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INTRODUCTION


AVALONIA TO BEMPTON CLIFF
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My mother was dead for twenty years when a new photograph of her turned up. It was cut from a postcard, small, scratched, a bit foggy on one side (Fig. 1). It had been hidden in plain sight, tucked away behind another picture in an album. There she was, about two years old, beside two older children on the front seat of an Edwardian car. Behind her were two ladies. One was youngish, clad in a summer dress with a scarf tied over her hair; next to her sat an older woman cradling an infant and wearing a high-crowned, broad-brimmed hat that looked a bit like the cloud from a nuclear explosion.


We scanned the picture, enlarged it and looked again. Elsie, my mother, sits behind the wheel, staring intently at the photographer, lips slightly parted. A floppy ribbon is tied in her hair. The lady under the hat is Hannah, my great-grandmother. She was born near the West Riding town of Skipton in 1858 and had begun work as a servant by the age of eleven. The infant in her arms is Edna Mary, Elsie’s younger sister, no more than six months old. Next to Hannah is her daughter, Emily Wearne, my grandmother. We do not recognise the other children.


[image: image]


1. Elsie Wearne (front left), her mother, Emily (rear right) and grandmother Hannah Smith in a beach photographer’s car, Scarborough, August Bank Holiday 1911


The car seems to have been used as a photographer’s prop.1 Certainly, neither Hannah nor Emily was in a position to own a car. Hannah’s father began as a labourer – the lowest of the low in the Victorian working class – and Emily was married to a blast furnace keeper. This said, their clothes suggest social aspiration, and Emily’s head scarf hints at Edwardian fashion for lady motorists.


Where was the photograph taken? There is an open-top tram in the background. Its helical stairway can be made out on the left and the pantograph for collecting power from the overhead line is visible just behind the lamp post. The arrangement of windows shows the tram to be one of those built by the Brush Electrical Engineering Company of Loughborough. Sand in the foreground indicates a beach, the raised road and railings suggest a promenade and the tram and nearby buildings point to somewhere urban. So, this is a seaside resort.


The words painted in the long rectangular panel just above the tramcar’s wheels tell us where it was. The photograph is not sharp enough to let us read them all, but the last word can be made out as ‘Company’ and the first is quite long, maybe ten or eleven letters. Comparison with transport archive photographs confirms the wording as ‘Scarborough Tramways Company’. This fits: Scarborough used Brush trams from 1904, and my mother’s family lived in a mining village about thirty miles up the coast.


The print’s genre gave clues to the occasion. The spread of railways in the 1840s and introduction of Bank Holidays in 1871 fostered the working-class family day trip, for which the photograph became a memento. From the later 1880s simplified and portable processing enabled professional photographers to work on beaches and promenades.2 Beach photographers were alert to the commercial opportunities of group photographs and works outings. Their photos were often produced in the postcard format, which is what we have here. The overlapped ages of Elsie and Edna, the signs of cool weather,3 and the likelihood that this was a Bank Holiday together point to a date: Monday, 1 August 1910.


Having solved the picture, the picture solved a problem. Yorkshire’s selfhood is more like that of an empire than a county. If you set out to write about an empire, where do you begin? The question had been niggling. Possibilities were legion. Yorkshireness, say: if it exists, what is it and how was it formed? Or dialect (‘T’laadest sharters often hasn’t mich on their stalls’4)? Or what about Yorkshire and popular culture: Sooty and Sweep, The Good Companions, post-punk revival bands – a list soon grows. Aback of my list was a sense that a clear starting point was out there somewhere, but no idea what it was other than a feeling that I would know when I met it. And now I had. Scarborough.


The ‘borough’in Scarborough comes from ‘burg’, which means stronghold. According to the Icelandic Kormáks Saga Scarborough’s burg took its name from the tenth-century Viking leader Þorgils Skarði.5 ‘Skarði’ is an Old Norse word for ‘hare-lipped’. This has been understood as a nickname, but the site of Thorgils’s eyrie on the promontory between two bays, where the later castle stands, invites another explanation: the outline of the coast at this point resembles a cleft lip. Nor was Thorgils the first to use the site. Six hundred years earlier the Roman army put an observation tower there to watch the coast, and there was a prehistoric presence before that.6


Later, Scarborough evolved from market town to fashionable spa, bathing place for London’s well-to-do, fishing port and holiday resort. Each stage left something of itself. Regency elegance, high-Victorian finery and twenty-first-century leisure kitsch mingle round a medieval street plan. In South Bay the town is terraced up the hillside like an amphitheatre, the overlooking grey-stone castle likened to a baby Gibraltar.7 Hollows and valleys give room for municipal gardens and opportunity for stylish ironwork bridges. Scarborough is steeped in memories. In autumn retired couples sit on benches looking out to sea, and the long, these days mostly empty, sinuous platforms at the railway station evoke crowded excursions from the West Riding. In 2015 Scarborough was still one of the five most visited places in England, although alongside the glam and nostalgia were signs of fragility – empty premises, discount stores and a lot of cash-for-gold shops.


We shall return to Scarborough, and to the neoclassical station whence trains still run to Hull through the peace of the Yorkshire Wolds. Winifred Holtby drew the line on the map she sketched of her imagined South Riding.8 Today much of it is single track, running along Yorkshire’s Jurassic coast to Filey, past mighty cliffs to Bridlington, winding through downland to Driffield and across the hummocky plain of Holderness. And here is the nub: no other English shire contains so many different landforms (Plate 1). Yorkshire is mountains, caverns, plains, precipices, chalk downs, valleys and vales, estuaries, marshland, peat bogs and upland heath. They result from happenings long ago and far away. And Scarborough is where the world was introduced to what the happenings were (Plate 2).


Understanding of rocks rests on pioneering work by William Smith (1769–1839), an Oxfordshire-born civil engineer who worked as a canal and mineral surveyor and based himself in Yorkshire from 1824. Opportunities to survey canal routes and observe excavations and mining enabled Smith to work out the order in which layers of rock had been laid down. In doing so he realised that rocks containing identical fossils must be of the same age, while rocks containing different fossils must have been formed at different times even if they looked alike. This breakthrough enabled him to identify strata which had previously been confused, and to put them into sequence. And that in turn allowed him to correlate strata and map them across the country.9


Smith’s map enabled the landed aristocracy to anticipate what natural resources lay beneath their estates. It thus had repercussions for the distribution of wealth and structure of British society. In 1828 Smith entered the service of one of them, Sir John Johnstone (1799–1869), lord of the estate of Hackness, congenially situated a little inland from Scarborough. Johnstone was young, active, progressive-minded, and president of the Scarborough Philosophical Society. In 1828 Smith became Johnstone’s land steward. Their association led to the building of a museum of geology in Scarborough. It was the first purpose-built geological museum in the world. Johnstone contributed stone for the structure, which was designed as a classical rotunda and opened in 1829. The fossils and rocks were exhibited in tiers of inward-facing curving cabinets, viewed from galleries and organised in ascending stratigraphic succession. Members of the public thus met the specimens in the same order as they occur in Yorkshire’s cliffs: oldest below, youngest above.


Smith’s obituarist in the Scarborough Herald described him as warmhearted, cheerful and instructive. ‘No man,’ he wrote, ‘however great his talents, ever spent an hour in his society without being enriched in knowledge, and inspired with a new ardour and energy in the pursuit of truth.’10 Smith would have been captivated by the theory of plate tectonics, which lies aback of Yorkshire’s geodiversity. The earth’s shell (lithosphere) is on the move. The lithosphere consists of seven or eight sections (tectonic plates), each around seventy-eight miles thick, afloat on a ductile mantle. Earth history, at its simplest, is the story of their movement, fragmentation, reshaping and recombination. When Yorkshire’s oldest rocks were formed nearly 500 million years ago they were over 3,000 miles south of the equator, on the edge of a microcontinent known as Avalonia. Since then, Yorkshire-to-be has been travelling at the pace of a growing fingernail, inching around the globe on a voyage that – so far – has covered 6,800 miles. Along the way it has had adventures, been squeezed, tugged this way and that, and passed through a succession of climatic zones and environments. At different times Yorkshire has been desert, delta, swamp and ocean floor. At each stage new rocks have been added, and since the lithosphere interacts chemically and physically with the atmosphere and with water the rocks have undergone change.


Yorkshire’s oldest rocks were later changed to slate and folded under pressure caused by continental collision. They are largely concealed, but peep out, often upended among later formations, near Ingleton and Malham. As landmasses moved, Yorkshire-to-be was uplifted, then worn down, and from 410 million years ago became part of a desert. Fifty million years later the area was close to the equator and most of the future Dales lay on the bed of a tropical sea fringed by reefs. The water teemed with mats of algae, filter-feeding brachiopods, molluscs with shells, corals, aquatic invertebrates, stem-like creatures with waving tentacles. Skeletal fragments of marine organisms formed a chalky mud that in due course changed to the limestone of the Yorkshire Dales. Joints in the limestone caused by shrinkage and later earth movements provided starting points for caves and potholes.11


Around 320 million years ago the warm, shallow limestone-forming sea began to interact with a river delta covering half of Yorkshire. The delta was fed by fast-flowing rivers running off granitic uplands which stood to the north. As the uplands eroded their debris was milled to sand and grit by wind and water and carried away by rivers. At the delta-front the sands sank, amalgamating with loads that cascaded from other channels to form great horizontal sheets. At other times, forests and swamp grew over the delta, leaving plant remains which later became coal. As rivers transferred rocky debris from the interior to the sea, the earth’s crust rose where mountains were removed while the seabed sank under the transferred load. The sea level thus rose and fell and over tens of millions of years the processes alternated, their cyclical stages witnessed today in the step-like hard/soft bands of limestone, shale and sandstone that run along the sides of northern dales.


Gritstone country between Sheffield and Swaledale covers much of the Pennines. Adjoining Coal Measures make a gentler landscape in the Pennine foothills. These rocks are the foundation for popular Yorkshire – classical town halls and Wesleyan chapels, habitat of Brontës and Compo, viaducts, mines, moors, Remains of Elmet. How strange, then, that the unity they supply comes from opposites. Gritstone is formed of particles of rock and minerals: no fossils, just numberless grains of quartz, glassy remnants of pervasive sterility. In coal, on the other hand, is a vivid record of life. The atmosphere at this time was richer in oxygen than today, enabling plants, tracheal-breathing arthropods and insects to attain sizes that now seem prodigious. Club mosses grew taller than mill chimneys, centipedes longer than a man rippled across swamps and dragonflies the size of falcons skimmed between trees in woodlands that extended for hundreds of miles.


All the world’s land masses fused around 280 million years ago. The result was a supercontinent, Pangea. The collision produced earth movements, faults and mountain building. Like wrinkles on a carpet caused by dragging heavy furniture, the collision had distant effects. One of them was to push the hitherto level beds of limestone, gritstone and coal into an arch-like hump – the Pennine Anticline. This upfold was much taller than now. Over the next 50 million years it was worn virtually to a flatland, divorcing the coalfields of Yorkshire and Lancashire and exposing the gritstone. Ninety-five million years ago the plain was back under water as sea levels rose to their highest in Yorkshire’s history. The hills we see today – the Yorkshire Dales – are the result of vibrations from another continental collision, this time between Africa and Europe, just 16 million years ago, when the surviving Pennine fabric was again hoisted to form an area of fairly level high ground, since dissected by rivers and glaciers leaving remnant hilltops, like Pen-y-ghent, Whernside and Ingleborough.12 Another effect of faults and fractures was the creation of pathways for hot saline solutions that forced their way along fissures and formed veins of lead ore and other minerals as they cooled.


To return to the story: for the next 70 million years Britain was again a desert. Sand dunes collected along the eastern flank of the recently lifted Pennines. Thirty-five million years after the birth of Pangea the dunes were flooded by the Zechstein Sea, a shallow water body with a western coastline along the Pennine foothills that extended across northern Germany to Poland 260–248 million years ago.13 The sea was nearly landlocked and its water became hypersaline. Fluctuations in world climate and ocean level caused the sea to flood in some periods and dry up in others.14 When the sea shrank, crystallised salts such as gypsum and halite were left encrusted in the empty basin. At Boulby, between Redcar and Whitby in East Cleveland, a several-hundred-foot thickness of Zechstein salts is mined at a depth of nearly three-quarters of a mile.15


Another legacy of the salty sea was the family of dolomitic limestones infused with magnesium that developed from offshore reefs and shoals. Among them are stones of the Cadeby Formation, which show delicate variations in colour from silvery grey through white to a pale buttery yellow.16 When such rocks are first exposed they are quite ‘sappy’ and readily worked, but then harden in air. They are thus ideal for building. The Romans used them to build much of their fortress at York, and named a nearby town after the limestone’s properties.17 Medieval masons used stone of the Cadeby Formation for fair-faced walling, tracery and sculpture. York Minster, Selby Abbey, parts of Beverley Minster, Conisbrough Castle and hundreds of local churches are among the structures built of it. In the fifteenth century it was shipped away to royal projects like King’s College Chapel in Cambridge and St George’s, Windsor; later still it was used for the Houses of Parliament. More locally, craftsmen working on York Minster’s chapter house in the 1280s carved limestone from Europe’s Dead Sea into images of life – the foliage of trees and plants that reflected the rural world around them. Among the leaves and fruits on the chapter house walls are hawthorn, hazel, oak, ivy, buttercups and maple. Hedgerow birds and squirrels peep out of the branches. At the entrance, there is a motto: Ut rosa flos florum, sic est domus ista domorum – ‘As the rose is the flower of flowers, so is this the house of houses’.18


The Zechstein sea floor tilted downwards, like the side of a shallow dish. After the sea’s death, desert sand and dust accumulated in its hollow, forming red sandstone and marl that underlie the Vale of York.19 The sandstone masks the limestone save along the sea’s former shore – the dish’s lip, so to speak – where the Cadeby Formation and its relatives outcrop as a north–south ridge just east of the Pennine flank. We shall meet these stones again, and their landscape, and the roads that took advantage of the ridge.20


By 210 million years ago Yorkshire-in-the-making had moved north to a point somewhere between modern Algeria and southern Spain. Pangea began to break up. As it did so sea levels rose. Much of England was drowned and a geologically productive period lasting 65 million years ensued. It was in this period that north-east Yorkshire’s rocks were laid down in subtropical seas and deltas. Among them were limestones derived from coral, lime-rich sandstones, shales and ironstones. They form the North York Moors, and the nearby Howardian Hills.21


Yorkshire’s Jurassic landscape has a personality all of its own. This is partly because the rocks were laid down in an undersea depression that was partitioned from the rest of Yorkshire; it also has to do with the way in which the moorland plateau and neighbouring hills took shape. The rocks were laid down flat, but at a later stage – a mere 25 million years ago – the area was uplifted and slanted by earth movements. In places the uplift brought lower strata to the surface, as in the Cleveland Hills, where layers of ironstone were exposed side on to await exploitation by industrial pioneers.22 The tilt can also be seen in the angled, flattish tops of knolls along the southern edge of the Moors. Locally known as ‘nabs’, they give the range its name: the Tabular Hills.


The best place to contemplate Jurassic rocks is where William Smith studied them in the 1820s: in the tall sea cliffs between Huntcliff and Scarborough.23 The cliffs and foreshore rock platforms enable us to look at bands not visible at the surface, and with them the fossil remains of life that teemed in the warm Jurassic sea: proto-oysters and mussels, crinoids, fish, bones of marine reptiles like plesiosaurs and ichthyosaurs. In the mid-Jurassic, around 180 million years ago, tree trunks, branches, plants and pollen washed into the sea by rivers give glimpses of inland Yorkshire’s vegetation – abundant ferns, conifers, horsetails, cycads – while tree rings give a record of contemporary seasonality and the Mediterranean character of the climate that then prevailed.24 When the sea receded and the region became coastal, dinosaurs grazed and hunted along the margins of its estuaries. Their footprints are a common sight in rocks between Scarborough and Ravenscar.


We recall that William Smith used fossils to identify strata and to work out the order in which they were laid down. His methodology was made possible by two conclusions: that fossils are the remains or marks of past life, and that when creatures or plants become extinct they never come back. These observations seem unexceptionable today; in Smith’s day they were ground-breaking. For centuries, travellers, naturalists and theologians had agreed that fossils resembled living things, and some, like the Dominican friar Albertus Magnus (c. 1193–1280) had correctly ascertained them as organic forms that had been replaced by sediments.25 However, there were intellectual hindrances to grasping the historical significance of fossils. One was the biblically derived view that the planet was only a few thousand years old, and that its rocks had been created by God. Another was the Aristotelian idea that the world was inhabited by a stable quantum of species: since fossils did not exactly correspond with anything living, the concept of fixity precluded explanations involving species that had disappeared. Conjecture instead centred on fossils as products of mysterious formative powers that operated inside rocks. Edward Lloyd (1660–1709), keeper of the Ashmolean Museum, saw them as results of ‘moist seed-bearing vapours’ that had penetrated the earth.26 Robert Plot (1640–96), professor of chemistry at the University of Oxford, had the formation of crystals in mind when he attributed different fossil species to the behaviour of various ‘salts’. Ammonites, for instance, ‘were most probably formed either by two Salts shooting different ways, which by thwarting one another make a helical Figure, just as two opposite Winds or Waters make a Turbo . . . or else by some Simple, yet unknown Salt’.27


Fossils invited folkloric explanations. Sharks’ teeth were likened to ‘tongue stones’, belemnites to thunderbolts, fish teeth were serpents’ eyes, the bivalve Gryphaea was a devil’s toenail, and segments of crinoids were beads carved by St Cuthbert. Michael Drayton toyed with other resemblances, such as fossil sea urchins and nodules which appeared to him as ‘stones of spherick forme’ that ‘bullets might be nam’d’.28 Probably the most characteristic fossil of the Yorkshire coast is the ammonite, a swimming spiral-structured mollusc that ranged in size from a coin to the wheel of a truck. Drayton likened them to ‘serpents . . . That in their natural Gyres are up together rold’. According to legend, ammonites were the remains of snakes that had been caught, beheaded and turned to stone by the seventh-century abbess Hild (614–80). The snakes represented evil and Hild purged them to cleanse the site of her monastery (Plate 7).29 The origin of this story is unknown, but it was already old when the Tudor topographer William Camden recounted it in his Britannia (1586). Walter Scott popularised the tale in Marmion:




When Whitby’s nuns exalting told,


Of thousand snakes, each one


Was changed into a coil of stone,


When Holy Hilda pray’d:


Themselves, within their holy ground,


Their stony folds had often found.30





Marmion was begun in 1806 – the very time that William Smith was getting to grips with the significance of fossils for earth history.


Can a legend be traced to a fossil? Sockburn is an ancient settlement just a few yards outside Yorkshire in a meander of the River Tees. It is one of several northern places said to have been laid waste by a wyrm.31 Wyrms were big, violent, venomous wyvern-like creatures given to taking sheep and children, uprooting trees, destroying crops and causing general mayhem. Tales of them, and of the heroism of men who confronted and killed them, were recorded at least from the twelfth century. The Sockburn Worm was reportedly dispatched by a local knight, Sir John Conyers, whose family we shall meet in Chapter 4. A wyrm’s details would fit well with those of a pliosaur (Fig. 2).32
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2. Reconstruction of the pilosaur Rhomaleosaurus


There are two, maybe three more scenes in this strange eventful history. Dinosaurs, real wyrms, flourished into the period that lasted 35 million years when myriads of microscopic shells settled on the floor of a warm sea to form the chalk of Yorkshire’s Wolds. The sea was vast. Between 100 million and 65 million years ago the great land masses of Laurasia and Gondwanaland were breaking up and sea levels reached their highest since 100 million years before Yorkshire’s masonry was begun. One of the factors that contributed to widespread inundation was a high level of carbon dioxide, which kept continental interiors and polar regions warmer during winters and meant that little water was sequestered as polar ice.33 Huge tracts of chalk seabed accordingly formed. When the seabeds were uplifted they became landscapes of continental spread, stretching from eastern and southern England to the Baltic, ‘through the Champagne plains on the northern edge of the Côte de l’Île-de-France in the Paris Basin to the chalk hills of Crimea, Kazakhstan and the Judean Desert’.34 There is more chalk in Yorkshire than can be seen at the surface; chalk extends under the plain of Holderness, where glacier-borne boulder clay was later dumped across it by melting ice.


Between 65 million and 2 million years ago Britain drifted northwards from a point somewhere near modern Madrid to the latitude it occupies today. A widening gap between America and Europe became the Atlantic Ocean, moved the British land mass to the east and formed the North Sea. It was also accompanied by volcanism, and about 56 million years ago produced the Cleveland Dyke, a narrow intrusion of black volcanic rock that extends from Galloway in south-west Scotland to the North York Moors.


The end of this period saw an onset of warm–cold climatic alternation. Such swings became marked during the last 2 million years, when science recognises around seventeen of them, and at least three occasions when the cold deepened so far that ice sheets formed. The first glaciation, about 450,000 years ago, covered the entire country. The last reached its fullest extent 18,000 years ago.35 In that instance the higher Pennine summits and North York Moors remained clear, but it is ice and the effects of the deglaciation that followed that give Yorkshire so much of its personality. More on this later, but to give examples, the rounded hillocks and hollows on the western side of the Vale of Mowbray take their intimacy from the way in which moraines and drumlins were left by confluent glaciers that had been flowing down the Vale and out of Wensleydale. It was glaciers that gave the Dales their characteristic steep-sided, flat-floored profiles, and ice over the North Sea and Holderness that dammed a vast lake in what is now the Vale of York. The Vale of Pickering, today a gently undulating plain, is the bed of another proglacial lake, which at its fullest extent had shores extending for sixty-five miles. The Nidd gorge at Knaresborough (which is a bit like part of the Dordogne accidentally left in the wrong place) was created by a torrential spillage of escaping meltwater. In 1831 the floor of an overflow channel at Newtondale in the North York Moors enabled George Stephenson to plan a railway that would connect the port of Whitby with Yorkshire’s interior.36 Quiet villages at the foot of the Wolds north of Beverley trace part of Yorkshire’s coastline about a million years ago, when there was a line of chalk cliffs south of Bridlington that ran almost twenty miles inland from the present shore. During the last glacial period and for several thousand years afterwards there was no Yorkshire seaside at all, as the sea level was low and a continuous plain stretched to what is now Denmark. It is along the ancient inland coastal contour that the Scarborough–Hull railway runs.


The chalk cliffs are now on the central Yorkshire coast, jutting into the North Sea at Flamborough. Bempton is the place to see them. The train from Scarborough will take you there. As it dwindles, there is a walk from the late classical station house with its pillared porch. There are mallard on the pond; go past the church, through the village and along Cliff Lane, with its view of a derelict Cold War early warning site that looks like a handful of litter from a giant’s pocket.37 Then you are there, and there the sea cliffs are, six towering miles of them. In places the flat-bedded bands of chalk rise to 440 feet, providing ledges and crevices for nests of several hundred thousand seabirds. Kittiwakes, puffins, and the only breeding colony of gannets on the British mainland are among them. When wind blows from the east the gannets glide along the clifftop on long straight wings, the pale straw-coloured plumage of the head and neck and amethyst gaze so close. When gannets plunge-dive for fish, wings retracted, they enter the water like torpedoes. In autumn most of them migrate southwards. Gannets dislike flying overland and accordingly cross the Bay of Biscay, follow the coast of Spain, and continue southwards down Africa’s Atlantic coast. They spend the next four months in the area where Yorkshire’s Coal Measures were laid down 300 million years ago. In January they begin to return.









THE AINSTY AND YORK
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+ Edweard cyngc gret Tostig eorl and ealle mine þegenas on Eoferwicscire freondlice . . .1


This is the earliest written mention of Yorkshire. It is the opening of a royal writ, set down in the first half of the 1060s. In today’s English it reads: ‘Edward the king greets earl Tostig and all my thegns of Yorkshire in friendship . . .’2


Eoferwic (probably spoken something like ‘Everwik’) was the Old English name for York. Danes or self-identified Danes ruled York and its region from the later ninth century to the middle of the tenth. In their speech Eoferwic slipped to Jórvík (say it ‘Yorveek’), and the name referred to a kingdom as well as the city.3 The kingdom became one of England’s shires when kings of Wessex took hold of it in the tenth century. Scír was an Old English word denoting an area of responsibility. Tellingly, it was often hitched to other terms that had to do with district and sway, like scírgerefa, ‘shire reeve’, whence sheriff, an official responsible for safeguarding the king’s interests.


Twenty years after Edward’s writ William the Conqueror commissioned a survey to describe the resources of England’s towns and manors and learn their taxable value.4 A century later this was known as the Domesday Book.5 Domesday’s Yorkshire pages reveal a governmental region in administrative working order, with three county-size subdivisions known as ridings (from Old Norse þriðjungr, ‘a thirding’), and smaller administrative districts called wapentakes.


One of the wapentakes in the West Riding was called The Ainsty, which lay west of the city of York and was bounded by the rivers Ouse, Wharfe and Nidd. York claimed authority over Ainsty at least from the thirteenth century, and between the mid-fifteenth century and the reform of municipal corporations in 1836 the area was directly under the city’s jurisdiction. After 1836 Ainsty was returned to the West Riding. It has since disappeared as a unit of local government, but its name lives on in trading estates, pubs and streets.









1


MY WORLD BEGINS
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From Norfolk, in November 1782, I passed thro’ Lincolnshire into Yorkshire; my native county; — where I spent six months;—principally in observing and registering its Rural Economy:—a task I was better enabled to perform in so short a time, as my early youth was spent among it . . .


William Marshall, 1788





 




. . . we entered the great county of York, uncertain still which way to begin to take a view of it, for ’tis a county of very great extent.


Daniel Defoe, 1724





   


Carlin How is on the Cleveland coast between Saltburn-by-the-Sea and Whitby (Fig. 3). It isn’t much; a bit less than a village, a touch more than a hamlet: a few terraces of workers’ housing, a newsagent, a pub, chip shop, hairdresser’s, and what’s left of the Skinningrove ironand steelworks across the main road. But there are family connections and the name is interesting. Eight hundred years ago everyone knew what Kerlinghou meant. Kerling is Old Norse for a hag or witch; ‘how’ comes from Old Scandinavian haugr, ‘hill’. Carlin, then, has lost its ‘g’, and Carling How meant something like ‘hill of the witches’. No one told me this when I stayed there as a child in the early 1950s, which was just as well, and only years later did I hear the name of Alfred Myers.


Myers was twenty-four when my mother was born in Carlin How in 1908 (Fig. 4). He lived nearby in a two-up, two-down brick house on Steavenson Street, and like most of his neighbours he was an ironstone miner.1 East Cleveland is riddled with tunnels and mines – for alum, jet, whinstone, potash, coal, but above all ironstone. Exploitation of this vast treasure in conjunction with Durham coal and bulk sea transport triggered one of the fastest regional transformations the world has seen. Accessible deposits of ironstone were recognised in Skinningrove valley below Carlin How in the 1840s.2 The main bed was found in 1850; the first of Middlesbrough’s blast furnaces was lit in 1851; by 1865 nearly fifty mines were working across Cleveland and railways had been built to serve them. In less than a lifetime Middlesbrough burgeoned from a lone marshland farm to a complex of iron-working, steel-making and shipbuilding. In 1899 a journalist found nothing in Middlesbrough, ‘not even a stone’, that was more than a century old. Although he was a Yorkshireman writing about Yorkshire tradition, he found this newness thrilling: Middlesbrough epitomised modernity in its purest form.3
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3. Skinningrove and Carlin How, c. 1911
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4. The Myers brothers in the 1900s. From left to right: Henry, William, Alfred, George and Tom


Cleveland mines and Teesside industries needed more labour than local villages could provide. The new jobs accordingly attracted incomers. Some came from other mining areas. Alf Myers’s father, Benjamin, had been a collier in Bradford. Tom Wearne, my grandfather, came to the ironworks with a group of tin and copper miners from Cornwall. Tom married Emily Smith, the daughter of an agricultural labourer whose family had moved up from Northamptonshire a few years before. Among their friends were the Larks, who were from Norfolk. At the start of the twentieth century this corner of Yorkshire was thronged with people who had come from somewhere else.


By 1914 Alf Myers had risen to the position of mines deputy. His duties included managing a district of the mine, keeping its roadways in order, setting props, checking ventilation and looking to the safety of the mine and its workforce. Diligent and thoughtful, he attended Carlin How’s Wesleyan preaching room, taught in the Sunday school, sang in the choir and joined the Independent Labour Party.


On the evening of Friday, 15 December, a German naval force sailed from Wilhelmshaven. Its purpose was to draw out and destroy units of the British fleet by making surprise raids on east coast towns. One group of warships made for Hartlepool; a second, consisting of the battlecruisers Derfflinger and Von der Tann, and the light cruiser Kolberg, headed for Scarborough. The two cruisers could fling explosive shells about a foot in diameter for some miles, and soon after daybreak on the 16th they began to do so. One of those caught in the bombardment was a sixteen-year-old boarder at Queen Margaret’s School called Winifred Holtby. She described what followed:




I went down to breakfast in high spirits. There was an end-of-termy feeling in the air, and breakfast was at 8 a. m. I was sitting next to Miss Crichton, and I distinctly remember she had just passed me the milk, and I was raising my first spoonful of porridge to my mouth.


I never tasted that porridge! Crash! Thu-u-d! I sat up, my spoon in the air, all the nerves in my system suddenly strung taut, for the noise was like nothing I had heard before – deafening, clear cut, not rumbly – as though a heavy piece of furniture had crashed in the room overhead. I looked at Miss Crichton, saying with a laugh, ‘Hello! Who’s fallen?’ when the look on her face arrested me. She was deathly white and with fixed eyes was looking towards Miss Bubb . . .


I was about to speak, when Cr-r-ash – a sound more terrific than the first – and then all the windows danced in their frames; each report was doubled – first a roar and then an ear-splitting crash as the shell exploded. Then someone whispered ‘guns’. The word, like magic, passed from mouth to mouth as we sat white-faced but undismayed, with the uneaten food before us. Another crash and . . . a steady voice brought us to our senses.


‘Lead out to the cloak-room and wait there.’ . . .


Miss Bubb appeared on the stairs. . . She was our saviour. And yet the words she said were so absurdly familiar and commonplace.


‘Put on your long coats, tammies and thick boots; we are going for a walk in the country till it is over.’


We dressed and started . . . Just as we got through the gate another shell burst quite near, and ‘Run!’ came the order – and we ran. Ran, under the early morning sky, on the muddy, uneven road, with that deafening noise in our ears, the echo ringing even when the actual firing stopped for a moment . . .


Over the town hung a mantle of heavy smoke, yellow, unreal . . . Round the corner leading down to the Mere we ran – now all puffing. Someone was down; with a bang they fell full length on the road and lay winded; then somebody picked her up and they ran together.


In an instant’s pause I looked round. I heard the roar of a gun, and the next instant there was a crash, and a thick cloud of black smoke enveloped one of the houses in Seamer Road; a tiny spurt of red flame shot out. Then I was swept down the hill . . . Where the road joins at the foot of the hill we hesitated a second; we were moving to the level crossing, when a shell struck the ground some 50 yards away, throwing up earth and mud in all directions. ‘Back, back!’ came the cry, and we turned and ran with dragging feet along the Mere path . . .


We crossed the line into the Seamer Valley. Along the road was a stream of refugees; there was every kind of vehicle, filled to overflowing with women and children; yes, and men too. I saw one great brute, young and strong, mounted on a cart horse, striking it with a heavy whip, tearing at full gallop down the road, caring nothing for the women and children who scrambled piteously out of his path . . . There was one particularly touching old couple, tottering along side by side . . .


We paused at the foot of the hill that leads to Seamer to rest for a moment, for shells had been bursting not far from the top, and we knew that when we were half-way up we must run for our lives; all our strength was needed for that, so we stood for a moment and watched the living stream sweep past . . .


Some of the girls found four tiny mites, half-dressed and almost mad with fear, yet not understanding in the least why. They had lost their mother, so we took them with us; some put coats round them and carried them. At the top of the hill we found their mother. The poor thing was almost wild with joy when she saw her ‘bairns’ safe and sound.


Just outside Seamer we sat down, tired out. As we sat, new comers came with dreadful tales. ‘The School was shattered’ – (two mistresses had stayed in!) – ‘The Grand Hotel was in flames’ – ‘The South Cliff lay in ruins’– ‘The Germans had landed . . .’





In fact, the German cruisers were steaming north to bombard Whitby. The thump of their gunfire was now clearly heard in Carlin How. Back on the outskirts of Scarborough:




Some of the servants came up and told us Miss Fowler was on the road with our breakfast. Our breakfast! At this awful moment they had stopped to get chocolate, dates, and biscuits, parcels of which they had ready in case of an emergency. How good those biscuits were, eaten as we sat by the side of the road and shared them with other refugees.4





Winfred Holtby did not live to see publication of South Riding (1936) , her great novel of Yorkshire and interwar England. She died aged thirty-seven; South Riding was seen into print by her literary executor, Vera Brittain, whose own Testament of Youth (1933) grappled with questions that now confronted Alf Myers.


In 1914 all members of Britain’s armed forces were volunteers. Kitchener’s drive to encourage voluntary enlistment was strengthened by the raid. The eldest victim at Scarborough was sixty, the youngest, fourteen months. ‘A German crime,’ roared one recruiting poster. ‘Remember Scarborough,’ yelled another, whereon a frowning, sword-wielding Britannia gestured to a burning seaside town before a crowd of willing men. A third poster depicted a child holding a baby next to the wrecked ‘home of a working man’ in which four had died. ‘Men of Britain! Will you stand for this?’ it asked.


Scarborough, Whitby and Hartlepool enabled Britain’s government and press to portray Germans as barbarians. The Daily Mail published an editorial entitled ‘The mark of the Hun’, which said that ‘All paper restrictions on the conduct of warfare went into Germany’s waste-paper basket the moment war was declared.’5 Myers did not agree with the Mail’s conclusion that laws of war were worthless, or with the official suggestion that the precepts of the Sermon on the Mount could be turned back to front in wartime. A subsequent Zeppelin raid on the ironworks at Carlin How did not change his mind.


By the following spring the government knew that the war was going to take many more men than voluntary enlistment could provide (Fig. 5). Legislation was accordingly enacted to discover how many men were available for service and what they were currently doing. The Military Service Act followed early in 1916. The Act deemed all unmarried men between the ages of nineteen and forty-one to be already enlisted unless they had been exempted.6 Men who objected on grounds of conscience might be freed from combatant service, but not from service itself.


The Act took effect on 2 March 1916. Myers applied for exemption on grounds of conscience and his case was heard at a local tribunal a fortnight later. Myers told the tribunal’s four members that he believed all races of man to be one. This being so he could not kill or assist in killing, as it would be a crime to do so. Myers added that it would have been better for humanity if all the churches had spoken out against the war, with which he would not help, even in ambulance work. It was against his principles to take a military oath.7 The tribunal acknowledged Myers’s genuineness and exempted him from fighting, directing him instead to the Non-Combatant Corps – a body under military discipline that did work in support of the war effort. Myers went to the North Riding Appeal Tribunal and got the same result.8


No. 2 Company of the Northern Non-Combatant Corps (NCC) was based at Richmond, and it was here that Myers was ordered to report at the beginning of May. Richmond is a hillside town of cobbled streets, stone-flagged roofs and steep-sloping wynds around a wide marketplace (Plate 3). Next to the marketplace is a castle poised on a cliff, at the foot of which flows the Swale, an energetic, glittering river that has carved its way down a dale silted by names from different languages. On its way to Richmond the Swale tumbles over Wain Wath Force, flows through Muker, under Scabba Wath Bridge, past Oldfield Gutter. Below Applegarth parts of the dale are wooded. By midsummer the trees wear a general green, but in late April and early May each kind has its own hue. Tips of birches just before bud-burst are purple. As beech canopies unfurl they form a green-silver mist. Best of all are the oaks, which for a few days are tinged by old gold and bronze.
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5. Leeds Pals at Colsterdale, near Ripon, October 1914. At this stage in the war social cohesion and public interest in such units was strong; the photograph was one of a series, taken tent by tent, for use as postcards and to keep contact with families and friends. Standing right is Harry Cockram, met later (see Fig. 20).


None of that is likely to have been high in Alf Myers’s thoughts on 1 May 1916, although as a devout Methodist he might have reflected on the irony of the Swale’s reputation as England’s Jordan. Michael Drayton’s song about Yorkshire recorded how in the seventh century:




Paulinus of old Yorke, the zealous bishop then,


In Swales abundant streame Christened ten thousand men,


With women and their babes, a number more beside
Upon one happy day . . .9





Obedient to the same faith Myers ignored the direction to report to the NCC. A policeman duly arrived on the doorstep at 1 Steavenson Street and arrested him. Magistrates ordered that he be handed over to his unit at Richmond. On arrival Myers refused to accept orders or wear uniform. He was accordingly imprisoned in Richmond Castle. With him were fifteen other COs, most of whom were members of the Society of Friends, Methodists and the International Bible Studies Association. Their writings and manifestos can still be seen on the cell walls (Fig. 6).


A number of northern MPs got wind of what was happening. On 10 May one after another of them asked Harold Tennant, Under-Secretary of State at the War Office, about reports of ill-treatment, beatings, deprivation of food, public humiliation and a mock execution. After the fifth question Mr Tennant replied:




‘I am going to make an appeal to my Honourable Friends, and to Members in all quarters of the House, not to press me for answers to these and similar questions involving inquiries into the cases of individuals. The labour involved in procuring answers to such inquiries is enormous. No such staff is available at present, and, if the House considers that answers to inquiries of this kind should be secured, a special staff will become necessary. I am reluctant any further to ask officials, not only in the War Office, but in the various commands, to undertake work of this kind in addition to that with which they are already overburdened.’10





Tennant’s plea simply prompted more questions.




Philip Snowden (Blackburn): ‘Are these men then to continue to be tortured because inquiry may involve a little trouble at the War Office?’


James Hogge (Edinburgh East): ‘Are we to understand that the cases are so very numerous that they require a special staff ?’


Robert Outhwaite (Hanley): ‘Will the Right Honourable Gentleman say what steps a Member can take when he has brought before his notice what he believes to be cases of illegal and very brutal treatment? Are they to be disregarded because of waste of time?’





And so on. But it was to no avail. On 29 May the sixteen were put onto a train at Darlington, taken to Southampton, handcuffed and transferred to the hold of an ageing pleasure cruiser which now worked as a troopship. With them were COs who had been brought from three other areas, one of whom recalled that it seemed as though they had been chosen for the purpose. As indeed they had: their journey was a contrivance by Field Marshal Lord Kitchener, Secretary of State for War, to bring a token group of absolutist objectors into the presence of the enemy, and thereby put them on active service.
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6. Calendar drawn on Richmond Castle cell wall by John Hubert Brocklesby, May 1916. Hymns, songs and devotional reflections were also written on the walls.


They arrived in Le Havre the next day. From here there was a slow rail journey to Boulogne. The train often stopped, the mood was relaxed; for hours at a time the men sat in the open doorways of box cars, legs dangling, enjoying the heat. A guard who stepped down to stretch his legs absently passed his rifle to a CO and asked for a hand up.


The idyll did not last. At Boulogne they were told that the previous batch of COs had been shot. This was a ruse to cow them into compliance. It did not work. On 6 June they were ordered to unload supplies at Boulogne docks, and refused. The order had been given by an officer, and since the men were now technically ‘in the presence of the enemy’ the penalty for non-compliance was death. The Yorkshiremen were put into the Field Punishment Barracks at Harfleur where they were held in conditions designed further to break their will.


The prisoners were visited by Frederick Meyer, the Baptist minister of Christ Church, Southwark, and Hubert Peet, a Quaker Socialist. The meeting was held in the camp guardroom under supervision. An account published shortly afterwards in the journal of the No-Conscription Fellowship is poignant: one of the visitors was taking notes, apparently at speed: ‘Carlin’ appears with a question mark in the list of the men’s names.11


On 12 June the sixteen were formally charged and convicted at a field general court-martial. At this point one of them yielded. The others were brought to Henriville Camp for sentencing on Saturday, 24 June. The ceremony was contrived in a way to intimidate those who saw it, and to break the spirit of its victims. An audience of several hundred NCC and labour battalion soldiers was drawn up in ranks on three sides of a square. On the fourth side was a platform onto which the prisoners were led. The presiding officer addressed each man in turn, reading out his name, stating that that he had been found guilty, and that his penalty was ‘To suffer death by being shot.’ Silence followed, eventually broken when the court said that the sentence had been confirmed by the Commander-in-Chief. Another long pause enabled everyone to reflect that this meant there could be no appeal. At length, the officer added that the sentence had been commuted to ten years of penal servitude. The fifteen were not entirely surprised: another group of COs had been similarly dealt with a week before, and on return to barracks had described what had happened.12 The Yorkshiremen had at first been incredulous.


In early July, Myers was returned to England and put in Winchester prison pending a decision on what to do with absolutist COs. Herbert Asquith, the prime minister, instructed that every case of a court-martialled CO should be reviewed.13 Cases were to be assigned to one of a number of categories; Category A recognised a genuine objection to all forms of service. Category A objectors were to be released from custody and handed into the charge of the Brace Committee (so called because it was chaired by William Brace MP, Under-Secretary of State at the Home Office), which had been set up a few weeks before to coordinate the employment of COs. Myers was interviewed by the Central Tribunal at Wormwood Scrubs. The tribunal placed him Category A and referred him to the Brace Committee, which in turn assigned him to Dyce, a work camp at a granite quarry on the outskirts of Aberdeen.14


When Myers arrived at Dyce at the end of August about 250 men were already there, many of them enfeebled by months of abuse, meagre nutrition and lack of exercise. A large number were from academic or clerical backgrounds with no experience of heavy manual labour, incapable of pushing barrowfuls of granite rubble through gluey mud. At first each man worked for five hours a day, but the Brace Committee thought this too easy and increased the hours to ten. One visitor said the labourers looked as if they had been sleeping rough for twenty years. They slept on straw mattresses in ragged bell tents that had been discarded by the army. Camp organisation was chaotic. The mattresses rested on mud, the men’s own efforts to improvise better accommodation in nearby derelict buildings having been vetoed. In the space of four weeks a local doctor certified seventy-three men as ill or unfit for the work. On 8 September one of them, Walter Roberts, died of pneumonia.


The inmates produced a four-page newsletter called the Granite Echo. It was edited at Dyce by the anarchist-communist Guy Aldred and passed to London, where it was printed on Aldred’s Bakunin Press and distributed through radical circles. The newsletter described camp conditions and printed a charge made by members of the COs’ committee: ‘We view the present position as extremely serious, and assert that but for indifference and neglect, our late comrade Roberts would be alive now.’15 Copies reached the No-Conscription Fellowship, which protested to the Home Office.16


Ramsay MacDonald, leader of the Labour Party, came to see for himself. Addressing fellow MPs a month later he described the ‘swaying masses of mud’ and the chaotic management. MacDonald told the House that it was not simply the hopeless state of the men and squalid conditions that had appalled him but also the pointlessness of what the men were being forced to do:




‘It was really a most melancholy spectacle. You felt when you saw it. Here is this country at death grips with an enemy, fighting for its existence in a way it has never had to do before, and it ought to make every one of us bend our backs to do the work we can do, and demand that we shall have our opportunities of doing it given us by those who have the power and the authority to assign us that work. There were these men, about a hundred, doing work they were not trained to do, doing work they could not do, doing work they could not be trained to do, going on under the impression that this is national service.’17





In reply, William Brace downplayed the significance of the poor conditions.




‘But the House will please remember that the Dyce Camp is not of a permanent character. It was simply a camp which was started for two months. It is being closed, and within a week from now the camp will be entirely disbanded.’18





Two days later relatives and parents of the COs who had been sentenced to death wrote to the prime minister, Lloyd George, and the Home Secretary in protest at the continued persecution.19 Later that week Dyce was closed. Myers was granted a week’s leave – the first contact with his family since April – and ordered to report to the Army Reserve’s Work Centre at Wakefield, in the West Riding of Yorkshire, on 1 November.


After Dyce the regime at Wakefield at first seemed humane and organised. The Centre was in Wakefield prison but it was run by a doctor, locks had been removed, there was communal dining, and the warders wore civilian clothes. The work was basic, but it ended at 5 p.m., whereafter men were free to go out until mid-evening. Wakefield’s Quaker meeting house became a social centre, and COs were welcomed by Friends in nearby Leeds and Bradford. Initially they came and went without any public ado, but after a time the local press incited protests against COs, some of whom were beaten up as they returned to their quarters.


In December the Brace Committee directed Myers to work for a private employer. He refused. We do not know whether this was because of the nature of the work or out of objection to releasing another worker for military service, but either way the Brace Committee washed its hands of him and he was returned to prison. For a few weeks he was held in the North Riding gaol at Northallerton; then in February 1917 he was transferred to Maidstone, one of the oldest prisons in Britain. With him were others who had been condemned to death in 1916, like Norman Gaudie, sometime centre forward for Sunderland football club; John Brocklesby, a schoolmaster and Methodist lay preacher from Conisbrough; Fred Murfin, a printer and chapel-goer who eventually joined the Society of Friends. Also with them for a time were other kinds of dissident, like Eamon de Valera and members of Sinn Fein who had been imprisoned after the Easter Rising.


Newcomers at Maidstone underwent introductory hardships and deprivations that were intended to crush their spirits and make them obedient. For the first fortnight a prisoner slept on a plank. He received reduced rations during his first month, and was forbidden to receive or write a letter for the first two. Thereafter he was allowed to receive and write one letter per month. Only short letters were permitted. Long letters were liable to be returned undelivered, and letters out were not to discuss prison life or national subjects. After the probationary period well-behaved prisoners were allowed one thirty-minute visit per month. The Independent Labour Party contributed to a fund for dependants of COs, but the round trip from Carlin How to Maidstone is 580 miles, so Myers received few visits. In September 1917 his mother died.


Prisoners were locked in their cells from late afternoon until 6 a.m. the next day. The cells at Maidstone tended towards climatic extremes, some being cold, others broiling. Not all cells had windows; in those that lacked them a prisoner might stand by the door to read by light borrowed through the Judas hole. Allowable books were a Bible and prayer book together with one volume of non-fiction and one other from the library each month. Petty rules were legion: Myers was not to lie on his bed before bed-time, talk to others for most of the day, lend his library book, look out of the window or own a pencil. In such instances rights to daily exercise, work in association or letters could be taken away. If letters were stopped there was no explanation to the family, whose members were left to wonder what had happened. Bad food and insufficient outdoor exercise led to lowered immunity, with the result that normally minor ailments like colds could be fatal. Early in 1919 two COs in Maidstone died. One of them was Fred Wilkinson, a Christian organiser who caught flu over Christmas and succumbed to pneumonia on 3 January. He was twenty-seven.20


Resourceful prisoners kept their minds active as best they could. Cell-to-cell chess, played without a board or pieces, was one pursuit. Moves were whispered at moments of opportunity – during exercise, work in association, or when orderlies distributed fresh underclothing on Saturday afternoons. Games could last for weeks. The event most enjoyed by prisoners was weekly choir practice, when they could give voice together.


So the days passed.


After the Armistice imprisoned COs became restive. Disturbances occurred in prisons across the country. COs in Wandsworth went on hunger strike, broke furniture and engaged in systematic disobedience that continued even after those involved had been put into solitary confinement.21 On 3 April 1919 Charles Cripps, Lord Parmoor – lawyer, lay churchman and peace campaigner – rose in the House of Lords to call attention to the position of conscientious objectors. He reminded their lordships of a memorandum that had been submitted to the prime minister on 1 January.




‘It stated that there were 1,500 men then in prison, 700 of whom had served terms of two years, while pointing out that two years is the maximum punishment allowed for ordinary criminals under either the civil or military code. It pointed out further that a special Inquiry had been made, that it was a laborious matter, and that as a result it had been ascertained that the large majority of these men, who were imprisoned for a period beyond that applicable to the most mean and despicable criminals, were men who had acted under the demands of their conscience and in accordance with deep moral or religious convictions. That statement was made on undoubted authority. The Memorandum was signed by members of your Lordships’ House and others whom I have indicated, and yet no answer was made, either officially or unofficially.’





Lord Parmoor continued:




‘Time passed along, and when I put down the Resolution the statistics were – they may have altered since – that there were 773 conscientious objectors in prison believed to be perfectly sincere, who had been there for more than two years, that 218 had been court-martialled since the Armistice, some for the third and fourth times, that fifty-nine men had died subsequently to their arrest, and I have noticed a death or two mentioned in the papers since that date – I do not say they all died in prison – and that thirty-nine men had become mentally afflicted.’22





On the same day, Winston Churchill, Secretary of State for War, announced an amnesty for most military prisoners.23


Alfred Myers was released a week later, on Saturday, 12 April. With him were several other members of the original Richmond Sixteen. One of them, John Brocklesby, recalled the moment. First, a yelled order: ‘Brocklesby, Gaudie, Myers, Murfin, wanted!’ The men were taken to their cells to collect possessions, then marched through A Hall, where other prisoners were standing by cell doors. As the COs passed there were murmured beginnings of a low cheer. The cheer grew to a roar. It was the day before Palm Sunday. Coincidentally 12 April was also the anniversary of the baptism in AD 627 of Edwin, who ruled Yorkshire’s ancestor province of Deira from c. 616 to 633, and his grandniece Hild. We recall that Hild became the founding abbess of the monastery at Whitby, and nemesis of snakes, who were turned into ammonites.


A common experience of returning COs was being spurned by neighbours and shunned by employers. Carlin How had lost twenty-one of its men and the fact that Myers was still alive because he had refused to go with them may have made for a difficult homecoming. This said, Myers had been well respected at the mine, and only those who have not worked underground could suppose a miner to be lacking in courage. John Hubert Brocklesby, another CO who had been with him at Maidstone, gives us a glimpse of him on the way home: he recalled that ‘poor old Alfred’ showed signs of distress, and that when the time came for them to go their separate ways Myers felt unable to continue alone.24


We can retrace the journey. On release Myers was given a rail warrant, and next morning took a train north from King’s Cross. The Great Northern Railway’s main line crossed into Yorkshire at Bawtry, a town planted in the late twelfth century between the Roman road to Doncaster and the River Idle at its highest point of navigation.25 The position permitted Bawtry’s emergence as an inland port. The Tudor antiquary John Leland thought the place ‘bare and poore’, but the combination of water and road links led to a period of affluence in the later eighteenth century and early nineteenth, reflected in elegant houses, chapels and coaching inns. The Idle is a very modest-looking waterway, but, as Daniel Defoe found in 1724, it was deep enough to float barges for seven miles across to the River Trent, and from there ‘quite to Hull’.




By this navigation, this town of Bautry becomes the centre of all the exportation of this part of the country, especially for heavy goods, which they bring down hither from all the adjacent countries, such as lead, from the lead mines and smelting-houses in Derbyshire, wrought iron and edge-tools, of all sorts, from the forges at Sheffield, and from the country call’d Hallamshire, being adjacent to the towns of Sheffield and Rotherham . . . Also millstones and grindstones, in very great quantities, are brought down and shipped off here, and so carry’d by sea to Hull, and to London, and even to Holland also. This makes Bautry Wharf be famous all over the south part of the West Riding of Yorkshire, for it is the place whither all their heavy goods are carried, to be embarked and shipped off.26





In the early 1800s Bawtry’s reputation as a gateway was boosted by growth in road traffic. This dwindled when the railway came, then resumed with the spread of car ownership.27 For about forty years a motorist’s first experience of Yorkshire on the Great North Road was Bawtry’s spacious Georgian High Street. Then a bypass took the motorists away and the association with arrival went with them.28 The station has gone too, so today’s rail passenger finds no ready sign where Yorkshire begins or ends, except sometimes in winter when the Idle is in flood and the railway runs beside a huge lake. This is in contrast to the west coast main line, where Crewe junction was glorified by W. H. Auden as ‘the wildly exciting frontier where the alien South ends and the North, my world, begins’.29
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