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In memory of Peter Mattinson, my first and only Geography teacher
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INTRODUCTION

TRAVEL AND ARRIVE



There are no countries in the world less known by the British than these selfsame British Islands.

– George Borrow, writer and walker, in his great gypsy book


Lavengro (1851)


Mr Mattinson was one of my teachers when I was ten years old. He taught me Maths and Geography, my two worst subjects (I hadn’t encountered Science yet). If I hated Maths, I loathed Geography with a passion. I just couldn’t understand it, probably because there were better things to think about on the day we had our first Geography lesson – perhaps one of those plastic DIY assembly toys out of the cornflakes box that I used to fiddle with under cover of my desk lid. Whatever the reason, I obviously missed out on some vital blast of facts, right at the start. North, east, south, west: that kind of thing. From then on, Geography was, quite literally, a closed book to me.

Mr Matt tried his best, but the child-friendly analogies he employed made no sense to this ten-year-old. One image in particular baffled me for years. ‘The British Isles,’ said Mr Matt, ‘look like an old hag with a big nose, wearing a bonnet, shouting at a parrot and riding on a pig.’ What? ‘Oh, yeah!’ chortled the other kids, gleefully pointing out the hag and the pig to each other. Eh? I stared at the outline on the wall map, but I just couldn’t see hag, pig or parrot. Ten years later, sitting cross-legged on the floor of a student flat and gazing at the cover of a Philip’s School Atlas on which a friend was attempting a little home-grown horticulture, I suddenly got it. Oh, yeah, man, I see . . . Hag on a pig, yeah! Parrot, yeah! Wow, far out!

The hag, the pig and the parrot weren’t the only things to puzzle me about Geography. There was also the tricky business of Shredded Wheat. When faced with map or atlas, kids would murmur, in a pensive but knowing way, the mantra: Never. Eat. Shredded. Wheat. I didn’t get that until I embarked on a short-lived career as a teacher, twenty years later. ‘North, East, South, West, sir – the initials, sir,’ explained nine-year-old Neil from the back row. Ah. ‘Round the compass like a clock, sir.’ Mmm.

By the age of thirteen I’d abandoned Geography as a boring and baffling stew of facts. Boring and baffling not just to me, but to most of my contemporaries – and to my children, and their contemporaries, too, if I can believe what I’m told. Too many moraines and rift valleys, too much banging on about coal tar by-products and the fluorspar industry. Enough already with imports and exports, changes in manufacturing employment in the Vale of Belvoir, square hectares of Renfrewshire under root crops. Too much confusion of conservation, ecology, world population movements, climate change and other doomsday scenarios. And not enough of the basics, the stuff everyone really wants to know: what’s where, how to get there, and what it’s like when you do get there.

Those are the practical advantages of knowing one’s Geography. But there’s another benefit, just as important. Geography helps me notice and appreciate what’s around me, while I’m on the way to where I’m going. It puts a polish and a sparkle on things. ‘To travel hopefully’, said clever old Robert Louis Stevenson, a world-bestriding traveller himself, ‘is a better thing than to arrive.’ What a fat old cliché! And how fabulously true! The British are lucky enough to live in just about the most diverse, compact, beautiful and endlessly fascinating set of islands in the world. To have the privilege of travelling them – which we endlessly do, for work or play – is to move through the world’s best art gallery, nature reserve, library, concert hall and theatre – all for free.

So why don’t we see what’s there any more? What’s blocking us off from our birthright of Geography? Is it bad teaching of the basics? No teaching of the basics? Because we are all somehow thicker than Robert Louis Stevenson and his generation? Half a dozen theories . . .




	Children don’t get out and wander about their local streets and countryside as they used to, because this generation of parents, bewitched by health and safety, harbours irrational fears of traffic, or stranger danger, or accidents by flood and field. Therefore children never learn to absorb the landmarks, unimportant in themselves – a tree, a gate, a bend in the lane – that make up their own personal Geography.

	We are all frantic to get where we’re going as quickly as possible. Work pressures, social arrangements, I-can-be-there-for-the-meeting-if-I-leave-home-at-4 a.m. – our fast cars and 125 mph trains and Edinburgh-in-forty-minutes planes force the pace, and we blindly follow.

	We don’t need to look out of the window at the outside world, because the outside world is now inside the car or the bus or the train carriage with us: the boss on the mobile, the stock market on the dashboard Internet, the email bleeping on the BlackBerry, the news on the laptop.

	In spite of being more contactable by the outside world, we are also more insulated from it. What do the rainy hills, the budding trees or the sun-dried fields, the smell of the earth or the crunch of a frozen puddle have to do with the cosy, cut-off world we inhabit as we flash by – a world whose sounds, smells, climate, light and shade we can select to suit ourselves at the press of a button?

	And that applies to foot and bike travellers, too, iPods plugged in, shades on, insulated by Gore-tex and Neoprene, pumped up by adrenaline advertising, staring ahead and burning calories, using the countryside as a gym – To The Max! Go For It! Rippin’ Up The Ridgeway!

	Planning a journey, and then doing it, have been reduced by GPS, Sat Nav, Google Maps and other positional and directional tools to a matter of (a) where to start and (b) where to finish. Everything in between is taken care of by ‘someone else’ – namely, the little personal servant goblin who lives in the gizmo and tells us exactly where to turn left and how far it is to the next service station. So we read Ordnance Survey maps and road atlases less; we have less peripheral context at any given place, because we’re missing the wealth of superfluous, but civilising and enriching, detail inherent in maps, so plump with facts and knowledge, so redolent of our huge heritage of national culture and history.
   To move through a GPS landscape of grey blanks knitted together by blue, green, orange and white spider lines is to negate the very notion of Stevenson-style travelling. Lay the Google and OS 1:25,000 Explorer maps of the Stonehenge area side by side. On Google – roads and a ghostly hint of buildings. That’s it. On the Explorer, all round the mighty henge itself: ridged and billowing downland, ancient trackways, processional paths, long barrows and tumuli where our distant lordly ancestors lie buried, the mysterious banking of the Cursus track, copses and spinneys bounded by unexplained earthworks.



Do we actually need all this stuff to get from Amesbury to Winterbourne Stoke? No, we don’t. Should we delight in it, and feel grateful to be part of it, and smack our imaginative lips over it, and be inspired to come back and explore it with a flower book and an archaeology book on a sunny day soon? Absolutely. That’s our national birthright.

Here is a book for anyone who:


	Doesn’t have a clue about the basic Geography of the British Isles

	Once knew all, or some, or a bit of it, and has forgotten it, or lost it, or let it slip

	Goes away for football matches, or music festivals, or holidays

	Goes walking, or riding, or biking at a slow pace through these islands

	Catches themselves on the motorway or the railway, dashing past a tower in a wood, or a range of blue hills, or a lake behind rushes, and thinking: ‘Where is that? And why’s it there? And how can I find it again?’



Here you’ll find, placed and explained, the West Country and the North Country and the South Country. The islands and Highlands, the roads and rivers. Lumpy bits and bumpy bits, fens and flats. Cities and towns you know, or would like to know, or haven’t given a damn about up till now. The moors and mountains, coal pits and quarries. Landmarks. Waymarks. The best-known and the least-known parts of these patchwork, magical islands of ours, rediscovered and plainly set out, so that anyone – even a geographical donkey such as myself – can enjoy the journey and everything that’s along the wayside.


1

THE BASICS

North, East, South, West


There are four main points that we take our directions from: North, East, South, West.

To remember where the four points are, just picture a compass and a clock.
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The compass is laid out exactly like a clock.

At the top (12 o’clock) is North. On the right, at 3 o’clock, is East. At the bottom, at 6 o’clock, is South. On the left, at 9 o’clock, is West. N, E, S, W . . . Never Eat Shredded Wheat.
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Take any place on the map – for example, London. Whatever’s above it is north of it (e.g. Stevenage); whatever’s to the right is east of it (e.g. Southend-on-Sea); everything below it is south of it (e.g. Brighton), and everything to the left is west of it (e.g. Reading).

What about the bits in between?

Halfway between north and east is north-east (7½ minutes past the hour).

Halfway between east and south is south-east (22½ minutes past the hour).

Halfway between south and west is south-west (22½ minutes to the hour).

And halfway between west and north is . . . north-west! (7½ minutes to the hour).

Example: Travelling out of London, heading north-east, you would reach Chelmsford, south-east Tenterden, south-west Guildford and north-west St Albans.

THE BRITISH ISLES



This island is almost made of coal and surrounded by fish.

– Aneurin Bevan, Welsh politician

A traveller in the upper stratosphere, passing over the British Isles, sees a small, fantastically ragged archipelago (cluster of islands) sprawling in the sea just off the north-west coast of Europe. Two main chunks of land catch this space voyager’s eye. There’s mainland Britain, its west coast bitten by the incessant Atlantic waves into deep slices and jagged peninsulas, its eastern shores rounded and smoothed by the hungry tides of the North Sea. And there’s the island of Ireland lying to the west, with the action of the seas producing just the same effect – deeply fissured western seaboard, straighter and smoother east coast. All around the two main islands, but mostly off their west and north coasts, hundreds of smaller islands lie scattered.

All the islands of the archipelago, big and small, look green. They are lumpy with hills and mountains, blue-veined with rivers, edged with shores of grey, black, red, white and yellow rocks, sands and shallows. Exposed around these coasts, forming the mountains and underlying the green lowlands, is a riot of rock, hard, soft, rigid, squashy – every kind, from some of the oldest rocks in the world to some of the youngest. Hard-edged shadows of cities are concentrated here and there, especially across the waist of mainland Britain. If the traveller high overhead were to take his flight by night, he would stare down on an inverted star map, the cities like brightly lit ships riding amid dark seas. By day or night the beauty is breathtaking, the variety mind-boggling. The archipelago lies isolated, but also protected, by its surrounding sea.


This precious stone set in the silver sea,

Which serves it in the office of a wall

Or as a moat defensive to a house,

Against the envy of less happier lands, –

This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England.



William Shakespeare cited ‘England’ in that famous passage in King Richard II, but it is the whole sea-surrounded archipelago of the British Isles that his fabulous image evokes.

Mainland Britain

Think of a triangle, and you’ve got the rough picture. Scotland (the hag’s nose, hairdo and bonnet) is the northern bit of the main island, at the top, with its south-western corner looking across the sea at Northern Ireland (the parrot’s head). West-facing Wales (the pig’s head) lies on the left of the main island, looking across the sea at the Republic of Ireland. All the rest is England.

England


England fills all of the south and most of the east of the British mainland. Shakespeare’s ‘blessed plot’, the largest of the three countries that make up mainland Britain, is also the most prosperous. That’s largely thanks to its underlying rocks, the remarkably varied geology that shapes its landscape and has shaped its history, too. England has less wild, rough land than mountainous Wales and Scotland; it is softer, gentler, more easily farmed. It’s a small country, too – you could very comfortably drive from bottom to top of England in a day without breaking the speed limit. But it has a hugely long coastline for its size – it would take you a fortnight to drive around the edge of England at the same speed. That coast is deeply indented by the sea, and it has hundreds of harbours and ports, both great and small. England has also been incredibly lucky in having huge deposits of precious minerals like coal, iron, tin, copper and quarry stone that sparked its Industrial Revolution; and in possessing the tumbling streams that powered the mills and factories, and the wide rivers that transported what they made long before the rest of the world caught up.
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Five out of six people in the British Isles live in England, with roughly one-third of these living in London and the south-east (bottom right). There’s a good reason for that: the south-east part of England, with its geology of chalk and clay, is the driest and warmest part of the entire island, and it’s the closest region to Continental Europe, too. So it’s no coincidence that it contains Britain’s capital city of London. Dry, warm and easy to reach sounded good to the invading Romans 2,000 years ago, when they planted up the south-east with corn and grapes – and the south-east of England is still the most prosperous, and pricey, part of Britain. North of (just above) the south-east corner of England, clay-bound East Anglia (easily recognisable by its rounded, east-facing coastline) shares the same climate – warm in the summer, cold in the winter, and generally dry. Here is the best farmland in Britain, a lot of it rich black peat lying below sea level, protected from the North Sea tides by sea walls and complicated systems of drains and sluices. The great apron of land at the eastern edge, known as the Fens and absolutely dead flat, was once the bed of the sea, from which men reclaimed it. Across in the opposite corner of southern England, the south-west (bottom left), sometimes known as the West Country, has a mild climate, too, but is a lot wetter and greener – good dairying country based on fertile limestone and sandstone. This is the classic English seaside holiday region, with the gentle tides of the English Channel for bathing and the crashing rollers of the Atlantic for surfing. The West Country coast of red sandstone or darker, harder granite is pounded by the waves into coves and bays floored with soft sand.

The further north and west (upwards and left) you go in England, the wetter, greener and hillier the countryside becomes; colder and harsher, too. There’s a blotch of industry and a tangle of canals near Shakespeare Country, in the centre of the Midlands around Birmingham, and another one to the north between the western seaport of Liverpool and the triangle of Sheffield, Manchester and Leeds, former manufacturing giants that owed their prosperity and huge, sudden nineteenth-century growth to the coal and iron that underlie them and to the dampness of their valleys, ideal for cotton-spinning. North again it’s the wide landscapes of Yorkshire, England’s largest county, with its green dales (valleys towards the west of the county, cut out of soft limestone and harder gritstone by rain and rivers) and dark moors (north-east Yorkshire’s domes of acid sandstone topped with peat and heather).

Country walkers adore wide-open Yorkshire, but the real walker’s paradise is up in the far north-west of England (top left corner), where a jumble of ancient slate, volcanic rock, granites and sandstones has built the high and beautiful fells (tall hills) of the Lake District, beloved of poets and hill walkers. Here you’ll find England’s highest mountain, the 3,209 ft/978 m Scafell Pike. The industrial landscape of the Rivers Tyne and Wear, which lies in the North-East (top right), used to be famous for coal-mining and ship-building until those industries disappeared late in the twentieth century – now it, too, is reinventing itself as walking and cycling country. Right up in the Scottish Borders, between England and Scotland, it’s rolling, hilly land with lots of dark conifer forests, and a hauntingly lovely coast of cold seas and long, windy beaches.

There’s a long-running rivalry, part joke and part reality, between the south and the north of England. Southerners (folk who come from anywhere south of the Midlands) caricature those in the north as uncouth, blunt, uncivilised, and ready to steal your hubcaps. To northerners, there’s nothing more feeble, pathetic and namby-pamby than a ‘soft southerner’. There might be something in both viewpoints.

Scotland

North of (above) England sits Scotland, iconic land of red deer, heather, mountains, bagpipes, kilts and whisky – to evoke but half a dozen ‘corny-but-true’ images. A bigger mass of land than most non-Scots suppose, Scotland and its hundreds of islands account for almost one-third of the main island in bulk, and well over half its coastline. If there’s one image of Scotland that holds sway in everyone’s imagination, it’s of majestic mountains interspersed with deep, sweeping glens; if there’s another, it’s the magically misty and beautiful islands of the west. The romanticising of the tragedy of Bonnie Prince Charlie had a lot to do with that. So did the notorious Highland Clearances of the nineteenth century, when the clansmen were swept from their native glens and replaced by more profitable sheep, leaving the magnificent landscape empty and silent.
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The east of Scotland is drier than the Atlantic-facing west, which catches the lion’s share of the rain. The east is also far less mountainous, and less indented by the sea, so communications are much easier – and that’s why, as with England’s capital London, Scotland’s capital city of Edinburgh is sited in the south-east of the country, and has become the hub of a self-confident resurgence of Scottish nationalism in recent years.

Scotland is traditionally divided into TheLowlands, the more southern part, and TheHighlands further north – self-explanatory names, with the lower ground tending to be in the Lowlands, and the higher ground . . . well, you work it out!

The Lowlands extend north from their border with England as rolling, billowing country of hidden valleys, high wild hills and fertile river valleys, where neat little towns lie widely separated. There’s a belt of coal and iron around the waist of Scotland between Glasgow and Edinburgh, with a sprawl of industrial towns. North again is increasingly hilly country; generally speaking, the further north and west (up and left) you go in Scotland, the wetter and hillier things get. Just as in England, in fact. The Lowlands extend north as far as the Great Glen – the ruler-straight valley containing Loch Ness that runs from Fort William in the south-west (near the bottom left corner of Scotland) to Inverness in the north-east (near the top right).

The Highlands include everything north and west (above and left) of the Great Glen. They also make a bulge into the north-west part of the Lowlands to include the highest bits of the great Grampian Mountain range. The west coast is slashed into tatters by the ceaselessly pounding Atlantic, and overlooked by a superb succession of mountain ranges. Up in the far north, things level out into the vast, million-acre boglands of the Flow Country, before reaching the chilly, stormy seas and ancient, iron-hard quartzites, granites and sandstone of Scotland’s (and mainland Britain’s) most northerly coast.

Wales

Land of song, poetry and romantic mythology, Wales lies to the west (left) of England. Wales is roughly square in shape, with three of its sides – north, west and south – bordered by sea, and its western coast deeply scooped into a concave arc. The east side connects Wales to England with a wriggling, meandering border that wanders roughly south–north through glorious hill country.

As with both England and Scotland, the east and south of Wales face well away from the rain-laden winds off the Atlantic Ocean, and tend to be drier, warmer and less hilly than the north and west. Here is where the Welsh capital city of Cardiff is situated, at the feet of the deep, southward-curving Valleys of South Wales. An astonishing wealth of coal, iron, copper and other minerals hereabouts made the Valleys the powerhouse of Wales during the Industrial Revolution, but they lie quiet in these post-industrial days.

Wanderers looking for a superb long-distance coastal walk, a sandy seaside holiday or a trip to bird-haunted islands make for Pembrokeshire, out at the tip of south-west Wales – a corner of the country that’s warm, wet and sandy of coast. West Wales, based around the long, west-facing coast of Cardigan Bay, is the stronghold of Welsh language, poetry and culture. The intensely rural and hilly region of Powys fills the centre of Wales, a land of small market towns, conifer forests and high hill ranges reflected in dozens of lakes and reservoirs. Ancient drovers’ roads criss-cross the eastern (right-hand) border of Powys, where the eighth-century earthwork of Offa’s Dyke carries walkers on a roller-coaster journey along Wales’s national boundary with England.
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The north-west of Wales, as with both England and Scotland, is the wettest and most mountainous district, and here at the heart of Snowdonia stands Wales’s highest mountain, kingly Snowdon itself, surrounded by a court of jagged, formidable peaks of slate, granite and baked volcanic rock – a landscape quarried, dug and mined, but somehow transcendent.

Northern Ireland

From its perch in Ireland’s north-east (top right) corner, Northern Ireland looks east towards mainland Britain across the Irish Sea. If any part of the British Isles deserves the hackneyed old labels of ‘forgotten’ or ‘undiscovered’ or ‘best-kept secret’, it’s this. The Republic of Ireland is separated by a wandering border from Northern Ireland, a region roughly circular in shape, with enormous Lough Neagh – the largest lake in the British Isles – at its heart.

The coasts of Northern Ireland are some of the most dramatic and beautiful in these islands, especially the north- and east-facing Antrim Coast, where enormous volcanic cliffs lead to the famous basalt promontory of the Giant’s Causeway. The Atlantic and Irish Sea have carved deep into the volcanic coasts of Northern Ireland, producing a series of picturesque sea loughs or inlets, from Lough Foyle in the north-west round to Carlingford Lough in the south-east. The capital city of Belfast lies at the head of one of these, Belfast Lough on the east coast, with its easy access to mainland Britain.
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Just as it says in the old and oft-quoted Percy French song, the ‘Mountains of Mourne sweep down to the sea’ in the south-east corner of the region. Beyond, in the south around the border, lie scores of rounded little hills, tight-packed and cosy-looking, the grassed-over gravel hummocks or drumlins left behind when the Ice Age glaciers retreated 10,000 years ago. The fine walking uplands of the Sperrin Hills rise west of Lough Neagh, while down in Northern Ireland’s own ‘Lake District’ of County Fermanagh in the south-west curves the great lake system of Upper and Lower Lough Erne. Were our putative stratospheric traveller to glance down as he crossed this watery Fermanagh landscape, he would – if he had any poetry in his soul – see a great shining dolphin leaping north-west and scattering a burst of spray in its wake.


2

LAND AND BORDERS – ENGLAND


Where are the Fens? ‘Well, you know you’re here when you’re here,’ was a Fenman’s description of his native territory when I put the question in a Wisbech pub. ‘And you know you’re out when you’re out.’ Hmmm, yes, I sort of saw what he meant. But it wasn’t all that helpful.

There are a bewildering number of names for the many regions that make up England. And a load of questions, too. Which are the borders of the West Country, or East Anglia, or the Lake District? Where are the Fens, or the Yorkshire Wolds, or the Welsh Marches?
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