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‘This isn’t a discussion of archaeological sites and monuments alone. It’s about how we interpret these things and the way our ideas can change through time and in the light of new experience. That’s what gives the account its breadth and depth . . . This is a remarkable, and in many respects, a very courageous book – he puts himself on the line. For too long we have been taught about the past from “above” – from eminent people, kind enough to spare their thoughts. This book allows us to regain possession and make archaeology personal again’ Francis Pryor,  The Times


‘For Morris, this book is an “expedition” into the past, and as such it is both expansive and singular. But Time’s Anvil is also an impassioned history and defence of archaeology, a history of humanity in England and a heartfelt mediation on transience and mortality . . . Throughout his history of everything, Morris does maintain a human perspective. His past cities and villages and landscapes are populated by real people, and he is unafraid to tackle sensitive areas’ Nick Groom,  Independent


‘[An] undeniably curious book . . . the story of archaeology, mixed with the author’s personal and family history, and interspersed with a smattering of scientific discourse, and a fair bit of poetry’  BBC History


‘Combining literature and myth with science, it explores how the past is read and the relevance and role of archaeology while challenging assumptions about our history’  Choice


‘This compendious and rich portmanteau comprises an array of exercises in championing archaeology against those who would decry its academic and scientific validity’  Literary Review


‘This fascinating book – combination of the author’s autobiography and a biography of the science of archaeology in England since the 17th century – suggests that some historical truths are found and proved, rather than created, by archaeology. How the past is read, and what one brings to the reading is the fundamental principle of the book . . . Morris shows how each has a part to play in weaving the tapestry of England’s history’ Juilian Litten,  Church Times
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Man, being the servant and interpreter of Nature, can do and understand so much and so much only as he has observed in fact or in thought of the course of nature: beyond that he neither knows anything nor can do anything.


Francis Bacon, Novum Organum


Now, now look how the holy pilgrims ride,
Clouds are their chariots, angels are their guide:
Who would not here for him all hazards run
That thus provides for him when this world’s done.


John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress













 


 


For Alan and Griselda













CONTENTS


Cover


Title Page


Dedication


List of illustrations


Prologue


Introduction: On time and archaeology


PART ONE: LEARNING TO LOOK


1. Heartland


2. ‘That secret and reserved feeling’


3. Let us see


4. Albion from above


PART TWO: SWAN MUSIC


5. The Old Ones


6. Notes from a dark wood


PART THREE: HOME FROM HOME


7. Tall nettles


8. Becoming English


9. A company of saints


10. Whitsun games




PART FOUR: VOICES FROM THE GROUND


11. Fields after battle


12. Cover him gently


PART FIVE: BACK TO BIRMINGHAM


13. ‘Nickel plate and Brummagem’


14. Cousin Jack


15. Unsettled remains


Epilogue


Acknowledgements


Notes


Index


Also by Richard Morris


About the Author


Copyright











ILLUSTRATIONS








	
1.

	 

	Pieter Bruegel’s The Triumph of Time, 1574






	
2.

	 

	‘A new art’ (Royal Air Force Museum)






	
3.

	 

	Jack Morris






	
4.

	 

	Bessie Mitchell






	
5.

	 

	Gold and silver neck-rings at Snettisham, Norfolk (British Museum)






	
6.

	 

	Engraving of crypt, St Mary, Lastingham, North Yorkshire, 1819 (John Britton)






	
7.

	 

	Plan of excavated barrow burials, Monsal Dale, Derbyshire, 1851 (Thomas Bateman)






	
8.

	 

	Excavation of henge ditch, Avebury, 1911 (English Heritage)






	
9.

	 

	Box grid at Maiden Castle (English Heritage)






	
10.

	 

	Sutton Hoo, 1939 (Basil Brown Archive, Suffolk County Council)






	
11.

	 

	Sutton Hoo, July 1939: excavators and their audience (Basil Brown Archive, Suffolk County Council)






	
12.

	 

	Major Allen and his de Havilland Puss Moth (Allen Collection, Ashmolean Museum)






	
13.

	 

	Hod Hill, 1924 (Crawford Collection, English Heritage)






	
14.

	 

	Upwell Fen, Norfolk (Historic Environment Service, Norfolk County Council / Derek Edwards / TF 5700/H/AFX 1)






	
15.

	 

	Enclosures for the dead and parallel-sided avenue near Dorchester, Oxfordshire, 1938 (Allen Collection, Ashmolean Museum)






	
16.

	 

	Dorchester henge, Oxfordshire, 1938 (Allen Collection, Ashmolean Museum)






	
17.

	 

	Excavation at Maiden Castle, 1935 (Allen Collection, Ashmolean Museum)






	
18.

	 

	Field system at Rossington, South Yorkshire, photographed by Derrick Riley, 1975 (English Heritage)






	
19.

	 

	Flute made from mammoth ivory, Geissenklösterle, SW Germany, (University of Tübingen / J. Lipták)






	
20.

	 

	Boxgrove biface (Boxgrove Project / Institute for Archaeology)






	
21.

	 

	Phylogeny of the human family (after Chris Stringer)






	
22.

	 

	Engraving of horse from Robin Hood cave, Derbyshire, c.12,500 BC (British Museum)






	
23.

	 

	Vaulting boss, Rochester Cathedral (English Heritage)






	
24.

	 

	Stone rows, Merrivale, Dartmoor (Mick Sharp)






	
25.

	 

	Causewayed enclosure at Knap Hill, Wiltshire (Mick Sharp)






	
26.

	 

	Tenth-century grave-marker with figure, Middleton-by-Pickering (Copyright Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture, photographer T. Middlemass)






	
27.

	 

	Deserted village at Gainsthorpe, Lincolnshire (English Heritage)






	
28.

	 

	Ridge and furrow, Edgehill, Warwickshire, January 1947 (English Heritage (Crown Copyright))






	
29.

	 

	Harrowing, from the Luttrell Psalter, c.1325 x 1350 (British Library)






	
30.

	 

	Hurdle pen with sheep, from the Luttrell Psalter, c.1325 x 1350 (British Library)






	
31.

	 

	Pre-modern settlement provinces of southern Britain






	
32.

	 

	Linear settlement in Vale of Pickering (Landscape Research Centre)






	
33.

	 

	Early pennies (Tony Abramson)






	
34.

	 

	Settlement along southern edge of Vale of Pickering (Landscape Research Centre)






	
35.

	 

	St John, Deritend (English Heritage)






	
36.

	 

	Anglo-Saxon cathedral beneath the pavement of Canterbury Cathedral (Canterbury Archaeological Trust / Paul Bennett)






	
37.

	 

	Medieval skulls with signs of devotional use from Wells Cathedral (Warwick Rodwell)






	
38.

	 

	Braun and Hogenburg’s map of London, c.1572 (Museum of London)






	
39.

	 

	Rose playhouse under excavation (Copyright: Fulgoni Copyrights Ltd © 1989–2012 / Photographer: Andrew Fulgoni)






	
40.

	 

	Bear baiting, from the Luttrell Psalter, c.1325 x 1350 (British Library)






	
41.

	 

	‘Your Britain’ poster, 1942 (Imperial War Museum)






	
42.

	 

	Detail from 17th-century window at church of St Chad, Farndon, Cheshire (English Heritage)






	
43.

	 

	Naseby bullet distribution (Glenn Foard)






	
44.

	 

	Grave of British soldiers, Point-du-Jour, Arras (Press Association)






	
45.

	 

	Wall-painting, Low Harperley prisoner-of-war camp, Co. Durham (David Spero)






	
46.

	 

	Members of the Lincolnshire Regiment, 10th Battalion, ‘Grimsby Chums’, at Strensall, 1915 (Museum of Lincolnshire Life)






	
47.

	 

	Daisy Bank marl pit, Edensor, Stoke-on-Trent, Staffordshire (Potteries Museum and Art Gallery, Stoke-on-Trent)






	
48.

	 

	Advertisement for mail-order city in Aladdin Homes’ 1917 catalogue (Clarke Historical Library, Central Michigan University)






	
49.

	 

	‘The Roseland’, Aladdin catalogue, 1917 (Clarke Historical Library, Central Michigan University)






	
50.

	 

	Emily Smith, c.1904






	
51.

	 

	Tom Wearne, c.1904






	
52.

	 

	Clergy House, New John Street West, Birmingham, 1950






	
53.

	 

	Church within Neolithic henge, Knowlton, Dorset (English Heritage)






	
54.

	 

	Crickley Hill, Gloucestershire (Mick Sharp)






	
55.

	 

	Devil’s Grave, Alderley Edge, Cheshire (Mick Sharp)






	
56.

	 

	Carn Menyn, Preseli Hills, Pembrokeshire (Georgina Ferry)






	
57.

	 

	Longbridge 1948 (English Heritage [Crown Copyright])






	
58.

	 

	Pomeiooc, Virginia, by John White, 1585–86 (British Library)




















PROLOGUE


Nikolaus – from 1969, Sir Nikolaus – Pevsner gave the Reith Lectures in 1955; his subject, ‘The Englishness of English Art’. Pevsner had been born into a Russian-Jewish family in Leipzig in 1902. Towards the end of the first lecture he reflected on his credentials for talking about Englishness. ‘Why should I, with a never fully conquered foreign intonation, I who am not too certain of the difference between a centre forward and a leg volley, stand here to talk to you about the Englishness of English art? My defence is that in order to see clearly what is what in national character it is perhaps a good thing at one stage to have come in from outside and then to have settled down to become part of it.’1


Pevsner had been exploring the history of art and architecture since his teens, influenced by teaching which emphasized the influence ‘of both national character and the “spirit of the age”’.2 After studies at Munich, Berlin and Frankfurt, he embarked on a doctoral thesis that surveyed the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century town houses of his home city.3 In 1924 he joined the Gemäldegalerie in Dresden to work on Italian baroque painting, moving to the University of Göttingen in 1929.4 Then he visited England. ‘It was a discovery,’ he said twenty-five years later. ‘Few people on the Continent knew about English art then or had studied it. I was able to travel a good deal and started teaching the history of English art. In connection with that I began collecting material on this problem of Englishness.’5


After Hitler came to power the scope for assembling such material increased. As a Jew Pevsner was debarred from his university post, and ‘“encouraged to resign” from all professional bodies and associations in Germany’.6 October 1933 found him on Cologne railway station, writing to his wife while on his way to England. From London he wrote: ‘This is a very modest country, satisfied with very little. All morning one can see one’s breath indoors . . . To look at it positively, I suppose people are closer to nature . . .’7 Funds from the Academic Assistance Council



and the support of friends enabled the award of a two-year fellowship at the University of Birmingham.8 Pevsner found digs in the household of Francesca Wilson, a Quaker teacher, author and campaigner whom he had earlier met in Germany. Wilson owned a roomy brick-built Victorian house in Duchess Road, Edgbaston, where between relief work in European trouble spots she cared for a succession of Russian émigré children and shared the house with boarders and refugees.9 In 1934 Pevsner did not like Birmingham. ‘The town is awful,’ he wrote. ‘The moment you come off the four or five main streets, you are amidst two-storey houses in grubby brick, indescribably dreary and sooty.’10 Yet despite the upheaval and intermittent low spirits this was a productive time: 1936 saw the publication of an influential book on the Modern Movement which with other works extended to England the growing reputation he had already begun to enjoy in Germany.11


Nine years and five books later, Pevsner and the Penguin paperback pioneer Allen Lane were walking in Lane’s rose garden at Silverbeck, beside the River Colne in Middlesex.





. . . Lane asked casually what kind of books Pevsner would publish, given a free hand. Taking the ‘free hand’ at face value, Pevsner took the opportunity to point out two striking gaps in English art-historical literature. There was, he remarked, no detailed survey of European art as a whole . . . Nor, he continued, further possessed by the spirit of enterprise, was there any English equivalent to Dehio’s catalogue of significant German buildings – something that might locate English architecture in the European context and at the same time demonstrate its uniqueness.12





Before they left the garden Allen had agreed to both, and the first volumes of the Buildings of England series, Cornwall and Nottinghamshire, appeared in 1951. Some doubted that such a laborious enterprise would ever be finished; others sneered, or could not see how the project differed from other existing guidebook series.13 But Pevsner was industrious and organized, sifting written sources with the help of a research assistant and his wife, then ‘criss-crossing England in a succession of unreliable old cars’14 for a few weeks each year during university vacations to view the buildings, writing up entries in the evenings.15 Ten years on, sixteen volumes were in print. By the last, Staffordshire (1974), second editions were appearing. Parallel series have since been published for Scotland, Wales and Ireland.


To maintain pace and deepen coverage, from the early 1960s Pevsner



enlisted the help of co-workers. However, while along the way ‘Pevsner’ became a multi-author institution it had begun as a survey of buildings in one country viewed through the eyes of one brought up in another. At the end of his final lecture on ‘The Englishness of English Art’ Pevsner told his listeners of the ‘national art and architecture which is all your own’, adding ‘or, will you give me leave to say, our own?’16


Pevsner’s England, like the past, was a foreign country;17 one of those he recruited to help carry forward its exploration was the architectural historian David Verey, who wrote the two volumes on Gloucestershire (1970). By this stage ‘a Pevsner’ typically opened with a portrait of the geology, topography and historical geography of a county. Here is how the volumes on Gloucestershire originally began:





When the Romans left Britain, the Saxon invaders began to settle in the plains. These areas had been deliberately avoided by the earlier Neolithic and Iron Age tribes because they had no tools capable of working the heavy clay soil. They therefore kept to districts like the Cotswolds, which had much lighter soils, and where the forest cover was thinner. The Saxons of course had better ploughing implements, and so were able to work the heavy Lias clays of the plains.18





Tribes, invaders, technological asymmetry, primordial forest, tillage and nationhood – Verey’s list of then-current suppositions belongs to that catalogue of things about history that ‘everyone knows’. The catalogue is constantly being updated, but it is intriguing how loath we are to let go of the clichés. Stone Age hunters, for instance, are still widely perceived to have been dimmer than you or me (for if they had been as smart as us, the reasoning seems to run, then surely they would not have been living in a Stone Age). Romans civilized Britons, but you are reading this in English rather than Italian or Celtic because when the Romans left the Britons were confined to Cumbria, Wales and the south-west by ethnic-cleansing Anglo-Saxons. Belief that ancient woodland survived on a large scale until the later Middle Ages itself survived until recently.19 ‘Medieval’ is used as a synonym for functional hopelessness (‘My dear, the plumbing was simply medieval ’),20 just as sports journalists use ‘Neanderthal’ to call up clumsiness, grunting and mud. In many minds the past was a time when almost everyone died young, agriculture was inefficient, and entire villages were forsaken because of plague. Above all, the past was excruciatingly slow – it appears to have taken three-quarters of a million years to invent the wheel, centuries to build a cathedral, and most people never travelled more than a few miles from



the places where they grew up. Or so people say. Like Robin Hood,21 such ideas have a consoling constancy.


Most people know in their bones, if not in their heads, that history is enquiry, and that enquiry is prompted by scepticism. If it were otherwise then the past would be no more than a rhyme or a story, something to memorize, whereas its natural condition is to set us puzzles and be argued over. The opening of the 2002 edition of Gloucestershire, for example, is wholly different from the 1970 introduction above.22 In twenty years’ time it will be posing new questions, just as the explanation of the British Empire that was given to me fifty years ago is not one I recognize today. Even something as recent as the Cold War is subject to perpetual reassessment. Since 1991 entire institutions have come into being to try to figure out the essence of the ‘open yet restricted’ confrontation that lasted forty years and apparently cost eight trillion dollars. Their effort is not for want of evidence. In contrast to earlier periods for which sources are sparse, inconsistent or just absent, the records of the Cold War are abundant. Historians will study them for years not because anyone – yet – doubts that there was a Cold War, but to fathom its effects on our lives and beliefs, and its consequences.23


History’s subject is change, its causes and means. Why was change slow or tentative at some times yet energizing in others? Insight into the past must modify understanding of the present, in which case the reverse applies – ‘now’ must shape understanding of ‘then’. Either way, the past involves us as well as L. P. Hartley’s ‘they’ who do things differently. In doing so it harnesses the imaginative power and curiosity that characterizes our species. The thrust of a question will alter according to who asks it, when, or why, and within what framework of thought or knowledge. Moreover, different kinds of source call for different skills in interrogation. Text, object, landscape, residue, symbol – each calls for its own kind of examination before one can be put into conversation with the others or woven into narrative.


This book is about the archaeological strands in that weave. It examines commonly held ideas about England’s past and asks what light archaeology sheds on them. Like Pevsner’s Buildings of England, the subjects reach from prehistory to the end of the twentieth century. Among them are human ancestries, Man’s relationship with Nature, the making of the landscape, settlement, Tudor drama, a battle, twentieth-century conflict, industrialization and a saint. As well as being spread across three-quarters of a million years, each topic sits at a different point along the continuum between epoch and the fleeting moment.



In some places this becomes a history of archaeology. In others it is my history in archaeology. But mainly it is about how the past is read, and about what we ourselves bring to the reading as well as what we find.


All historians ‘work within limits of contemporary knowledge’ which they enlarge ‘as they may by their own imagination’.24 But if imagination is the anvil on which readings of the past are formed, whose imaginations do we trust? Fifty years ago this would have seemed an odd question, for archaeology was then in the hands of respected people – university academics, extra-mural lecturers, keepers of museum collections, government officials – most of whom believed in realist history and in whose views about ‘what happened’ the public had trust. Today the views are contradictory, and trust has faltered. Aside from an increase of cynicism towards expert opinion generally, the emergence of historical sciences in the context of Western nationalism and empire-building has left their practice tainted and finds reflection in as many different identities as there are groups to express them. However, while there may no longer be one ‘us’ to dictate whose perspectives should be adopted and whose not, what follows will argue that everyone can – and should – choose those to whom they wish to listen. An infinitely subdivided past is permeable not only to conscientious searchers but also to cranks, falsifiers and obsessives, not to mention faiths and political parties who assert entire alternative histories. In the world of multi-vocal history, this book will ask, how does an everyday reader tell these apart?


The result, on one level, is an anthology. On another, it is an expedition. On yet another it will find that apparently unconnected subjects are bound by threads that run across millennia. I have tried to write without assuming special knowledge. The references are simply for those who want to go further, or to see, so to speak, where I have been. The book centres on England, because England is where I am most at home. But the world is made up of neighbourhoods, and to belong to a neighbourhood is to be a citizen of the world.













INTRODUCTION


ON TIME AND ARCHAEOLOGY
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	Jumbled in one common box







	 
	Of their dark stupidity,






	 
	Orchid, swan, and Caesar lie;






	 
	Time that tires of everyone






	 
	Has corroded all the locks,






	 
	Thrown away the key for fun.






	 
	W. H. Auden, ‘Domesday Song’,






	 
	         1941, Collected Poems (1994)









Look to the right of Pieter Bruegel’s engraving The Triumph of Time (1574): there is a human landscape in summer – people, crops, farmsteads, all under a placid sky in which soar summer birds. To the left, smoke blows from a wasted town. A procession trudges past leafless trees; in its midst, a cart drawn by skinny horses. Upon the cart, a model of the world, new-mapped, its oceans busy with ships, encircled by figures of the zodiac. The scene is interlined with ticking clocks and scales, running sand and tolling bells. In this future-past, the processional sun is an unsmiling horse brass. Behind the cart rides a hooded skeleton with a scythe, followed by Fame, trumpet ablast, borne on an elephant. The procession trudges from west to east (we can work this out by looking at the orientation of the church) – the toy sun is going backwards. In Bruegelland, the present does not leave the past behind; time engulfs the future. The cortège crunches through the debris of human life – a crown, a flagon of wine, a hat. Purse, books, music: Time consumes one and all.1


What or who is this gobbler? Different ages find different answers. Some say that time is a property of the universe, others that it is an illusion. Judaeo-Christian thought awards it a beginning and anticipates an



end, and so implies that outside this envelope it does not exist. Newton turned this inside out, considering our universe to be embraced by an absolute time, its bodies and forces integrated in a great whirring apparatus: ‘Absolute, true and mathematical time, of itself and from its own nature, flows equably without relation to anything external.’2 The philosopher-writer Lewis Mumford, writing in the 1930s, reflected that the mechanical clock, an invention that appeared in Europe during the thirteenth century, ‘dissociated time from human events and helped create the belief in an independent world of mathematically measurable sequences: the special world of science’.3 Within this ‘special world’, however, Einstein’s theory of special relativity (1905) did away with the idea that distance, time and mass are absolute, showing instead that they change depending on the relative speeds of the observer and the observed. So, if you travel close to the speed of light with respect to a fixed observer, time slows almost to a standstill. In this condition, a hundred years in the life of an observer might appear as seconds to you.


[image: Images]


1. Time is drawn forward by the horses of the sun and moon in Pieter
Bruegel’s The Triumph of Time, engraved by Philip Galle, 1574


Such a relative flow annuls any idea of absolute time or simultaneity.



That is, events that are concurrent for two observers may not be so for a third observer in a different frame of reference. Although these effects are most pronounced at extreme relative speeds, they are also locally measurable – for example, from satellites or even with atomic clocks that travel on aeroplanes. General relativity takes the effect further, by combining space and time into space-time. Space-time is affected (warped) by heavy masses, such as stars or black holes that curve space-time around themselves, giving rise to what Newton led us to think of as gravity. In result, time flows more slowly when you are close to a heavy object like our planet, and faster as you move away from it. This can be measured by taking an atomic clock up a mountain. The effect becomes yet more pronounced when you approach a black hole, since, in principle, as you come near to the event-horizon of a black hole, time will draw to a standstill, and you will look out to see the rest of the universe ageing rapidly around you.


The next step comes from the theory of black holes and gravitational collapse which shows that in principle it is likely that a black hole has a corresponding ‘other side’, joined to the first black hole by a worm hole. Theory suggests that this ‘other side’ need not be in the same place, or even the same time. It might, indeed, be at another time, in another universe. Currently, there are no physical laws to prevent this. Taking an extreme view, there is nothing in the laws of physics to prevent time travel – a condition which would make archaeology redundant. Or would it?


According to the eighth-century Northumbrian monk Bede, popularizer of Dionysius Exiguus’ system of situating historical events in a continuous run of years from the birth of Christ, there are different kinds of time, and three ways of reckoning them: according to Nature, by custom or by authority.4 Thus the Sabbath is kept every seven days by divine authority, whereas market day or a month of thirty days is decided by human custom. For natural measurement of time, we look to the sky. Our days are defined by the time that the world takes to turn upon its axis; our lives are numbered by the Earth’s journeys around the sun. Another pulse derives from the phases of the moon. Latin mensura (‘measure’), whence ‘menstrual’, Greek mēn (‘month’), Old English mōna, – these words and the ideas behind them belong to one family: counting moons has been a way of reckoning time as far back as history runs. Lunar months, however, are not integers of a solar year. The search for a proportional relationship between the cross-rhythms of sun and moon has absorbed people for millennia. As Bede explained:







Those who probe with subtlety into these matters confirm that, in fact, the Moon has – setting aside the calculation of the ‘leap of the Moon’ – 12 hours less [than 30 days], and the Sun has 10½ hours more. Thus with nature as our guide we discover that the solar year is made up of 365¼ days but the lunar year is finished in 354 days if it is common . . .5





The Jewish calendar is lunar in its basis, the later Roman calendar solar. In medieval Europe, the tricky task of integrating the two fell to the Church. And while the moon ran its complete course in a cycle of nineteen years, ‘each of the planets as well is borne around the zodiac at its own rate’.





This Nature was created by the one true God when He commanded that the stars which He had set in the heavens should be the signs of the seasons, days and years; it is not, as the folly of the pagans asserts, a creating goddess, one amongst many.6





For Bede and his contemporaries there were different kinds of natural year: ‘a lunar year and a solar year, a separate year for [each of] the wandering stars, and one for all the planets, which is particularly called “the great year”’.7


Astronomical rhythms – ‘starry time’ – may seem to be universal, but on an interplanetary scale they are relative and local. Elsewhere in the solar system time would seem to be something other than here. Against Earth reckoning, a Pluto day lasts 153 hours, and for every year that elapses on Jupiter over eleven pass on Earth. Here on Earth, too, time becomes a counterpoint of pulses if we use other recurrent rhythms to measure it. The tempo of organic reproduction, for instance, varies according to the size of species: generally, the smaller, the faster. A sequoia that has stood on the Sierra Nevada for twenty centuries may take a hundred years to reproduce, whereas some kinds of bacteria will multiply in the time it takes you to read this paragraph.


Time, space and environment go together. It is hard to think of time without space; the French word for time is the same as for weather: temps.8 Time helps to locate place, and interest in time’s measurement comes to the fore in epochs when explorers thrive. The realization in the sixteenth century that longitude could be ascertained by comparing local time with an absolute world time was one of the factors which stimulated the desire for ever more accurate clocks. In our own day, the demands of space travel have had a similar effect.




Most of us today think of time as a flow from past to future. As perspectives go, however, this is new. Many in history have regarded time as cyclical. Aristotle considered time to be unreal, for the past was gone, the future had yet to be, ‘and the present is a point without dimensions’. Time, he thought, was more like colour, a property which resides in other things rather than existing independently. In Aristotle’s view, time was dependent on motion, for ‘the measurement of motion involves primarily the measurement of the space traversed’, which can only be done with reference to time. Aristotle’s God is consequently aloof, beyond time, neither originating nor intervening in a universe which ‘contains motion, but not fundamental change’.9


Jewish tradition, in contrast, visualizes a creative God who sets new things in motion. ‘Part of this emphasis on history rather than recurrence can be seen in the biblical historicization of the festivals; instead of being merely seasonal, they have become commemorations of the Exodus and the Sinai revelation, events unique in the history of the world.’10


Linear time supposes a start to count from, and runs towards an end. At the close of the fourth century, Augustine of Hippo was puzzling over eternity. If God made time itself, were there periods of time that He did not make?11 Augustine wondered if a sliver of time present, divided so minutely as to be observationally stable, might give an inkling of eternity. Reflecting that the mind conflates information from the past and thought about the future in its efforts to make sense of things in the present, he proposed three kinds of time in human consciousness. ‘The time present of things past is memoria; the time present of things present is contuitus; the time present of things future is expectatio.’12 For Bede, the smallest unit of time was indivisible, denoted by the Greek word atomos, ‘that which cannot be cut’. Bede reflected on the moment of the Resurrection, when ‘We shall all rise . . . in the twinkling of an eye’. Many writers, he said, had unguardedly supposed an atom to equate with the tiny interval of time when our eyelids blink in reaction to an anticipated blow.13


History-as-enterprise is our ever evolving struggle to make sense of the route and distance we have covered, and thus to take bearings on the directions in which we move. Archaeology is the part of that venture which looks for meaning in the materials discarded by time’s procession – the junk on the ground in Bruegelland. In Augustinian terms these bits and pieces are intriguing. Made long ago, they still exist now. Straight away, however, we hit a snag: there is no agreement on what the fragments mean, or how they might be read. By the early twentieth



century history was assumed to be well mapped by historians who could tell us ‘what happened’. Time’s relics were fitted into an existing framework, or ordered in such a way as to make one. More recently, that kind of canonical reading has been challenged. Some now say there never was a particular story, that the past is trackless, existing only in our minds or as an entanglement of as many different paths as there are people to imagine them. In the twenty-first-century West, where days are planned to the instant and ‘historic’ in the mouths of sports commentators has come to mean ‘unprecedented’, many historians have abandoned grand narrative for the micro-particulars of ordinary lives: a morning in the life of a fourteenth-century peasant becomes as interesting as the reign of a king.


To these random intimacies archaeology is oddly suited, for the ground is often a bit like photographic film, registering certain things regardless of their importance. In the study of these images, and through the sifting of things made, built, abandoned, broken, forgotten, lost, hidden, eaten, buried, grown, killed, worshipped, or just marks – like the footprints of a group of people who walked across mudflats in the Severn estuary some six or seven thousand years ago, one child running – moments can be made out. On the wall of a cave in southern France is the stencil of a hand held against the rock maybe as long ago as thirty thousand years. If you plot the position and angle of every flake struck from a nodule of flint in the course of making a tool, the work of ten minutes half a million years ago can be reconstructed. In the side of a quarry at the foot of the Sussex Downs, sands and pebbles are infused with the swirl of waves that lapped at the base of sea cliffs tens of millennia before the last ice age. At Hambledon Hill in Dorset excavation glimpses the aftermath of a fight among some of England’s first farmers: the remains of a man and woman are being gnawed and dragged about by dogs or wolves.14 In a church on the edge of the North York Moors, tiny stalactite-like columns of lime plaster dangle from the vault of the crypt, the last drips still poised where they congealed nine centuries ago. In the archaeological finds store of the Goode Shippe Mary Rose, Henry VIII’s warship that sank in July 1545, ropes from her rigging still smell of tar.


Organic deposits at the Roman fort of Vindolanda near Hadrian’s Wall have preserved wooden leaf tablets bearing memoranda, letters, military records and accounts from the end of the first century AD. We sift them like the contents of a wastepaper basket tipped on to a table. Part of one note describes the javelin-handling skills of ‘Brittunculi’ – a new



word, the slang diminutive of Britons, its modern sense maybe something like ‘little Brits’ (or is this understated soldiers’ irony?). Another tablet records the strength of a cohort of Tungrians – how many are fit for duty, how many unfit, how many away. Octavius writes to Candidus about some animal hides which are currently paused at Catterick (the roads are bad and he doesn’t want to risk the draught animals), and asks for cash to cover a grain purchase. A notebook itemizes commodities like wine, local beer and pork dripping. Claudia Severa, the wife of Aelius Brocchus, invites her friend Lepidina, karissima, to visit on her birthday. On 7 March we glimpse a working party of thirty men burning stone to make lime.15


‘I who am dead a thousand years . . . Send you my words for messengers’:16 at first sight the Vindolanda tablets seem like postcards from the past. Yet they also tantalize, for the postcards were not addressed to us, and there is little in them that connects with anything else of which we know. What was morale like in the First Cohort of Tungrians? What was one of the absent soldiers doing in London? In the list of commodities, do the entries cluster round 24 June because this was the midsummer festival, or just because this was the fragment to survive? And who was Lepidina – what happened to her? We shall never know, just as Claudia Severa was not to know that nearly two millennia later her letter would be the earliest known example of writing in Latin by a woman.


Archaeology’s eye for the fractional and intimate is matched by another for history’s long flows. ‘We deal in time wholesale,’ said the field archaeologist O. G. S. Crawford. Increasingly, we can measure past economies, track technological change, follow fashion, watch the evolution of religion, observe the unfolding of childhood play, tell where people were born, chart humanity’s relationship with the environment. Such insights run into the present, for while archaeology’s independence of text is an asset in text’s absence it can bring even greater virtues in its presence. As we shall see, some of archaeology’s most creative adventures involve recent subjects and colloquy with documents.


The oldest documents in the world date from around 3000 BC. Archaeology reaches more than five hundred times as far, and with the help of science enjoys an ever improving ability to say how old things are. History without sequence is nullity, and new knowledge about sequence has a value which extends beyond detail for its own sake. The fact that Stonehenge turns out to have been begun a millennium sooner than was once believed has ramifications in Arizona as well as



Wiltshire. The lithe horse – or is it a wolfhound?17 – etched into chalk at Uffington in Berkshire, for long credited to people who lived two or three generations before Julius Caesar, is now understood to be up to a thousand years older. The strange oaken circle surrounding an inverted tree bole found on the north Norfolk coast was begun in 2049 BC, in the spring. When we contemplate the paintings of animals in the cave of Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc in the Ardèche, the worth of accurate dating becomes clear. What are said to be the oldest known cave paintings in the world are startlingly accomplished. From analysis of torch smudges and charcoal we can see that the cave was used not once (and not only by humans – bears wallowed in its darkness) but in a series of episodes several thousand years apart. The first paintings may have been made up to 350 centuries ago.18 They show different animals in ways which catch not only their likeness but also their essence: lions – intentness; bison – power; horses – grace. The animal paintings are a source of wonder. The genius with which they were depicted preceded the invention of some of the weapons used to kill them.


Have you found anything interesting? Anyone who has worked on an excavation will tell you that this is the question that they most often hear from members of the public. It is a testing question, for by the umpteenth time of its asking a fresh reply is difficult. To the asker, on the other hand, it is obvious. If you come across people privileged to be looking through a gateway into another world, to ask What can you see? is irresistible.


There might be another question: Have you found anything new? I’ve never been asked this, which is odd, because something new – ‘new’ whether in the sense of ‘better understood’, ‘hitherto unseen’ or ‘result of a new kind of observation’ – is what archaeology is about. Otherwise, why do it? But there again, curiously, much popular interest in the past seems to be driven less by a desire for new knowledge than by yearning for reassurance, or latent desire for thrill. For some, history is a comfort blanket. No matter how many battle-damaged skulls we find, the fact that swords kill people remains headline news, whereas the rewriting of narratives that explain why the battles were fought is not. This may be because an entire generation has grown up unaware of what the narratives were, its expectations shaped by a curriculum in which for practical purposes most of the human past is sidelined.19 It might also be because somewhere deep inside ourselves we have not yet quite outgrown the pre-Renaissance view that the past has little to tell us beyond that which we have forgotten.




The rating of finding above interpretation is also influenced by the extent to which spectacular discoveries are made by history’s laity. The Dead Sea Scrolls were found by a shepherd. The terracotta army of China’s first emperor was found by a farmer. Lascaux’s painted caves were discovered by chance. Lindow Man was hoiked out of peat on a conveyor belt heading towards grow-bags. Hikers found the man who had lain refrigerated for 5,300 years in an Alpine glacier. A farmer pinpointed 60,000-year-old deposits containing traces of hunting Neanderthals at Lynford. The Hoxne hoard was turned up by a gentleman searching for a lost hammer. The Staffordshire hoard of Anglo-Saxon gold was found by an unemployed gentleman with a metal detector. Treasure in the British Museum seems all the more appealing when it is ordinary folk rather than academics who find it.


More typically, however, new understanding arises not from bombshell discoveries but from a fluctuating interplay between different patterns of knowledge and question. Seen alone, the individual records that make up such patterns may look trifling, even pointless, and gathering them is time-consuming and sometimes expensive. It is their cumulative impact which is large. Science adds to their reach. Ever-improving techniques such as multispectral or neutron imaging, stable isotope analysis and molecular biology (these are examples) enable the posing of new questions. Another influence, just mentioned, is the controversial hobby of metal detecting, which is revealing patterns so strange that we hardly yet know what to make of them. Moreover, while science is popularly credited with a knock-down ability to scotch fallacies and make breakthroughs, its innovations often increase uncertainty, by multiplying questions and reshuffling the range of possibilities from which to choose. Science can also confuse the picture when good scholars in their own disciplines turn archaeologist manqué, and use obsolete or over-simplified historical models as the starting points for their interventions. The continuing controversy over the dating of human arrival in Australia or America, the two radiocarbon revolutions or doubts about the dauntingly early dates for paintings in the Chauvet caves20 are examples from a flow of revisionism which makes it risky to rely on any individual scientific announcement until it has been well corroborated, and its context explored.


Archaeology is sometimes charged with an inability to engage with the individual other than as a box of bones or an anonymous grain swept along by impersonal environmental and economic processes. It is true that the bones of a fourteenth-century peasant will not disclose



whether he had a sense of humour, whether he was a yardlander cultivating twenty-five acres or an elite peasant holding land for several families. Excavation of his house will not reveal his nickname, or whether his aunt hated him. Did he like to watch sunsets, sing in a fine tenor voice, or weep when his favourite dog died? These are questions we can never answer. Archaeology cannot directly enter human consciousness, and there are other realms from which we are cut off. Yet to concede that ‘Men’s evil manners live in brass; their virtues / We write in water’21 is not to agree that archaeology is materialism leached of humanity. No conceivable written source would tell us about our peasant’s sensibility either. The challenge is to frame questions which material evidence can answer, rather than to grieve for the silences where it cannot.


Like a satellite in asymmetric orbit, now distant, now swinging in close, archaeology takes us both far and close to lived lives.22 Building layouts offer insights into security and privacy. Residues point to specialist processes, ink to writing, inscriptions to peasant literacy. Tools attest tasks, crafts and special talent; instruments, the modes and pitches of lost melodies. Contours of worn floors reflect flows of daily movement around the house. Outside, fields and the bones of animals used for dairying, wool or traction together tell us about animal demography and the farming economy. Food remains and utensils show what was eaten, in what quantities, how it was cooked, occasionally (from the condition of fruit stones, comminuted bone or pips in fossil turds) even whether a morsel was gulped or savoured. From sources of manufactured goods we can map market networks or distances travelled, while the ease with which they were covered will be mirrored in the geography and quality of bridges and roads, and the social co-operation required to maintain them. Objects give glimpses of the wider world in which our peasant lived, even his sense of what was far or near – where friends and locals ended and strangers began. In the churchyard, his bones may show whether he went hungry as a child or suffered an accident in his early teens, whether gallstones tormented him or parasites gnawed his gut, how long he lived and maybe how he died.


While archaeology’s currency is material, it can take us beyond materialism. Weather’s changefulness is discernible in environmental remains which register ancient frosts, droughts and rains. Or again, archaeology brushes aspects of spirituality’s avowal, if not belief. In the sludge of the peasant’s well may lie a badge of his pilgrimage; in the cavity of a cathedral wall, the hidden relic of a holy man, now nameless yet polished by the touch of his among a million hands; in his grave, a white stone.




In some quarters an idea has taken hold that physical remains have a dispassionate authority which enables them to compensate for biases and gaps in written records, or to compensate for the obsessions of past historians. In result there are those who look to archaeology to offset Carlyle’s view of history as the biography of great men, or to give witness that is independent of the specialized networks who have ‘acted as gate-keepers to our historical knowledge’ through control of what was written down or published.23 While it is the case that archaeology gives us autonomous facts on the ground, the material record is itself slanted by what was made or has survived, by the things which earlier generations of antiquaries chose to study or ignore, and by the ways in which the meanings of objects change in concert with our own changing interests. If archaeological remains do not lie, it is only because they are dumb,24 conveying nothing (nothing of much interest, anyway) of their own accord. Insofar as meaning comes from a dialogue between what we find and what we bring to what we find, the production of narrative is a kind of ventriloquism. It is not only logic or science that we bring, but also our imaginations.


If it is moot whether archaeology can give voice to the oppressed, it can at least help to restore their powers of decision. Whether the white stone was placed in our peasant’s hand by his priest or his lover, whether it denotes Revelation’s last things, whether it was something invested with immemorial meaning or emptied of it, the stone reflects intent, a thing done or imagined which puts us in the presence of what was mortal. Something rather than nothing, it is part of the flow from then to now, a place to start.


One thing we bring to time is a compulsion to split it up. We may do this more or less arbitrarily (the Bronze Age), for the organization of material, as if imposing co-ordinates on a map, or critically (Tudor England), investing different eras with personalities. We like to think that such period identities are inherent, although in our hearts we know that one age is defined by contrast with another: Roman is opposed to Saxon, the Commonwealth to the Restoration, the Roaring Twenties to the Hungry Thirties. Periods are defined as much by what they are not as by what they are.25


The hankering after framework is fairly recent, although – and here is a luscious paradox – it is not quite clear when it began, different aspects having stirred at different times. Early Christian chronographers like Eusebius of Caesarea, Augustine, Isidore and Bede variously divided world history into ages which had both actual and spiritual significance.



Eusebius attempted a synchronization of biblical and secular time.26 Augustine visualized a parallel between Six Ages and the six days of creation, and a further analogy with the six stages of human life.27 In his The Reckoning of Time, Bede wrote that the Sixth Age would be divided from a Seventh (a time of rest in another life, which ‘holy souls, released from their bodies, will possess in Christ’)28 by the Judgement. In the future will come the Seventh Age, paralleling the seventh day of creation, when God rested from his labours. Then comes the Eighth, the ‘blessed repose of paradise’. Like the eighth day after creation (‘which will not have other days following it’ but ‘will abide, one and unending’), the Eighth Age will be the end of time.29


For as long as the Bible was history, the need to investigate it was limited by assumptions about what was already known. Classical authors looked back to a golden age, although some did show awareness of technological progress. Seneca, for instance, realized that there had been a time when the human race had lived closer to Nature. In that age, he thought, land had been untilled and undivided, houses were primitive rustic shelters, and the arch, weaving, wheel-thrown pottery and metal were unknown. The question of how such discoveries had been achieved interested him greatly.30 Advances in technology and art during the Middle Ages were apparently unaccompanied by a general theory of progress. Until the sixteenth century an ‘inventor’ was, as its Latin root invenio reminds us, a person ‘who found something which had been lost, not one who devised a new solution unknown to previous generations’.31 This is odd, as fashions and technologies changed as much between, say, 1200 and 1500 as during the three centuries that followed. Medieval records often speak of ‘new work’, but consciousness of change in style and historical documents seems to find an extended vocabulary only from around 1500.32 The sixteenth century is abuzz with time-aware terms like ‘epoch’, ‘anachronism’, ‘new-fangled’ and ‘out of date’. ‘Monument’, in its sense of something that commemorates a past action or period, is also met around this time. Keith Thomas suggested that printing may have helped to shift perceptions, for every book carried a date which drew attention to the difference between the ideas it contained and those of the time in which they were read.33 It is around this time, too, that date-stones begin to appear over the doors of some buildings, while scholars across Europe began to appreciate that customs and law could not be considered apart from the ages and societies to which they had belonged.


Medieval time had been irregular, some days and tides being more



propitious than others. Bell time, the time of agricultural seasons, the academic year and the calendar of holy days were each associated with their own ideas and myths.34 Growing analytical awareness began to undermine these cycles, to contradict prophecies and unsettle tradition. Time in an economy based on land is cyclical, whereas in a world of coin and markets time is money. One result of that change was a need for new myths to replace those that had been displaced. Another was the dethroning of the Ancients. Until the sixteenth century, there was an idea that most of what could be known already was known, and that history recurred through cycles. Behind this lay the Great Year – a term of centuries whereafter all moving bodies in the heavens were believed to return to their original places.35 While this prevailed, the pursuit of knowledge was less a quest for the new than a project to rediscover what had been forgotten. ‘If there be nothing new, but that which is / Hath been before . . .’ begins Shakespeare’s fifty-ninth sonnet. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as interest in the past shifted from ancient wisdom to change,36 greater emphasis was given to differences between the present and the past, and to the possibility of unfolding knowledge. One thing that epitomized that was gunpowder, and the transformation of military technology from medieval to modern. This in turn re-raises Seneca’s question: how does technological change happen? Many today assume a simplified linear narrative in which progress follows an inevitable logic. But perhaps this is because technological history is written by its winners, emphasizing functional determinism at the expense of things that may once have seemed promising yet turned out to be dead ends.


Archaeology’s criteria for dividing time are crude. French Annales historians warned us years ago against the risks of compartmentalization, yet even now many suppose concepts like ‘the Iron Age’ or ‘early Anglo-Saxon’ to be cultural realities. We have tended to assume that material evidence will embody and reflect social, political or ethnic entities which are mostly of our own invention (we speak of ‘Celtic metalwork’, ‘Norman churches’ and ‘Georgian houses’), and tend to map them against units of historical geography, like nations or counties. This book will point out that when different kinds of material are looked at together, not only do their patterns seldom coincide with conventional periods or administrative regions, but they are often not even in accord with each other. Just as most colours lie beyond the range of the human eye, so do different kinds of material pattern exist outside history’s conventional frameworks, suggesting other paths – if



we can find them – along which to retrace our human passage.


André Burguière draws attention to two coexisting conceptions of history.





The first . . . seeks to achieve a psychological or political identification with the past by precisely reconstituting what happened. In that view, the past is magister vitae, a precedent to be imitated or avoided. That conception fosters the political uses of history. It is now experiencing a revival with the attention to the effects and imperatives of memory. The other manner of apprehending history is to consider the past a field of observation for learning the general characteristics of humankind and of societies along with the geographical diversity of cultures and societies, but with an added dimension: our genealogical relationship into the past.37





Readers will recognize the influence of the first in today’s Britain. This book belongs to the second.











PART ONE


LEARNING TO LOOK
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2. Cover of booklet produced in 1919 to stir interest in the potential of aerial photography













1


HEARTLAND
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‘Parochialism is universal; it deals with the fundamentals.’


Patrick Kavanagh


Jack Morris, born 1897, son of a Southwark builder, survives fighting on the western front in the Great War. On the first day of October 1922 he marries Bessie Mitchell, daughter of a Fulham fireman, sometime Nippy at a Lyons Corner House and his elder by a year. They are my grandparents.


Bright and chatty, Jack works as a tennis-racket stringer. As piano tuners are to concert pianists, so is Jack to tennis stars. He tunes their instruments, and progresses to managing a shop which sells sports equipment. Shuttlecocks, punchballs and swimming caps take him and Bessie to Bristol, then back to London, where until 1941 they live in a terraced house near Finsbury Park. February 1941, to be more precise. Jack is out fire-watching and Bess is crouching under the stairs when the Heinkel passes. When Jack comes back the house is gone. Bess has gone too, and for a few minutes, glass and slates crunching underfoot, he is at the world’s end. Then a neighbour tells him that Bess is down at the rest centre. He finds her drinking a cup of tea.


They move to another house. The Luftwaffe find that, too.


Relatives in west London take them in, which is a squeeze, until yet another bomb cuts the tenement in half.


Jack’s employers send him to run their shop in Birmingham. The shop is opposite the cathedral in the city centre, above which wheel noisy, immeasurable flocks of starlings on winter evenings. Jack and Bess rent a bungalow in Great Barr while looking for somewhere permanent. In 1945 they find it: a nice 1930s semi in Northfield, a once-upon-a-time Worcestershire village which was overrun by Birmingham’s spread



earlier in the century. The house is in Great Stone Road. It has coloured panes to either side of the front door, and a bay-windowed front room where the fire is lit only on Christmas Day. It is here that you put your best glass, framed photographs of your children, a Pears Cyclopaedia (which has a vivid section on fatal diseases), a couple of Reader’s Digest condensed books, and – when bananas and oranges reappear – a bowl of fruit. To the side stands a lean-to where coal is stored and Jack keeps his paint, putty and a step-ladder. Behind runs a garden with space for vegetables, roses, gooseberries and raspberries, a patch of lawn. At the far end, beyond a young mountain ash, the garden is bounded by a fence of creosoted boards.


If you look out of the front-room bay window at about twenty past six on a weekday evening you will see Jack, fresh off a tram from the city centre, sauntering downhill, brown mackintosh open, belt swinging, the Evening Despatch a white tube rising from a pocket. Behind him at the top of the hill stands a pub, the Black Horse, which looks like a half-timbered manor house. Years later I find that before the war there was a vogue for building pubs like this, when breweries hoped that bygone styles would attract a more discerning clientele. This appeal to nostalgia is lost on Jack, although he reads the Daily Express and worships Churchill. Bess frowns on pubs, preferring tea and Adam’s ale. On Christmas Day Jack and his son will go into the Black Horse, for an hour or so, after church.
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3. Jack Morris, October 1920
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4. Bessie Mitchell, Christmas 1917











Jack and Bess never go to church, but their son does. He is a vicar. John was born back in 1923. He grew into a spirited lad who liked to immobilize London Underground escalators by jamming the tip of an umbrella in the crack between their moving stairs. He was also a romantic who read widely, and an artist, perhaps even a talented artist, but as soon as he was sixteen Jack bundled him out of school and told him to look for a job. Finding one around then wasn’t difficult, as the United Kingdom had just declared war on Germany and there were plenty of opportunities. As soon as John was old enough he volunteered to fly.


The RAF sent him to train in Canada, where he fell in love with a drama teacher. In May 1944 the war separates them – he is sent back to Britain, then to Italy, whence during the war’s last months he flies reconnaissance missions over the shrinking Reich. Along the way he meets people who set him thinking and change his direction. When the Air Force release 164121 Flying Officer J. R. Morris at the end of 1945 he marries the drama teacher (this is when Jack and Bess planted the mountain ash) and goes to Oxford to study theology. In 1947, I am born.


In summer 1950 we move to Hockley, a poor district of inner Birmingham where my father begins work as a curate. As Pevsner saw in 1934 we are ‘amidst two-storey houses in grubby brick, indescribably dreary and sooty’ (p. 2). No trees, nor grass, nor even weeds grow around our house – a vast, cold and mostly unfurnished nineteenth-century clergy residence wedged between a church hall, a pen-nib works and a cardboard-box factory. The houses hereabouts are tight packed, gapped by bombing. Not all the city is so hard featured. Thursday is my father’s day off, so on Thursdays we usually board a number 70 tram which takes us out to Northfield. From the top of the tram you can look into Edgbaston’s gardens, and the woody grounds of Selly Oak’s training colleges seem almost rural.


The trams are primrose and blue, bow-ended, with a single headlight that gives them a one-eyed, Cyclopean stare, and flanks which advertise Bovril, the Evening Despatch, Invicta Underwear, Chunky Marmalade and the New Weekly Wash Sensation, Tide. Trams also carry notices which forbid spitting (a prohibition I do not yet connect with the TB sanatorium at West Heath where my mother will soon go to teach English to refugees) and the city’s coat of arms. The crest fascinates me. Below it a man and a woman stand either side of a shield. Over the shield is a helmet, and above that a turret, whence rises a flexed arm with a hand that grips a forging hammer.




Occasionally I am left to stay at Northfield, where Jack entertains me by putting his glasses on the cat, and himself by teaching me to do things he knows will shock my mother when she comes back – like pretending to extract his teeth with a pair of pliers. In summer, long after bedtime I lie looking out of the open window, smelling the roses and creosote, watching the moon take shape beyond shrieking swifts, listening to the distant gamelan of shunted coal trucks.1 And I am terrified. If I fall asleep I shall be unconscious, and might remain so for anything up to eight hours. Eight hours. I try to count up to a minute, extrapolate from that to an hour, then from one hour to eight. Such time is unimaginable, making sleep an oblivion that gives me a frantic feeling. I want it to be tomorrow, now. And usually, the next thing I know, it is. Unless a nightmare intervenes. In that case, the arm in the crest slowly straightens, then slams down the forging hammer with a crash.


Birmingham, wrote the French aristocrat Alexis de Tocqueville after his visit to the city in 1835, ‘is an immense workshop, a huge forge, a vast shop. One sees only busy people and faces brown with smoke.’2 Birmingham specializes in many things – cocoa, chocolate, glass and rubber – but its soul is in metal. One hundred and fifty years ago, Birmingham’s citizens were coming to think of metal as we now look upon plastic – an all-purpose material out of which virtually anything might be made. One of the exhibits at the Great Exhibition of 1851 (displayed in a Crystal Palace which, naturally, had been prefabricated in Birmingham) was a brass bedstead in the style of the French Renaissance. In the 1890s even Birmingham’s street lavatories were made of iron.


Brummies wind, beat, melt, forge or cast different metals into a myriad things: nails, bolts, screws, pins, staples, needles, thimbles, wire, springs, buckets, pails, tea pots, buttons, badges, buckles, cartridges, pistols, rifles, jacks, plaques, knacks, tacks, knobs, fobs, hinges, machine tools, dynamos, girders, lamp-posts, jewellery, tins, pens, nibs, toys, bicycles, motor bikes, coffin plates and – since Herbert Austin put a factory on two acres of land near the edge of the city in 1905 – cars.


Austin was not the first on the spot. In 1893, the copperplate printers White & Pike Ltd went there to produce decorated tin boxes. The site was well served by road, the Birmingham–Gloucester railway runs right through, and the rural site gave room for expansion. Their venture failed, but Austin bought the vacant works and began to design and build cars. Nearby Birmingham contained people with the skills he needed to do so. Within four years the workforce had risen to a thousand. During



the Great War Austin’s were diverted to the making of shells, jerrycans, trucks and aircraft. In 1919 car-making resumed. But post-war demand was initially small, most of the workforce was dismissed and the company was on the brink of closure. Nineteen-twenty-two saw a change in fortune. Herbert Austin hit on a new kind of car: small, affordable, a vehicle for the masses – the Austin Seven. By the late 1920s Austin’s was turning out 25,000 cars a year, and employing 8,000 workers to build them.


Half a century on, over twenty thousand people work at the Austin (this is how the factory is locally known) and the works has spread across a hundred acres. Twenty thousand is three Roman legions, the population of a town. Yet because Longbridge is new-sprung (‘a self-explanatory name of recent origin’, as the Oxford Dictionary of English Place-Names condescendingly puts it) it is not yet a parish. In 1952, the Rev. John Morris is asked to establish one. To begin, he buys a map. I am looking at it now: Ordnance Survey Sheet SP 07, beige and blue cover, About 2½ Inches to One Mile, revised price 5/6d net.


I am also looking at my mother’s Boots scribbling diary for that year – 56th year of publication, British Manufacture Throughout, three days on a page. It records the day on which we moved. At the garden’s end is a climbable tree – a copper beech. Dots against certain dates presumably denote my mother’s menstrual cycle, and hope for the sister or brother I never had. The diary brushes against memory: I remember the weather next day, and rapture at finding a garden behind the house. Longbridge in the mid-1950s consists of two different landscapes which seem to have been randomly edited together. Work is about to start on a tower block on the site of a medieval timber-framed moated farm. In the stillness of the moat’s warm brown water, huge tadpoles wriggle. Roads are being ruled across meadows. Housing estates stand in pasture, as if fallen from the sky. Almost every field contains a pond, or a spring, or a damp place where newts thrive. Waste ground is coloured by butterflies and ox-eye daisies. Across the road is a hedgebank where you can dig for pig-nuts. The shadows which seem to have been pencilled under leaves of rosebay willowherb, abundant on cindery ground beside the railway, are Elephant Hawk Moth caterpillars.


It is not just nature and industry that are entangled here, but culture too. Beyond the moated farm is a bit of the American Midwest: an estate of two hundred wooden houses supplied by the Aladdin Company of Bay City, Michigan, in 1917. They came as kits, to house Austin workers recruited from across Britain. For their day, the houses were well



appointed: each had central heating, an indoor lavatory, a bathroom, a gas washing boiler and a large garden. They line roads with grassy margins called ‘Avenues’ and ‘Drives’ that are shaded by rows of trees.


There is an indefinable enchantment about this place, at this time. It might have something to do with boundaries, or transformation. For some, the age of gold is always just past, just behind, over the last hill.3 For me, then, it was always just ahead, and to the west, where the hilly skyline is crowned by a clump of beeches. Beyond it some magic surely lies.


The Birmingham–Gloucester railway is a timeline along which the Devonian or Pines Express pump white steam as they hurry to a south-west where they will be when I am having my tea. The old county boundary is so close that in five minutes you can walk out of Worcestershire into Warwickshire and back again. And if you set off in any direction but north, Longbridge is closer to quiet field corners ‘where the flies gather and old horses shake their sides’4 than it is to the city. In Longbridge, in the 1950s, you always feel as if you are on the edge of something, something vital – a continuous sensation of about-to-be.


Running through these scenes is the A38, the Bristol Road, on its way to Worcester (and eventually, I suppose, to Bristol). For much of its line the Bristol Road is a boulevard, one of a number in Birmingham which reflect progressive planning in the 1920s, with a chestnut-shaded central reservation that the trams have all to themselves. The trams turn at Rednal, a mile or so south, where the terminus is a stately loop fringed by elaborate iron shelters and overlooked by a wavy ridge of pointed hills. These are the Lickeys.


‘In all the Green Border-land of the Black Country,’ wrote Elihu Burritt in 1868, ‘there are no hills more grateful and delightful for airing one’s body and soul than the Lickey cluster, overlooking Bromsgrove.’ Burritt had been born into a poor, devout family in New Britain, Connecticut, in 1810. An avid reader in childhood, he became a linguist and campaigner for causes that included the abolition of slavery and universal brotherhood. He was partly self-taught, having in his teens apprenticed himself in the local forge after the death of his father. Swinging a hammer on the anvil was combined with continuing studies in mathematics, Latin, French and Greek.5 When in 1865 Abraham Lincoln appointed him Consular Agent for the United States in Birmingham, the ‘learned blacksmith’ (as Longfellow called him) found himself in a realm of forges, which he toured on foot and about which he wrote in his report to the US government at the end of his consular



term. Around ‘the smoky district’ was a ‘green border-land’ that included the Lickey Hills. Burritt was struck by the Lickeys’ resemblance to the Highlands – hills clad in ‘genuine Scotch firs and larches’ and carpeted with springy heather. On any summer day when the sun shines, he said, the Lickeys ‘are set to the music of merry voices of boys and girls, and older children who feel young on the purple heather at fifty’.6 In 1888 Birmingham’s Society for the Preservation of Open Spaces bought Rednal Hill and presented it to the city for public recreation. Other hills and adjoining areas were acquired through gifts and purchases. The coming of trams made them easily accessible to Brummy day trippers who could frequent wood-built tearooms evocative of Tyrolean mountain lodges. By mid-morning on Easter Monday 1924 around ten thousand people were queuing in Navigation Street for Lickey trams. When the trams are scrapped in 1952 some of them have covered more miles back and forth to Rednal than the distances to be travelled by Apollo spacecraft on their moon journeys in the next decade.


From the top of Bilberry Hill it is said that on the clearest days and with the keenest eyes you can see the glint of the Severn estuary. I never see this myself, but reason while out walking the dog that if it is true then it means that we are, in a way, sort of, within sight of the sea, and therefore, in a sense, at the seaside. Casuistical this may be, but the idea is faintly comforting during the fifty weeks of the year when the sweet-and-sour tang of scorching paint and welded metal and the thumps, clangs and plumes of steam make it obvious that we are next to the Austin. In any case, while Longbridge cannot really be claimed as seaside, there is no doubt about the nearness of the Malvern Hills. Their purple humps are easily seen from Lickey, and a Midland Red bus will take you to them. From there, after a long steep scramble through rocks, rowan trees and gorse, you can look into Wales.


We go to Wales in 1955, staying in a borrowed caravan on the Gower Peninsula, overlooking Rhossili Bay. I have never been anywhere like this before. Rhossili has a huge sweep of beach, a tidal island, sand dunes from which to jump and pretend you can fly, a stream to dam, the story of Catherine of Braganza’s lost treasure ship, and a hill.


Rhossili Down rises abruptly behind the caravan. You scramble over a drystone wall silvered by snails with stripy shells, and there it is – a scarp of red sandstone clad in turf and bracken, whirring with grasshoppers and smelling of sheep. On the first evening my father and I climb it. At the top, circled by a buzzard, we sit to watch the sun set. Near by are bumps and oddly placed stones. As usual, my father has a map.



The stones, he says, looking at it, are known locally as Swine Houses. I think of pigs, but in a series of steps which I do not entirely understand he explains that the swine began as ‘sweyne’, and the houses aren’t really houses but ‘howes’. So the mounds are Sweyne’s Howes, whoever Sweyne was and whatever a howe might be. My father thinks they are burial chambers, and that they might be several thousand years old.


I take this in with a shiver. At the far end of Rhossili Down we have seen some overgrown concrete hut bases which date from the war, before I was born, and are therefore Very Old. Time before birth, indeed, is another kind of unconsciousness which has lately begun to keep me awake. But several thousand years? Aside from that, was Sweyne buried here? Is he still buried here? The sun sinks, becoming an orange blister on the horizon. In its last seconds the bleb is visibly shrinking, witness to a turning world.


It is cooler now, and I am a little scared. We stand, and set off down the hill. Now and then I look over my shoulder. Back in the caravan it is safe and warm. The Calor gas lamps have been lit and give off a comforting smell.


Swine Houses are the least of it. A couple of days later my father reads aloud from a book. Somewhere hereabouts is a cave, Goat’s Hole Cave at Paviland, where in 1823 a geologist called William Buckland discovered the bones of extinct animals together with a human skeleton, ceremonially buried with ivory ornaments and perforated sea shells, and caked in red ochre. Buckland believed the bones to be those of a woman, so the find became known as the Red Lady.7 The Red Lady of Paviland. I repeat this to myself, because it sounds thrilling, although the book says that the lady turned out to be a man. On the last day of the holiday we set out to look for the cave. It isn’t easy. Even to see the entrance you must approach over rocks from seaward, and you can do this only at low tide. We fail to find it, and are likewise thwarted the following year.


In my tenth year there is a break from holidays in Wales. Instead there is to be a fortnight in Guernsey, and we are to travel by air. The news brings on a kind of fever. What is it like to fly? Seeking a hint of the sensation I repeatedly jump off the garage roof, pester my father and pore over flying maps he brought back from the war. Eventually the day arrives. We are being driven to Elmdon Airport, through Hall Green and Acocks Green, along roads lined with mountain ash trees afire with berries. Elmdon (I later realize) is the place evoked by J. B. Priestley in the opening of his wartime aircraft factory novel Daylight on Saturday.8 It has a white art deco terminal with a curved façade



suggesting an ocean liner and cantilevered canopies outspread at the sides. Parked close by is the aircraft in which we are to fly. It is a Dakota, and like Priestley’s novel it dates from 1943. I did not know this at the time, of course, but such is the fineness of aviation’s written record that one can trace the machine’s history. After so much anticipation the flight itself seems straightforward, perhaps because for much of it we are in cloud and there is little to see. But the Dakota is wonderfully noisy, and towards the end the friendly stewardess offers each passenger a boiled sweet. Sucking it, she explains, will help equalize pressures as the aeroplane descends. We break cloud, and through wriggles of moisture on the window we glimpse waves breaking on rocks and rows of glasshouses.


We stay in St Peter Port, not far from Victor Hugo’s house in Rue Hautville. There are fine beaches, with exotic shells and pebbles. The water is warmer than it is around Wales. At intervals around the coast stand concrete cylindrical observation towers built during the recent German occupation. They have tiers of horizontal slits, like multiple mouths with fixed grins. Tall, tapered, flat topped, they might be cousins of Easter Island statues.


One afternoon we walk to the north-east of the island to look at a prehistoric site about which my father has read. It is called Le Déhus.9 Outside there is not much to see – a grassy mound about sixty feet across that turns out to be mainly restoration not much older than the German-built towers.10 Within, a different story: entrance is through a passage formed of edge-set rocks covered by massive flat slabs. Nowadays it is all very tidy and internally lit, but my memory is of a hot, silent afternoon, collecting the key from a nearby farm to unlock an iron grille, a hand-held lamp and going in bent double. At first the passageway is narrow, with side openings to small chambers; further on the roof lifts and the passage broadens into more generous space. The book my father has been reading tells of things found here during excavations begun in 1837: masses of limpet shells, pottery vessels, a polished green serpentine axe, and the remains of perhaps eleven people.11 Crouching there in the dark it is not difficult to imagine them, or indeed to imagine what would happen should a capstone suddenly fall. My father holds the lamp up at an angle. There looking back at me from the underside of a capstone is a face. It is looking at me. It has been staring down for six thousand years.12


Back in Birmingham, I begin excavations in the garden, soon abandoned, and open a museum in the front room. The museum has two



exhibits: a fossil from Whitby, contributed by an aunt, and a prehistoric flint tool from Arkansas presented by an elderly schoolteacher with silvery hair who still wears starched wing collars. The fossil (an ammonite) is for the moment off the scale. I can just about cope with the flint. It is, the gentleman tells me, about ten thousand years old. My mother reads the label, smiles indulgently and says that I misheard. It can’t be that old. But I did not, and it is.


Time, I am beginning to see, is a big place. Yet whatever time is, it does not seem to be uniformly calibrated. There is infant’s time, child’s time, time that flashes past and time that drags, lifetime, family time, remembered time, recorded time, geological time, cyclical time, once upon a time, deep time. And some of these times are, so to speak, telescopic, one nested in the next. This is brought home soon after Jack and Bess retire. In 1962 they return to Sussex, to a village just along the coast from Brighton where their marriage began all those years before. At first Jack goes for long walks on Bost Hill, and devotes himself to his new garden. But within three years he is dead. Gas and shrapnel back in 1917, or more probably the twenty Players he has smoked every day since, have taken their toll. My father takes his father’s ashes up on to the Downs near Chanctonbury Ring, where now they mingle with others a hundred lifetimes older.


That was the summer when the Ministry of Works sent a young archaeology graduate and some workmen to examine part of a Roman fort near my school. On spare afternoons I went to help – or, more strictly, to hang around. The dig provided an indestructible alibi for absence from compulsory games. But sometimes there were real jobs to do. There were instructive moments, as when an eminent academic came to give opinion on the coarse pottery (most Roman sites yield this by the bucketful), found it unedifying and ordered most of it to be thrown away.


Intrigued, I wrote off for the Council for British Archaeology’s Calendar of Excavations. Back came some duplicated pages looking a bit like a parish magazine, containing a list of forthcoming excavations which needed volunteers. I pored over it for days. It was full of magical names. Which one to choose, where to go? The Iron Age hillfort at Pilsden Pen? The Roman fort at Cripplegate? The world of medieval peasants at Wharram Percy? An Anglo-Saxon settlement at Mucking? One name I knew well: Burry Holmes, the tidal island at the end of Rhossili Bay. Here were said to be traces of an Iron Age settlement, and a medieval hermitage. I wrote to the director, who replied in a scrawly



letter in reddish-brown ink. The handwriting was illegible. Hoping for the best, I assumed he meant ‘come’, and when the summer term ended, I went.


No Land Rover met the bus, and the insistence of my mother that I would need all that my wardrobe contained meant that together with the heavy canvas tent I was over-laden for the two-mile trek across the sand dunes. When I arrived, the tide was in, the island cut off, and it was raining. After two hours watching fit young people in shorts moving about purposefully on the far side of the tidal channel, I was able to cross, feeling a complete fool as I picked my way between rock pools to introduce myself to a supervisor who was not expecting me. Too tired for explanations, I pitched my tent, crawled in and fell asleep. Some time later I was awake again. It was still light. The tent had collapsed, its canvas moulded to my body like a shroud. Shadows across the canvas indicated several people standing outside. At length, a resigned voice said: ‘It’s that new young man from Birmingham.’


At the end of the first fortnight came a rest day. Another newcomer, a student teacher, had the day off too, and on that bright Sunday morning we set out to walk the five-odd miles to the Paviland Cave. The tide was down, and we went straight to it.


Inside looking out, you see the Bristol Channel. As human time goes, this is a new picture. If you had stood here about ten thousand years ago, the climate would have been warming, the sea level rising, and a little to the north land bulged upwards by the weight of the recent ice sheet still formed a causeway to Ireland. A couple of thousand years earlier there was more land – from Paviland you could have walked to France – and a spasm of cold was asserting itself after an interlude of warmth. At 18,000 years back the glacial ice front lay just to the north and the view was of polar desert, on land exposed by a sea much lower than today’s. At 29,000 the scene was different again: grassland, with groups of mammoth, horse, bison and woolly rhinoceros moving about upon the plain. On some days then, at some times of year, in some years, you might even have seen people, or a curl of smoke. But not many people. There may then have been no more than a few hundred people in all of Britain, and in arctic 22,000 BC, none. If something like a speed camera had been fitted in the cave’s entrance during the years between, its cumulative record might have registered fewer people than drink in the Black Horse on a single evening.


Such swings of climate are common. In the past 650,000 years there have been eight large glacial pulsations, within which at least eleven



lesser and more small-time cycles were interspersed. The norm for the greater part of that time has been cold tundra – something like modern Siberia north of the forested taiga. The present temperate episode in which we live is fleeting. The land is changing, too. Ten thousand years ago Britain was not ‘the British Isles’ but the edge of a European peninsula. Where the North Sea now lies there was land stretching to Scandinavia: a region several times larger than Britain today, with hills, lakes and rivers, a landscape where the Thames joined the Rhine, and where people lived. Around seven to eight thousand years ago most of the plain had gone, although there seems to have been an island nearly as big as Denmark just sixty miles or so off what we now know as the Lincolnshire coast.13 Land loss continued, so that in a few centuries more the North Sea was not so very different in extent from what it is now. Global sea level has been rising and falling for the last two and a half million years, rhythmically transforming Britain from island to peninsula and back again.14 Change is what climate and sea-level do. Nature is change. An ecosystem’s destiny is always to be in the process of becoming something else.15


Humanity’s achievement is to be the one animal species out of upwards of one and a half million currently named on the planet to have discovered this story; its weakness, to suppose itself to be the story’s subject. Such self-consciousness is nevertheless part of the story, for mankind is the product of an evolutionary trend in which cultural adaptations have been persistently selected. As Bernard Campbell has put it, ‘Animals adapt to their environment by changing their genes; humans have come to change their environment to preserve their genes.’16 Except, of course, that our ability to contemplate genes does not acquit us from membership of a natural world governed by laws, one of which is that sooner or later all species become extinct. Indeed, for a creature which has made a career out of altering environments to further its own interests, mankind is oddly unwilling to engage with environmental realities, from the Book of Genesis onwards imagining Nature as its object, rather than itself as Nature’s subject.17 Nowhere is this presumption more evident than in relation to ecology and climate change, where notions of ‘restoration ecology’ and ‘nature conservation’ – in themselves warranted reactions to global despoliation – reinforce an idea that we know what Nature ought to be doing. Assumptions about global warming focus on carbon at the expense of other issues and the amplitude of longer trends. Green radicalism’s militant assumption of a once perfect planet with which mankind has broken faith18 is no less hubristic.



Humility would be wiser. But perhaps it is too soon, and maybe too late, for that. The knowledge that Earth’s life has been developing for over three billion years has been acquired in less than three lifetimes, and on the day in 1965 when I stood looking out of the Paviland Cave at 3.20 in the afternoon (by a quirk, as I was writing this my long-forgotten postcard describing the day turned up), the climatic oscillations outlined above were themselves only just then being discovered.


Prehistory itself is a fairly new idea. When William Buckland stepped into the cave in 1823 the word did not exist.* There was no need for it, although some already had their suspicions that the world was older than hitherto supposed. The eighteenth-century antiquary John Frere, for instance, was tempted to refer what we now think of as Palaeolithic tools (Palaeolithic – the Stone Age: the earliest and longest stage in human development) ‘to a very remote period indeed; even beyond that of the present world’.19 Another scholar had argued that the age of the world was 75,000 years. The word ‘scientist’ itself had only been coined a few decades before.


If scientific understanding of the past was to grow it required a framework. One of those who provided it was James Hutton, who in 1788 had presented evidence not only that the Earth was many millions of years old, but also that the rocks at its surface were in a state of constant renewal. Hutton’s theory – strengthened by William Smith’s map which classified geological strata, published in 1815, and by Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1831–3) – left no place for a biblical Creation. The Earth could not have been made at one stroke, Hutton argued, but was being perpetually re-formed through a cycle of erosion, eruption, sedimentation and uplift.


While Lyell was a late convert to the antiquity of Man, he and Hutton provided Charles Darwin with the deep time in which biological evolution could be entertained.20 Even so, despite mounting evidence from different sources for the immense antiquity of the universe, human history remained trapped inside a Creationist bubble which would not be convincingly popped until the 1850s.21 In 1823, it was still widely considered that the Old Testament did provide the early world with a continuous story, and that by reading the story backwards you could calculate when the Creation occurred. Scholars had worked on this for centuries. The resulting date, several authorities agreed, was 4004 BC. In



1819, therefore, the year in which Buckland was appointed Reader in Geology at the University of Oxford, the world was 5,823 years old, and still in its Sixth Age.


Ebullient and enquiring, accustomed to ride about on a black mare bedangled with bags of fossils, Buckland was also a clerk in holy orders, to whom it seemed logical that scripturally attested events such as the Great Flood should be witnessed in the geological record.22 In 1819 his fieldwork took him to the Lickey Hills (the wavy ridge that overlooks Longbridge) where he found water-borne deposits of ‘such exact resemblance’ to others he had seen in Warwickshire and Oxfordshire that it was ‘impossible’ not to refer them all ‘to one and the same common cause, viz. a recent deluge acting universally and at the same period over the whole globe’.23


Another who thought along these lines was Baron Georges Leopold Cuvier,24 anatomist and Chancellor of the University of Paris, of whose Essay on the Theory of the Earth (1822) Buckland approved.25 ‘If there be any one fact thoroughly established by geological investigation,’ Cuvier wrote, ‘it is the certainty of the low antiquity of the human race.’ Cuvier was one of a number of academics who believed that there had been a series of extinctions as a result of periodic ‘transient deluges’ after which new forms of life appeared. Since humans were present only on the last occasion, there were no witnesses to the earlier inundations. Catastrophism, itself a house of many rooms, was adumbrated by two of Cuvier’s pupils, who proposed a ‘remarkable system of twenty-seven successive and separate acts of creation and catastrophes’.26


The year before he went to Paviland, Buckland visited Kirkdale, in Yorkshire, drawn by reports of a cave that contained hyena bones.27 The reports were true. At Kirkdale the Hodge Beck cuts through a limestone hillside, exposing a system of caves rich in ancient bones. The hyenas, he first surmised, had been trapped there by the universal flood. The cave also contained bones belonging to lion, tiger, hippopotamus, elephant and other exotic animals, some now extinct. Such remains were familiar from ‘diluvial’ gravels in various other parts of the country, where their presence had hitherto been explained as the debris of drowned creatures whose carcasses had drifted hither and yon around the planet before the universal ocean receded.28 Yet at Kirkdale this argument wouldn’t work, for if the hyenas had retreated into the cave in the face of rising water, they must have been locally resident when the deluge began. Likewise, if the other bones were the refuse of hyena scavenging, then the same held good for them. Had lions really prowled pre-Flood Yorkshire? Perhaps



the climate then had been warmer. Or maybe beasts now local to Africa had once ranged more widely? It was with such thoughts in mind that Buckland went to Paviland in the following year. Here too there were bones of extinct animals, but many of them belonged to cold-climate creatures like reindeer, and mammoth. Buckland side-stepped this by declaring his Red Lady to have been a Romano-Briton, and the mammoth to have been dug up by the Romans and placed with the burial.


Doubts about Old Testament chronology grew. The observation of more and more remains of departed creatures, sometimes intercalated between man-made objects, made it increasingly a question how so many geological events and climatic swings of the supposed pre-Flood epoch could be accommodated in the first six chapters of Genesis. Geologists were also beginning to have second thoughts about the ‘diluvial’ sands and gravels. Fourteen years after Buckland visited Paviland, a new theory was advanced to explain them: the action of ice.


As geological knowledge expanded, geologists began to notice that some rocks occur far from the places where they outcrop. Various ideas were put forward to explain these foreign pieces (the geological term for them is ‘erratics’), one being that they had travelled in icebergs set adrift by the Flood and came to rest when the icebergs thawed.29 It was noticed that glaciers, too, carried deposits scoured from the land across which they travelled, and released them when they melted. Glacial erosion, moreover, leaves distinctive landforms and marks: U-shaped valleys, rocks smoothed at one end and roughened at the other, striated surfaces, and dumps of drift where ice retreats. Such effects could be studied in the Alps, Norway or Canada where glaciers were still active, but by the late 1820s it was coming to be recognized that ice-modified landscapes could also be seen in areas where historically no ice had lain.30 Louis Agassiz, a proponent of this theory, invited Buckland to Switzerland to study the effects of glaciation at first hand. Buckland inferred that at some time in the past there had been an ice age.


Conclusive evidence for the ancientness of humanity was meanwhile accumulating. In central France, Auguste Aymard, an enthusiast for archives and fossils, and the mayor of Vals-près-le-Puy, published evidence for the presence of human fossils embedded in volcanic breccia. In northern France, Marcel-Jérôme Rigollot, a physician based in Amiens, found flint tools associated with the bones of elephants deep in undisturbed gravel. And not far away at Abbeville Jacques Boucher de Perthes was making similar discoveries. Although at the time it was questioned by some whether such flints had really been ‘worked’ at all,



and it was suggested by others (paradoxically) that they were modern fakes that had been planted,31 Boucher de Perthes saw that bones of extinct mammals were mingled with stone tools in geologically stratified deposits at depths of many feet. The clarity of the geostratigraphy enabled deductions which put the pre-biblical making of the artefacts beyond doubt, and Boucher de Perthes said so in a succession of publications.32 However (and not for the last time in this book), whether or not something is accepted depends not only on the evidence on which it rests but on the perspectives behind its reception. Members of the Cuvier school saw no reason to attend to Boucher de Perthes’ findings, partly because his field observations were accompanied by all kinds of baroque speculations that could easily be dismissed, but also because they were held to be conceptually impossible. But late in the 1850s there came a ‘sudden change of opinion’.33


The standard explanation for this ‘sudden and complete revolution’ runs something like this: for a quarter of a century geologists had been aware of claims from various parts of Europe for the occurrence of bones of man, or man-made things, in collocation with remains of extinct animals like bear, elephant or rhinoceros. However, many of these finds had been made in caves, and since caves could have been occupied at different times, things found within them could have been mixed up by flowing water and other processes; there was consequent reluctance to accept such evidence as conclusive. But in 1858–9 came the discovery and excavation of a ‘virgin cave’ containing animal bones and stone implements in a sealed deposit.


The cave was found in January 1858 in the course of quarrying at Windmill Hill, Brixham in Devon. With funds from the Royal Society and oversight by members of Britain’s geological elite,34 a controlled excavation was begun in July under the on-the-spot charge of William Pengelly, a Cornish-born mathematics tutor and geologist based in Torquay. Pengelly was self-taught, having been put to work on his father’s coastal vessel at the age of twelve. A voracious reader, he used his spare time to study mathematics, later moving to Torquay where he opened a school and fostered all kinds of beneficial enterprises – a Mechanics’ Institute, reading clubs, local societies. He became interested in geology, immersed himself in the new science, lectured widely, and by 1858 was ready both by reputation and in skill to grasp the opportunity that arose when Dr Hugh Falconer of the Geological Society of London invited him to oversee the fieldwork in Brixham cave.35 Pengelly applied his mathematical expertise to the invention of a system of recording which



would enable every piece of bone or artefact to be provenanced to that part of the cave deposit from which it came.36 The result, as Pengelly afterwards recalled, was the recovery of ‘flint implements commingled with remains of the mammoth and his companions . . . in such a way as to render it impossible to doubt that man occupied Devonshire before the extinction of the cave mammals’.37


Sir Charles Lyell summed up what this meant in a lecture to the British Association in September 1859. ‘No subject’, he began, ‘has excited more curiosity and general interest among geologists and the public than the question of the antiquity of the human race.’ The Brixham finds corroborated the evidence that had been accumulating at the hands of Boucher de Perthes and Rigollot in France, and which Lyell had been to see for himself earlier in the summer. In result there was no longer room for doubt that a ‘vast lapse of ages’ lay between the era in which the fossil implements were framed and the Roman invasion of Gaul.38


The Brixham excavation – and with it Pengelly’s foresight – thus became a moment of ‘scientific awakening’.39 Pengelly went on to undertake important excavations in the much larger ‘ossiferous cave’ at Torquay now known as Kent’s Cavern. But there is a twist in the tale. The stratigraphic security of the Brixham deposits, the clinching evidence cited by Lyell and Falconer, has since been questioned. It appears that the deposits were not, after all, protected from the kinds of intermingling that had aroused scepticism at other sites, and that the excavators were probably aware of this – or at least they had the experience to work it out if they had been so minded. Instead, what seems to have happened is that an elite group of scientists, aware of an idea whose time had come, aware too of their collective credibility, selected the Brixham opportunity as the occasion to state the case.40 However this may be, Lyell was aware that the pre-biblical existence of Man rested in a larger theoretical context. As he put it towards the end of his lecture to the British Association in 1859: ‘On this difficult and mysterious subject, a work will shortly appear by Mr Charles Darwin, the result of twenty years observation and experiment . . . by which he has been led to the conclusion that those powers of nature which give rise to races and permanent varieties in animals and plants, are the same as those which, in much longer periods, produce species, and, in a still longer series of ages, give rise to differences of generic rank.’41


The Origin of Species was published two months later. For anyone living through those days the conceptual implications were shattering.42



Imagine early-nineteenth-century antiquaries and historians to have occupied a corridor six yards long – the six yards being proportional to biblical time. In 1859 the room’s far wall (already weakened by Hutton, Rigollot and the rest) gives way. In that instant the view down the passage lengthens from yards to miles. Modern science measures the length. In Britain, the corridor runs for more than 280 miles. In Africa, it is over two thousand.


Returning to school for the autumn term, I decide to read archaeology at university. In the level tones that friends use when they are telling you something for your own good, my housemaster warns against this. Archaeology is a pseudo-science, a rag-bag for dilettantes. And in any case, there are no jobs. I should study a proper subject like English or history, and then turn to archaeology if I must (although the implication is that by then the fever will have subsided). But being eighteen and immersed in Eric Wood’s Field Guide to Archaeology, I go ahead anyway.


Wood’s book is beguiling, but not problem-free. When explaining a crinkle-crankle or telling you what a bee-bole is, his Field Guide is a delight, but its commentaries on prehistory leave me baffled: ‘here was found a sequence of occupation, divided by layers of slabs fallen from the cave roof in the glacial phases of the last (Würm) glaciation, from Mousterian to the Gravettian which became the native Creswellian culture of Britain, and from then to the Mesolithic’.43 What does this mean? About Würm I know a little – that was the last of the four great Alpine cold epochs proposed by Albrecht Penck and Eduard Bruckner about which we are currently hearing in geography classes,44 and which work just then in progress in Cambridge and Chicago will soon drastically modify. But what is Mousterian, or Gravettian? And how, exactly, did Gravettian become Creswellian? Prehistory seems more like an incantation than a science.


From visits to the library I find that many of these names derive from a classification of human cultural development by the French anthropologist Gabriel de Mortillet, who realized that different types of stone tool and the remains of particular groupings of prehistoric animals sometimes occur together, and that in places it is possible to put these assemblages into relative sequence. The names come from the sites where this was done. Thus ‘Mousterian’ derives from a cave at Le Moustier in the Dordogne. Mortillet’s culture-period theory supposed Man’s evolution to have followed a line from primitivism to intellectual preeminence. Hence, crudely wrought objects should be older than things finely wrought. So far, so clear, yet Wood’s conversational informality



– ‘The earlier men did not disappear at once, for the Chatelperronians absorbed a few Mousterian ideas’ – is unsettling. What does he mean by ‘a few Mousterian ideas’, and how were they absorbed? According to Wood’s time-chart, the third phase of ‘Mousterian’ lasted nearly 25,000 years. Whoever the Chatelperronians were, they seem not to have been very quick on the uptake.


In July 1966 I am all set to read history and archaeology at a provincial university. However, a freak set of A-level results takes me instead to Oxford in the following year, and since Oxford does not then teach archaeology I settle for English. On my first evening an old hand takes me to the Gardener’s Arms in an area of condemned housing near Paradise Square. My first terms, he tells me, will be devoted to Old English and Latin, the better to read epics like Beowulf and the Aeneid in their original languages. Lying awake that night the soft chiming of railway trucks carried on the west wind makes me think of Northfield and my grandparents. The changeability of wind also recalls Jude on the Berkshire downs at dusk, looking at the ‘halo or glow-fog’ formed by the distant lights of Christminster and imagining himself joined to the city by the arrival of a breeze which had been in the city ‘between one and two hours ago, floating along the streets, pulling round the weather cocks’.45


Down in Sussex Bess lives through her seventies, caring for two older sisters, sustained by Adam’s ale and gentle stoicism. My father has moved to a parish in Surrey, where six-thousand-year-old flint tools lie in the upcast from newly dug graves. Every Tuesday, his day off, he drives down to see her. In vacations I go too, and it is during one of these visits that Bess starts to talk about the Battle of Waterloo. Her grandfather had been there. He had told his son – Bess’s father, my great-grandfather – about things he saw. Bess’s father told her, and now she is telling me. Nearly two centuries have been jumped in three conversations involving four individuals.


Roughly the same interval lay between the detachment of the provinces of Britain from the Roman Empire early in the fifth century and the arrival of Augustine and his mission at the end of the sixth. Events in those two centuries apparently had greater long-term consequences for Britain than during any other corresponding period (not the least of them being the arrival of the Anglo-Saxons, with whose irregular verbs I am wrestling at Oxford), although what those events were is a matter about which historians argue. Yet it appears that such a gap could be bridged by conversations between three or four well-placed people. If



we extend that idea, the number of people theoretically needed to relay some impression of the last ceremony held at Stonehenge, and so shed light on the question of what one of the world’s oldest buildings was actually for, might be as few as fifty – less than a busload.


And yet, of course, this can’t be right. For transmission to occur there would have to be consciousness of something to transmit – a message, which even if it existed would not behave like an imperishable artefact passing from hand to hand. Rather, it would subsist in Chinese whispering, continuously transforming in reaction to questions asked, contexts changing and influences absorbed. Nor could it be a simple linear descent, increasingly smudged but maybe ultimately recognizable, for as time passed the process of transmission would become ever more diffuse and eventually dissolve.


Similar cautions apply to recent events. Whatever it was that Bess’s grandfather said he saw at Waterloo cannot now be credited with an exact historicity. About 185,000 men took part in that battle. Each saw it differently, and all – Wellington, Blücher and Napoleon unexcepted – selectively. The influence of context on historical sources is widely understood. Not so well accepted is the tendency of eyewitness accounts to factual inaccuracy. In any case, it is a question whether Bess’s memories of memories will add much to what was written in letters, diaries or dispatches on the evening of 18 June 1815. Even those original sources cannot necessarily be read as straightforward narrative: continuity of text does not guarantee continuity of meaning.46


These are things to think about at Oxford, where the English syllabus introduces me not only to Old English, but to Middle English, to the history of language and linguistics, to Gawain, to myth and to stories. If excavation is one avenue into the past, words and language form another. I wonder, in a vague way, taking text and oral tradition together, if we might characterize the voices of the last two or three hundred years as variably audible – medieval utterance as breaking up, the silences growing longer with distance – and prehistory as soundless.


Unless, that is, we are hoping for easy answers or listening for the wrong things. If we are less literalistic, a present past might be murmuring all around us – in names, in place names, in language itself, in the print-through of legend and mythology. This might be mere aleatoric jabber, but there seems to be a point where public and private memory meet, whereafter a body of ideas, sayings, ideas, stories, tunes – some ancient, some new, a collection part random, part culturally selected,



part trivial, part seminal – is borne along as a more or less undifferentiated mass.


Like some feature of oceanic circulation, a conflux of deep and shallow, warm and cool, drawing from both but behaving as neither, might memories of between fifty and several thousand years ago become contemporaneous? If so, in result, do some names resonate with ideas, and archaeology with stories? For instance, what is it about a journey that pierces us? Odysseus, Maelduin – Shackleton? Is it that beneath our surface there is the anamnesis of millennia of travel from one hunting territory to another?


A story written down in the twelfth century tells that the wizard Merlin brought the stones of Stonehenge from Ireland. Is it coincidence that many of the stones were fetched from afar, and from the west? A substantial part of the monument is built of rocks brought from the Preseli Hills in Wales. Stuart Piggott’s suggestion that the legend embodied a folk memory has attracted little support from folklore scholars, who point out that gods, giants and wizards were routinely credited with the construction of megaliths. Yet it is not clear why a general pattern of alleged truth should invalidate the possibility of an individual truth. Maybe the busload of messengers is not such a wild idea after all.


This kind of speculation does not go down well with my tutors, who are frustrated by my lack of interest in palatal diphthongization or Dryden, and unwilling to listen to wild ideas about folklore. In any case, May 1970 finds me revising in a feverish effort to compensate for having devoted my time to other things during the three years that have passed in a flash. Yet even during the longueurs of revising Chaucer and Tudor lyrics, the possible connotations of Arthurian legend or of the head which speaks in George Peele’s Voice from the Well will not go away. ‘The sword in the stone is a perfect image of the mystery of smelting metals.’47


Examinations near, the weather grows hotter. Stuck indoors, revising the history of English, my thoughts drift to the midlands where there are mounds bearing mysterious names like Baslow – ‘Bassa’s hlaw, hlaw being an Old English word for hill or burial mound. Wolferlow is ‘Wulfhere’s mound’, Offlow ‘Offa’s mound’, and so on. Most barrows were raised in prehistory, but Wulfhere, Andhere and Offa are Anglo-Saxon names. Is it possible that some of these tumuli remember the very individuals they cover? Easily kindled, such speculation is just as easily doused. Think back, for instance, to those shivery Swine Houses



on Rhossili Down. The name looks Scandinavian. Svein was a Danish and Norse name, and ‘howe’ comes from the Old Scandinavian haugr, a hillock or burial mound. This much is tolerably certain. But what does it denote? Did a Norse venturer called Sweyne die hereabouts? For a Northman this would be a good place to finish. Or perhaps Sweyne had settled here, and lent his name to existing mounds on his land? Or there again, he might have come from England, where Nordic names like Gunnhildr, Tostig and Swegn were fashionable in the eleventh century, and much of England was ruled by men of Scandinavian descent. During the reign of Cnut (1016–35), indeed, England and Denmark had been governed together, with cultural ramifications that lasted so long that an English Sweyne would be just as plausible in the twelfth century, when Henry I made inroads into southern Wales. (Prehistoric burial places could be repeatedly renamed: years later I read that quite a few prehistoric barrows in East Anglia bear the names of Norman and later medieval landowners.)48 Plausibility, however, is just guesswork which is not in conflict with the facts at our disposal. In any case, whoever Sweyne was (and we don’t have to believe in him at all – the name might be a mishearing, or derive from myth), the mounds originally had nothing to do with the period which awarded the name. They are prehistoric, heaped up longer before Sweyne’s day than we live after. All of which shows that place names change (the ‘Longbridge Estate’ in 1920 is now the ‘Austin Village’), and since new names (in Britain, ‘new’ generally means ‘up to a thousand years old’) often supplant older ones, the chronology of place names seldom converts straightforwardly into a chronology for the places themselves.


Revision for the history of English further reminds me that Britain’s landscape has been named in successive languages. Like layers of windblown sand, each coating has sometimes masked and sometimes merged with earlier toponymy, one layer smoothing into another. Of the earliest names there seem to be not many. But prominent among them are names of rivers and hills.49 There are names on my Longbridge horizon in this class: Malvern; Arden; I wonder about the River Rea that washes past the Austin; even Barr, where Jack and Bess rented the bungalow in 1943. Rivers like Severn and Avon flow through time as well as landscape. There are sounds in Derwent, Humber, Thames and Trent that go back at least to the first millennium BC, and probably – like the Granta of Rupert Brooke’s Grantchester – further.50


How much further? The burial found at Paviland was of a young man who is now thought to have died between 33,000 and 34,000 years ago.



This dating is the result of recent reanalysis using high-precision methods that were unavailable even a few years ago.51 Until recently other objects and bones were held to indicate that the cave was intermittently visited by people, bears and hyenas in following millennia. One of the latest was a piece of whittled ivory, for which a radiocarbon determination suggested a date between 18,600 and 19,700 BC.52 The date has since been questioned;53 if it were in the right area the ivory’s owner’s presence would have coincided with a period of glacial advance, when iced winds blew, glaciers returned and the hunters retreated south. Jacquetta Hawkes wrote that we cannot have inherited a single syllable of one name from the epoch of the ‘Red Man’. She was probably right, for when the ice melted about 12,500 years ago and the hunters came back, names, language and the land itself had changed. We know nothing of their speech. I wish I had paid more attention to the classes on linguistics, and the study of tongues that no longer exist by working backwards from those that do. But it is too late: on a bright morning in June 1970 I am walking into town for my first exam, and time has run out.


Arriving at the Examination Schools, uncharacteristically tidy in subfusc, fountain pen poised, I have no right to feel composed. Off we go: fourteen three-hour papers, morning and afternoon, one after the other. Between papers I keep revising, in the porters’ lodge, in the bath, on the lavatory, anywhere, the champion of Chaucer or Crabbe until that paper is done and on to the next. I settle into a rhythm and it becomes a bit like a job. At the end, on Tuesday 16 June, we step out into Merton Street, on the threshold of the rest of our lives.


Results are announced a few weeks later. I have a second. The news pleases Bess. It pleases me, too, for after so much backsliding I know how lucky I am to emerge with any degree at all. For the same reason, the result seems ill deserved, almost illusory. As for being on a threshold – threshold to what?


For reasons that are not part of the story, finding an answer to this question does not become pressing until the following autumn, by when I am married and penniless, and it has become very pressing indeed. We are living in a remote, thin-walled cottage in the Vale of York where winds gusting under the door make the carpet undulate. My wife teaches, is pregnant and will have to give up work at Christmas. I need a job.


Advertisements in local newspapers call for experience that I do not have. Looking at them, indeed, I fear that I am unqualified for anything.



Then a friend calls. For several years York Minster has been under emergency repair: there are fears for its stability, and great holes are being dug to enable the reinforcement of its foundations. Archaeologists are digging ahead of the engineers and contractors, but do so under pressure. They are short-handed. Would I be available to help for a few days?


On the following Monday morning I go over to York to introduce myself to the director. I am told that he is called Derek. At ten minutes to nine I arrive at the west end of York Minster and ask for directions. One of the contractor’s men says that the archaeologists are based among the Portakabins beside the chapter house. He guides me. Inside, the nave is afforested with scaffolding, scented with cement and new-sawn wood, clamorous with banging and drills, dusty shadows pierced by spouts of welders’ sparks. As we walk along a scaffolded catwalk, the plywood boards boom under our feet. Beneath, the cathedral floor is cut open, revealing outlines of buildings lying aslant three or four yards below. Sticking out of the excavation sides are what look like cream-coloured twigs and dowels. They are human bones.


We cross the north transept and pass into the north choir aisle. Derek emerges from a side passage. He is on his way to the dark room. Derek’s expression is polite yet bears the impatience of one who lacks time for triviality. He cross-examines. Where have I dug? Have I done much surveying? Can I use a level? The answers I hear myself give do not sound convincing, and it is clear that I shall be on trial. He asks a colleague to escort me to an area being dug at the base of the north-west tower. Two people are already working here, and for the rest of the day we shovel earth, pick our way through cobbles, and clean and draw traces of a structure that adjoined a medieval gate into the precinct. Beneath run Roman walls. The contractors are keen to move in, the tempo brisk. Even so, at eleven we break for coffee round the corner at the Lite Bite, and in the afternoon when Great Peter sounds four, the din of drilling, hammering and banging subsides and yields to the first harmonies of choral evensong.


At the day’s end, Derek reappears. Can I come back tomorrow?


At tomorrow’s end I am again invited back. This continues until the end of the week, when we are paid – £20.00. ‘Can you come back next week?’ At the end of next week: ‘Can you work through the weekend?’ The contractors will take over this area next Monday whether we’ve finished or not.


We work through Saturday night. A last act on the chilly Sunday morning is to remove some tiles lining a Roman doorway. We do it as



an afterthought, really, for hereabouts Roman tile occurs by the ton. However, tiles were sometimes stamped by the legion that made them, and complete specimens always invite a close look. So off they come.


As the first tile is eased away, the mason’s trowel-marks are revealed in the mortar behind it. Swish, swash, swosh: the three splodges from his trowel might have been slapped on half a minute ago. The tile bears a stamp: LEG IX HISP – Legio IX Hispana, the Ninth (Spanish) Legion. Near the stamp is the paw-mark of a dog that wandered across the tile stack before the tiles were fired. The mason and the dog lived around 1,780 years ago. In these plain traces they are so close. I remember a poem by D. H. Lawrence.





Things men have made with wakened hands, and put soft life into are awake through years with transferred touch, and go on glowing for long years.


And for this reason, some old things are lovely


warm still with the life of forgotten men who made them.54





The next week becomes a month, the month turns into another month. In the event I stay for three years. This is my real university.


My colleagues include students who join us in vacations, one or two locals, ne’er-do-wells, a couple of shipyard workers from Tyneside, novices and a few diggers from ‘The Circuit’ – a fluid network of lusty, roving figures who live by moving from one Ministry of Works-funded dig to another. Off duty in pubs or the Lite Bite, we talk about what we are finding, and what we think it means. Such talk, like all talk, is conditioned by things that ‘everybody knows’. Topical in this connection (since we’re working inside a former Roman fortress) is how the Anglo-Saxons took over southern Britain after the Romans left, which of course they must have done because we talk in English and England is full of places with Old English names. Other things we take for granted include migration and invasion as causes of cultural change, the Celtic west and the English east, central southern England as the mother country of classic sites in British prehistory,55 and human development along a line from grunting savagery to enlightenment. Not all of us are convinced by the notion that archaeology’s usefulness fades after the later Middle Ages, but this was evidently the prevailing view four years before when most of the upper deposits in the middle of the cathedral had been summarily shovelled away.


For middle-class children like me, many of these ideas had been formed from reading 1950s encyclopaedias, improving comics like the



Eagle or articles in the annuals given at Christmas that contained stories about bright children catching spies, advice on how to make a crystal set and cutaway diagrams of the Bristol Britannia. Only ten years before, the Ladybird Book Stone Age Man in Britain had advised young readers that if they could see the first hunter-gatherers who colonized Britain after the last ice age they ‘should probably think that they were not human beings at all, because they were covered with hair and had fierce animal-like faces’. The account continued: ‘These men of thousands of years ago were able to talk and think, but only in a very simple way.’56 The Ladybird Book about William the Conqueror said that the Norman Conquest was a kind of destiny required for England’s fulfilment, for after ‘more than six hundred years of fear and uncertainty’ England needed a strong king and William brought order and fair government.57 In the chapters that follow a recurring theme will be how one generation’s certainty becomes the fallacy of the next.


History’s community of sources and methods might be likened to different senses or kinds of consciousness. Oral report could be history’s ears, documents and science its thought, mythology the subconscious, archaeology the eyes and touch. While each supplies information in its own specialized way – synaesthesia apart, we do not listen with our eyes or smell with our ears – the senses are mutually reinforcing, disclosing more together than when used alone. Each new perception, moreover, modifies its predecessors, while evidence provided by one may enable new enquiry by another. Looking at how archaeology looks is thus our next step.


And Birmingham? Thomas Carlyle wrote of it to his brother on 10 August 1824: ‘the whole is not without its attractions, as well as repulsions, of which when we meet, I will preach to you at large’.58


* The word préhistoire seems to have been coined in 1833, but came into general use after the publication in 1865 of John Lubbock’s Prehistoric Times.
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