his mount unnecessarily into a canter as he headed up the sloped track towards Higher Heath and Whitchurch, three miles distant. 

Rising from Sandford, after a mile, the wide high-road flattened, and Gerald cantered easily into the hamlet of Higher Heath. He rose in his stirrups and eased his buttocks. Ahead, an elderly mare, untethered, head bowed, waited at the roadside beside a small cottage. Gerald eased to a walk. 

‘Morning John’, Gerald called towards his Estate’s Factor. ‘Have you heard? The Mill?’ John, who was speaking through a front window with the occupant of the house, turned towards the road. Recognising his master, he advanced immediately across the grass, stepped over a shallow ditch, and reached for the stallion’s bridle. The beast lifted its head and blew steam into his face. John allowed the beast to pull his arm but retained a hold. 

‘Mistress Moore has just mentioned it sir,’ he replied. ‘A terrible shock; I was about to ride down to inspect the damage. I was collecting rents across in Tilstock yesterday and stayed last night with my cousin, Master Rafferty. I left early this morning. Mistress Moore told me about the fire only moments ago. A terrible shock,’ he repeated. ‘Is it bad?’ The flat stare from John’s weak eyes, Gerald thought, suggested that he and Rafferty, a drunk, shared a mutual weakness. The thread veins on his Factor’s nose bore testimony that such an evening was not novel in his life. Gerald wondered whether in the next year or so, John Prince might pass beyond usefulness as Factor to the Estate. 

‘Yes,’ replied Gerald abruptly. ‘We’ll need an alternative miller. I want a contract agreed before Friday...and get on to Richard Jones. We will need him to estimate a repair. I looked this morning; the fire was intense...the roof beams have gone. Think about it, John - perhaps we can improve the building. See what we can do...using the new brick perhaps. Won’t burn. I want it better than it was before, John. See what you think...Come to the Hall this evening...before dark. We can walk down to the Mill. You can explain your ideas to me.’ 

Gerald looked at John and tugged the rein, John released it, stepped back and tugged his forelock as the animal lunged away. Black clods arced towards him as he watched his master set the animal at the rising track that wound over the Heath in the direction of the market town of Whitchurch. 

John returned to the window where Mistress Moore waited. He smiled at her a little sadly. She handed him some coins, and he reached into the pocket of his heavy riding coat and withdrew the rent book. 

Midway across the moor, Gerald slowed his mount to a walk. He stood in his stirrups and twisted as he looked around. From this point the land was flat for more than a mile to his left and right. The grass was a coarse, poor pasture, dotted with spikey evergreen bushes at this time of year bearing yellow flowers. 

Gerald wondered, as had his father before him, what he could set this land to. His tenant farmers were not interested; they would not work it, declaring its thin soil, barren. They had not the coin to purchase cattle, and ‘what’, they would ask, ‘would they do with cattle in the winter?’ Gerald nudged his horse forward again and trotted the drovers’ road as it weaved between the tall bushes, resolved to purchase some cattle. He had heard of long hair’d kine from Scotland that milked well and could endure the winter out of doors. He could set some lads to watch over them. 

He turned his mind to the people of Whitchurch. They would develop a taste for milk if it were available, fresh from his herd. He could even process the milk for butter or some such and extend the offer. Butter could be preserved in store better than milk. He would need some buildings for a manufactory, and the buildings could also offer winter shelter, or else; he wondered, after a moment’s pause, he could drive the herd to Shrewsbury Market in the autumn and sell them into the meat trade. There were many possibilities, and Gerald was a man attracted to possibilities. He would take his ‘talents’ and increase them. He smiled at his own Biblical reference. 

Gerald was the only son of the Earl de Sandford. His family had occupied the Sandford Estate since the days of the conqueror in 1070. His father’s lands spread from the edge of Wollaston in the east, to the town-boundary of Shrewsbury, 15 miles to the south. It was bounded on the north by the town of Whitchurch and to the west by the estates of his neighbours. It irritated Gerald to know that the town of Whitchurch had once belonged to his family but that an ancestor in the time of Charles the First had sided unwisely. As a consequence, during the Reformation under Cromwell, the family had lost everything for a period. When their lands were restored with the return of the King, Whitchurch had not been included. 

‘If I can’t own it, I’ll certainly bloody sell to those who do,’ he murmured. The good people of Whitchurch better discover an appetite for dairy produce,’ he concluded, nodding to himself in agreement. Gerald would inherit the title and Estate once his father died. The old man had seemed about to take this final step for some years but hesitated repeatedly. 

Gerald never hesitated. He squeezed and his horse gathered itself eagerly into a canter; prepared to offer more. That thought Gerald was why he liked the beast. He rarely differentiated people from animals when estimating their worth. 

In his mind already, Gerald planned to subject this land to the hoofs of three hundred cows. It would come, over time, to be known as Tilstock Moor; stock land. Two hundred years into the future, American bulldozers would break this same barren moorland – across which he now rode - as they laid down the runway for Tilstock Airfield. Gerald however, as he rode this morning could no more think of such a use for this land than he could imagine the possibility that men might ever fly. 
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Chapter Six

March 1727
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John stamped his feet and saw his breath rise in the cold air as he stood in the blackened doorframe watching Sir Gerald clamber over the debris that had collapsed onto what had been the mill’s working floor. Sir Gerald was inside calling opinions and poking with a black cane at a crumbling wall and then a heap of ash. John could see its worked-silver handle glint within Gerald’s strong hand. 

‘Brick, John! The future is brick. Last forever and no fire ‘ill touch it.’ 

Sir Gerald had instructed John to attend this meeting. In principle it was so that he might present Sir Gerald with his suggestions for the re-instatement of the mill, although in reality, John recognised, his master would deliver his own views and these would become the meeting’s conclusions. 

John rifled his mind for artisans that he might employ on the project. Carpenter, thatcher, smithy and clerk of works, picked themselves; he knew already who he would favour with the work, but bricks - they would present a challenge. This new material - brick - had crept in from the continent. It was not commonly used in Shropshire. He knew of no one with expertise in the technique of laying it. He would need to find a foreign specialist; someone experienced in the new approach. He had heard that Flemish artisans were known for this work. It was becoming dark as eventually Sir Gerald emerged through the blackened doorway into the evening light. 

‘What did you find for a temporary mill John? Master Sexton’s place in Prees, I’ll warrant. Old rascal. I hate to put coin in his pocket, but he is closest I am sure you’re thinking; save on haulage. Well, if that is what you are thinking so be it but ’m still uncomfortable.’ Almost without pause, he continued. ‘Know who you’ll get for the re-building eh? Your pals, s’pose? Make sure that they know I’ll be down here ’n watching...I’ll be here...’ Gerald looked into the distance as if already imagining that he had caught them shirking at their work. 

‘Well, good to get your views John. I’ll mull it over ‘n decide tonight. Need to get a good price on brick. What do you know ‘bout that? Flemish best?’ Gerald nodded vigorously in agreement with himself and thumped John firmly of the shoulder with a comradely familiarity that he imagined as comforting. 

‘Get it organised John...just let me see the figures. Don’t want the cost to run away with itself.’ He continued to a new subject after a single breath. I’ve got some plans for the pasture up beyond Higher Heath. Cattle, that’s my thinking. Scottish cattle. Survive anything. Cost a bit though,’ he sucked his teeth in estimate of three hundred cattle driven down from Scotland. ‘Maybe Welsh ’ill do.’ 

John raised an eyebrow momentarily as he recognised that the useless scrubland beyond Higher Heath to which Sir Gerald referred was now described as pasture. 

‘Goin’ to use that ground John, earn its keep. Dairy...sell t’ the good folk of Whitchurch. Can’t fail. Should have done it years ago.’ With this announcement Gerald strode up the side of the Mill towards the lake and stood on the dam. He turned to John. 

‘Water’s high John. Better set it to release ’ntil we get the Mill runnin’ again. Don’t want a flood to add to everything.’ He strode along the dam to the end of the lake and turned up upwards towards the Hall. The fine old building – seat of his forefathers - rested on high ground. Like Sir Gerald himself, overlooking everything. 

From a window on the first floor, Cecilia watched him approach. 
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Chapter Seven

September 1728 (6 months later)
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Sir Gerald stood on the dam and inspected the rear of the partly rebuilt mill. He placed his palm against the new brick face. It was flat, very flat and dry. There were only fine lines of lime mortar between the levels of brick. The walls were already head high. He marvelled; this was the material of the future. 

He turned and looked over the lake and up the slope towards the Hall. Perhaps this could be the material for a new Hall. He could rebuild Sandford Hall, seat of the Earls de Sandford since William the Conqueror. He could build a great new house – of which people would speak admiringly long into the future. 

Gerald looked into the Mill Pool; a reflection of the Hall shimmered back. Money; he would need unprecedented sums. If he re-built, it would also be in brick. He might introduce into the new Hall, piped water, and efficient chimneys...and to each floor, a water closet. His mind reeled at the prospect. It would be opulent; the greatest house in Shropshire – this he knew. 

He turned back to face the mill and walked around the end of the building, descending past the stilled water wheel. He heard the rush of water that for so many months had tumbled fruitlessly, by-passing the stationary wheel, providing no power. Money: Gerald tightened his jaw as he thought of the waste. 

The front elevation of the mill was already around ten feet high. It was four courses of brick thick. The Flemish artisan had insisted that less would not sustain the wrench from the water wheel powered by the tumbling thrust of water. This mill too, Gerald vowed, would last forever. In the future, Sandfords would grind and pulp the farm produce from here to Shrewsbury. He would enlarge the lake and run the mill at night if necessary. He was almost satisfied with the building’s rate of progress; the walls had risen to well over a half their eventual height in less than a third of a year. 

He turned his mind to the cattle project on the new pasture-ground beyond Higher Heath. He had found suitable beasts in Wales. They needed to be hardy, able to wrest a living from poor ground. Gerald now admitted, although only in private, that the pasture was poor. Over a little time, he had announced, the cattle would improve it once they grazed and fouled the land for a season or two. The soil would enrich. 

He moved on. Water. The Heath - he corrected himself - Tilstock Pasture, was dry; no streams crossed it. He would need to provide some water. He would need a well so that water could be drawn for the beasts. 

As the New Year approached and the Mill was completed, Sir Gerald, with a flourish, had commissioned a plaque, now positioned high on the gable wall, to commemorate the re-building. Tucked below the eaves it signified completion of the work by Gerald, the Earl of Sandford. The mill and its new water wheel had tested well. 

In red Flemish brick, the building was impressive; he congratulated himself on the decision to build in the new material. The mill was huge; nearly three times the size of its predecessor. On three floors, it now provided sufficient space. The middle floor would be used for grinding and the lowest for bagging. Wagons would now unload directly into the building’s middle floor from the higher ground of the dam at the rear, alongside the large mill pool. The miller and his family would occupy the tiny upper floor. All materials could now descend through the building and be processed and dispatched out through the main doors onto wagons at the front of the building. It allowed an efficient flow of effort employing gravity, using the slope of the land to best effect. He was pleased. 

‘Good work John. A modern design...good work indeed.’ Gerald touched the brickwork with the tip of his cane. He turned his back on the mill and looked across the mill pool and up towards the Hall. 

‘That’s next John; that’s next. Brick too. A big work...big work,’ he nodded slowly. In his mind’s eye the replacement Hall already rose from the ground in brick, crowning the top of the rise. He would increase the size of the Mill Pool to fashion an attractive lake. His new Hall would overlook this lake with a view down towards the Bailey Brook and the mill where they now stood. 

‘Cattle now John! Cattle.’ He strode along the dam and stepped down the side of the Mill to the front where the water from the mill wheel spewed into the millrace. 

‘Water! How goes the well on Tilstock pasture? Must be nearly done by now!” It was not a question although he looked at John for confirmation. ‘I expect to see those cattle on the ground there within the week. Drovers left Llangollen last Friday; three hundred head...that’ll be a sight. Damn land has lain idle since the Conqueror, but I’ll squeeze a profit from it, mark my words.’ He paused. 

‘The manufactory, how is that progressing? Roof solid? Is it? Good roof? I’ll ride up there later. Meet me there I want to see everything is right.’ 

Gerald spun around and strode back up the slope alongside the end of the mill to the dam, looked again at the new building with satisfaction and then continued along the dam around the end of the Mill Pool and up toward the Hall.

John approached the Flemish artisan and his small band of men who, cleaned and spruced in preparation for the handover, had gathered beneath the commemorative plaque embellished with the Sandford Coat of Arms. 

‘Sir Gerald is pleased,’ John said quietly. ‘You have done well. He asked me to pass on his sentiments. Well done.’ The men nodded quietly and glanced across at Sir Gerald’s back sixty yards away as he approached the Hall. 

John walked to his old mare and tugged its rein from under a small stone that he had placed upon it by way of a tether. He led the animal into position and climbed carefully onto a wooden block from where he could more easily place a leg across its back. He slid slowly into the worn saddle, nuzzled his boots into the stirrups and clicked his mouth. The mare stepped forward and, with a stutter in its stride, struggled up the bank onto the high road that for those travelling north, led through the ford and continued up the slope towards the Heath - Tilstock Pasture as he must learn to call it. 

John leaned against a post by the new well in the evening sun. He had removed his riding coat and was enjoying the warmth of the sun on his shoulders. He looked around. The land was flat; flat like a lake. The vegetation was coarse grass and feral bushes. Tough plants suited to a soil with no soul, he concluded. He pitied the poor cattle that were to scratch an existence here. 

He raised his eyes to the new building, the manufactory. The thatch was not complete; Sir Gerald would complain. A well had also been dug to a depth of forty feet. It was beginning to fill, but slowly. It could be a problem if it didn’t provide enough water. Three hundred head would take six hundred gallons a day. That would need a boy winding a bucket full time, John calculated. He noted that he must confirm there were sufficient boys for the work on the Heath. They, he anticipated would be from good families mostly. John had known their fathers all his life. Maids for milking would be harder to find and would need to be trained. He would also need to find a woman fit to act as chaperone. Lads and maids working together...could be a nightmare unless managed firmly, he concluded, out here in the middle of nowhere. A wagon would bring many of them out from Whitchurch of a morning. Those from the surrounding small villages must walk. 

John heard the drum of hoofs. He looked around, scanning the ridge beyond where the ground dropped from sight towards Higher Heath. After a moment he saw Sir Gerald’s head rise from the ground as he rode up the hill towards where John sat. He was driving his horse hard. 

Gerald pulled the beast up harshly as he approached, lowering it almost onto its rear haunches. Slathering, its eyes stared wildly. Gerald swung down and the animal blasted steam from its nostrils. John could see white lines of sweat weaved along its flanks. Gerald passed the reins to John and turned towards the new builds. 

‘Good, solid stone; Corbett Quarry?’ Gerald turned and looked at John ‘Roof’s not finished.’ Gerald walked towards the building. ‘Who’s the thatcher? Colin whatisname...from Prees...that him? He looked at the unfinished thatch for a few seconds. ‘Still, good work. Why’s he behind? Should have finished by now.’ 

‘Been sick, sir,’ explained John, looking at Gerald. ‘We’ve been a bit unlucky over the last while. The masons was took bad too...and the men digging...a while back. Held everything up. He’ll finish for Monday. Said he’d come over after worship Sunday if it weren’t done by Saturday nightfall. He’s a good man.’ 

Gerald walked over to the well and looked down. ‘How deep?’ he asked. 

‘Forty feet sir; it’s filling slowly.’ John looked away towards the sunset and waited for Gerald to comment. 

Water’s a long way down. It’ll take some lifting to get it out. Is it lined well?’ Gerald considered the implications. Water had worried him about this land. It was well drained - too well drained perhaps. Sandy land. When they had driven the well down, they had come to a thick band of gravel about twenty feet down. Small round pebbles had spewed into the well constantly until the liner had held them back. Below the band of gravel it had been sand, black sand. This was the level from where the water would seep and fill the well. 

Gerald turned towards John. ‘Cattle’ll be here next week. We will need herdsmen to contain them for some time, till they settle and get used to being here. Don’t want them to stray down towards the Estate’s crops. You got some boys to watch them...need a half dozen, two lots...day and night? Hobble them perhaps. Who’s going to be head herdsman? You got someone good? ’nother of your pals I s’pose.’ Gerald grimaced a smile. He recognised that John knew everyone around the farms and villages and bestowed the Estate’s favours judiciously amongst the heads of the families in a way that maintained his influence in the community. He was a wily old dog. Gerald doubted that John had found the need to pay for a drink or a bite to eat in any local hostelry for years. 

‘On Monday, send someone down the road toward Oswestry and see if the drovers are near, and get your herdsmen here for their arrival. Get a couple of wagon loads of prime fodder here too. Want the beasts to take to the place. not stray. Hobble the herd leaders. Get some water butts too. You on top of this, John? You’ll be ready?’ Gerald gave John a hard look and tried to hold his factor’s eyes for a few seconds. John was looking away; Gerald gathered the reins. 

‘Give me a boost up.’ John put his shoulder beneath Gerald’s rump, and as he tried to rise, shoved from below. Gerald shovelled his feet into the stirrups and pulled his riding coat across the animal’s rear quarters. 

‘Next time I’ll see this it’ll be with three hundred cattle on it, John. Make sure it’s ready. Who’s looking after the market selling? You got that tied down...and the manufactory...butter ’nd curd. Sell some on Shrewsbury Market; t’will sell well there.’ Gerald looked around tapping his crop rapidly against his leg. Then, he whacked the beast’s rear, and the animal sprang forward. 

John watched as they accelerated across the flat land towards Whitchurch. 

Gerald took a stool at a low table by the fire, vacated by a group of men shoo’d away by the landlady, clearly pleased to have quality visit her tavern. His entwined fingers wrapped around his knee; Gerald tilted back on the stool and felt the structure shift beneath him. In his mind he ran through his approach to the meeting with Alderman Williams. Having to meet this man was an insufferable imposition in Gerald’s opinion, as was dealing with anyone holding what he considered to be jumped-up authority. Appointed by the Town Council however, the Alderman wielded both some authority and influence and had the power to make doing business in the Town more difficult. 

Time was when – with his title and position - Gerald could have decided - without a by-your-leave - whatever business he wished to undertake in this market town. It was ridiculous, he felt, that a man such as this Alderman, the Town Council even for that matter, should interfere in how he conducted his affairs. 

His wine arrived in a mug only a little less dented than those in front of the various men around him whom, he noted with small satisfaction, now crowded together and maintained their distance. He tasted the wine - it was foul. Nonetheless, he was thirsty and could feel the pressure of a headache. He drank deeply before placing the cup on the table by his knee. He needed the Alderman to allocate him a good position on the town market. He also wanted agreement that he be acknowledged as both the sole manufacturer and distributor for a new product, a cheese that he was determined would sell well. He needed the Alderman to support him in the Council Chamber. Gerald shuddered at the thought that he must curry favour in this way. 

Few people currently drank milk in its fresh state. Where it was used at all by the town’s people, it was as either in the form of curds or as whey. Gerald had a plan. He had heard of a process for making a blue cheese, similar to one that had become popular on the other side of the country. At The Bell Inn the near the village of Stilton. It was beyond, in rural Leicestershire, and had experienced a rare success. The owner of the Bell – low born but apparently a man with some flair for commerce - had won exclusive marketing rights to a new, locally made cheese; Blue Stilton he called it. Some stagecoach routes passed through the village, allowing the owner of the Bell Inn, one Cooper Thornhill, to promote over some distance, the sale of his cheese. Gerald understood that wagonloads of it were now being delivered. 

Gerald was sure that he could make a similar cheese in Shropshire, and he was certain that the secret for commercial success lay in the stagecoaches that passed through his Estate as they travelled the ancient high-road north towards Chester and Liverpool. Coach travellers would disseminate opinion about his new cheese and the coaches themselves initially, could be used to distribute the product more widely. Gerald could envisage the same success here in Shropshire as that of the Bell in Stilton, servicing a growing market, promoted through the coaching houses and inns of Whitchurch, Market Drayton and beyond. 

Cheese was as yet a foodstuff exclusive to the higher orders; Gerald would alter this. He would aim for a new market for his cheese; the middling orders, and particularly those who travelled. They were about to discover that they liked Shropshire’s blue cheese. He drained his cup and looked around. The Alderman should be here at any moment. 

Gerald felt confident that the tiresome man would not keep him waiting. 
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Chapter Eight

April 1729
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‘The cattle are ailing. I’ll need to tell Sir Gerald,’murmured John to the broad-faced, silent man by his side. ‘He will want to know what you have done to improve things, Walter?’ John continued to look across the Heath towards the animals, that he could see were thin and lethargic. They stood far apart from each other and were spread far across the flat land. He waited for his companion to respond. 

‘T’aint natural. Beasts should herd t’gether. Gather round their bulls I reckon,’ said the man, after an age. ‘There’s som’mat not right here. They ‘re eating and stayin’ thin. Poor pasture I reckon.’ He leant down and pulled out a handful of the long, straw-grass. ‘Looks o’right...bit dry...but them’s mountain beasts...should be fine on’t. Don’t unnerstand it.’ He looked silently across the flat land towards the flat horizon. 

‘Water?’ John enquired. ‘Plenty good water?’ 

‘Not enough. We’re drawing it all day. Beasts drink it quicker’n as we can get it from the ground. Well’s slow to draw. Perhaps ’nother un; deeper?’ Walter turned towards John as slowly as one of his cattle. At last thought John, a possible solution. He must never let Sir Gerald speak with Walter. The Master had not the patience to wait until the man had something to say. 

‘I’ll suggest it, Walter. Is that the cause? A further well ’ill improve things?’ John glanced at the herdsman. ‘We might need to use some of your herdsmen for the digging? Be ok...the cattle don’t look ready to break out.’ John could see across the wide pasture that the herders who watched the beasts were laying on the ground watching their charges which stood like statues as far as he could see into the distance. 

‘There is nothing the matter with the pasture John!’ Gerald, back at the Hall, turned and walked a step away and then turned back to John immediately, a finger raised. ‘They’re starving the beasts of water, that’s what...lazy, useless...If they worked at the well, drawing water they would...’ John waited. Speaking to Sir Gerald whilst he was already certain of the problem and where lay the fault, was pointless. 

‘Another well! Where? How long will that take John?’ Will the beasts last until it is ready? Need a solution now, today...until another well is ready. He looked around and his eye was drawn down towards the ford through the stream in front of the mill. He turned and looked towards the mill pool. 

‘There’s water here. How do we get them water from down here,’ Gerald continued, ‘until a second well is dug? We would need forty...sixty barrels a day.’ 

‘The current well gives them already some of what they need, Sir Gerald. Perhaps we need carry only about twenty barrels or so?’ suggested John, gently. Gerald paused and thought. 

‘Twenty...we can do that....more even. Get it sorted John. I knew there was a solution.’ He glanced at John. ‘It’s always me as finds answers John. What am I paying you for?’ Gerald turned and walked along the dam. John watched him turn at the end of the dam and stride up the slope towards the Hall. He turned slowly to face the Mill and stepped carefully down the slope towards the millrace. He eyed the bed of the utility wagon that stood still in front of the Mill and assessed its ability to bear the weight of full barrels. 
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