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Prologue: Red Doors, Grey Arches


A sudden, scarcely audible swish through the broad hazel leaves beneath a pine tree and a russet flash in the peripheral vision. And there, on a slim branch sticking out straight from the warm trunk is a red fur form catching the afternoon sun. A brown tail bushes around the contours of the bright haunches, brushing down to hide the small head as it freezes under a direct gaze from below. I remain motionless, too. And watch. In a few minutes, the squirrel perks up and looks down. I can see both bright eyes assessing the situation. A gap in the oak canopy beside the pine means that he’s spotlit by the September sun – warm, flame red and exposed. A moment later, a soundless hop takes him out of sight, but not out of mind.


I hadn’t even hoped for such a treat when setting off. It was just a walk in the woods, beside a winding river on the edge of the Pennines. I have seen red squirrels at Derwent Water, though not for some years, and although Cumbria is one of the counties where a few survive, the odds against spotting them are as high as the pines. The sudden flash was a revelation – a red door opening the moment into other times and places.


I was born in a house with a red front door. A very bright red, as I understand, at least for a few weeks. When my parents arrived at RAF Scampton with two small daughters and a portable mountain of crates, boxes and cases, the Station Married Quarters were still covered in the black and khaki camouflage of wartime defence. All of the houses were the same, their mottled exteriors intended to blend into the dark earth and thick hedges of surrounding fields. Had this been hill country, the doors might almost have passed for the mouths of caves or tunnels. As it was low-lying farmland, they were just black and flat and forbidding. My mother, Gill, who radiated energy wherever she went, saw no good reason to put up with post-war dreariness any longer. She was young and ready for anything – especially for the 1960s. Why blend into the background – least of all when the dominant tone was olive drab?


After breakfast one morning, when my father had gone to work and my sisters to nursery school, Gill opened a tin of vermilion red gloss and spent a satisfying day applying several coats to the dull black door. ‘And very cheerful it looked,’ she announced proudly, whenever she retold the tale. On his return that evening, my father could not fail on this occasion to notice that something had happened at home, but wisely made no remark. And for a month or more, the entrance to No. 2 Trenchard Square stood resplendent and startling in scarlet. A celebration, a quiet rebellion, an angry protest or perhaps an embarrassment, our glowing door was unlike any other: suddenly it had ceased to match, and stood magnificently out of place.


In due course, the RAF maintenance team set to work, steadily redecorating every window frame and door in the Station, starting with the Officers’ Married Quarters. Instead of reinstating the standard black, they introduced a new system. Green, yellow, blue, red – more pastel than primary, but at least each door was becoming part of a sequence of colours. Our dazzling entrance was duly given another fresh coat, to tone it down and make it fit in, but it did not go back to black.


Twentieth-century warfare meant taking cover: among the many long legacies of the First World War is military camouflage. After my grandfather emerged from the trenches uninjured, in body at least, he went to the Westminster School of Art to draw and paint and start again. His daughter Gill, born between the First and Second World Wars, grew up in a house full of colour and a garden bright with flowers and fruit. For her, painting the Scampton front door scarlet meant reinstating normality. As she opened her tin of gloss paint, she was shutting out traumatic childhood memories of the Blitz and the spirit-sapping aftermath of rationing, obedience, austerity. It was not easy to forget. On winter nights in Trenchard Square, shadowy figures loomed by the bedroom windows, troubling sleep. Gill painted the door not just for her own children, but for all the young airmen who were no longer around to see the world returning to colour. A door into the past as well as the future – like so many things that seem out of place, Gill’s red door was hinged by time.


I never saw the red front door. Three months after my arrival, the packing crates were out again as Gill rallied to get ready for the new posting. By then the door was Air Force blue, but she had other things on her mind. The red moment was left to fade among the mental embers until a stray breath of air might ignite an unexpected blaze. But we see with the mind as much as the eye. I grew up with the story of the red door, and I’ve been spotting them ever since – which is why my momentary encounter, many years later, with that elusive red squirrel set me thinking. Though high above, the squirrel’s nervousness was only too apparent. He was in no danger at all from me, but still he froze, and stared, and skipped out of sight, propelled by an instinct to avoid humankind. It made me wonder about inherited wariness. This red door was opening to times when nimble little creatures like this were not so rare – and to thoughts of times to come, when they may be rarer still.


A hundred years ago, red squirrels were everywhere. So common were they, in fact, that many people regarded them as pests, threatening young trees or hazelnut crops. Thieving red squirrels were fair game, their rich, russet coats much in demand for fur gloves and collars, the thin leftover flesh for stews and pies. In some areas, ‘squoyling’ was a favourite Christmas sport, as people got in the festive mood by competing to bring home the biggest sack of squirrel carcases. In the New Forest, skilful squoylers would topple squirrels from the highest boughs, with the strong, lead-weighted sticks known as ‘squoyles’. An easier method, more widely used, was to attack their lofty dreys with long poles.


During the famished years of the Second World War, squirrel-tail soup was one of the recommended recipes for eking out rationing. At the time, red squirrels could be found running through treetops from Inverness to Land’s End – resident in almost every region except Caithness and the Home Counties. Gill saw them in the trees around Windermere when she was evacuated to the Lake District, and then again in Cornwall and the Yorkshire Dales, as constant as familiar birds, when her young life, too, suddenly became a series of strange flits between hotels, guest houses and damp cottages. Today red squirrels are in deep retreat, taking refuge in Scottish forests or pinewoods in the north of England, with a few hardy island survivors fending off extinction in Anglesey and the Isle of Wight. All too soon, the tide turns, and one generation’s pest becomes another’s precious rarity. When the grey squirrels introduced as novelties to grand Victorian gardens went forth and multiplied, their small red relations were driven from their old homes. As they settled in, the newcomers doomed red squirrels to decades of dwindling until eventually they became the rarities.


Unlike red squirrels, Gill’s scarlet door was only temporarily out of place. Its rapid return to ‘regulation blue’ was a reminder of norms and uniformity, of neatness and rightness and order. Everything from the white stones around the Officers’ Mess to the airmen’s shining buttons and boots had to fall into line, to uphold eternal standards. And yet, such ‘norms’ were relative newcomers. Only a few decades earlier, there had been no officers, no Mess, no Trenchard Square at Scampton. In those days, the old Ermine Street, always known as the ‘Ramper’, still ran as straight as when the Roman army laid it down on their way from Lindum (Lincoln) to Eboracum (York). Until the first flimsy biplanes landed beside it in the middle of the First World War, the site had been open countryside; by the mid-1930s, regulars at the bar in the Midge Inn were taken aback by the news that their pub was to be replaced by a runway. What could be more out of place in a Lincolnshire field? Their grandparents would have been astonished by the very idea of flying. All would have been baffled to learn that one day Scampton’s village pub would be called the Dambusters Inn. For centuries, the only changes had taken the form of seasonal ploughing, sowing and harvesting, as the rich, brown soil sprouted spring green, which gradually warmed into pale gold before being ploughed again. Occasionally, the perennial cycle was unexpectedly disrupted – but never for very long.


One bright morning in 1795, labourers tasked with extracting stones from a field beside the Ramper unearthed a few shards of terracotta. The local Rector, Cayley Illingworth, was so intrigued that he told them to carry on digging, deeper and deeper, excitement mounting as they turned up more and more red fragments. After several hours of heavy spadework, they reached a hard, flat, level surface several feet down. The broken terracotta turned out to be a trail of buried clues, leading to a hidden, underground world. In a matter of days, the mud was removed to reveal a grand mosaic of rich red, yellow, black and white tiles, laid out in intricate geometries.


Roman remains were much in the news at the time, because of similar revelations in Bath. Belief in the therapeutic benefits of ‘taking the waters’ had boosted the city’s appeal to wealthy invalids and fashionable society. As Bath boomed, so did the local construction industry. But the soaring demand for elegant houses and hotels often entailed rather more digging than the architects anticipated. Work on the new Pump Room in the city centre was halted by the discovery of a buried pavement, and then, on further investigation, steps, stones, Latin inscriptions, and dozens of damaged sculptures. The unsuspecting citizens of Bath had evidently been going about their business for centuries, unaware of the classical temple lying beneath their feet.


Now the tiny village of Scampton turned out to have Roman baths of its own – or at least a large villa, a bath house and a natural spring. The colourful mosaic was just the start of an extensive excavation. And yet, once uncovered, the glossy floors began to fade rapidly, their grandeur not helped by curious visitors, who liked to take home a tessera or two. Even a temporary building couldn’t quite preserve their lustre. The underground wonderland was fast becoming less wonderful. In rural Lincolnshire, interest in wheat also outweighed even the keenest antiquarian curiosity, and so there were compelling reasons to avoid unearthing anything more. After the excavation, what remained of the villa was reburied and quickly disappeared under the plough. Firmly in place since the first century, the Roman residence was splendidly, but inconveniently, out of place when it resurfaced in a working farm some 1,750 years later.


Apart from this brief moment of fame, Scampton remained a relatively self-effacing village. Between the Romans and the RAF came Saxon settlement and a medieval abbey, but neither left many traces to intrigue later generations. Willingham Franklin Rawnsley, commissioned to describe the Highways and Byways of Lincolnshire in 1914, was much more impressed by the broad, open views from the Ermine Street as it ran northwards along the Lincoln Edge than by the villages scattered below. He listed Scampton along with Burton, Carlton, Aisthorpe, Brattleby, Cammeringham, Ingham, Fillingham, Glentworth, Harpswell, Hemswell, Willoughton, Blyborough and Grayingham, perhaps to demonstrate that he knew what he was about when declaring that ‘nothing of importance’ could detain the traveller between Lincoln and Kirton-in-Lindsey. Neither did the clear eye of Frederick Griggs, whose light pencil sketches provided the book’s atmospheric illustrations, alight on a suitable subject anywhere along the limestone ridge running north from Lincoln. When he finally reached Barton-upon-Humber after nearly forty miles, he made up for it by making two sketches, inspired by both the Saxon church and the small boats moored in the haven at low tide.


Had Rawnsley paused to turn off the highway and explore the byways around Scampton, he might have discovered a weathered monument standing alone on the edge of a copse beside the village. If you take the narrow lane running westward from the High Street, which doesn’t seem to go anywhere in particular, and stop to look across the wide field towards the church, you might just spot it. Not in the summer, when the hedge beside the lane is dense with green leaves, but during the weeks when the days are shortest, often greyest, and yet the clouds sometimes break to allow the clearest light. It is not easy to see. Through the thick, criss-cross tangle of spiked twigs, crumpled leaves, ivy fronds and scarlet rose hips, the form of a pale arch is just visible against a clump of bare trees. When the sky changes, it is less distinct. In mist or heavy rain, it disappears. Grey and ghostly on a dull day, in bright winter light the stone shape stands out, solid and solitary. Pale gold on a bank of grass, an old arch frames the darker woodland beyond. You could only reach it by continuing along the hedge to the private road at the next bend, ignoring all the signs forbidding access, and then tramping across the muddy field. I prefer to avoid upsetting the farmer and so look through the hedge, wondering what’s there, what might be on the far side of the distant ruin.


The grand old arch on the edge of the dark wood reminds me for a moment of George Dobson, the Edinburgh coachman who found himself one night driving his horses through an unfamiliar gateway, realising only too late that he was on his way to hell. But in the morning light, there is nothing too ominous about this strange remnant of vanished splendour. Defiant in solitary grandeur, it seems to disdain the straggle of unremarkable farm buildings to the left of the wood and even the church tower, away to the right. Grey-gold rather than red, it signals a striking difference from everything round about, standing as an entrance to somewhere that cannot quite be seen.


Though forbidding in its monumental being, the arch seems to beckon to ages past, mocking the present with an air of eternity. Indistinct shapes on the massive frontage and what might be a plaque above the keystone may once have guided visitors on the proper way to approach. The worn stones have long since ceased to tell their tales. Still, in the empty space beneath, the outlines of earlier existence begin to form. Stand here long enough at dusk and the shadows of horsemen, coaches, carriage dogs might well start flitting in and out.


By the time of Cayley Illingworth’s excavations at the site of the Roman villa in the 1790s, the old Jacobean hall at Scampton had been reduced to rubble, the great, grey, top-heavy gateway, with its solid supports and slim Doric pillars, all that remained. It might have come into its own as a fashionable folly, had a smart, new Georgian mansion arisen nearby. Instead, it seemed odd and out of place, prompting the rector to brief meditations on the vicissitudes of time and the transience of worldly power.


Whatever the fate of Scampton Hall, the arch itself was built to last. The monumental gateway was commissioned by Sir George Bolle, after he was ennobled by James I and VI for obeying the will of heaven rather than kowtowing to the king. As Lord Mayor of London, Bolle had attempted to maintain order in the bustling city by forbidding all Sunday travel, even when the royal entourage was on the road. Though initially incensed, the king quickly came to admire Bolle as a man of upright character and religious principle. A baronetcy was conferred accordingly. Such an honour deserved a country house to match – and an entrance which would remind all comers of the owner’s elevation.


Sir George’s heirs carried on riding through the triumphal arch until 1714, when the last Sir John died without issue, leaving the estate to his sister Sarah in Shrewsbury. Since Sarah had no interest in moving to Lincolnshire, the great house was left to crumble: as rain pounded down on the unrepaired roof, and frost fractured the window frames and walls, the grey stones were quietly diverted to humbler building projects. With no great house to generate traffic, the drive fell into disuse, while grass and saplings shot up and the moss steadily spread. Generations of local farmers carried on ploughing the land around but left the old stone arch alone. Designed to command attention, Sir George’s gateway survived its original owner and all his descendants, to stand alone amid the weeds.


The entrances that catch my eye are often less noticeable than the red door I never saw – more like the grey arch that only occasionally comes into focus. A solitary encounter can open the way into invisible worlds, past and present, to places far away, or near at hand, but hiding in plain sight. A grey arch, a red squirrel, wonderful in itself, is also the start of a story, beginning in the middle of things and ending – who knows when or where?


The rarity of red squirrels, and other phenomena, natural and man-made, results from circumstances. What may seem settled for ever can all too easily come to look as out of place as a freshly painted scarlet door or a solitary grey arch from nowhere to nowhere – but how does this happen? Rarity depends on place as well as time. Among the quieter domestic excitements of late December is the sight of the cotoneaster in our back garden beginning to tremble and then shake quite vigorously. Within a few hours, the heavy clusters of blood-coloured berries have gone. What might seem baffling – and not a little disappointing – as an afternoon discovery is intensely diverting when witnessed as part of an urgent natural process. If you happen to be looking out when the vibrations start, it quickly becomes clear that the thick, shining evergreen leaves are full of birds: quite sizeable birds, resembling puffed-out thrushes with strongly speckled breasts and flushed with red beneath the wings. Once a year, if we’re lucky, redwings land and feast and fly away, leaving the branches both lighter and darker than before. Sometimes it’s just a single bird, bright and out of place in the dying days of the old year.


Flocks of fieldfares, lapwings and wild geese are regular highlights of my local winter calendar, but redwings are rare, unpredictable visitors. Their very occasional arrival in a garden shrub makes me wonder about their chances of survival. Are they destined to alight on the Red List of Conservation Concern or even to disappear for ever from our shores? Was there a time when they were commonplace and so may be again one day? Some birds have an inherent strangeness or wonder-inducing quality – I don’t believe you could ever get used to peregrine falcons, even if you were lucky enough to see them every day. With other birds it is harder to tell whether their power to arrest attention arises from natural character or from rarity – so I like to find out how they were regarded by earlier generations, or by people in other regions.


Redwings merit a short chapter in Walter Swaysland’s four-volume book of Familiar Wild Birds, which gives me a sense of how things stood in the Edwardian era. There’s the redwing, painted in full colour on the page, perched on an ivy-covered gate in deep snow. Redwings never ventured into gardens, apparently, and though known as ‘Norway Nightingales’, no one in Britain ever heard them singing. An air of mystery seems to have hung about them then, too. This is evidently one of the not-so-familiar wild birds in Swaysland’s book.


Flying back another century, Thomas Bewick, the brilliant engraver and observer of the natural world, knew redwings as winter visitors, appearing just a few days before the fieldfares and immediately joining forces with them. They must have arrived a little earlier in eighteenth-century Northumbria than they do in our modern and more southerly garden, judging from his note about the unlucky bird picked up on 7 November 1785 after it smashed into the old lighthouse at Tynemouth. What strikes me as out of place may have been more familiar in the past, then – or even rarer. The RSPB website tells me that, though fewer in number than they once were, thousands of redwings still land and feed in British fields and orchards each year. So perhaps they are just not very taken with our garden.


My sense of what’s out of place may not exactly match yours – as a recent trip to the Malverns brought home. I was out walking with a group of tree lovers, and so when I spotted a gargantuan clump of mistletoe suspended from a flimsy branch of acacia, I stopped to look. A light-hearted comment about how pleased Getafix would be was stalled by a few puzzled expressions. My new friends were quick to tell me that ‘Hereford is the county of mistletoe’ and so this clump was hardly a curiosity – though they were surprised by my surprise. Mistletoe is relatively rare in the woods and hedges where I usually walk, but common as a cloud elsewhere. The little exchange also made me realise that although familiarity can deepen our understanding of nearby places, it can deflect us too. It’s all too easy to cease to notice the red doors nearest home, so I like to see how visiting friends react to the birds, buildings and fields I see every day. Would anyone else be surprised by a redwing?


Or a Red Arrow? Some years after we left the house with the red door, the skies of North Lincolnshire began to acquire multicoloured streaks, as Scampton became the base for the RAF display team. The Red Arrows’ spectacular aerobatics attracted crowds everywhere – except at Scampton, where people saw (and heard) them every day. An air of imminent danger needed bringing down to earth. As the youngest of the Armed Forces, the RAF has always been adept at both inventing and invoking tradition. When the station at Scampton was built in the 1930s, the Headquarters and the Married Quarters were designed in a neo-Georgian style, as if to keep in step with the well-proportioned farmhouses nearby. By the time my mother painted her red door, a strange new bend had been introduced to the ancient Ermine Street, out of line with Roman principles – an innovation triggered by the need to accommodate a longer runway for massive Cold War Vulcan bombers. The new station badge featured a symbolic longbow, to reflect the old Roman road in the vertical bowstring, the re-routed Ramper in the braced bow, and the long, straight runway in the arrow. Nuclear defences, it seemed to say, were really not so different from the days of Agincourt. No wonder then, that when the Vulcans flew away, the Red Arrows settled in so easily.


This book is a personal response to the surprise of landscape and the gradual revelation of what’s hidden from immediate view. It wanders and wonders over things out of place and in, be it redwing, red squirrel or Red Arrow, pausing to look for clues about how they came to be there, their chances of survival and revival. What seems out of place now may one day settle in – or vanish altogether. Seemingly empty places often turn out to be the fullest. Red doors stand out in green spaces but are often even more arresting amid blue and grey, as the tides of time ebb and flow. On the south coast near Rye, a bright red door in a black, wooden fisherman’s hut is striking enough to feature in tourist guides as an icon of local heritage. But the ‘doors’ in this book come in all shapes and sizes, colours and kinds, natural, man-made, metaphorical. My zigzag journey through sea-, land- and skyscapes stops and starts at the unexpected, at the red doors in the grey wings that can open a way into unfamiliar times and places. The world is full of stories, with characters only just off stage. At the edge of a wood at dawn or dusk, a grey arch can slowly emerge from the shadows.


I like to be stopped in my tracks, to be led unpredictably through places thick with experience, with forgotten hopes and hidden lives, among generations vanished or unborn, yet still somehow present. Some of my red doors have an inherent strangeness – a natural out-of-placeness, while others are accidentally odd, isolated by surrounding transformations, or designed to be ahead of their times. Think of a kingfisher flashing from a low-lying branch above a river in a city centre, shooting away over floating cans and chip trays. Gone almost before you realise it’s there. Or the shiver provoked by a dark figure with outstretched oblong wings, caught in the mirror as you speed along the A1 at Birtley. Or the duller intake of breath when visiting old friends and finding a familiar street utterly changed. A high-rise hotel, a sports centre, a new road layout can seem out of place if you’re returning to old haunts, though your friends, used to seeing them every day, may already have forgotten how it once was.


Red doors are red lights: signals to stop. Once you stop, you can begin to feel what is there, to turn aside and follow an unplanned, unpredictable track. Places are lit up by what is out of the ordinary, by what’s counter, original, spare and strange. But they can be darkened too. The last fat old oak beside a new rail construction depot contracts the heart by looking out of place.


From red squirrels and redwings to red kites and red springs, from waves resonating in grey sea caves to the sudden cries of migrating geese, from medieval red-brick castles to modern steel suspension bridges, from a blazing chimney in a green shaded valley to a church half submerged in water or wildflowers, there are many portals to the past, to the future, and to the elsewhere. Even an unfamiliar word or a curious place name can act as cracks in the present, opening into worlds only just out of sight. It is always worth pausing to see what might be there, before it hops away soundlessly into the shadows of the forest, or washes out to sea.










Drained


If you search a map, you will still find ‘Whittlesey Mere’. The words are printed plainly on a road atlas, not far off the A1, a few miles north of Alconbury. But there is no pale blue shape beside the name. On Google Earth, Whittlesey Mere is pinpointed with a bright red balloon (rather than a door). It floats above a large, green space defined by a long, undeviating track and what looks like a ditch running perpendicular to it, cutting straight through another rectangular field. This agricultural geometry is like a vast Mondrian earth canvas – though he never painted in such sludgy greens and browns. The defining feature of this place has vanished from sight, so Whittlesey Mere survives in name only – a signal through time from what was once a national landmark. But how do you find something that has been lost for many years – even something as big as Whittlesey Mere?


When the intrepid seventeenth-century writer, Celia Fiennes, set off on her horse across England in the 1690s, she rode across unknown stretches of country without any real sense of what she might see, or how long her day might turn out to be – and left an invaluable record of what caught her eye. I’ve never ridden side-saddle in a long skirt, so the ladylike conventions of three hundred years ago make her seem more heroic than ever. She’s a good ghost to glimpse on a strange road or coastal track: a woman who noticed things but didn’t pay too much attention to whether she was being noticed or not. She jotted down what she saw and heard and often got things a little bit wrong. When she set off for York, her journey took her through the old county of Huntingdonshire, where she was struck by a great, shimmering expanse ‘like some Sea’. The ground around was wet and marshy and furrowed with narrow channels running towards the vast sheet of water. The flat, boggy land offered little to break the winds rushing in from the east or north, blasting travellers on horseback, making their hands and faces sting. She listened to stories of storms sweeping out of nowhere, racing across the open water to rip into sailing boats before they knew it – just as if they were out at sea. And she caught the name ‘Whitlesome Mer’.


Whitlesome, Whittlesea, Whittlesey: names as slippery as the place they attempt to fix. Here the wide skies shift very rapidly from clear blue to soft white mackerel scales to smooth slate, leaden grey and dark charcoal. In flat country like this, the sky is dominant but rarely still. Unpredictable clouds suit the land below, which has changed more slowly but no less dramatically. For the great lake that surprised Celia Fiennes is no longer there. Who took the sea out of Whittlesea?


On foot, things are not quite so clear-cut as on the screen – no scarlet balloon to pinpoint the spot. The area still called ‘Whittlesey Mere’ stretches out across fields dotted with wind turbines, isolated farms, old mills bereft of sails, and tall, slim, brick chimneys. Narrow lanes called Gosling’s Drove or Two Pole Drove echo with lost activity. Far away on the horizon, the spire of Whittlesey Church marks the old market town which still greets approaching traffic with a flower-filled boat called ‘The Spirit of Whittlesey’. But the spirit of Whittlesey can be felt more powerfully in the flat land once covered by the waters of the great lake.


Dark, straight dykes cutting between the fields ooze with the lifeblood of this low-lying district. Even in August, the air breathes through hidden lungs, heavy with unknown vapour and drifts of white seed. Tall maize masses on either side of deep, duckweed-green cuts. Bindweed wraps the quill-headed sedges and the edges of corn and kale. The white flowers open innocently, as thin strings strangle the nearest sunflowers. Bog reeds and bulrushes burst up, along, above, beside and into the sunken channels. Peat and beet. A kestrel hovers over long, collapsing grass and yellowing nettles. To the right are the low, pale humps of scattered sheep, far to the left the mophead silhouettes of distant willows. Nearby lines of alder and poplar offer perches to the noisy jackdaws. Telegraph poles stand in wait for flocks of smaller birds to turn the high wires into an aerial score. Everywhere, the land is in limbo, holding its secrets, biding its time.


A delivery driver, weaving slowly between deep pocks and potholes, watches over the side of the van door to see if his wheels can keep within the jagged edge of tarmac. ‘Wouldn’t want to try this every day,’ he calls out.


I smile and nod, while trying to find a less crumbling spot to stand as he crawls past. As I watch him making his unsteady way onwards, I think about the people who do come and go every day and what it might be like to live in a house where the ground falls away. But there is no one around to ask – and if there were, it would be an ill-judged opening gambit. The narrow track ahead buckles into cracks and crevices, as gravity turns the surface into rough gravel and rocks. The old mere is getting its own back. Below the precarious track, a red-billed moorhen nips beneath big blades of flag iris, her small black chicks quick to follow.


Whittlesey or Whittlesea? The spelling that now marks the mere’s absence is deeply rooted in the old place. The ‘ey’ suffix has its source in Old English and means ‘island’. You see it in the nearby fenland villages of Thorney, Yaxley and Ramsey St Mary’s. It’s easy to see why someone’s ‘ey’ became a ‘sea’, as memories of the Saxons were submerged in the settling generations that came and went and stayed in this amphibious region. But ‘Whittlesea Mere’ is still overflowingly maritime, because ‘mere’ itself originally meant ‘sea’. ‘Mere’ springs from the same fountain as the French mer. But perhaps something more vital and magical was going on when Whittlesea Mere acquired its name. The verb ‘to mere’ once meant ‘to purify or refine’ and gathered its gleams from an old Sanskrit ray of light (marīci) and an Ancient Greek ‘sparkle’ (μαρμαίρειν). The Vikings brought their own shining words, merla and mura, as well as their swords. But ‘Whittlesey Mere’ was well enough known to merit a mention in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, in an entry that long pre-dated the arrival of the Vikings. In 656 it was already distinguished from all the other mere ‘meres’ in the surrounding area by the name of ‘Whittlesey’. For many centuries the biggest mere glistened among deep, peaty brown expanses, washed by waves of new people. Now its old name seems oddly out of place in the flat, dissected fields southeast of Peterborough.


Whittlesea was once one of England’s great lakes. When John Clare first saw the Thames flowing through Westminster, he was disappointed to find that the river he had heard so much about was hardly a stream compared with Whittlesea Mere. But just how big was the Mere? The sea seen by Celia Fiennes was some ‘3 mile broad and 6 mile long’, but she was probably relying on what she had been told on the journey north, or what she read on her return. These were the dimensions recorded in William Camden’s grand survey of Britain, with its final-word-on-the-matter kind of title – Britannia. No traveller cantering along a lake as big as the sea would really have any reason to quibble, especially as a ‘mile’ was rather more elastic in those days.


If you pore over the map of Cambridgeshire designed by Robert Morden for the new edition of Camden’s Britannia in 1695, you can see ‘Wittlesey Meer’ on the western county boundary. I have an old hand-coloured print, showing a dark blue shape rather like a flintlock pistol. Underneath is the scale of the map, with three different lengths of mile ‘Great, Middle, Small’ – so measuring a mere depended on which gauge you used. There were other cartographers who put Whittlesea Mere at a fraction of this size. In his research into the fluctuating history of the lake, Paul Middleton discovered a late eighteenth-century map of the area where it occupies only two miles in length and a mile and a half in width. A later recording made it five miles long. The greatness of this natural phenomenon seems to have depended on the eye of the beholder – until you realise that its boundaries were in fact remarkably fluid.


Even in its heyday, Whittlesea Mere wasn’t always in place. In the baking summer of 1826 it vanished altogether, evaporating in the heat to leave a mass of squirming fish. In less exceptional years, the fish in the Mere were so abundant that they were routinely caught, kept fresh in barrels of water and loaded onto horse-drawn wagons bound for Billingsgate. The Fens were rich in fish, the villages full of fishermen, the rivers and lakes lined by anglers. Distant kitchens cooked tench, trout, perch, pike and eels hauled from the brown waters of Huntingdonshire, Cambridgeshire and south Lincolnshire – none more famous than Whittlesea Mere. And yet the defining feature came and went, shrank and grew, froze and melted and flooded. The untidal mere was a natural shapeshifter, swelling and receding with the seasons. Fenland archaeologist Francis Pryor suggests that the great lake might have covered 3,000 acres in winter, but only 2,000 during the summer months. What you saw of Whittlesea depended on when you went to see it.


The poet John Clare tramped a few miles cross country from Helpston to study the flora of Whittlesea, spending happy days with his friend Joseph Henderson discussing the rare ferns, cranberries and dwarf willows that grew in the boggy land around the Mere. So rare were many of the flowering waterweeds that they had yet to be honoured with ‘christenings from modern botany’. Plants peculiar to the area often had local names but remained as yet unclassified in the Latinate categories of the Linnaean system. Throughout the summer, the bog plants flickered with rare moths and butterflies. A sharp-eyed observer might spot the smudge and feather of a gypsy moth or the flush of a rosy marsh moth among the leaves of bog myrtles. Marsh carpet moths, blotched as the layers of an old, peeling stump, were harder to see than silver-barred moths with their two light chevrons. In July, large copper butterflies opened brilliant orange wings, outlined in black with just a dusting of white. Swallowtails, translucent in lemon and black, looked as if tiny angels had taken flight from a stained-glass window to alight on the thistle-heads at Whittlesea.


The reed-wooded Mere was alive with waterbirds, too – wild geese, mallard, wigeon, teal. Bitterns, beaks raised, brown pin-striped breasts hidden in the rushes, boomed across the broad fenlands. Clare understood why shy, ground-nesting birds roosted in the boggy ground, where human beings ventured at their peril and eggs had a chance of hatching. The ‘huge flag-forrest’ and ‘stagnant floods’ offered safe refuge to the snipe, the ‘lover of swamps’.


Masses of waterbirds meant that fowlers flocked here, too, floating stealthily on flat punts, imitating their prey as they hid among the reeds. A more efficient (if less sporting) method was to create a duck decoy and drive the unsuspecting birds through narrowing channels into capacious nets. Like the eels and fish, wildfowl from Whittlesea furnished tables near and far. Dishes of duck or goose were a staple of cramped cottages and Cambridge colleges alike. The generous Mere sustained rich and poor, young and old, and those amorphous bodies in between. From reed beds to homesteads: across the Midlands, thatchers laid thick, waterproof roofs, builders packed muddy walls, and weavers wove rush matting for the floors with Whittlesea reeds.


The great Mere was a natural leisure centre, too. Students often rode over from Cambridge to see the races: sailing in the summer, skating through the winter. When Lord Orford and his friends embarked on a summer holiday in the Fens in 1774 in a somewhat eccentric armada, they spent whole days racing and fishing at Whittlesea Mere. The shallow water, the reeds and weeds, the submerged nets and sudden squalls made progress excitingly unpredictable for those on board and those cheering – or jeering – from the shore. Since his lordship’s fleet with all those tall masts had already demolished four bridges, not everyone was delighted to see the sails spread as the races got under way.


If regattas were mainly a fair-weather pleasure, winter brought skating and ‘bandy games’ – an early version of ice hockey. The best skates for speeding ahead were known as ‘Whittlesea Runners’. Blades two feet long, curled up at the front as in an Avercamp painting, took experienced skaters flying across the ice. Everyone had a pair. Through the shorter days of the year, the hard mere was scored with mysterious patterns. When the Fens froze and breath was visible in white clouds, the shouts of a crowd watching an impromptu race rang out for miles. There were organised races, too, like the midwinter contest at Whittlesea in 1841, when sixteen local skaters competed for a £10 prize and had the satisfaction (or embarrassment) of seeing their performances reported in the Cambridge Chronicle. To cross the Mere at top speed, you had to swing your arms and your whole body with rhythmic vigour. Master skaters became local heroes, like the Smarts of Welney and the Watkinsons of Ramsey. ‘Fish’ Smart held the speed-skating record from 1881 to 1912, though he was unable to compete at Whittlesea Mere as his grandparents had done, because by the time he was born, the great ice rink had gone.


Where did it go? The Mere drained away into a grid of ditches, cut in straight lines, deep, dark, neat. One across, five across, two, three, four down. Everything so cleverly devised that the solution seemed complete, though there were no clues to the black squares. It took the determination of Victorian engineers to tackle such a vast stretch of water. Once the aptly named William Wells, MP for Peterborough, decided on drainage, the days of Whittlesea Mere were numbered. At the Great Exhibition of 1851, among the elms, the ear trumpets and Axminster carpets, the telegraph machines and the Trophy Telescope, the leopard skins, pistols and printing presses, the weather forecasters, false noses, folding pianos, Jacquard looms, jewels, majolica jugs and Maori baskets, Wells spotted a prize-winning pump invented by John Appold. The remarkable invention promised to shift water at the phenomenal rate of 16,000 gallons a minute. This was just the thing for rapid lake removal – and within two years Whittlesea Mere had been turned into farmland. So rapid was the disappearance that it took time for the transformation to sink in – Black’s Guide to England and Wales was still telling travellers a decade later that the Mere ‘produced excellent fish, and is much frequented by pleasure-parties’.


And yet by the time the Appold Pump got to work, Whittlesea Mere was already something of a relic. Even before Celia Fiennes rode across the Fens, ambitious drainage projects were well under way. The diarist and tree-lover John Evelyn, visiting Newmarket in 1670, gazed in amazement at areas of newly drained land, ‘so exuberant and rich’ that the banks of the freshly cut channels were sprouting plants as high as a man on horseback. In place of swarming gnats and infested swamps, Evelyn saw wind- and watermills, pumps and engines sucking water from the sodden land and discharging it into carefully designed dykes.


Since the Middle Ages, when the area filled with abbeys, efforts had been made to direct excess water into cuts and leams. St Guthlac’s quiet island retreat at Crowland steadily became more accessible as causeways and embankments were laid down across the wide, wet, empty plain. A few hundred yards from the Abbey, Trinity Bridge stands at the centre of modern Crowland as a reminder of a progressive medieval approach to the local streams. Low stone steps, worn down by centuries of pedestrians, rise from three directions into steep cobbled paths converging at a central slab. The triangular bridge of small Gothic arches once spanned a point where the River Welland divided, allowing the monks and the townsfolk dry crossings over the confluence. The threeway bridge made sense to those who built it and to those who added sculptured figures to the solid stone walls. But now that the streams are no longer there, the bridge crosses from pavement to pavement to pavement over a pavement. The grey arches are out of place at the road junction in modern Crowland: from the smooth slab at the top you look down on roads, cars and shops. After school, children race up and down the cobbled slopes under the stone stare of King Æthelbald. And the old bridge still offers a dry haven, as there’s just enough room to avoid heavy rain by taking cover underneath.


After the Reformation ambitious landowners became preoccupied with the rumoured riches beneath the soggy wasteland and murky marshes. Ben Jonson was quick to see the comic possibilities: in The Devil is an Ass characters called Merecraft and Engine con the greedy, gullible Fabian Fitzdottrel into thinking that he might capitalise on the enormous potential of the Fens and become ‘Duke of the Drowned-land’. The satire was only just exaggerated, as the Earl of Bedford and a band of Gentlemen Adventurers began commissioning Dutch engineers to redirect fenland meres and streams into freshly dug channels. The projectors left their names with their dykes and drains – Sir Philibert Vernatti is immortalised in Vernatt’s Cut, the Earl of Bedford in the New Bedford River, which ran rather less sinuously than the old one.


The new king, Charles I, took drainage seriously: within months of his accession, he commissioned the famous Dutch projector Cornelius Vermuyden to get to work in the Isle of Axholme. Soon he was gripped by a vision of untold wealth flowing from a great drainage project in the Fens. Although plans were rapidly overtaken by national events, Vermuyden survived better than his royal master, continuing to design dykes and pumping stations for the Earl of Bedford after the Civil War. Local opposition to drainage projects was often intense, as people saw their common land being not just transformed, but repossessed. The gleaming prospect of reclaiming land and creating wealth – as the Dutch had done so successfully – acted as an unstoppable engine of change, and so the voices of fenland fishermen were steadily drowned out by the galumph of pumps and swish of sluice gates.


The arguments for wholesale dehydration were strong. What serious objection could there be to schemes designed to reduce disease and increase produce? The rich, peaty fenland soils were the very definition of fertility; the flat terrain, once drained of its bogginess, made cultivation straightforward. Daniel Defoe, never a fan of the Fens, ‘for ’tis a horrid air for a stranger to breathe in’, was far more inspired by ambitious drainage projects than by insects, birds and bog weeds. His idea of a good place was somewhere useful, healthy – and lucrative. Far better to drain the land and plant it with hemp and high-yielding crops than to let it lie fruitless, stinking with fish and fog. As channels straight as Roman roads were cut between the old winding rivers, and surges of water came under control through sluices and pumping stations, the landscape began to change. Gone were the vast marshes of medieval Britain, and in their place came the Bedford Levels and the modern Fens.


As the largest of the meres, Whittlesea was the last to disappear. The fish and frogs were the first to go, but almost as soon as the water dried up and the mosses dried out, the large copper butterflies ceased to stretch their orange wings. Soon the snipe and the bitterns flew away. As the years passed, more and more local butterflies, flowers and waterbirds went with them. The Whittlesea satin moth has vanished in all but name. Gone is the cotton grass, bog rosemary, marsh hellebore, grass of Parnassus, great sundew and bog asphodel. Plants once abundant at Whittlesea are now as rare there as their botanical names. The mallards and moorhens stalked by the wildfowlers were the ancestors of the birds I watched gliding along the dykes. But the rhythmic grate of the corncrakes fell silent years ago.


It is hard to imagine the psychological impact of such a drastic change in the landscape; to think of a lake five times bigger than Grasmere draining away and taking with it not just the distinctive wildflowers and wildlife, but an entire way of life and being. We can glean some sense of it from the more recent experience of Peter Carter, the last eel fisherman in the Fens. He finally gave up his work in 2016 after a catastrophic decline in the eel populations. He knew he had been on borrowed time ever since he started fishing in the seventies, as most of the eel men had already found other trades as the Fens turned steadily into arable farmland. Still, the sense of his heritage was with him daily. The Carter family have been fishing for eels in East Anglia since at least the fifteenth century, their unrecorded ancestors for far longer. ‘I feel I have let all the eel men of the past down,’ he admitted on his last fishing trip. ‘Three thousand years of Fen life has finally gone.’


His great-great-great-grandparents, like the fenland fishermen and sedge-cutters at Whittlesea, never welcomed the inexorable desiccation of their homeland. Living so close to the land and water, they were among the first to see how rapidly the surface of the ground started to sink once the wet peat disintegrated into dark dust. It was William Wells himself who had an iron pole driven deep into the damp soil at Holme Fen to monitor the lie of the land. Between 1848, when it was first fixed in place, and 1860, when the Mere had been gone seven years, the level of the ground descended by nearly five feet. It has now sunk to a further eight feet below the pre-drainage level – so far down in fact that people now travel here to see Britain’s lowest lying point. What was lauded as a triumph by progressive Victorian engineers soon became witness to the unpredictable character of Whittlesea and an unsettling truth: a personal vision of a better future can, when realised, turn out to have unexpected side effects.


William Wells could not have guessed that draining Whittlesea Mere would inadvertently fuel environmental disaster. He was entirely unaware that the exposed peat had been imprisoning carbon in underwater cells for centuries, or that quick-dry drainage would set free tons and tons of greenhouse gases. Like all fen-pumpers before him, he thought he was improving the local countryside by making it more productive. But long before the dangers of carbon dawned on the modern world, the disappearance of the old wetlands began to worry a few naturalists, as well as those whose livelihoods depended on fishing, fowling and reed harvesting. When the National Trust was founded in 1895, the very first Nature Reserve to be offered protection was Wicken Fen, some twenty miles southeast of Whittlesea Mere. It was a gift from Charles Rothschild, whose enthusiasm for insects was helpfully enabled by a career in banking. He also bought a parcel of fenland at Ramsey St Mary’s, inspired by a vision, very different from Wells’s, of a land rich in butterflies, fleas, moths and dragonflies. Woodwalton Fen, lying just south of the old site of Whittlesea Mere, was saved for the insects – and so sustained some of the rare fen flowers admired by John Clare.


Rothschild’s dream of conservation helped to attract interest in the Fens as a unique habitat, though almost a century passed before Darlows Farm on the north of Woodwalton Fen became foundational to the Great Fen Project: a concerted attempt to reclaim reclaimed land. William Wells’s iron measuring post still stands upright in its original spot, but it is surrounded by sinuous silver birches and curling bracken in what is now the Holme Fen Nature Reserve. The wood is quiet and oddly pale. It looks as if the dark brown ground has sucked the colour from the slim white trunks, though in fact they are richly fed by the peat at their feet. Through the ghostly trees, you may catch the odd glimpse of a swan, head held high, neck paler than the birches. In a small lake hidden inside the wood, cygnets paddle their way through grey water, camouflaged in shiny, dappled feathers. Greylag geese, mallards, moorhens and great crested grebes glide between the weeds and trees. If they seem a pale reflection of the old spreading Mere, these wooded lakes are the first signs of its recovering strength. As the Great Fen has begun to return, so have the bitterns and the butterflies. One day the waters may well return with a vengeance, though whether through the carefully controlled recreation of wetlands, or a rather less welcome inundation, remains to be seen. Whittlesea Mere is biding its time.
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