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For Bevis




Introduction


We’ll Always Have Paris . . . ?


On 15 April 2019, Notre-Dame de Paris was ablaze. Images of the roof in flames and the crashing of the spire – albeit erected by Viollet-le-Duc in the nineteenth century and not medieval – caused a shock wave that spread far beyond Paris, far beyond France. I felt a connection; the very first place I stayed as a boy, independent of family or school, was the Île de la Cité, a few hundred yards from the cathedral. Everybody had their own reason to mourn. It was one of the most famous landmarks of the world, a symbol of the city in which it stood.


To children, the death of an old person seems not only sad but unnatural; it destabilises the order of their world. They had previously assumed – contrary to the known facts of human life – that the people familiar to them would continue to be there, part of the background to their existence, sometimes visited, sometimes not, but forever present. Notre-Dame had something of this quality. It was even older than the Queen; far, far older than any human being. It had existed for centuries, nearly a millennium . . .


It turned out that the damage, in the way of many fires, was not as devastating as it had seemed at first. The roof had burnt, the nave below was only scorched; many of the treasures can be restored. Still, the erasure of the famous silhouette is cause enough for grief. It knocked the world and left a bruise. ‘We’ll always have Paris,’ says Bogie in Casablanca. Well, possibly not. A thing can be of the utmost value – revered as a landmark, precious as a work of art, totemic as a manifestation of national identity – and yet tomorrow, it could have gone.


So it is worth asking the question: what could we not bear to lose, if it disappeared? What would cause national trauma, provoke the same depth of mourning as Notre-Dame?


Life is fragile


This book is not a rant about the death of history or the rise of attitudes that are, in conventional terms, anti-historical. My point is this. Life is fragile. So is beauty. So are buildings, monuments, places that move us. A careless spark – or in the case of a Grade I Elizabethan country house in the West Country that burnt down a few years ago, an unluckily positioned shaving mirror that concentrated the rays of a low November sun onto a curtain – and whoosh, that’s it. Gone overnight. A few days before the Notre-Dame fire, proceedings in the House of Commons had to be suspended as a leak of sewage descended into the Chamber from an overburdened pipe. This was just the latest manifestation of a truth well known for years: the Palace of Westminster is clapped out. Pipework, wiring, what in human terms would be the veins and sinews of the building, are completely shot; and no amount of statins, by-pass work or other emergency surgery will fix them. Every time a new run of services has been needed – in this building that is used so intensively it is difficult to close – the wherewithal has been installed next to its predecessor in the large voids that the Victorian architect, Charles Barry, intended as ventilation ducts. Those ducts are now full. The structure has been patched and patched again and now the patches are coming off. When a building degenerates to that extent, but continues to service a busy Parliament, disaster may be just around the corner. The present Palace of Westminster replaced a medieval and Georgian warren, after a fire in 1834. Government, when it comes to failure to husband its estate, has form.


I began this book after the disaster at Notre-Dame. I am completing it under lockdown, during the time of Covid-19. Life is fragile indeed. The places that resonate so strongly, giving solace and inspiration to those who visit them, are now off limits. Some I see from the outside when I take my day’s permitted constitutional around our home in London. I may make it as far as Westminster Abbey and the Banqueting House, before turning around at Charles I’s equestrian statue at the top of Whitehall. Or I may reach the Royal Artillery Memorial on Hyde Park, with Apsley House on the other side of the now deserted thoroughfare, usually a potential death trap for the unwary pedestrian because of the thundering vehicles – worse than the charge of the Scots Greys at Waterloo. The continuity that these monuments represent gives comfort; they are old friends, reliably present and unaffected by pandemics. I’m still hoping to see a bumblebee although it may be too early in the year for what the American thinker Ralph Waldo Emerson called ‘that yellow-breeched philosopher’ – and bumblebees aren’t as numerous as they once were. Emerson wrote his poem ‘The Humble-Bee’ after losing money he could ill afford to miss in the banking panic of 1837.




When the fierce northwestern blast


Cools sea and land so far and fast,


Thou already slumberest deep;


Woe and want thou canst outsleep;


Want and woe, which torture us,


Thy sleep makes ridiculous.





Could there be a similar moral to draw from the Crown Jewels? These buildings and places survived other crises: they will survive this one. Which is another reason to treasure them.


What are the roots that clutch?


Life brings with it other risks than fire and disease. Coasts erode, rivers dry up, quiet places become crowded. And this makes it all the more important to value what we have. To bring to mind its special qualities and bang the drum. That is the purpose of this book. Fire officers advise householders to keep a grab-bag of essentials that can be seized by the family as it flees a burning building. I have applied the same principle to England. What are the places that we most cherish, that express qualities that are specially English? What is it that we would like to save at all costs from a general conflagration? What would enable us to rebuild England if all else went up in smoke? This book is England’s grab-bag. As grab-bags go, it is fairly large. I have allowed myself one hundred items. That is a good round number, and seemed quite big when I first thought of it. But it does not take long to use it up. There have been hard choices to make. For every entry in the book, a dozen – or far more – potential entries have been rejected. A hundred, for this purpose, is pretty small.


Of course, the whole number could have been occupied by churches and cathedrals. I have included Salisbury Cathedral but not Ely, York Minster (for the east window) but not Southwell, and so on. Chatsworth is the country house of country houses – but how could I have left out Houghton, Arundel, Alnwick, Castle Howard or Blenheim? Only, reader, with a steely determination and a sometimes bleeding heart.


I have had to be ruthless. No National Gallery, no Wallace Collection, no Ashmolean Museum. I wonder at my own brutality. Sometimes a single entry will have to stand for a genus. I struggle with sport. (I have always struggled with sport; at school, my art master persuaded the authorities to let me spend games afternoons visiting art galleries instead. My contribution on the sports field was not missed.) Although an important part of national life, sport doesn’t usually take place in buildings that would, in themselves, be greatly missed. The old Wembley Stadium could be regarded as hallowed turf from the number of football matches played there, not least the England–Germany World Cup Final of 1966. But nobody much cared when it was rebuilt. Arsenal survived its move to the Emirates Stadium without trauma. Twickenham is an important venue for rugby – but the place would survive a conflagration. Who cares about the stands? New ones would probably be better. The Hurlingham Club would be deeply mourned by members of the Hurlingham Club but I cannot feel it qualifies. Lord’s Cricket Ground . . . yes, that may be different. Some of the buildings are steeped in the traditions of the MCC and the Club has usually done its best for architecture when new ones have been commissioned. But the elephantine Media Centre, built in what looks like white plastic to resemble a gigantic television cabinet, is unforgivable. I have chosen what could be the most beautiful cricket ground in England instead. I admit there is little beautiful about the All England Lawn Tennis Club at Wimbledon, but Wimbledon fortnight is Wimbledon fortnight – inseparable from the place itself.


I have not included the whole of the United Kingdom. Scotland and Northern Ireland have their own manifold wonders but equally their own traditions. Just once do I go fully into Wales, in search of lichens – simply because the fact of its being the lichen capital of the world is too joyous to ignore. I make another foray when following the River Wye, a river that begins in England and tempts me into Wales in its lower reaches. I am unrepentant. Nature does not always respect boundaries.


This is something of a parlour game. But there is a serious undertow. England is a miracle. It is one of the most densely populated countries in the world – not so crowded, on a people per hectare basis, as Singapore, but getting that way. The pressures on it are intense; a ghost returning from, say, two centuries ago would be appalled by the casual ugliness that has been allowed to deflower the land – the shopping centres, the distribution hubs, the acres upon acre of car park (all, incidentally, a shockingly extravagant use of space in these populous islands). There are few hay meadows, almost no farmland wild flowers, few songbirds, less casual beauty; Nature itself is on the retreat. But he would also be reassured to discover that some things were as he remembered, or better (the fabric of churches, for example). Not everything has been trampled under foot.


Beauty remains. Sometimes in remarkable abundance. Far more people live in the Surrey Hills, not far from London, than they did when William Cobbett made his Rural Rides in the 1820s. They are hugely more prosperous; the inhabitants drive cars. Yet it is possible still to glimpse, just, the landscape that Cobbett knew. Not only have we been successful in preserving large parts of the countryside, our cities are generally far more pleasant to live in than they used to be; the suburbs bequeathed to us by the early twentieth century can still be green and pleasant. We have much that is worth transmitting to future generations. We may, in recent years, have found it difficult to agree on fundamental questions about politics. But not everything of importance in life happens at Westminster. Let us pause for a moment to remember what we have and who we are. Beauty remains and we can all enjoy it. The real Crown Jewels are a common heritage. At a time of social division, remembering the best things about this country can help bring us together.


Let us not neglect to care for our shared patrimony. Let us be thankful for it and rejoice.




Special to Here





We live in a world of increasing sameness. You travel only to find you have arrived somewhere very similar to the place you left; only the climate and the faces are different. Architecture, internet, shops, food – they are all pretty much alike. This puts a special value on the things that can be experienced in one place and one place only. England can boast a few of them. Although other countries have ancient yews and olive trees, nowhere has such numbers of very old oaks that are awe-inspiring in their venerable deformity. Only English Gothic produced the Perpendicular style with its forest canopies of fan-vaulting and daring expanses of stained glass. Bluebell woods do occur elsewhere, but not in such numbers as can be seen here (in the French countryside, some bulbs are eaten by wild boar); the Spanish bluebell – erect, not drooping, and a weaker blue – is an invader we must beware of. The English have made a cult of ruins, partly because Henry VIII left us with a lot to make a cult of, and partly because they were essential to the aesthetic of the Picturesque, developed by owners of landscape parks in the eighteenth century.


You get the idea. My point is not nationalistic. It would be the same in France, Spain, Russia, Sweden or the United States – things that are unique to each country have a special savour. Life would be impoverished without them. Our hearts would be heavy if they were gone.




Ancient oaks
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They are gouty, dwarfish, shrunken from what they used to be, inordinately fat. Their crowns have thinned, and a once dense canopy of green has been reduced to a scattering of leaves. One should not anthropomorphise ancient trees, but I find it difficult not to. They are Lear-like in their senescence, riven by past lightning strikes, disembowelled – and yet still clinging to a past-sell-by-date vigour, which will result, every so often, in a superabundance of acorns. The indignities of age are borne nobly. They do not complain when limbs drop off, or families of jackdaws set up home about their person. They suffer parasites with patience, fungus with fortitude, rot with a wry smile. No, they do not smile. I am being anthropomorphic again. Let’s just say that it is wonderful they should be so very old.


Now, here’s the thing. We in this country have far more ancient trees than anywhere else in Northern Europe. Just as the Fellows of Trinity College, Cambridge, are said (by fellows of Trinity College) to include more Nobel Prize winners among their ranks than the whole of France, so Richmond Park supports more five-hundred-year-old trees than France and Germany combined. In excess of twelve hundred. This says something about our history. Hollow trees are very easy to chop up. On the Continent, marauding armies took a toll of them – but fortunately, the English countryside was more settled. A further level of control was provided by the foresters of royal parks and the parks of stately homes, which is where they are nearly always to be found.


How old are these ancient trees, exactly? Impossible to say. Time has taken its toll of their innards; despite the Falstaffian girth, they have been hollowed out, sometimes reduced to a mere membrane of just-about-still-living wood, not much thicker than a blanket. They have been blasted by lightning, or the heartwood has softened and decayed. So it is not possible to count the annual growth rings, and carbon-dating only works on dead matter – whereas these trees still live. But we know that some are more than five hundred years old. Much more. The Queen’s Oak in Cowdray Park supposedly sheltered Queen Elizabeth in 1591. The interior of the Bowthorpe Oak was already used as a dining room in the eighteenth century. Are these trees a thousand years old? Oaks live for a long time, although not as long as yews. I once talked to an old, dendrologically minded man who was about to make a pilgrimage to see the Fortingall Yew in Perthshire. It pleased him, as he neared the end of his life, to salute an organism that may have flourished when Jesus Christ was born.


Once the Cowdray Oak and Bowthorpe Oak had to work for their living. Wood was an important resource for the Middle Ages; woods were highly managed. Pollards were cut off short so their crowns would sprout whippy young shoots that could be harvested every couple of years: the trunks of such trees grew outwards rather than up. Squat, wide, grappled to the earth by deep roots, they came to resemble Sumo wrestlers. As they collapse back into the earth, woodpeckers and squirrels take up squatters’ rights. More than one thousand three hundred and fifty species of beetle have been recorded in Richmond Park, some of which require the conjunction of decaying and live wood found in ancient trees.


How lucky we are to have these arboreal Methuselahs. But for how long? Thoughtless picnickers throw the embers of disposable barbecues into their hollow trunks, with the inevitable incendiary consequence. Freak storms pull them to pieces. New pests and diseases attack oaks along with other tree species (not that government seems to care much, to judge from Britain’s appallingly lax biosecurity). Ancient trees also suffer from the compaction of soil that deprives their roots – four-fifths of which lie near the surface – of water and nutrients. Good news. There is a solution for that. A good layer of mulch suppresses competing grasses and encourages worms.




Chatsworth House, Derbyshire
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Consider Chatsworth, the glory of the Peak District, its gilded urns and window frames blazing in the evening sun. This is surely the country house of country houses, and – is it too much to say? – a complete work of art. It is a curious term, perhaps, to use of a building, rather than – as Wagner, who coined the term Gesamtkunstwerk, intended – an all-absorbing opera. Even Wagner, though, could only engage the senses of hearing and sight; a country house can better that, adding the scents of the garden (smell) and luxurious fabrics (touch). Taste? There are the fruits of the conservatory. Orchestral sound is less often heard at Chatsworth than at Bayreuth but when the sun shines and a marquee is up, the Chesterfield Brass Band does its best.


A work of art needs a controlling imagination; with its astounding collections – the Leonardo drawings, the Rembrandt paintings, the rare and sumptuously bound books, the antique statues, the Canovas, the Painted Hall, the gardens, the jewels, the contemporary ceramics, the works of virtuoso wood carving – Chatsworth could have become simply an agglomeration of stupendous stuff. Instead, from the moment a visitor enters the grounds, it unfolds as an aesthetic experience whose impact has been carefully coordinated, according to the ideas of a single individual. That individual – without wishing to underplay the achievement of Chatsworth’s other owners – was William Cavendish, 6th Duke of Devonshire, who inherited in 1811 at the age of twenty-one. He never married, which saved considerable expense. Instead he lived, principally, for the arts, lavishing money on Chatsworth and his other houses – he had nine altogether – much to the chagrin of the nephew who succeeded him as the 7th Duke.


The present house was built by the 1st Duke of Devonshire, incorporating an Elizabethan building which disappeared from view during the process. (We can console ourselves for the loss of the early Chatsworth with Hardwick Hall, preserved almost as Bess of Hardwick left it: twenty miles away, it was another Cavendish property.) ‘It is indeed a palace for a prince,’ wrote Daniel Defoe in his Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain, ‘a most magnificent building, and, in spite of all the difficulties or disadvantages of situation, is a perfect beauty.’ As well as owning Flying Childers, the top stallion of the 1720s, the 2nd Duke collected Old Masters, gems and coins. The 4th Duke employed Capability Brown to landscape the park. We shall draw a veil over the 5th Duke and his beautiful wife, Georgiana Spencer, remembered for their ménage à trois with Lady Elizabeth Foster: no wonder, in view of such complications, the 6th Duke did not marry, although he had long-term relationships with women. Previous dukes, however, had created a superb toy box of collections for the 6th Duke to play with.


We know his thought processes because he described them himself in a Handbook that he wrote. It is supposedly addressed to his sister Harriet, whom he imagines arriving on a wet day. Lo! she does not get wet when she descends from the carriage because of the porch that the 6th Duke built for Queen Victoria’s visit in 1843. They enter the sub-hall, which had been the kitchen when William and Harriet were growing up:




The two ancient statues, Domitian and Agrippina, are from the hall at Wanstead. The gilt lead vases, that hinder people from tumbling through the openings from the corridor, were in the Painted Hall here. The stag’s head was found at Herculaneum, and was given by the old King of Naples to my mother; and the bust of Jupiter, on the opposite chimney-piece, had its place in the awful room up-stairs, that formerly was called the Den. It frowned from the top of a lofty bookcase . . . The room is greatly improved since the days of cookery: the shafts of the stone columns were in existence then; but the capitals, architrave, frieze and cornice, and the steps are new.





And so it goes on through every room in the house, culminating in the new sculpture gallery. Through his stepmother (the Lady Elizabeth Foster who married the 5th Duke after Georgiana’s death), who lived in Rome, the 6th Duke became enamoured of neo-Classicism. He succeeded in buying The Sleeping Endymion, a bust of Napoleon, and full-length portraits of Napoleon’s mother and sister from the sculptor Antonio Canova. After Canova’s death, his sculpting tools were placed in a case on the wall of the sculpture gallery.


Outside Chatsworth, the grounds received equal attention. To welcome the 6th Duke’s friend, Tsar Nicholas I of Russia, the Duke had his gardener, the great Sir Joseph Paxton, create an Emperor Fountain that was higher even than the Tsar’s fountain at Peterhof. (Sadly, the visit did not take place.) When Chatsworth was en fête and the gardens were lit with thousands of glimmering ‘Russian lights’, the effect must have been magical, thrilling, sublime. What more could you ask of a complete work of art? Except that it should retain those qualities into the present day. Which, even more wonderfully, it does.





Bluebell woods*



No poet in the English language described Nature with such particularity as Gerard Manley Hopkins; ordinary words did not do the job – he had to invent his own. But one flower awed him into a simple declaration: ‘I do not think I have ever seen anything more beautiful than the bluebell.’ As a Catholic convert and ordained Jesuit, he knew ‘the beauty of our Lord by it’. Being Hopkins, he could not leave it there, going on to anatomise the ‘cockled petal-ends’, the mouth’s ‘square splay’ and the ‘square-inrounding turns of the petals’, whose jauntiness reminded him of a jester’s cap. That was in 1870. Three years later, he committed another passage to his journal when he saw bluebells:




all hanging their heads one way. I caught as well as I could . . . the lovely/what people call/ ‘gracious’ bidding one to another or all one way, the level or stage or shire of colour they make hanging in the air a foot above the grass, and a notable glare the eye may abstract and sever from the blue colour/ of light beating up from so many glassy heads, which like water is good to float their deeper instress in upon the mind.





Complex stuff. But you do not have to be Hopkins to enjoy bluebells. Their appeal is universal. It is impossible to resist the joy of their colour, carpeting the floor of a wood as though the world had been turned upside down and a fragment of sky had ended up beneath – rather than above – the moist, freshly appearing leaves of the trees.


The colour changes. Can I compare them to a pair of jeans? On first appearance – usually in April or early May, depending on the part of the country – it shows as a deep blue, heading towards indigo; as the months pass it fades to a paler hue. The honeyed smell is best caught in the early morning, when it comes in intoxicating wafts – not as powerful as the scent of hyacinth but sweet and delicate. These are English joys. These islands contain half the world’s population of the flower, whose root sap was used to glue feathers onto arrows in the Middle Ages and to stiffen Queen Elizabeth’s ruffs.


Once, bluebell gathering was a popular pastime, almost a seasonal rite. Since they wilt soon after picking, the activity was somewhat self-defeating. Even Country Life could commit this botanical sin before the Second World War. ‘It must be conceded that bluebells are not really for gathering; they are for worshipping – and passing by,’ wrote a contributor in 1932. ‘Not, of course, that any of us ever follows this counsel of perfection.’ In Wildwood, Roger Deakin remembered ‘the trail of trodden, slippery stalks that used to litter the paths back to suburban Watford through Cassiobury Park from the wild Whippendell Woods each spring’. Such mass depredations are now rare (although some criminals illegally root up the bulbs for sale).


Today our dainty native bluebells face other dangers, particularly misalliance with the larger, more exuberant Spanish variety, which has escaped from gardens and is cross-pollinating on the leaf litter. Woods, like the rest of the countryside, must be managed if we’re to preserve the flowers we love. Neglected woods don’t admit enough light. Deer graze everything in reach. We continue to lose plant-rich ancient woodland; in fact woodland species are declining at a faster rate even than meadow flowers. (It is scant consolation to be told that we have much more ancient woodland than hay meadow, for that is simply because hay meadow has become very rare.) What seems to be a gift of Nature that might have been bestowed for the sole purpose of lightening the human load in reality needs a degree of management for the yearly miracle to be repeated.





_________________


* I know I should choose a single wood for the purposes of this book but that would be impossible. Like the flower itself, it is not the individual bluebell which is so fabulous but the effect en masse.




The Cerne Abbas Giant, Dorset
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A club-wielding giant strides across the hillside above Cerne Abbas in Dorset. He is nearly sixty metres tall, his club alone is over thirty-six metres in length and as for his prodigious manhood . . . suffice it to say that he is a figure of formidable vigour in every respect. The Cerne Giant has been intimidating, or titivating, the Cerne Valley for centuries. How many centuries? Nobody knows for certain. He is a mystery, and peculiarly English. Carry on up the giant?


Titter ye not. White figures, scoured into the chalk hillsides of the Downs, are found nowhere else in Europe. The purpose of them is unknown. The White Horse at Uffington is the oldest, its disjointed lines reduced to dots and dashes, in the manner of a Picasso. Archaeologists think the White Horse could be three millennia old, and is all the more remarkable, from an equine point of view, because horses could not have looked like that when it was made. They were then smaller, stockier animals. Was it intended to evoke a mythical, ideal or divine horse? Did it have magic powers? Again, we cannot say. About thirty hill figures or geoglyphs exist, often horses or, to be more specific, mares.


Giants are few. Two, identified as either the ogrish Gog and Magog, or Gogmagog and the Trojan knight Corineus, brandished clubs on the turf of Plymouth Hoe, until obliterated by the building of the citadel in the reign of Charles II. They are first recorded in the late fifteenth century. In Sussex, Europe’s largest representation of the human form is the Long Man of Wilmington; a figure carrying two staffs which may originally have been weapons or tools. A drawing of him exists from 1710: he is similar to a figure on a Roman coin of the fourth century but could have been made long afterwards – or long before. Is the Cerne Giant as old as the Uffington White Horse? His shape, club and erection are reminiscent of the Bronze Age figures painted onto the walls of Swedish caves. Or could he be the Roman Hercules? An outstretched arm appears to have been draped with something – conceivably a lionskin. The Roman Emperor Commodus promoted a Hercules cult at the end of the second century.


But it is only when the Cerne Abbas Churchwardens’ Accounts itemise a payment of three shillings ‘for repairing of ye Giant’ in 1694 that he appears in the written record. Had the dominant, sexually explicit landmark been in existence much before that date, wouldn’t somebody have mentioned it? Cerne Abbas grew up around a Benedictine abbey, whose abbots – ruling a community dedicated to prayer, abstinence and celibacy – could hardly have countenanced the presence of such a priapic image on the hill above them. No mention of the Giant is made by Tudor or Stuart travellers, or during the investigation into Sir Walter Raleigh’s School of Atheism that took place at Cerne Abbas in 1594. And yet, the making of a naked, sexually exuberant giant during the seventeenth century would itself surely have been a hotly debated, scandalous event in puritan Dorset. Besides, eighteenth-century accounts make it clear that the giant had been in existence a long time, and even very old people from Cerne Abbas had inherited no memory of its creation; they regarded its age as beyond reckoning. In 2020, a study by the National Trust and the University of Gloucestershire, analysing fragments of snail shell among other things, concluded that the Giant is probably not prehistoric but could have been seventeenth-century; however, it was not definitive.


During the prudish Victorian era, the Giant’s phallus was erased by filling in the trenches to save the blushes of the impressionable. In 1908, people of Cerne responded to a newspaper campaign to restore the Giant, whose lines had become overgrown, by new-scouring it. In doing so, they inadvertently went to the other extreme by joining the Giant’s member to what had been his navel, adding nearly two metres of length. So his most splendid feature is to that extent the result of an Edwardian mistake.


My theory is that the Giant’s club is really a cricket bat, for he looks down at one of the loveliest village cricket grounds in the country. Watching a match from the drove way that runs up Giant Hill, with the sun shining, makes one feel part of an immemorial, well-nigh perfect England.




Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire
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Ruins, following the Dissolution of the Monasteries under Henry VIII, are part of the English landscape. They are part also of the English aesthetic imagination. Fountains Abbey, near Ripon, stands as a gaunt witness to both the piety and business acumen of the Cistercian Order – while doubling as a feature in an eighteenth-century landscape park.


The monks who founded Fountains Abbey in the twelfth century – dissidents from Benedictine abbeys at York and Whitby who thought the order to which they belonged had gone soft – made a hard life for themselves. When they came to Fountains, they had no shelter other than that of an elm tree; they were reduced to eating its shoots to stay alive. But over time a mighty abbey arose. The rule was austere. No underwear was allowed, only habits of coarse, undyed sheep’s wool; food was sparse. Long periods were spent in silence, except for worship and prayer. But the abbey also came to resemble a modern corporation, with the monks as the board of directors supervising a workforce of illiterate lay brothers. The latter provided a pool of unpaid labour, free of feudal obligations. As a result, the order became so rich that – after the Black Death had removed the lay workforce – the original system began to disintegrate under its own weight. Owning more land than they could control, the monks let granges to tenants.


The end for the monks came in 1539. It was not, though, the end for the abbey buildings. Around 1600, stone was quarried from its walls for the building of Fountains Hall; but the abbey was so huge that much was left standing, including the north tower. Eventually they would have collapsed, as old buildings do; but they were saved by the new aesthetic theory that began to take hold of aristocratic minds at the dawn of the next century. In a landscape, buildings could be appreciated as much for the feelings they evoked as for their architectural worth. A ruin was an aid to reflection, inviting the viewer to contemplate transience in all its forms. When John Aislabie began to create a garden around his house of Studley Royal, a mile from Fountains, around 1718, he wanted to incorporate the abbey ruins as part of the scheme.


Aislabie, like other country-house owners in the eighteenth century, was not a paragon of virtue. In modern terms, his fortune came from graft. In 1660 his father George Aislabie, a registrar in the archiepiscopal court at York, had been worth £210. By the time John Aislabie began his garden he was Chancellor of the Exchequer, owning property to the value (very likely underestimated) of £120,000. And that was after he had repaid £45,000 to investors in the South Sea Company in whose notorious Bubble he had been implicated (as Treasurer to the Navy, he had helped negotiate a deal by which the South Sea Company took over the national debt). A House of Commons investigation found him guilty of the ‘most notorious, dangerous, and infamous corruption’. So he withdrew to his estates. Like Viscount Cobham, another disappointed politician, at Stowe, Aislabie found consolation in landscaping them. He created a series of canals, lakes, ponds and cascades, framed by the wooded, steeply rising sides of the valley.


By the end of the century, the project had been developed by Aislabie’s son William, to become a designed landscape of more than eight hundred acres, enjoyed from over thirty-five miles of walks and rides and culminating in a view of the abbey: William had finally succeeded in buying it in 1768.


The English landscape park has been described as this country’s greatest contribution to the visual culture of Europe. Henry VIII, eat my shorts. Fountains Abbey lives on.




The River Thames at Swan Upping


Swan Upping: I commend it to anyone who may be losing faith in the modern world. There is so much that does the heart good. The pageantry of the uniforms, the beauty of the swans, the skill of the oarsmen, the beating of the banners, the peace of the river, the good humour of all concerned – not so much as dented when, on the day I am there, a couple of Swan Uppers dive into the river after a cygnet who is in difficulties. And this charmingly, perhaps eccentrically English activity is not merely a jolly, like a regatta; it helps to conserve the swan population at a time when human behaviour of other kinds is doing it no favours. As so often, the traditional ways of ‘upping’ swans are the best.


Upping them? The word means removing them from the water. Historically, the reason for doing so, once a year, was to establish who owned the cygnets that had recently hatched; roast swan was a highly prized dish, with ownership of the principal raw ingredient being marked by nicks made in the swans’ beaks. Swan keeping declined during the eighteenth century, when turkeys from America became the new luxury bird. These days, swans are no longer eaten and only the Dyers’ and Vintners’ Companies (on the Thames) and Abbotsbury in Dorset are allowed to own them. All the other birds can be claimed by H.M. The Queen if she wants them, or are deemed to be wild.


Upping takes place at the time that the adults are moulting, making them easier to catch. Like the better sort of human, swans are, in theory, monogamous, and family comes before all: they seem to be happy to be upped as long as they keep each other in sight.


The man wearing a scarlet coat enjoys the title of Her Majesty’s Swan Marker. He sits in a polished mahogany skiff and marshals a couple of other vessels. When a family of swans is spotted, the rowers quickly form a corral. The size of the circle is decreased until a hand reaches out and grabs one of the adults, whose legs are quickly tied behind its back. Once the adults have been immobilised, the cygnets are lifted out. They are then weighed, measured and checked. Discarded fishing lines can snag under a swan’s wings. Birds can get other rubbish stuck in their gullets. A swan charity is on hand to deal with any injuries that are discovered.


Swan Upping dates from the twelfth century but has been quietly modernised. Tagging has replaced the nicking of beaks. Science has superseded the management of swans for the table. It tracks the toll taken by the concrete reinforcement of the riverbank and the fall in the quantity of reeds. Not all changes are anti-swan. Many of the pleasure boats that used to use the Thames have gone to Spain; the boatyards are being redeveloped for housing. Altogether, the upper Thames is not as Ratty and Mole would have known it. Another reason to treasure Swan Upping.




King’s College Chapel, Cambridge


Cambridge can be a cold city, as winter winds scythe in from the Urals. But as one battles along King’s Parade in the teeth of a gale, the heart rises at the sight of King’s College Chapel. It is the largest chapel in Cambridge, and with its soaring pinnacles and immense windows, separated by thin buttresses, would be an extraordinary building anywhere. Inside, its famous fan vault is the largest in the country. Which means the largest in the world, since this beautiful, gravity-defying feature of late Gothic – indeed, the whole Perpendicular style of which it is part – was peculiar to England.


As the name suggests, it was the work of kings. Two in particular. The first: pious, weak-minded Henry VI who founded King’s College in 1441 at the age of nineteen, clearing a huge site and the church that stood on it to make way for the new work. The chapel was given precedence over all other building activity. From a royal quarry at Tadcaster – a distance of nearly two hundred miles – came the stone, probably by boat. Steady progress was made for fifteen years. The chancel nearly reached the roof.


But Henry VI was overthrown and murdered during the Wars of the Roses and work stopped. Richard III restarted the project, but his brief reign came to an end at the Battle of Bosworth in 1485. His successor was Henry VII: his commitment to finishing it was expressed in the form of a heavily fortified chest of money that he sent to King’s College (the chest can still be seen). The chapel now became a Tudor project, its walls smothered in the emblems of the new regime: Tudor roses, portcullises and greyhounds. The vault was completed using £5,000 left for the purpose under Henry’s will.


To do this, the new master mason, John Wastell, abandoned the previous design, which had been for a lierne vault, its prominent ribs infilled with smooth masonry; instead, the chapel would have a fan vault. In a lierne vault, the ribs are the structural element, the triangular webs between them being merely infills of stone. Fan vaults are formed of interlocking cones of masonry, made of sheets of stone; the surface pattern of ribs and compartments is only decorative. We architectural nerds believe the idea may have evolved from the distinctive way in which the English made their Gothic vaults, aligning the stones of the infill differently from continental practice, so that their ribs were more integrated with the webs. This may explain why the fan vault is a purely English phenomenon. It originated in the West Country but came to be part of the court style, used, after Henry VII’s death, for the Lady Chapel built under his will at Westminster Abbey.


The structure of a fan vault locks together like a puzzle. According to a tradition cited by Horace Walpole, the great Sir Christopher Wren was flummoxed to understand how the roof of King’s College Chapel was ever begun. Unlikely. Even so, it conveys something of the wonder of the achievement. Visitors feel as though they are standing not in a building so much as in a forest of stone trees whose branches meet overhead, with light of many colours filtering through the leaves.




Lichen in Wales


Iam going off piste here. I am mentioning Wales. (I love Wales and go there often but this is an England-only book and Wales could have a hundred entries on its own.) My reason for doing so? Lichens. Square mile for square mile, there are more types of this fascinating life form recorded in the Principality than anywhere else on earth.
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