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What seest thou else


In the dark backward and abysm of time?


William Shakespeare, The Tempest










Introduction


Peter and the Wolf


When the Shropshire knight Peter Corbet raised his goblet of Christmas wine at the end of the year 1290, he may well have permitted himself a contented smile. The scion of a notable Norman family who had been granted fine lands near Shrewsbury, he was basking in the glow of a job well done. He had added lustre to his already famous name by ridding England’s western shires – Gloucestershire, Herefordshire, Shropshire, Staffordshire and Worcestershire – of a grim scourge: the wolf.


The King himself had given Peter this task in a royal edict of 1281: ‘Know ye that we have enjoined our dear and faithful Peter Corbet that he take and destroy Wolves with his men, dogs and devices, in all ways in which he shall deem expedient.’ Corbet had risen to the challenge with a will, becoming a fearsome wolf killer. Ranging across the royal forests with his pack of hounds, he was known as ‘the Mighty Hunter’. His crest featured two ravens on a gold shield, echoing the ravening banners of the Viking hunters who had stormed across northern England only two centuries earlier.


And now, it seemed, he had done it.


The countryside held its breath.


In truth, he may have culled no great number of the beasts. The thirteenth century did not keep detailed records: there were no electronic tags or radio collars available to monitor the lupine community. But we can tell that the wolf population was already thin. As far back as the tenth century King Edgar had craftily exacted tribute from his vassals in the form of wolf skins; and the number of sheep in the Domesday Book (they outnumbered cattle, goats and pigs combined) suggests that wolves were already on the rare side a century later. By the time of Magna Carta, King John was offering a sizeable reward for their capture (five shillings a pelt – too high a sum for easy prey), which suggests that they were genuinely uncommon in the early 1200s. The pell-mell destruction of England’s forests had eroded their habitat and exposed them to predators like Corbet.


But a few continued to roam the land under Edward I, slipping out of the woods above Hereford or Evesham to take a lamb, a calf or even a child. And since they also showed a treasonous taste for royal venison (on the bone) a new war was declared. Death sentences could be waived if men agreed to harvest wolf tongues – a perilous duty, no question. January was declared to be the official wolf-hunting month.


And now, after almost a decade of diligent stalking, it seemed that Corbet had prevailed. There had been a report of wolves savaging deer in the Forest of Dean in early 1290, but since then … nothing. Not a single howl had been heard in the hills and woods of the West Country; not a single royal deer had barked out its death-throes in the Shropshire night.


Whether this meant the end of wolves in the kingdom as a whole is open to debate. Half a dozen calves were mauled in Lancashire in 1295, and in the years to come there were occasional glimpses in the northern wilds – a gleaming eye here, a shadow there, a glimpse on the Cumbrian shore near Barrow-in-Furness as late as Tudor times. But these undocumented sightings have the shimmering quality of the Loch Ness legend or the Beast of Bodmin. The fear of wolves certainly outlasted their actual presence.1


In the latter half of the fourteenth century, Edward III granted land near Kettering to the Engaine family as a reward for their ridding the shires of Buckingham, Huntingdon, Northampton and Oxford of wolves, foxes and other vermin.2 But this was a generalised enjoinder not nearly so precise as the one addressed to Peter Corbet. Similarly, though the lantern tower atop the church of All Saints Pavement in York (erected in 1400) is said to have guided travellers through the ‘wolf-infested’ forest to the north of the city walls, there is no evidence to suggest that wolves posed anything like so grave a danger to the weary medieval traveller as the human predators in those woods.
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What big teeth you have. The eradication of the wolf allowed England to become something unique: a giant sheep estate.


These were misty times. But while it may be that the odd wolf did continue to lope through the English forest, unseen and unheard, for years, the determined efforts of Peter Corbet signalled at least the beginning of the end. Indeed, even if all the subsequent sightings are 24-carat authentic, their most striking feature is their scarcity. To all intents and purposes, when Peter killed his last wolf, that was it.


His reward was a place in Edward I’s Parliament.


Mighty consequences often flow from modest alterations, but the after-effects of Corbet’s handiwork (or at least the centuries-long cull in which he played a part) were radical indeed. It involved a certain loss of glamour: England became a tamed terrain, scoured of exciting wild animals. But the new-born peacefulness of the rural scene made possible a form of landholding – the enormous sheep estate – that was beyond contemplation in the wolf-haunted woods of the European mainland, where livestock had to be ushered into pens at night by watchful shepherds.


Nothing could be done about this: the wolves padded into Germany and France from the endless Russian forest in numbers too great to control. But in the centuries that followed the completion of Corbet’s handiwork, England, an Anglo-Saxon– Viking–Celtic witch’s brew of an island governed by Norman occupiers, would turn into the biggest sheep farm in the world, and become the source of its finest wool.


It is this – the growth of sheep farms even in remote parts of the country – that most persuasively describes England as a land cleansed of wolves.


The nation stood on the brink of a tremendous agricultural revolution.


*


As often happens, I came upon the story of Peter Corbet in the course of looking for something else. Going out after sheep, I stumbled on wolves.


Why sheep? Because I was minded to trace the origins of Englishness. Since narrating the story of immigration to this country in Bloody Foreigners (2004), I had taken part in quite a few discussions on the so-called ‘national identity’, and kept butting up against the assumption that this must be a matter of ideas and principles – fair play, tolerance, law, equality, diversity, democracy and so on. It flowed, ran the argument, from a native ‘culture’ that had matured over many centuries of progressive ideas.


I chafed against this assumption, for two reasons.


First, it seemed hard to maintain that such ‘values’ were exclusively English. They were also Swiss, Indian, Japanese, Cuban, Kenyan or Portuguese aspirations: standard-issue social dreams shared by everyone. Second, I was pretty sure that Englishness was no innate quality, but had been shaped by migration from elsewhere ever since the first people tiptoed into this cold island when the ice retreated all those aeons ago.


The English language was a blend of German, French and Latin, spiced with exotic notes from further afield … and so was the English population. Even the much and rightly vaunted legal system had its origins, in the age of Henry II, in an England that conducted its affairs in Norman French, and recorded its rulings in Latin.


I knew, in other words, that Englishness was not some ancient genetic miracle that had somehow weathered the storms of history, but a broad river with many tributaries. There was no aboriginal germ that could be emblazoned on a banner; the national character was not a matter of blood. Quite the opposite: it was a mongrel, the hybrid product of many identities. And the local culture could drip its influence over anyone. England’s weather, England’s food and all the other textures that grew out of its unique (by definition) geographical place in the world shaped everything.


Of the 180 ‘tenants-in-chief’ installed after the Norman Conquest, only half a dozen were English. The rest were French. A few generations later, they had all gone native.


If we really wanted to search for the national identity, I thought, the real place to look was in the natural heritage of hills, valleys, rivers, stones and mists – the raw materials that had, over time, moulded the way we were. Landscape and history – the past and the elemental backdrop – were the only things we could truly claim as our own. Just as some plants thrive in sand and others in clay, so a national character is fed by nutrients it cannot alter. We are not passive creatures living out dim destinies assigned long ago, but our formative years were shaped by nature as well as nurture.


Englishness, in this context, was the product not of racial or political factors, but the tantalising outcome of many natural forces: the island location, its mild marine climate, the well-defined seasons and the fertile soil, along with lush grass, plentiful timber, deep seams of coal and excellent stone. Geography, in effect, was destiny. It was not native guile that fed and watered our crops but an unusual combination of topographical forces, notably the warm Gulf Stream, which even in this northerly latitude delivered the temperate winters that shaped our agricultural tradition.


This is not to say we were wholly different from our neighbours. Indeed, there were many similarities. We had the same sort of rain as Wales, the same lush grass as Ireland, an intricate coast rather like Scotland’s, hills and rivers that were not so different from those of France and Germany. We had the same low marshes as Holland, the same stone quarries as Italy and Spain, and timber forests that resembled those in Scandinavia. Our bird life migrated hither and thither, our soil supported many of the same crops as continental Europe, and we were not the only place to send fishing boats out to sea.


But slight variations, magnified over time, produce profound differences. And, in England’s case – indeed in all these cases – it was the idiosyncratic way in which all these elements combined that produced the singular effect.


We were a land of sheep, wheat and apples, not goats, rice and vines. Oak and beech, not palm and olive. We had little choice in the matter; it was in our nature.


I was interested in sheep because in the Middle Ages they were the beating heart of the national wealth. One only had to think of the grand heritage spun from wool: the defining swathe of cathedrals, churches, guild halls, villages, fields, markets, mills and manor houses that remain the poster children of British tourism to this day.


It did not seem odd that English wool reigned supreme. We had the best rain, and therefore the best grass, in Europe. We were a natural wool farm.


That was where Peter Corbet made his entrance. He was only a footnote, a squiggle in the margins of medieval history. But as soon as I came upon his story, a light bulb flashed above my head. It wasn’t only the rain and the grass – though both were essential. The decisive element in England’s wool supremacy, the magic ingredient, was the fact that it could maintain enormous flocks of sheep, secure in the knowledge that they would not be decimated by the exciting hazards of tooth and claw.


I was well aware of the confusion that tends to beset any discussion of Englishness and Britishness. Though they are not the same thing, they are often taken to be. In this case, my focus was on England partly because, in medieval times, Britain did not exist (the Act of Union between England and Scotland was signed in 1707) and partly because, at the time of writing, it was looking as though the British Union might well be approaching its sell-by date. The Scottish referendum had been a close-run thing. The lure of nationalism could not be wished away. A Disunited Kingdom was very much on the cards.


In the course of that campaign, however, there was a notable absentee, a rather strident ghost at the feast. Englishness. What was it? And what did it want?


It felt like a good time to think about those questions. But of what might Englishness consist? The national character was too variegated to be reduced to a single definition. Even the briefest summary would have to include tea, beef, gardening, beer, curry, cricket, Shakespeare, toast, royal pageantry, military bands, washing the car, banging on about the war, stiff upper lips, Chinese takeaways, whingeing, saying ‘sorry’, home-made jam, queuing, road rage, stand-up comedians, tabloid headlines, plastic bags in trees, post offices, Big Ben, pillar boxes, supermarket trolleys, choral evensong, poppies, village greens, brass bands, football hooligans, carols, dog mess, broken umbrellas, chewing gum, ‘Order! Order!’ and a thousand other resonant things.


Identities are cartoons: they always leave things out. Many writers have tried to encapsulate Englishness, and some of their attempts have been extremely alluring. But all fall short in the end; something is always omitted. How could it be otherwise?


It mattered, though. In 1801 England contributed only half the population of the United Kingdom. Today, it is more like four-fifths. It has often acted like the fattest cat in the federation and, increasingly, that is what it is.


Perhaps we should begin with the basic facts of England’s natural inheritance. And the first of these was the climate. It was rain that sculpted the landscape and established the pattern of settlement; rain that fed the grass that filled the sheep that produced the wool that built the churches; rain that watered the fields of wheat and the endless lawns, parks and greens; rain that filled the rivers and canals that carried English freight; rain that drove the mills and made the beer. Finally, it was rain that hissed on red-hot coals to create the head of steam that drove the turbines of the industrial age.


Coal. That was a natural resource too, lying deep in the earth beneath England’s feet. It was as natural as grass, in its way. And if the merger of rain and grass created sheep, then the alliance between rain and coal made something even more powerful: steam.


Was it possible to shed light on Englishness based on these raw facts of life?


At this point, something else happened: Britain voted to leave the European Union.


There was no need to sift through the poll data to understand that this was a victory for English rather than British sentiment. It was England, not Britain, that seemed happy to risk returning to the wintry political atmosphere of the 1970s. It was England that wanted to raise the drawbridge, paddle its own canoe, abandon its allies, emphasise ‘sovereignty’ over cooperation, and withdraw from an experiment that had (though imperfect) brought peace to a warring continent and turned thirteen dictatorships into democracies.


In one way it was misleading to call it Brexit. If anything, it was Exit. And it made it even more urgent to think about what England once was, and might soon become.


Like the Scottish referendum, the European vote was emphatic, but close. Nearly half the country was dismayed. Whatever the rights and wrongs of the decision – and time would be the only judge – it left England looking lonely. Even its own Union was fraying. Britain, once a byword for imperturbable continuity, was no longer a steady ship.


Until these upheavals, Englishness had long seemed a rather low-throttle beast. This may have been because England had only rarely existed as an independent nation – in Tudor times and under Cromwell – but it was also because, as the dominant, swaggering party in the British federation, it had not often needed to puff out its chest. Scotland, Wales and Ireland all had vivid identities formed partly by the contrast with Englishness. Englishness, more heavily implicated in the federal project, was more evasive. Few people even claimed it, except for sports fans; and that wasn’t always a pretty sight. Most English people preferred to take cover under the British flag.


The result was a world of fuzzy lines. We had the British Library, British Airways, the British Museum, the BBC and British passports; we wished each other the ‘best of British’ and took pride in the Battle of Britain. It was Britannia, not Albion, that ruled the waves. Yet we spoke English, studied English literature, ate full English breakfasts, supported England in the World Cup and subsidised the English National Opera. No one ever sang about mad dogs and Britishmen going out in the midday sun; it was England, not Britain, that was the green and pleasant land.


In these and other ways the English had learned to live with contradictions – a trait that was always obvious to foreign visitors, who found the natives purposeful, but blockheaded. Goethe said they were ‘complete men’ even when they were being ‘complete fools’; Emerson felt that ‘no nation was ever so rich in able men’, but added that they had a ‘saving stupidity’. Walter Page, US ambassador to the Court of St James in the Second World War, claimed: ‘I could write a book in worship of them … and another book damning them.’ George Santayana added that Anglo-Saxons were ‘the most disliked of men … except when people need someone they can trust’.


Perhaps we have always been a two-tone people: half eccentric, half pedestrian. There is a materialistic streak, to be sure, and a famous suspicion of ideas. But England has also produced lofty theorists such as Newton, Locke, Paine and Darwin. Long celebrated as the home of fair play, it has tolerated amazing extremes of cruelty. Every time we are tempted to identify an English quirk, we sense that the opposite may also be true. England prizes individualism, yet is conformist; is polite, yet rude; stuck-up, yet plain-speaking; repressed, yet exuberant; moderate, yet unconventional; peaceful, yet combative. Perhaps this is why cricket has for so long been its symbolic game, being both the slowest sport in the world and (when you are facing a fast bowler) one of the quickest.


Though rarely in the van of the avant-garde, the English have long been proud non-conformists. Eccentricity is not just tolerated but cherished. Never so highly as the calm, undemonstrative middle way, however. In a land of extremes, the best course was always the safe passage between them.


As Joseph Conrad once remarked, the highest praise in England was the restrained yet heartfelt signal to a ship of the line that had done its duty: ‘Well done’.


That may be a poetic rather than a historical observation, but it is a way of saying that we must look not only to the past; we should also explore the landscape from which we sprang, the ground that shaped us in ways we can barely fathom. If history is nurture, then landscape is nature; and civilisations, like individuals, need both.


It is possible that history plays too heated a role in contemporary life. The world might be more peaceful if the troubled narratives of the Middle East, the Balkans, Sri Lanka, Northern Ireland and half a dozen African countries could be magically erased. The past can be a lethal weapon, and grubbing around in it sometimes does no more than breathe life into grievances that have no remedy. But while we may agree that history only ever offers a partial glimpse of the past, we should at least accept that the past did happen, and that its echoes reach into the present whether we like it or not.3


Tradition matters too, however much we try to ignore it. As G. K. Chesterton once quipped, to dismiss the past is to give undue weight to a mere accident of death. It is the ground on which we stand, and it has an interesting way of surviving down the generations. Posterity operates like natural selection, favouring only the moments in our past that pass the test of time. Even with memories, only the fittest survive.




One


A Tale of Three Townships


The village of Great Dunmow, in northern Essex, has all the time-honoured features of modern English country life. There are traces of ancient Rome, medieval accents, a sixteenth-century town hall, Georgian and Victorian villas, a tranquil green, fine old cottages around a pond, a stately home, a Grade II-listed hotel, a museum, a cricket club, a heritage brewery, a clutch of shops and a riverside church. To complete the set of traditional charms, the village was also host to an RAF base in the Second World War.


All of this is overlaid by more contemporary flavours. The main road is a crowded thoroughfare of banks, estate agencies, chemists’ shops, electronics outlets and chain stores, along with the usual range of British restaurants – Italian, Chinese, Bangladeshi and Thai. Meanwhile, the surrounding fields have been colonised by housing estates.


The fact that Great Dunmow cowers within a loop of ring road beneath the flight path to Stansted Airport casts a slight pall over the scene, but does not ruin it altogether. Children in purple school uniforms swarm outside sweet shops on the way home, while cherry blossom falls on the new models outside car showrooms on the perimeter road.


In the 1940s the village was part of the so-called General Headquarters Line, a redoubt of concrete pillboxes built to repel a German invasion. H. G. Wells lived here for a while, but these days it is better known as the home of ‘The Flitch’. Dating back to the Middle Ages, this ceremony takes the form of an open court (a temporary marquee is installed on the village green) in which married couples claim to have enjoyed a year and a day of domestic bliss without ‘repenting’ of their union. If their claim is upheld by an impressive jury – a panel of local dignitaries dressed as off-duty morris men – they win a side (or ‘flitch’) of bacon.


The event was devised to reward newlyweds’ good behaviour, and soon became well known. Langland casually alluded to the ‘flicche’ of ‘Donemowe’ in Piers Plowman as if it were general knowledge, as did Chaucer in the prologue to the Wife of Bath’s Tale.1 In the middle of the eighteenth century it lapsed, but a Victorian author named William Harrison Ainsworth (a friend of Dickens and quite famous in his day) made it the premise of a novel.


It is tempting to see The Flitch as no more than a quaint, olde-worlde excuse for a pint and a boisterous runaround – like those cheese-rolling races in the Cotswolds. But it is also the source of the saying ‘bringing home the bacon’, a familiar aphorism for making a living (putting food on the family table). Until I visited Great Dunmow, I had assumed this to be figurative; it had not occurred to me that the bacon might be real, or that ‘bringing it home’ might signal victory in a heritage-themed pub competition.


Like many a modern saying, however, its ancestry is older than we might think.


Plenty of everyday phrases have deep roots of this sort. Sometimes they have lost their original meaning: ‘making hay while the sun shines’ was not at first a call to have a party while the coast was clear, but the opposite – a commandment to work hard while conditions were propitious. And sometimes the origins are apocryphal, as in the idea that ‘going round the bend’ refers to the Victorian habit of building lunatic asylums on curved drives, so they could not be seen from the road (hence the way we speak of being ‘driven round the bend’ or going ‘loopy’). This, sadly, is too good to be true. But ‘bringing home the bacon’ really does come from a twelfth-century ceremony to reward harmony in the home. And it lives on to this day.


A lengthy walk (or half an hour’s drive) north-east of Great Dunmow stands the village of Lavenham. It is one of England’s most photographed beauty spots, and the first-time visitor can quickly see why. Once the wool capital of Tudor Suffolk, this timber-framed antique generates a dizzy sense of déjà vu. As with one’s first glimpse of Venice, it seems immediately familiar. Yes, you catch yourself thinking, it is precisely like the image on the fudge box, place mat, tea towel, calendar or jigsaw puzzle. It seems implausible that so classic a piece of heritage could have survived intact: you half expect to see a shepherd nudging his ewes across the square, a monk leading a donkey to the well for a drink, or a jester jingling out of the local hostelry, dragging a bear by the nose.


It is so picturesque, so awash with faded plaster, grey oak, tidy hedges and jutting windows, that it takes a firm effort to imagine how it might have struck a medieval visitor. Back then, it was surely not so captivating. On the contrary, it was an ugly factory town, blighted by stinking animals, whirring looms, wicked get-rich-quick merchants and horrible modern buildings that were ruining a former rural idyll. Just look at those executive homes for the fat-cat wool merchants – tasteless eyesores stuffed with vulgar mouldings, show-off porches and overhanging eaves.
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Modern Lavenham is vintage England. But in its medieval heyday it might have struck visitors as an ugly new factory town.


This hideous modernisation made Lavenham a force to be reckoned with in the fourteenth century. Indeed, it was the pumping heart of England’s most important commercial enterprise. The 1327 tax survey confirms that this was no serene farming community but a full-on wool manufactory, with a complete set of dyers, fullers, shearers, shepherds and weavers. These are all wool-related trades, of course, and most would become common English surnames. If we add Mercer, Tucker, Walker, Webb, Webster (or even Winder) to the list, we have a vivid indication of the senior position of wool-working in the historic economy.


The high point of Lavenham’s prosperity came in the sixteenth century, but it was a grand estate long before then. It was granted to Aubrey de Vere, William the Conqueror’s brother-in-law, right after the Norman Conquest, along with other enviable properties (such as Kensington), and there were vineyards here at the time of the Domesday Book. One hundred and fifty years later it was already a formidable wool exchange, and in 1290 Edward III granted the parish the right to hold a Whitsun Fair. This paved the way for its emergence as a boom town: by 1524 it was ranked the fourteenth-richest parish in the kingdom.


It has an oak-aged guild hall, a quaint museum, time-cured cottages (all immaculate) and a distinguished hotel – once a coaching inn on the road from Ipswich to Bury St Edmunds. There are so many ancient beams that it feels as if an extensive forest has been carved into the very fabric of the place, and the village seems to slumber in the cosy heart of an area so hallowed you could spend weeks sleeping only in rooms that pre-date Shakespeare and Raleigh. It is possible, whenever you duck under yet another lintel hewn from salvaged Armada struts, to feel cheated by the nouveau décor.


More grand than any of these, however, is the church of St Peter and St Paul, on a rise to the west of the town. Far too substantial for the small community it serves, it was built at the end of the fifteenth century thanks to the largesse of two men. The first was John de Vere, the 13th Earl of Oxford, who led Henry VII’s rebel army to victory at Bosworth Field in 1485.2 His title was purely honorific: the family seat was in East Anglia (Hedingham Castle in Essex). Like every other earl from this family, in official portraits he wears a bold shade of blue: Lavenham broadcloth, dyed with the same vivid woad that was once daubed on Boudica’s warriors. The de Vere house in Lavenham, with its extraordinary carved door, is one of the wonders of the village.


The second great benefactor was Thomas Spring III, a wealthy wool merchant who inherited his father’s business just as Suffolk was becoming the wool and textile capital of England. Spring emerged as Lavenham’s leading cloth baron, then ploughed the proceeds back into the land. He owned six thousand acres by the time of his death and was widely supposed to be the richest non-nobleman in England. He may have spoiled his bid for divine favour, however, by having his initials carved into the church thirty-two times. The needle’s eye through which rich men struggled to pass may have narrowed further in the face of such brazen self-glorification. But there is no gainsaying the beauty of the church. It is a mini-cathedral in delicious pale stone, with towering windows in the finest Perpendicular style and a magnificent oak ceiling. The interior is full of elaborate carvings, and the gaunt tower – the tallest in the county – can be seen from miles around.


Lavenham differs from Great Dunmow in that, by changing less, it has in one way changed more. What was once a wool factory is now a visitor attraction with more than three hundred historic buildings. But both exude the pungent aroma of medieval culture.


There are few finer places to order a cup of tea and a scone, and think of England.


Jarrow lies some three hundred miles to the north of Lavenham, but the aesthetic gap is even wider. There are no picture-book Tudor tea-rooms here. The promontory overlooking the point where the River Don curls into the Tyne affords a sweeping view of industrial England: the Nissan factory with its fleet of hatchbacks waiting to go; the hill of coal rising in the distance; the dockyard cranes; the gantries of an oil rig; the funnel of a passing tanker; the sheds and warehouses of South Shields.


Even in the summer the North Sea wind can cut through your clothes like a knife.


It was from the banks of this muddy estuary in 1936 that two hundred unemployed shipbuilders struck out for London, carrying a petition against poverty. It was a modern peasants’ revolt, and it went down in history as a byword for dignified civil disobedience. When the marchers were fobbed off with tea in the House of Commons, Jarrow – a great capital of coal and ships that had been brought to its knees – became synonymous with industrial decline.


Yet in the field behind the promontory there are hints of a quieter world … frail echoes of an earlier, agricultural time cling on, like stubborn weeds, even here. A cluster of thatched huts has been constructed on the site of a famous monastery: the first stone-built religious house in all England. A fragment of that building still stands beside the parish church, and though the huts resemble a toy village – or a medieval theme park – they comprise a serious museum dedicated to the memory of an extraordinary man.


He is internationally famous, and has been for thirteen hundred years. Schools are named after him in every time zone, and his legacy is incalculable. Yet we know little about him, since the monastery was destroyed by Viking raiders in 875. It is clear he was a monk and a scholar, but the only record of his birth is his own remark that he was born in 672. There are hints that he may have been married,3 but we have no idea what he looked or sounded like. We do not even know his Christian name – quite an irony, since he is one of the most celebrated Christians in history.


We remember him only as the Venerable Bede.


It is likely that he was born into a significant family of local priests, since a couple of other Bedes are recorded in the lists at Durham Cathedral. He entered the sister house in Monkwearmouth at the age of seven, then moved to Jarrow in 685. He may even have helped to lug stones around the site during the monastery’s construction, and he possibly survived a bout of plague in 686 to become a senior member of the brotherhood. An eighth-century manuscript mentions that only two Jarrow monks were able to sing the liturgy, one of whom was a mere stripling. Few have been able to resist the temptation to identify the unnamed boy as the not-yet-venerable Bede.


He wrote his first book, a poetry primer, in the first year of the eighth century, and went on to produce sixty more. The library at Jarrow was a wonder of the world, boasting two hundred precious volumes, all beautifully copied by hand. Bede found himself in a rare centre of learning.


The cultural impact of his own work is hard to overstate. For instance, it is chiefly thanks to him that England is so called, as a different monk might have seen things from a Jutish or Saxon perspective, rather than the Anglian angle. And it was Bede’s use of anno domini to describe the years after the birth of Christ that established this as the accepted notation. But there are some keen ironies here. We think of Bede as one of the first great English authors, yet he wrote in Latin. He is notably fussy about facts, yet believed fervently in miracles. And though we think of him as a literary pioneer, he was preoccupied with the past and took history as his theme.


To an extent easy for modern readers to overlook, he felt he was living through the conclusion to a story, not its beginning. He was very interested in dates, puzzling over the age of the world and the timing of Easter. His most famous work, An Ecclesiastical History of the English People, begins by describing Caesar’s invasion before narrating what, for Bede, was the more significant incursion – St Augustine’s introduction of Christianity to England in 597. The five-line song he wrote on his death bed was the most copied poem in Old English.


It is hard, staring over the Tyne today, to visualise what the area must have been like back then, when lonely, windswept Jarrow was a haunting beacon of scholarship and spiritual purity in the wilderness. But there are hints of the industrial roar to come even in Bede’s work. On the second page of his history he comments on the plentiful supply of jet – ‘a black jewel which can be set on fire’. The ink-dark rocks that the North Sea deposited on the beach were known as ‘sea coal’ (in part to distinguish them from ‘coal’, which in those days meant charcoal). The Romans had used them to heat their baths.


We do not always think of coal as part of ‘nature’. Nowadays, indeed, since the last English mine closed in 2016, we rarely think of it at all. But ever since Blake shuddered at the ‘dark satanic mills’ that were polluting England’s dells and dales, and Ruskin warned of the ‘plague cloud’ gushing from the nation’s chimneys, there has been a tendency to see industrial progress as a blight – the enemy of natural beauty. So it is salutary to think of coal as something that simply lay on the beach.


That is all it was, however: a fossil of carboniferous forest ripened underwater for millennia and hidden in the ground on which our forefathers walked. As coal historians are quick to remind us, it is not a ‘mineral’ but a rock – a seam of geological nature threaded into our techno-industrial world.


England’s earth produced not just grass, wool and wheat (not to mention milk and honey), but coal, iron, salt, stone and tin. And the nation drew its identity from all of them.


They have quite a lot in common, these three old villages. It is not by chance that Lavenham’s and Jarrow’s principal churches share the name St Peter and St Paul, for they share a religious heritage. Nor is it coincidental that the first coal shipment bobbed down the Tyne past Jarrow in 1291, just a year after Peter Corbet slew the last wolf in Shropshire, and only months after Edward III granted Lavenham the right to hold its annual fair (and thereby guaranteed its prosperity). Moreover, all of this took place only a few decades after Little Dunmow had awarded its first haunch of bacon to a happily married couple. All over England, similar forces were stirring much the same ingredients at much the same time.


And they were not abstract, these forces; they grew out of qualities embedded in the natural, inherited landscape. Thus, in Great Dunmow, we can glimpse flashes of a native language and diet. In the pastel shades of Lavenham we can admire oak monuments to the terrific wealth that flowed from wool – a boon that would eventually give England the flood of capital that allowed it to dominate first the British Isles and then an immense overseas empire. And in Jarrow we see not just the shimmer of the religious culture that would light our national path for more than a millennium, but the first glow of a later inspiration: coal.


Close your eyes, and the entire history of England seems to dance in the light of this magic lantern: the thousands of villages, each with its own church spire and unique folk traditions; the poetry and drama; the pies and cakes; the green hills full of sheep; the factories; the Victorian ships and railways; the smoke and smog of urban life in the 1950s.


If you can find infinity in a grain of sand, why not Englishness in a spot of time?


The tale of The Flitch seemed to confirm my sense that English culture was to a large extent a product of its natural geography. It was quite logical that the prize should involve bacon (rather than bananas, say, or ostrich), since pigs were an intrinsic part of the English annual cycle long before the Norman Conquest. In common with the Germanic territories from which the Angles and Saxons had emigrated, English pigs were fattened over the summer in acorn-rich woods and slaughtered in the autumn for their meat. Since that meat was perishable, it had to be preserved. However, English air was too damp to create the dry-cured saucissons and salami of sunnier climes, so this could be done only with salt and smoke.


Bacon, in other words, is as English as an April shower.


It is often said that we are what we eat, and it follows that national diets are shaped by what the land produces. Coastal people eat fish, mountain people cheese; low-country people live on grains, tropical people fruit. The long English winter left people in permanent need of calories, so the taste for bacon was partly created by cold weather. The inhabitants of the Arabian desert developed a religious injunction against pig meat in part because their climate could not support it – it was unnatural before it became a religious taboo. If the notion of The Flitch had appealed to an Egyptian, the prize might have been a bunch of dates or a pomegranate. It would never have been half a pig.


The picture has been broadened and coloured by the modern world, but not as much as we might think, because the past was multicultural too. English medieval fairs were full of foreign merchants, and many observers viewed London as a ‘global village’ long before the term was coined. Englishness has always been multifaceted.


One of the most durable English myths is that we are insular hermits, wanting nothing so much as to close the door on the outside world. Indeed, this was one of the widely touted explanations for Brexit: our rough old island nature was merely asserting itself once again. It seems to make sense: we inhabit an island – therefore we are insular.


This has been the received wisdom for a long time. The sea is a rampart, a defensive wall, ‘a fortress built by nature’. It is the moat around our English home, which, as everyone knows, is a castle.4 It was also a curtain wall, keeping the continental wolf at bay, and allowing England to become a sheep farm.


The emerging nation of England had secure marine boundaries, which provided a rare degree of continuity in a millennium of European turmoil. The saltwater moat created a haven safe from the schisms, wars and holocausts that afflicted the rest of the continent. Even the medieval Crusades – which drew in most of Christendom – felt marginal within this western outpost. For the most part, they were a series of French and papal campaigns waged on the unimaginably distant shores of the Mediterranean.


Jerusalem was an awfully long way from Chester. England, by and large, could stand aloof.


Yet are we really so insular? Stop the clock at any point in the last few hundred years and you will find English men and women trudging through polar regions, crossing deserts, penetrating jungles, storming citadels, mapping rivers or haggling for coffee in faraway souks. The country is unimaginable without tea, sugar, chocolate, tobacco and curry spice. England is addicted to all of them, but these are not native tastes – they reflect a craving for the unusual, the exotic and the distant.


We hail from piratical stock (all those Roman, Saxon, Danish and Norman adventurers) and have the travel bug in our genes. A land of negligible snow, whose highest hill can be climbed in a morning, we virtually invented Alpine skiing and mountaineering.


Even thoroughly English people have mixed origins. The most fragrant of English roses – Audrey Hepburn – was born Audrey van Heemstra in Brussels. The nation’s favourite engineer, Isambard Kingdom Brunel, was the son of a French refugee. Even our fictional heroes have twisted roots. Robinson Crusoe seems a classic English archetype. He responds to his predicament not by moaning about injustice but by getting on with his chores – building a shelter, calculating a calendar and tending a garden. But he is not English. On the novel’s first page, Daniel Defoe tells us that he was born Robinson Kreutznaer – the son of a merchant from Bremen.


Even the quintessentially English townships that are the subject of this chapter have foreign shadings. Lavenham’s Shilling Street was not named after the English coin but to honour John Schylling, a Flemish weaver. It was French glaziers who moulded England’s first stained-glass windows for Bede’s monastery. And one Thomas LeFuller brought home Dunmow’s bacon in 1510, along with his friends De Chatelain and Devereaux. Meanwhile, nearby Braintree was home not only to Flemish weavers but, later, to a famous Huguenot silk family – the Courtaulds.


These locales are not exceptional. Englishness has complicated roots.


In the Middle Ages, especially, it was a complex coat of many colours, not an isolated, monochrome fortress. None of the invading tribes killed the locals; they mingled with them. As a result, England was a loose society. We might call it the ‘America of the Middle Ages’ – a new world in the west, home to at least half a dozen languages (Latin, French, Anglo-Saxon, Norse, Flemish and Old English) and a sappy, can-do frontier spirit. Migration was no threat to the English way of life because newcomers became English simply by living in England.


It could take a while – perhaps centuries. But the landscape would drip into their souls eventually.


The English did not become Norman; the Normans became English.


Given the primitive nature of transport in medieval times, it is remarkable how energetically Europeans travelled. There were twenty thousand people of foreign birth in England in 1440: Swedish students in Cambridge; German servants in Huntingdon; Spanish doctors in Suffolk; Dutch painters in Lincoln; as well as those Flemish weavers in Essex. Englishness – not to mention the English language – was formed by this rich broth. England was the end of the line for anyone heading west, towards the setting sun. And they were arriving in a land already settled by many generations of previous adventurers. The earliest settlers faltered when they reached the wilder fastnesses of Scotland or Wales, and this is where England planted itself behind man-made barriers – Offa’s Dyke in the west and Hadrian’s Wall in the north. As a result, these lands were only lightly touched by the migratory forces that shaped English life for centuries.


These walls completed the fortifications offered by the sea to the east and south. Englishness was a cosmopolitan compound, but isolation gave it time to set.


This is not to say that there is no connective tissue in English life. No matter how great are the contrasts between white van man and Cumbrian hill farmer, Home Counties golfer and Geordie ironworker, Essex girl and Worcester woman, Birmingham curry magnate and Sussex polo player, London money trader and Cornish nurse, all share an elusive range of qualities and sympathies that distinguish them from, say, Russians or Palestinians. They have something in common with each other which derives partly from the natural landscape, and partly from the past.


History strikes some as arid – a raking over of the ashes. But for others it is the source of the hidden springs of modern life. The past is never done and dusted, but always pushing into the present. As T. S. Eliot put it in ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, history was by no means a matter of mere ‘pastness’ but a living presence. This is ancient wisdom – finis origine pendet (conclusions depend on beginnings) – but to sniff the thousand-year-old air in places like Great Dunmow, Lavenham and Jarrow is to feel once again the power of the old insight: the aroma of history rises through the ancient streets like mist through reeds.


The present is hectic and indecipherable; the future is unknowable. Only in the past can we discern the grooves in which we are stuck. And while much has been lost, plenty survives. The English have been living and loving, working and ageing, dreaming and sinning, drinking and driving for as long as they have lived on this land. The outward show may have been refashioned, but the underlying forms are familiar.


In wondering whether Englishness might derive from its geography, however, we will clash with the modern sense that nations are abstract entities – or ‘imagined communities’ – bound by nothing more than cultural and political norms. This has been the prevailing view more or less since the time of Bede. The sage of Jarrow saw England primarily as an ecclesiastical construct: his England was mired in Dark Age ignorance until the Christian flame was reignited by European holy men. Generations of intruders arrived as colonists and settlers – clearing forests, lighting candles and planting native culture.


Victorian thinkers shared a similar view. Painting themselves as guardians of an ancient flame, they depicted Englishness as a rare, superior quality of a rare, superior people, and argued that the land bore the tell-tale stamp of this blessed, masterful race. Their conceit, which looks comical today, was understandable. After all, who else was building steam engines, railways, ships and guns on England’s scale. How could we not be a race apart?


But what if it was the other way round? What if it was not people that made the landscape, but landscape that made the people?


It is easy for us to see patterns that Bede could not. Modern archaeology (supported by the aerial view) has revealed that England in the Dark Ages was far from dark. Indeed, the many traces of Iron Age farming, Bronze Age burial sites and forest clearances remind us that English culture dates back to long before the Roman invasion. Nor did the Vikings decimate English society. They may have had warlike names like Thorkell the Skullsplitter, but they were farmers and fishermen too. Like all the European peoples who barged their way up England’s estuaries and inlets, they were moulded by the unique rhythms of the new land, its seasons and traditions, everything that held sway in this temperate realm.


So even when we are talking about England’s past, we are talking about its natural geography – its shape, location, weather, soil and raw materials. These set in motion the forces that shaped its history. And it is telling that we can glimpse these resonant pressures as far back as 1290: the farms bursting with sheep and wheat; the wisps of smoke drifting above the trees; the glow of coal; and the torrents of water falling from the sky.


All of these ingredients were buried in the native habitat: the ocean setting with its temperate climate (just enough heat, just enough light, and shires where hurricanes hardly ever happened); year-round rain that filled the rivers, streams and wells; forests full of deer and other game; cool lakes jumping with fish; sheep-nibbled hills; rich soil and every sort of rock, from limestone to granite; seams of coal, iron, salt, tin and copper. Had any one of these ingredients been absent, England’s character would have baked in a different way, and produced a different result.


We could even, in a playful spirit, reduce Englishness to a simple formula. If we began with wool (the founding father of the national wealth), added wheat and topped it off with the explosive marriage between rain and coal … what then? Might that be some sort of essential oil or sap? And if we reduced it down to a playful equation


e = cw4 (Englishness is coal × wool, wheat and wet weather)


we might uncover a rough recipe for the national character.


Just as the rich vocabulary of our language rests on a modest alphabet of individual letters, so perhaps our national identity might have grown from a surprisingly simple set of primary characteristics.


We cannot be categorical about the precise effect of such a varied set of factors. But perhaps we can speculate that they contributed at least something to the prevailing mood. If nothing else, they may have engendered a fatalistic approach to life’s ups and downs (it never rains but it pours; any port in a storm; and always put something aside for a rainy day) while also encouraging us to be watchful, alive to tell-tale signs. We know that red sky at night means shepherds’ delight, because it tells us that the rain clouds are clearing. And we know that it probably won’t rain if the morning grass is thick with dew, for a similar meteorological reason: dew condenses best on fine, dry nights. But we also know that things can change fast: rain before seven, fine by eleven. So we have learned to smile or shrug in the face of life’s adversities. This also explains the English taste for slapstick: earthquakes and volcanoes are no laughing matter, but a gust of wind that blows a hat into a puddle is a hoot, and being caught in a downpour is downright hilarious.
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The English landscape is not ‘natural’ or even ‘man-made’. It was created by sheep. The rain that nourished the grass that fed the animals turned medieval England into a great wool power.


It is well understood that Christianity took one – Catholic – form on the sun-drenched littoral of the Mediterranean, and quite another in the gloomy forests of the north, and that this contrast led to markedly different traditions. The Protestant work ethic is as much a product of snowy woods as it is of religious doctrine, so we should not be surprised that England’s geography has shaped its social culture, too. Just as each vineyard (or terroir) produces its own unique wine, so human beings are conditioned by their local landscape. We move around more now, so the lines are blurred, but the underlying skeleton of English culture – the bare bones of the national psyche – may have changed less than we think.


Geography did not define everything, of course, but it did provide the template. It gave us the grass that nourished the sheep that grew the wool that made the wealth that built the castles, cathedrals, towns and cities. It generated the rain that fed the streams that drove the mills. It supplied the raw materials from which the engineering miracles of the future were forged. And its coast provided the transport system that fostered the trading habits that stoked the desire to explore the wider world. This combination of natural assets gave English men and women the means to build new forms of agriculture, industry, trade, finance, religion, politics and society. And its first green shoots were visible at the end of the thirteenth century, in the flocks of sheep being urged through Lavenham, or the pair of newlyweds bringing home the bacon in Essex.


That is why our story begins in 1290. There was an intriguing convergence of English causes and effects at that precise moment – when sheep first started to spread over the hillsides like a blanket.


There was even, in the summer of 1290, that most English phenomenon of all: an endless downpour. It led to a catastrophic harvest, but what could anyone do? This was England.




Two


Lords and Shepherds


Sheep were hardly a novelty. Ever since they were tamed in Mesopotamia (‘Babylon’ means ‘Land of Wool’) they had been central to human life. It was hard to conceive of a more useful animal: they produced milk, cheese, meat and clothes. They were docile and easy to manage, with a well-developed flocking instinct. They were wonderfully unadventurous, grazing all day and ruminating all night. And though they were somewhat accident prone (a single dog could spook them into a frenzy), they were happy to follow a leader. Shepherds had only to train one of the beasts with a bell around its neck – a ‘bellwether’ – and the rest of the flock would fall into line.


There is no written record of the time when human beings first noticed the wonderful properties of wool – although modern archaeologists estimate that it was some ten thousand years ago – so we are left to imagine that the story starts with an early man or woman finding a clump of fleece on a thorn. It was soft and yielding, and anyone could think of a hundred ways in which it might be used. Since these people were gatherers as well as hunters, they collected the wild tufts and laid them on the floors of their caves to create primitive mattresses.


There was no way to shear a whole coat of wool at this time, but the animals were simple to catch and herd into pens, and their hair could be pulled out in clumps. Even more miraculously, the wool grew back quickly, so it could be harvested many times over.


During the Bronze Age, a few cunning humans learned how to twist threads of wool and knot them into rough cloth using sharpened sticks. Then the discovery of iron gave people stronger tools, farming was transformed, and the entire enterprise of fabricating clothes from wool, rather than wearing pelts and furs, began to take shape. It was rudimentary – subsistence weaving – but it was the kernel in which the textile industries of the future began to be hatched.


Some fifteen hundred years later, in Anglo-Saxon England, sheep were kept for their milk, not their fleeces, but the variable English climate was having a magical effect on the quality of the local wool. The process of evolution and natural selection made it unusually long and strong, yet also soft and thick. It was the finest raw material for cloth in the world, so it was hardly surprising that Norman England decided to harry the wolf population to extinction and turn the kingdom into a giant sheep farm.


Europe was unable to follow suit. Wolves remained a danger to everyday life for centuries, and were constantly demonised in folk tales and nursery rhymes, clinging on in Denmark until 1772, in Bavaria until 18471 and in France until the twentieth century.2 Everyone, in children’s stories, was afraid of the big bad wolf.


England was different. The wolf still loomed large in the collective imagination as a fearful hunter, thanks to depictions in Aesop’s fables and the Bible.3 But while ‘Wolf’ is a common name in Germany today, it has not featured in English nomenclature since the time of Beowulf. The efforts of Peter Corbet and his colleagues allowed England to become a new sort of farm, a new sort of economy, a new sort of society.


Sheep plus grass equalled gold. Who needed alchemists?


The rural culture that grew out of this involved much more than hand-to-mouth farming. It was agriculture on an industrial scale: agribusiness. There was fine wool in Spain, shorn from the country’s Merino sheep; and the Duchy of Burgundy was a significant producer, too. Sheep nibbled the rocky hills of Italy and Greece, as well. But not in these numbers. It was England that became Europe’s pre-eminent wool producer, and then its leading cloth manufactory.


The consequences of this were sizeable. Wool fostered the growth of ports like Hull, King’s Lynn and Southampton, from which the fleeces could be shipped to the cloth-working centres of Flanders and Italy. It introduced England to large-scale commerce, to fairs and markets, and it financed the construction of fine churches, guild halls and granaries in towns and villages. In short, it was the foundation stone of all subsequent English history.


Wool changed England’s countryside for ever, creating what now seems to be its ‘natural’ character. Alongside the traditional subsistence cropping and dairy farming, the landscape became a giant pasture. Vast tracts of forest were felled and turned into meadows for the wealth-producers, while thousands of acres of common land were ‘enclosed’ to make sheep runs. By Tudor times, sheep outnumbered people by three to one.


England still treads in the footprints of those long-lost times. Its fields have evolved over the centuries, but it remains a land whose hills swarm with sheep.


Wool gathering was not an industrial revolution in itself, although it did inspire the first flashes of the skills and crafts that would prove vital several centuries later. The most important consequence of sheep-rearing, however, was that it created the first solid accumulation of wealth. As always, it was the merchants, rather than the shepherds, who grew fat on the proceeds of the wool trade, but the residue is still there for all to see in the cathedrals, abbeys, castles, gatehouses, dovecotes, tithe barns and chapels that adorn the English countryside to this day. The fact that the windfall was concentrated in only a few noble hands created pools of capital that would eventually be invested in the next phases of commercial enterprise: manufacturing, slavery, industry and empire.


Clearly, not everything about the early wool trade was glorious. But it did provide the foundation for England’s rise to prominence. It created the conditions that supported the social and commercial edifices of later English life: systems of landownership and law, mechanisms for settling disputes, political institutions, schools (to produce an educated middle class of administrators, scientists and financiers) and all the ancillary trades and services (such as transport and storage) that were needed to keep the show on the road.


It may even have helped to shape the stereotypical national temperament, since the rearing of sheep called for patience, flexibility, practicality and the ability to withstand misfortune. And since it took half a day to gather up a flock of sheep on a damp hillside, footpaths began to criss-cross our countryside, along with the habit of mind that wanted to ramble across the country on long-distance tracks, whatever the weather.


Unsurprisingly, such qualities eventually insinuated their way into every aspect of England’s language, literature, art, architecture and philosophy. Indeed, they continue to colour our daily life. No one talks of spinsters any more, and sheepskin coats are no longer quite the thing, but plenty of the old allusions remain. We still speak of sacrificial lambs and pastures new; and the Lord is still our shepherd, watching over his flock by night. We still separate the sheep from the goats when deciding what to keep and what to throw away; we can be on tenterhooks or may as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb; we ridicule mutton dressed as lamb; sigh over the black sheep of the family; have the wool pulled over our eyes;4 tuck into a shepherd’s pie; or weave a narrative thread. We are forever tipping our hats to wool’s prominent role in our sheepish past.


These are not merely sayings. Christianity and sheep-minding have always gone hand in hand. Caedmon, one of the earliest English poets, was a lay brother who cared for the flocks at Whitby Abbey, while St Cuthbert, the supreme bishop of the north-east whose miracle-strewn life and even more miraculous death are enshrined at Durham Cathedral, was also a shepherd. He was tending his sheep in the wilds of Northumbria when he received the first of his divine visions.


Cricket, a defining national pastime, was invented by playful shepherds. And these shepherds were sufficiently important citizens to officiate at weddings.


We may no longer be sons or daughters of the soil, but many of our habits, customs and aphorisms can be traced back to a collection of sheep-like associations, all of them inspired by the well-watered downlands and wolds of medieval England.


Historical periods rarely have neat beginnings or endings, but it is at least possible to argue that Englishness truly started to coalesce, like the threads in a tapestry, at the end of the thirteenth century, not least because the age of the last wolf was also when the English language first emerged from its Anglo-Saxon, Latin and Norman French antecedents. It would not become the official language until Henry V’s reign, but it is no coincidence that the earliest works of the national literature (Layamon’s Brut, the Ancrene Wisse and The Owl and the Nightingale) all date from this time. While to a modern eye these texts are not easy reading, they are recognisably English rather than Saxon-German.


Other strands in the national story support the notion that this was a formative period. When Peter hung up his traps, and England became a rich sheep terrain, it was the final piece in a jigsaw. English patriotism was already alive and kicking; and, as so often, it took warlike form. After quelling Simon de Montfort’s uprising (a protest against foreigners led by an English noble of French descent), Edward I raised the blood-red cross of St George over castles at Beaumaris, Harlech and Caernarfon. In an often-forgotten irony, one of his captains in Wales was Robert the Bruce, whose son of the same name would lead the rout at Bannockburn two decades later.5


This was ironic not only because both Roberts, when they denounced Sassenachs, probably did so in Norman French, but also because the English assault on Scotland was already gathering pace in 1290. The death (at sea) of the seven-year-old Maid of Norway, the Scottish princess who had been betrothed to Edward I’s son6 led to a bitter feud over the succession; Edward reached for his famous hammer, rode north, sacked Berwick, and defeated a Scottish army at Dunbar.


This was just one of many signs that England already saw itself as noticeably different from (and senior to) its neighbours. It is commonly suggested that the warlike idea of Englishness as a coherent nationality rose to the fore when England invaded France in 1337, setting in motion the Hundred Years War and the nation-building triumphs of Crécy and Agincourt. But the same pressure is evident in its much earlier attacks on Wales and Scotland.


England was already heavily implicated in French territories. One of Edward’s predecessors, Henry II, had been King of England, but also Count of Anjou, Duke of Normandy, Duc d’Aquitaine and Lord of Brittany. Born in Le Mans, he claimed the English throne by invasion in 1154, then spent most of his life at Chinon. So when he begged his courtiers to ‘rid him’ of a ‘turbulent priest’ – Thomas Becket – he was to some extent hoping to crush an infuriating English rebel.


A hundred years later, the emphasis had shifted. Edward I sought to enhance English, not French, prestige. If anything, his kingdom bridled at the overweening power of foreigners. In a hint of what was to come under Henry VIII, a ground-breaking edict of 1286 restricted the power of papal courts. Then, four years later, the famous Quia Emptores statute (‘In favour of buyers’) broke with Norman tradition by allowing people to sell their land to anyone they chose, rather than just to the feudal next in line. A triumph for the country’s emerging merchant class, this gave rise to one of the deepest English reflexes of all: property speculation.


Two hundred years of Crusading zeal took its toll in angrier ways, because it wasn’t only wolves that were expelled in 1290. Following anti-Semitic riots in London, Norwich and York, this was also the year when England’s entire Jewish population was deported. It marked the culmination of a dismaying programme. Having acted as bankers to both the Crown and the growing merchant class, the Jews were herded into ghettos, obliged to wear a cloth patch as a badge of their heritage and taxed almost to the bone before being finally banished.


Such assaults on ‘strangers’ were often fuelled by the age-old desire to renege on debts, but they also signalled the emergence of a new force in the world: Englishness. Two centuries of Norman and Angevin rule had dissolved into a single national consciousness. Scots, Jews and all other foreigners were … different. ‘We’ didn’t want ‘them’ here any more.


The following year, work began on the nave at York Minster. It was planned on a scale that would make it the largest in Europe. Something new and significant was stirring.


There was another sign that a recognisable English identity was emerging around this time. England was becoming a powerful kingdom with possessions in France, rather than a conquered dominion of Norman dukes, and the whispers of what would develop into the Hundred Years War were growing louder. Although most English aristocrats still spoke French and had French names, they increasingly viewed France as England’s principal enemy. When Edward’s queen, Eleanor of Castile, took ill and died in November 1290, it was a resonant event. Her body was taken from Lincoln on a ceremonial journey south to London, and twelve ‘crosses’ were erected at the twelve places where the cortège paused for the night.7 A foreign princess, she was the subject of nationwide mourning.


And this too was in 1290, the year that Peter killed the wolf.


As it happened, fate had a twist in store for Corbet. A few years after he killed his last wolf and was enjoying the comforts of his manor, he learned that his daughter was dallying with a humble suitor from the neighbourhood. The chosen rendezvous for their trysts was the tunnel he had built beneath his own moat. In a rage, he unleashed his wolf-hounds, sent them into the tunnel and let them tear the poor man to pieces. His daughter came up with an operatic response, drowning herself in the moat. Grief-stricken, her father hanged his hounds and flung them into that accursed stretch of water before entering the Penguin Book of Ghosts as an eternally vexed spirit, tormenting the Corbet castle for centuries.
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Mighty hunters: a ferocious footrest (on the tomb of the fourth Baron) from the Corbet family church in Shropshire.


He is not much remembered now. On the thirteenth-century oak entrance to a church at Abbey Dore, near Hereford, there is an iron wolf’s head in the leaf design which, it has been claimed, is a memorial to his work. But otherwise he is forgotten.


His legacy was an England of large sheep estates, the properties of noble families whose wealth, power and status rested on the land they owned and farmed. Naturally, they wanted to keep these intact, ‘whole and entire’, when the time came to pass them on to the next generation. So the custom of primogeniture – inheritance by the first born – became official law.


Inheritance is a deep and imperfectly documented topic, but it is known that while most of the Holy Roman Empire favoured dividing estates (and indeed kingdoms) equally among siblings, England’s aristocracy (along with Scandinavia and some north German duchies) preferred to pass them on to a single child – usually the first-born son.8 The system was undoubtedly unjust (a junior twin might miss out on a princely life by a couple of minutes),9 but it meant that most disputes over who should inherit were easily resolved. Hence, it promoted stability and order; and, most importantly, left the family business with the large-scale footprint it needed to thrive.


For evidence, England had only to look at its own recent royal history. When William the Conqueror died he left Normandy to his oldest son, Robert, and England to the next in line, William. When the latter himself was killed (that shooting incident in the New Forest) the third son, Henry, had to go to war against his own brother (now Robert of Normandy) to secure the crown. No one wanted to go through that again.


The mountains of capital generated by primogeniture could be poured into building projects or new business schemes. It thus helped to usher in a world of new markets in money and goods, innovative legal procedures, and countless other commercial mechanisms.


It was a powerful agent of social change. The bourgeoisie was not populated solely by hard-working strivers from the lower orders who managed to grab a shard of valuable property for themselves. It was also the natural home of aristocratic younger sons with high expectations and something to prove. Capital needed middle men, and – thanks to the property laws – there were plenty of them in England.


This was conservative in the deepest way: it gave land ownership a sacred role in the national life. It also bound England to the earth, and realm, that underpinned its life and symbolised its traditions.


As Burke put it, continuity in the landscape connected people both to the past and to the future, to the generations that came before and the generations not yet born.


It may even have invented a new class of person: the landless younger son.


Not all of these younger sons prospered, and that was the point. In marked contrast to the rest of Europe, the country was full of penniless but well-born children who gave society a snakes-and-ladders character: the younger son of a duke who had to fend for himself might slide down the social scale, while a pretty lass from the village might catch the eye of an earl-in-waiting and rise accordingly.


Medieval England is sufficiently full of rags-to-riches stories to suggest that the feudal obstacles to social advancement were not quite as unyielding as we tend to think. The head of the Plantagenet royal kitchen, Flambard, became a bishop, while Richard I’s most fêted nobleman, William the Marshal (Langton called him ‘the greatest knight who ever lived’), rose from modest beginnings to become the 1st Earl of Pembroke and holder of the Cartmel Estate in Cumberland. Sir Richard Sturry was a valet in the 1340s, but a knight by 1353. The Church offered a pathway to success for the humble-born. William of Ockham, who rose from obscurity in Surrey to become a prominent theologian, was famed for his useful razor, which could settle complicated arguments with one slice. Walter Langton entered royal service as a mere youth and became Bishop of Lichfield as well as Master of the King’s Treasury. Even immigrants could prosper: Christopher Ambrose, a merchant from Southampton, was twice mayor of that town, yet he was Cristoforo Ambruogi when he arrived. Later, two of the great men of Tudor times had plain origins: Cardinal Wolsey was the son of a butcher; Thomas Cromwell’s father was a blacksmith.


Richard Whittington (‘Dick’ in the pantomime version of his career) was another penniless younger son. Born to a Gloucestershire knight, in the 1370s he famously walked all the way to London, where he became a mercer, clothier, money-lender and four-time mayor of the city. Having sold more than £3400 of silken draperies to Richard II, he was made London’s official ‘Collector’ of wool duties. Finally, he helped to finance the expedition that carried Henry V to Agincourt.


Whittington had no interest in purchasing a country estate. Instead, he spent a fortune on philanthropic ventures: almshouses, refuges for ‘yong wemen that hadde done a-mysse’ and hospitals. He even built a 128-seat toilet block which used the Thames’s tidal flow as a flushing mechanism. He is immortalised in Highgate’s Whittington Hospital, near to the spot where he supposedly heard the bells of London and vowed to escape the humdrum life of a scullery servant.


In Tudor times it was well understood that men could rise and fall in the blink of an eye: Shakespeare’s plays are full of people climbing fortune’s ladder or being crushed by fortune’s wheel. So when foreigners cite class-consciousness as an indelible English trait, it might not be a sign that England’s class barriers have always been impenetrable. On the contrary, our keen consciousness of class may have its roots in the fact that those barriers were once rather porous. In Europe, Cinderella’s slipper really did have to be back by midnight, but England was a land where people could switch social stations. In later times the pressures of pride, prejudice and financial advantage tended to keep people pinned to their backgrounds, but there was a surprising amount of hurly-burly mobility in the Middle Ages.


It is even possible that some deep-rooted English characteristics – individualism, self-reliance, a rugged preference for small private realms – developed in response to the way land was used and transferred in medieval times. Equally, our national attitude to property, inheritance and marriage was formed by a political culture that was responding to the world of grass and sheep – in short, to the natural facts of English life.


This is a chicken-and-egg conundrum. Which came first: liberty or wealth? We all know that the Magna Carta set in stone certain ideas about individual rights. But perhaps it was a symptom, not a cause; a flowering of an English tradition, not its fountainhead. It may have seemed ahead of its time to the rest of the world, but perhaps it was the product of principles that had been congealing in English veins for decades.




Three


Coals from Newcastle


In 1291, as the monks of Yorkshire and Northamptonshire were exchanging contracts with wool merchants from Lucca and Bruges, something equally surprising was stirring in Newcastle. Carts full of coal were being dragged down to the quays on the Tyne and heaved on to a ship bound for the south coast. The plan was to catch the morning tide and reach Hartlepool by nightfall. If the weather held, the crew might reach Dorset in a week or so.


We know little about this voyage beyond the fact that it happened. We can only guess at the course it took, the conditions it encountered, the nature of life on board. We know that such a venture would have taken a long time – even if the weather held, which it rarely did in these parts. But the crew knew nothing, because this was a historic voyage: the first consignment of coal ever to leave Newcastle.


We usually think of coal as part of modern England’s story – the black gold that drove the steam-fuelled Victorian rush of iron, steel and rail. Ask people to guess the date of that first shipment from Newcastle and they usually venture that it was in the eighteenth century, in the first shudders of industrial progress and scientific discovery. They might add that it surely did not grow into a truly significant enterprise until the engineering uproar of the Victorian era.


In fact, the first cargo of coal to leave Newcastle set sail hundreds of years earlier than that. It was bound for the royal fireplace at Corfe, in Dorset, a haughty English fortress where the Crown Jewels had once been kept.


None of the men had sailed that far in their lives. They might have criss-crossed the North Sea, hauling cargoes of wool, salt and lead to Hamburg, Antwerp, Bruges or London. Some may have gone as far as Lübeck, on the Baltic coast. The older hands probably knew those foreign ports more intimately than they did their own land. Yet the prospect of sailing due south, then west along England’s south coast, into the teeth of the prevailing wind, might well have made them edgy. In all likelihood, they would spend long days idling in the Cinque Ports, waiting for a favourable breeze. Or they would have to offload the coal on to smaller boats and barges, then row them through the waves.


Their ship – we do not know the name, but let’s name her the St Hilda, after the holy woman of Whitby1– was a cog, sturdier and chubbier than a Viking longship but otherwise similar. She was clinker built (with curved planks laid over one another like clapperboard), with a fixed rudder on the stern and castles fore and aft, partly for shelter, partly for self-defence. From a distance, her single sail must have caused shivers in onlookers, since it was reminiscent of the terrifying Viking sails that had haunted these waters in earlier times. But the St Hilda was a plough-horse compared to those rakish warships – a rough-and-ready beast of burden. She made up in strength what she lacked in agility: she could carry a big load below the oak-timbered deck, and cope with heavy seas.


The crew loaded barrels of bread, cheese, onions, beer and water, and intended to supplement their meagre rations by catching mackerel and herring on lines and nets cast from a hatch in the stern. They would not sail at night, but there were plenty of harbours on England’s eastern coast that they could keep in almost constant sight. It was July, so the days were long. The swell was heavy once they left the harbour and on two occasions the coal pile slipped. The St Hilda listed so fearfully that the men had to clamber down into the hold and shovel it back into place.


After that, they made good progress and put into Hart le Pool2 early. They spent the evening securing their filthy cargo with ropes and canvas sheets, but still had time to walk around the town and take a drink in the fishermen’s rest house on the strand. There they heard that a local aristocrat named Robert de Brus had recently been granted a licence to make salt by heating pans of seawater over burning coal. Times were certainly changing.


The next morning, the captain announced that they ought to be able to make it to Grimsby by sunset. Out at sea, as the St Hilda skimmed on the crest of the swell before a brisk northerly wind, the crew realised that their securely fastened cargo had improved their sea-worthiness – the ship was moving with a previously unsuspected balance and grace. They raced past Whitby, saluting their patroness with a rousing cheer and a flagon of ale, and soon left Scarborough far behind, too. But off Flamborough the sky darkened, the swell rose and the wind veered to the south, slowing their pace to a crawl.


When they finally entered the wide Humber estuary they had to fight an obstinate current that kept pushing them back out to sea. Grimsby lay ahead in the gloom for many hours as they inched towards it, before at last they arrived for the night.


Even then it was barely like being on shore: Grimsby was virtually an island, surrounded by marshy fens, and its relations with the outside world were entirely maritime. Goods arrived from overseas and were then dispatched upriver into the heart of Yorkshire. Yet plenty of the port’s denizens – many of whom had explored the fjord at Bergen and ridden the swell off the Hook of Holland – had never been as far inland as York. Marine life alone was enough to make Grimsby rich, however, and the town generated high tax revenues for the King.


The following day the St Hilda made good progress all the way to Yarmouth, a big, bustling town on a finger of land at the mouth of the River Yare. It was the principal trading post in this part of the country: the perfect place to stretch your legs and take on supplies. The great city of Norwich was only twenty miles inland, and a fine guild house presided over the port’s busy trade in herring and oysters. The beach was stacked with boats from Sandwich and Deal, selling their catches before turning for home. But they would not be leaving any time soon: dark clouds were rising over the steeple of the church of St Nicholas, and everyone in Yarmouth knew that there was no going to sea once rain touched the head of the saint.


Yarmouth’s other striking feature was that it was full of foreigners. As the crew of the St Hilda wandered through the ‘Rows’ – the cramped alleyways where hundreds had died in the floods of 1286 and 1287 – they could hear German, Norwegian, Flemish and Italian accents.


The only English voice was the cry from a ground-level grille in the wall of the guild hall, where a prisoner was pleading with passers-by for a fish head or a crust of bread.


On they went the next day, pressing through mild waves as they pushed south, cheerfully saluting the church turrets that poked above the trees at Southwold and Blythburgh. But as they rolled past Dunwich the men fell silent; one or two snatched the caps from their heads and clasped them to their chests in a solemn gesture. They all knew what had happened here. This had once been the foremost city in the whole kingdom, a thriving port, capital of the East Angles, a place of fine churches, rich monastic houses and hospitals. But the storms of 1286 and 1287 had caused even more damage here. Almost half of the town had been swept away, and the harbour, once the finest on the coast, was now a silted-up maze of dangerous sandbanks and shingle spurs. At a stroke, Dunwich had lost its raison d’être. From a mile out to sea, the broken arch of the monastery looked like a tombstone, a mournful echo of a once-great settlement.3


Even the irreligious souls among the crew were sobered by this stark reminder of the fragility of human life in the face of God and His frightful weather demons. So there was no appetite for braving the elements when the wind freshened into a sharp gale and hard waves began to hammer the dunes of Pegwell Bay. The St Hilda remained in the shelter of Sandwich’s harbour for two nights, waiting for the wind to ease. When she finally departed it was with a sense of trepidation, as if the sea had evil purposes.


This remained the dominant emotion in the days that followed, because many of the resting points on the St Hilda’s route – including New Romney and Hastings – had been battered by the same cruel seas, and the wreckage was still visible. Only Winchelsea, which Edward I had declared a new town in 1288, seemed to be reviving. The crew spent a day there, shivering in the rain, then lost another in Portsmouth, where they put in for water and were trapped by the low tide. The crescent on the town’s banner was a reminder that one of King Richard’s Crusader fleets had set sail from here. When the St Hilda finally left the crew felt a little like warriors themselves, as they battled the wind, heaving and barging their way down the Solent to their destination – Poole.


They unloaded their cargo of Newcastle coal on to a convoy of mule-drawn barges on the western edge of the shallow harbour and waved it farewell. Then they took it in turns to climb the mast, which offered a better view of Corfe Castle, which stood on a looming mound a few miles to the south. Its lofty stone turrets and curtain wall, built from local Purbeck stone, were recent constructions – insurance against potential French attack – but it was a place of ancient mystery as well, a hill fort that had been an important Norman stronghold. The high keep was whitewashed, and shone like a Pennine fell in winter.


This may be an imaginary description of the first coal ever to leave Newcastle, but we do know that a vessel similar to the St Hilda would have made the trip, since cogs were the standard North Sea freighters at the time. They had a daily range of some seventy-two miles, and their single sail was not as manoeuvrable as those on modern craft, so a journey on this scale would have taken at least a week, and probably longer.


Sailing at night was out of the question. Although experienced mariners could steer by the stars, there were no accurate charts of the shoreline, no lighthouses, no coastguards, no radios, no weather forecasts … and an awful lot of rocks. The North Sea sky often blotted out the stars, in any case.


The point of narrating the St Hilda’s voyage is not simply to have some speculative fun, however. First, the importance of coal in English history can hardly be overstated. Something mighty grew from this small beginning, so when the steam age finally came Britain found itself with an immense competitive advantage over its European rivals. It had ten times the exploitable coal reserves of France,4 and while the German lands had a rich lode, they did not unite as a single nation until 1866, by which time Britain had been a joint venture for 150 years.


England alone had many times more coal than Prussia, the coming force in European affairs.


It has been estimated that Britain could call on an energy resource of 35,000 horsepower (not counting actual horses, of course) by 1800. A century later, it had more than 9 million, thanks almost entirely to the demand created by the need to haul coal. And all this can be glimpsed, as if in the flashlight of an imaginary photograph, in that first shipment down the medieval Tyne.


The Romans had used coal as fuel for their underfloor heating (hypocausts) and thermal baths in chilly Britain, but it became a dormant resource when they left in 410. This first shipment was only a faint streak, in the medieval sky, of the tremendous power to come. But we can see it as a beacon, lighting a path to the future.


The fact that the voyage began in Newcastle is important, since the location of England’s richest coal fields would in due course determine many other aspects of the national life – not least the balance between its northern and southern halves. The division between these was starting to emerge as early as the thirteenth century, as coal from the North was burned in the South. There was a ‘Sea Coal Lane’ in London in 1228, and twenty-nine years later Queen Eleanor was much distressed by the malodorous fumes that blighted her visit to Nottingham.


The first coal shipment from Newcastle was significant in another way. The east coast down which the St Hilda sailed was itself a momentous part of England’s natural inheritance, central to its island character. Nothing could more obviously showcase the vital role of landscape in human affairs than the simple fact that the English were, from their earliest days, a seagoing people.


And, despite vigorous attempts to enlist it as a bastion, the sea was not particularly good at repelling boarders. Yes, England’s location may have forged the incurious mentality best summed up in the old headline: ‘Fog in Channel; Europe Isolated’. This enduring national characteristic still finds sharp expression in the modern lack of interest in learning foreign languages (earlier generations were more eager students); and the sense that we prefer our own company, thank you very much, was surely a contributory factor in the Brexit vote. But while the medieval sea was occasionally a shield, protecting us from invasion, much more often it was the exact opposite: a gateway, a transport system, a perimeter ring road. Thanks to the sea, England was open to the outside world, and the outside world was open to England.


Only a few decades after that first coal shipment, Chaucer’s shipman knew every port from Sweden to Finisterre, and every creek in Brittany and Spain.


The sea even opened England up to itself. It was not easy for coastal settlements to reach one another by land. Who wanted to walk or ride from Hull to Dartmouth? So the seaside towns were not only trading posts but refuelling stations, ideal spots for a break, a rest and a bite to eat.5


This simple topographical feature turned England’s modest size into an asset. In a neat paradox, the nation was small enough to be big – with the assistance of its formidable transport infrastructure, it was able to unite more swiftly than the French, German or Italian lands, all of which continued to be swirls of small, warring duchies and principalities for many centuries to come. In A History of the English Speaking Peoples, Winston Churchill suggested that the French elite that seized England in 1066, and then trampled over its regional distinctions, was a unifying force because it acted against ‘the tendency towards provincialisation’. But it was able to achieve this only because of England’s modest size and maritime location.
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