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‘The air is full of sounds; the sky, of tokens; the ground is all memoranda and signatures, and every object covered over with hints which speak to the intelligent.’


Ralph Waldo Emerson
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INTRODUCTION


He was sitting on the stubbled margin of a field near my cottage in Hampshire, tucked inside a big green fishing umbrella. As I approached with my terrier Bertie, I wondered what he could be doing, apparently camped out in this nondescript place of mud and wind. Spotting the metal detector lying on its side, I took it at first to be a bit of agricultural kit – a turnip extractor, maybe? – and the man an employee of the local farm estate. Then a bleep went off in my head. He had to be one of those boring fools who tramp across fields in headphones and gumboots, looking for something they never find.


This was my first sighting of a detectorist up close, but I’d observed plenty of his anorak-wearing cousins, furtively haunting the ends of railway station platforms with spiral notebooks and stubby pencils.


‘Morning,’ I said, feeling an inner smirk coming on.


Next to the detector was a military-style knapsack, a Thermos and an open Tupperware box containing a round of sandwiches made of white pulpy bread.


‘Afternoon,’ said the man, mid-munch, from the gloom of his umbrella nest.


I looked at my watch. It was 12.10pm. The man was a stickler.


‘Found anything?’ He shook his head. I persisted: ‘Any particular reason you’re looking here?’ Then I remembered something and without waiting for him to reply supplied my own answer. ‘Battle of Cheriton by any chance?’


The village of Cheriton lies three miles to the west of where we were. In March 1644, it was the site of a small but significant battle of the English Civil War in which Parliamentarian forces under Sir William Waller routed a Royalist army commanded by his close friend Ralph Hopton (the previous year, in a letter to Hopton, Waller had written: ‘We are both upon the stage and must act such parts as are assigned us in this tragedy. Let us do it in a way of honour, and without personal animosities’).


Apparently the farmer who worked the fields around Cheriton still ploughed up cannonballs and musket balls and other objects. An old oak tree near where we were now talking was reputedly where Sir Benjamin Tichborne, one of the fleeing Royalist officers, had hidden on the night after the battle. I had a mental flash of a haggard man in high boots and a floppy hat, scurrying across the field in front of us. A coin fell from his pocket, a button from his ripped jacket. Were they now zipped in a pocket of my new friend’s knapsack? Would he tell me if they were?


The detectorist looked up at me blankly. Then his inscrutable features twisted in rage.


‘Bloody hell,’ he exclaimed. ‘Get off! Off!’


He rocked forward and tried to swipe Bertie’s head. Too late. While I was rambling on in know-all fashion, the dog had managed to strain far enough forward on his leash to filch the man’s remaining sandwich from its box and was now desperately trying to gobble it down before it was somehow redeemed from him.


This incident gold-plated the encounter with a great punchline. The detectorist became just a prop and a sap in my store of tales of a life lived smugly. Five years later, when I came to meet my second detectorist, there was far less to be smug about. Bertie the artful little dodger had died. And the moving parts of my life as a travel writer for newspapers and magazines had been jammed up by a spanner called Covid-19.


Brexit – or at least the vote to bring about the UK’s withdrawal from the EU – had already cast a shadow. But even as my country tore itself apart over its place in the world, I had continued to look and travel outwards. Then all our horizons were shrunk by a zoonotic virus that had probably started in a ‘wet’ market in China.


Unable to count on travelling abroad, I started writing a monthly newspaper column about Britain. It was an opportunity to make a point. It seemed to me that readers had stopped being the main audience of much travel journalism. The avalanche of glossy supplements was signalling behind their backs to advertisers and the corporate travel industry. The prism through which readers saw the world was being reduced to guff about secret hideaways and designer bedsheets.


There was, I felt, a more individual, grounded way of travelling. Memorable experiences, rooted in landscape and history, could be had in objectively unremarkable places – on the A1, a road I know well, for example. This loose idea was given a run-out in my first newspaper column of the Covid era. I then had to come up with ideas for subsequent columns. At this point I remembered my Hampshire detectorist.


During lockdown, I had taken to going on long solitary rambles, with binoculars round my neck to scope the sky for the buzzards and red kites that wheeled above the chalk downland where I lived. But my gaze was drawn down as well as upward. The fields and woods I trod were linked by sunken trackways overarched with canopies of hazel and hawthorn. The effect was one of walking through green tunnels, my boots often crowded into a narrow groove down the centre that had been worn in the chalk and flint by centuries of tramping feet.


I started to wonder about all the people who had gone before me on this web of trackways. And as I speculated, I started to ‘feel’ these spectral figures through the soles of my boots and see them in the corner of my eye.


The experience was like a jolt of earth energy, light bending from a long-dead place. I was within touching distance of John Masefield’s . . . ‘souls unseen/Who knew the interest in me, and were keen/That man alive should understand man dead’ (from ‘Biography’). One of these souls looked familiar: the fleeing Cavalier I half-glimpsed when Bertie and I met the detectorist whose sandwich he snaffled.


Though my world had suffered a general deficit of light since that time, in one respect it had been enriched. A comedy series about metal detecting had proved an unlikely hit on TV and caused me to revise my snobby view of detectorists as, essentially, trainspotters in wellies. Detectorists, written by Mackenzie Crook, was gentle, bucolic and in its way profound. If Andy and Lance, played by Crook and Toby Jones, were anything to go by, the hobbyists who scoured our greensward in search of tokens of the past were citizen-philosophers with big hearts and a warm sense of place.


At its worst, the Brexit debate had poked a manure heap of xenophobia, among the English in particular. But Andy and Lance channelled a different sense of Englishness, one that didn’t define itself by the exclusion of others. In one episode, Lance speculates on all the people that have passed here before us as he digs up his latest find:




‘. . . there’s nowhere we could tread that hasn’t been trodden on a thousand times before by Celts, Druids, the Romans . . .’


‘What you got?’ [says Andy]


‘A scaffold clamp . . . Saxons, the Vikings . . .’





At the end of the episode, these ancestors are brought back to life in a time-lapse sequence that transfigures the Suffolk field the detectorists have been searching in. The trees shrink, the seasons change and figures from deep history appear and dissolve. The soundtrack to these mystical moments, a song called ‘Magpie’ sung by the traditional Northumbrian folk singers The Unthanks, has its roots in Old English song and lore. That Cavalier I kept seeing came from the same place. Not just the imagination but the earth itself.


Watching a rerun of this episode gave me an idea for the next column. The National Council for Metal Detecting (NCMD), the hobby’s ‘official voice’, put me in touch with a detectorist called Kris Rodgers, who posts videos on a YouTube channel entitled ‘Addicted to Bleeps’. A bearded, jovial dude (one of his words) with the catchphrase ‘Greetings, bleepers, how the devil are you?’, Kris has 120,000 subscribers, in Canada and the US as well as the UK. The far south-east corner of England is his patch. He agreed to take me out and we arranged to meet one Thursday, in the post-lockdown weeks of high summer, in the car park of a Brewers Fayre pub on the outskirts of Dover.


The name (streamlined of its apostrophe) of this chain of ‘family friendly pub restaurants’ evokes an imagined past of cheery landlords, foaming pints and no-nonsense grub with gravy (other chains in the genre include Harvester, Chef & Brewer and Toby Carvery). But there is nothing phoney about the historic pedigree of this part of the English coast.


Mainland Europe is in your face, just over 20 miles south across the Dover Strait and visible as a spectral line or dusting of lights in clear weather. Romans and Vikings conducted raids and invasions on the Kentish coast. Dover and her White Cliffs have always been a front line and a faultline in the national psyche – not just the point of easiest entry for invaders and refugees but a big white barrier against any perceived dilution of our national identity and plunder of our riches by those same foreigners.


In the Battle of Britain, which was fought in these skies in the summer of 1940, the narrative of resistance to invasion found its defining moment. Like many boys of the post-war baby boomer generation I had grown up on a diet of war comics and aeroplane models celebrating the gallantry of those ‘few’ Hurricane and Spitfire pilots whom Churchill immortalised in his famous speech.


The day I met Kris was just two weeks before the 80th anniversary of the Battle of Britain and as we truffled for treasure in a Kentish field a Spitfire flew over, like a logo in the blue. At the same time, out in the Channel, another ‘invasion’ (the word is loaded but some people used it) was under way. The people came not in Nazi warplanes or Roman triremes but in barely seaworthy dinghies. And their intent was not to conquer but to escape war and poverty. More than three hundred men, women and children were picked up by Coastguard vessels or Border Force patrols on the day I went to Kent to try my hand at metal detecting.


In this lodestone of national identity and time of self-distancing, Kris and I clinked the elbows of our checked shirts. In real life the dial was turned down a notch from his ebullient on-screen persona. As he gave me a quick metal-detecting tutorial, shaking out the contents of his knapsack (all detectorists have them) on the asphalt of the Brewers Fayre car park, I warmed immediately to this green man of Kent.


‘This’ll give you an idea of the kind of stuff we turn up,’ he said.


A pile of dusty objects lay before us. It looked like the contents of a vacuum cleaner bag. He sifted through.


‘Half an R2-D2,’ he said, tossing aside an old Star Wars figurine. ‘Ye olde catapult. What I call “coins of nothingness”. Oh, that’s good.’ He lifted to the light a small silver disc dated 1561: a hammered Elizabethan sixpence. Then something small and functional. ‘Know what that is? Tricky one, I didn’t know.’


I had no idea.


‘Candle snuffer. Roman.’


The inventory continued. A spur. A ‘rove’, which is a copper washer used in boatbuilding apparently. Concluding, he said: ‘But if I was to sum up metal detecting, it would be with these three things.’ He prodded them into a line: ‘Bullet. Musket ball. Coin.’


The warm-up over, I followed Kris’s car north-east along the coast. Between a village and the fringes of a small town, we turned left on to a country road. A ridge rose on our left, the seaward side, with a windmill on the top. Inland stood a copse. We parked at the edge of a field below the windmill. This was part of Kris’s ‘land’, the various fields and meadows that he had permission from the owners to detect on. Our field had just been cut for hay. The stubble was dry, the ground even.


We shouldered our machines – he was lending me his everyday model, an XP Gold Maxx Power, while he road tested a new detector for his YouTube channel – and headed off in the direction of the windmill.


‘Talking of treasure,’ he said, ‘this is the real treasure, my friend.’


He opened his arms to a world that in that moment was just for us: the grass-fragrant field; the copse and ridge and English Channel; distant bungalows and static caravans scattered like white-and-beige pebbles; and above (never forget to look up), a cloudless sky sprinkled with buzzards.


‘A lot of detectorists miss this,’ said Kris. ‘They’re in it for gain. They miss the bigger picture of what it can give you.’


At the top of the ridge he demonstrated how to operate the detector, the importance of keeping the search coil (the halo-like head) parallel to the ground as you sweep it back and forth.


‘A slow, relaxed motion,’ he said. ‘This is the tai chi part of it. Repeating these movements until your mind finally shuts up and you go to that zone where you become nothing and no one. And it’s lovely.’


He smiled and rolled his shoulders, gently feathering the coil over the fresh-cut stalks and flinty earth. And I wondered what dins went off in his head that he felt the need to silence them.


‘See?’


He invited me to have a go.


So far, I had carried my detector as if it were a dumb tree branch or a bag of tent poles. Now we powered up its intelligence and I set it to work, gripping the handle and sweeping the coil at hover level above the soil. Unlike, say, fly fishing, there appeared to be no arcane technique to metal detecting. It seemed as accessibly easy as a hip-swaying walk in the park.


‘I listen for what I call “happy bleeps”,’ he went on, placing a coin in the ground and playing the coil over the top of it. The electronic signal was high-pitched and urgent. There were also unhappy bleeps, low grunts caused by iron junk like horseshoes. The ground, Kris said, is talking to you. ‘You’ve got to listen carefully to what it says.’


Spaced several yards apart, we swept slowly towards the copse at the northern end of the ridge. Kris talked about how he got started. He’d been a youth worker and played bass guitar in pub bands. When the kids he looked after were offered a day out with a metal detectorist, he went along and was hooked.


‘It’s a lovely thing and I’m so glad I found it,’ he said. ‘It goes way deeper than just digging up cool stuff. It’s hard to suffer from anxiety or feel pressure when you’re in a place like this. Hang on—.’


He had bleeps. He ran the coil back across the spot, as if rewinding a tape. The bleeps were halfway between happy and grumpy. Worth a dig. With a tough-looking spade, he levered up a plug of earth and squatted to examine it. Now he refined the search with an orange ‘pinpointer’, an electronic wand like the ones used for airport security checks.


The object was in the earthen plug. He split it apart as if he were breaking bread, saying, ‘I think there’s something proactively spiritual about putting your hands in mud.’ He probed again with the pointer. The object was now in the left-hand piece of the earthen loaf. ‘Prepare yourself . . .’ he said – and extricated a ring pull from a drinks can.


His most spectacular find, he said, had come just a few months before – a hoard of Bronze Age axe heads and other objects that he reported to the Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS), the voluntary recording programme run by the British Museum, as potential treasure under the Treasure Act (1996). Experts from the BM were still assessing it. ‘It’s pretty massive in archaeology terms,’ he said, ‘but I prefer the more personal objects that tell a story.’


His favourite piece was the early fourteenth-century ‘papal bulla’ he found on the other side of Folkestone. A papal bulla is a lead seal that was attached to papal documents to prove their authenticity. Who was carrying the one Kris found? Had he just come off a ship? Was he bound for Canterbury? ‘It has a rip in it, as if it was torn away from the holder,’ he said. Kris’s fantasy was that this man on a medieval Pope’s business had been mugged – or murdered.


As we walked and talked, the Spitfire flew over. Gazing up at the roundels on the underside of the wings, I remarked on the deep and pure parochialism of where we were and what we were doing – sifting, probing, interrogating the very soil we had come from. I told him it was one of the things I liked about Detectorists: ‘It didn’t make a big deal of it, but it was partly about who we are.’


The soil spoke to us again, this time with happy bleeps. Kris dug, then probed with the pointer.


‘Ah, look at that my friend.’


It was small and finely wrought – copper alloy with a green patina of oxidisation. He turned it over in his gloved hand.


‘We’ve got ourselves a buckle. That’s got some age to it.’


He reckoned it was Tudor (and the next day confirmed the fact). The buckle was D-shaped, single-loop and was attached to the clothing of some peasant or herdsman when Henry VIII sat on the English throne.


Kris handed it to me, saying, ‘You’re the first person to touch that for five hundred years’ – then, correcting himself: ‘Second person.’


As I took it, I felt something. Something like time becoming circular. In all my years of travelling the world – from Pyongyang to Pitcairn Island – the most faraway place of all had been hiding right here, in plain sight. Offering its memoranda and signatures in the most random and thrilling ways, from just an inch or two down in my home soil.


The buckle’s phantom owner joined the fleeing Cavalier in my crew of unseen souls. The worry, in his time, would have been of Catholic invasion from Continental Europe. This paranoia reached its height in 1538 when Pope Paul III excommunicated Henry VIII following Henry’s annulment of his marriage to the devoutly Catholic Catherine of Aragon. Henry had ordered fortifications along the South Coast to be beefed up and the following year visited Dover Castle to see for himself how the work was going. There was no rolling news then, but word travelled fast when it came to outside threat. Did our buckled friend once stand on this spot, scanning the sea for the masts of French or Spanish warships?


Kris also found a farthing – a plump and jaunty-tailed wren was seeing the sky again after 60 years – and I had a find of my own. My very first. It was so small that I couldn’t actually see it in the lump of earth I held in my hand and Kris had to guide me to it, his pinpointer jittering crazily across my fingers. ‘There,’ he said, shaking and smoothing the soil off it and holding it up to my eyes. It was about the size of a pea and bluntly conical.


‘Er, what is it?’ I said.


A dress pin or fastener, reckoned Kris on quick examination. He aged it back to Tudor times, like our buckle. We found it not far from the buckle. Maybe our peasant, squinting out to sea, pulled his cloak tighter around him against the onshore breeze and the fear of invasion – and as he did so this little pin pinged off on to the ground. Feeling a ridiculous burst of pride – I was no slouch at this detecting game, I had just found a Tudor dress pin! – I placed it in the top pocket of my shirt.


After a couple of hours, Kris had to rush off to post a review of the new detector he was road testing on his YouTube channel. His parting words were, ‘If you need any help getting started, give us a bell.’ I hadn’t actually said I was planning to take up metal detecting. My line had been that I was looking for just enough material for one 800-word column.


Once Kris had driven off, I sat in the car and poured myself a cup of tea from my Thermos. Drinking it, I pondered Kris’s offer and found myself tapping my shirt pocket. Then I started the car and drove home through dissolving landscapes.
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SECRETS OF THE ORCHARD


My machine turned up behind the wheelie bins one morning, dropped off by a phantom DHL driver. On its box was an image of the detector superimposed on a range of mountains – the rugged outdoors was now mine to dig holes and find scaffold clamps in!


I made a cup of coffee and carried the box into the living room. These days, bits of kit designed for middle-aged hobbyists are impressively idiot-proof – I’m a technical halfwit but within a few sips of coffee I had managed to slide, clip and tighten the rigid plastic parts into place.


The orange-and-black device that lay before me on the sofa looked, even down to the colour scheme, like the garden strimmer that had appeared behind the wheelie bins the week before. The week before that, I had taken delivery of a bright yellow, high-pressure patio cleaner. What did these colourful but atypical acquisitions tell me about the direction my life was taking all of a sudden? Did I even care? I cared just enough to check that no one was peering through the living-room window. Then I gripped my new toy and swept the John Lewis rug for treasure.


The detector and other tools were a case of late-onset maturity, brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic and the consequent requirement to ‘stay home’. Luckily for me, home was an old cottage in the Hampshire countryside that I shared with my partner. We had owned it for nearly 30 years but had never spent so much uninterrupted time here.


As we grew into this strange interlude, we felt history stirring in the corners of our new world. The landscape of life was turning upside down, other realities were appearing. Part of this revelation had occurred on my outing with Kris in Kent. Who knew such things as the buckle and the dress pin had been lying in that field for five hundred years, waiting to be found? What did that say for the fields surrounding the cottage – a largely undisturbed corner of Hampshire that has been in human occupation for thousands of years?


The metal detector was to be my companion on journeys to destinations that had been here all along, places far too obvious for me to have noticed before: the ones in front of my eyes and beneath my feet.


Standing in my front room that morning, I felt certain that the ancestors were already lined up, awaiting their turn to touch the future. But metal detecting is science, not an act of faith. I didn’t have a clue how to use the thing I was holding. In the early hours after unpacking the detector, I pored over the online instruction manual and studied video tutorials with an increasing sense of frustration.


All the information available online assumed a basic level of knowledge that I didn’t have. It was like reading a cookbook and not knowing what ‘peel’ or ‘boil’ meant. Down in Kent I had detected dumbly, relying on Kris to set my machine and interpret its responses. He had offered to be on phone standby, but I needed someone on the doorstep. When I swept the internet for a likely local contact, Pete Welch popped up like a shiny coin.


Pete set up a group called Weekend Wanderers more than 30 years ago and has ‘permissions’ (i.e. agreements with farmers to detect on their land) across several southern English counties. In 2014, in a field near Buckingham, someone on a Weekend Wanderers rally found a hoard of more than five thousand eleventh-century coins (many from the reigns of Kings Aethelred the Unready and Cnut the Great) that was subsequently valued at £1.35 million and is now on display at the Discover Bucks Museum in Aylesbury.


On a bright day in early summer, Pete and I met in the garden of a pub next to a heritage railway line. The garden was rigged up with a giant TV screen and red-and-white bunting for the forthcoming European Football Championship and every so often a hooting steam train puffed by in a spasm of cream-and-maroon nostalgia.


For ease of recognition, Pete wore his Weekend Wanderers baseball cap, the logo devised so that the WW appeared either side of the image of an antique coin to make the word ‘WOW’. When I admired the niftiness of the logo, he pointed out that ‘Wow!’ was the word most commonly exclaimed on ‘digs’ (a term, incidentally, that archaeologists don’t approve of when applied to the activities of detectorists), along with ‘Found much?’


Pete was exactly my age, a compact, twinkly bloke both warm and wily – a characteristic of serious-minded detectorists. His opening declaration was this: ‘If I said to you, “Go and find some Roman coins 20 minutes’ drive from here” you wouldn’t know where to start looking, it’d be random. But I could take you to a place and you’d go, “Oh, a Roman coin.” Coz I know where to look. But there’s lots of places I don’t know where to look. Because what you’ve really got here is a largely unexplored country.’


The idea of Britain being still ‘largely unexplored’ in a metal-detecting sense came as a relief. I suffer from a variant of Impostor Syndrome, the feeling that whatever I am associated with its best days are behind it. Cases in point include all the sports teams I played in, and the profession I fell into (journalism – already on the skids when I started out). I had been worrying that I was arriving late at this party too.


Since I had tuned into the idea of becoming a detectorist, scarcely a week seemed to have passed without some revelation of an unassuming hobbyist making a stellar find, often in an incongruous location. These stories tended to pop up at the end of TV news bulletins as feel-good fillers, but they made me anxious. Leave some stuff in the ground for me!


Pete’s comment conjured a more reassuring scenario, of old Britain lying there like a tramp in a ditch, just waiting for me to rifle its raggedy breeches. As I would learn, this is a mugger’s way of regarding our common heritage. But metal detecting was to be nothing if not a process of growing up.


Over prawn-and-avocado baguettes, Pete riffed on some metal-detecting essentials, from use of maps (check ’em out first, from old Ordnance Survey to Google Earth) and psychology (chatting up farmers for permissions) to turf wars and the kind of people he referred to coyly as ‘A-holes’.


On the subject of getting started, he was clear: ‘Any new machine that I buy, I bench-test it,’ he said, raising and lowering his baguette for emphasis. ‘I put it on to a wooden table and I pass across the coil bits of iron, silver, gold, small things, large things. Write down what response you get. That’s the biggest problem new people have. They don’t bench-test it enough.’


The day after meeting Pete Welch, I laid my detector – a beginner-to-intermediate model fairly new to the market called a Quest Q30 – on the wooden table in the garden and assembled around it various metal objects I had managed to cobble together. Detectorists post videos on YouTube going through exactly this bench-test (or air-test) process. But they have real finds to use as their test specimens, things they want to find more of.


I had to make do with a hotchpotch: an iron ring I found on the Thames foreshore at Rotherhithe, in the spot where boatbuilding and boatbreaking took place; a gold Spanish eight-escudos piece dated 1802, from the reign of Carlos IV; a modern Norwegian one-krone piece; a pair of brass nutcrackers in the suggestive form of shapely female legs; and a head-and-shoulders figurine made of spelter (a zinc–lead alloy like bronze) that I had found while working in the garden a decade before.


The idea was to note the tones and record the ‘target ID’ number (from 1 to 99, on my machine) that appeared on the detector’s display panel as I swept each object back and forth across, but not touching, the ‘search coil’. This is the circuitry at the end of the shaft, resembling a spoked wheel or closed horseshoe, where the clever stuff happens. The coil transmits an electromagnetic field into the ground and any metal within that field will respond by generating its own electromagnetic field that the machine then picks up and interprets as both an ID number and a language of bleeps and tones.


The response depends on the conductivity of the object. Bits of old iron, which are poor conductors, score low on the number scale and produce grunt-like bleeps, while gold, silver or copper, which are highly conductive, score top marks, with a higher-pitched, excitable sound.


This is the general idea, but the story is more complicated than this. Iron, for instance, may be a poor conductor per se, but a big chunk like a bit of old plough will return a high-ID reading due to its sheer size. And precious metals will respond differently when alloyed with other metals. A gold coin, for instance, may give a similar signal to the ring pull of a drinks can. But I wasn’t ready, at this stage, for such fine-tuning.


I switched on the machine for the first time and watched the digital calligraphy chase itself around the display screen. When the detector bleeped I gave it a nod, anticipating the odd kind of almost-bond that can develop between humans (well, men) and mechanical objects. Then I fed it with tidbits, wafting the different items across its coil and duly noting, on the opening page of a new notebook, the ID number and beep tone of each.


The iron ring registered 18 and sounded pissed off, as I would if shaken from a drunken sleep. The gold coin and the brass legs scored high marks and sounded crisp and upbeat – the ‘happy bleeps’ that were Kris Rodgers’s watchword.


While I was doing this, my partner came out to spy on me and spotted the gold coin, which was a family heirloom she had inherited from her aunt in Spain. I had taken it from her jewellery box without her permission, but she didn’t seem to mind. ‘As long as you don’t actually bury it,’ she joked.


When the coast was clear I proceeded to the next stage, which was to create a ‘test garden’ – to dig holes in the ground, bury my test objects in the holes and find them again using the detector, noting its reaction and readings. The bit of garden I chose for this experiment was called, somewhat optimistically, ‘the orchard’.


Though it did contain some apple trees, calling it an orchard was really an excuse not to mow the grass there very often, or do any weeding at all. The orchard was also where I intended to make my first attempts at metal detecting for real. This was partly so that I didn’t leave the lawn surrounding the cottage pockmarked with holes, as Pete Welch had warned me would happen. But it was also because I reckoned the orchard was a really promising search site.


Earlier in the year, while digging a hole for an apple tree sapling, I had found a fragment of Victorian glazed pottery and an oyster shell. The shell probably dates from the nineteenth century when oysters were a poor man’s fast food, though it could be many centuries older. A few years earlier, while clearing nettles in the orchard, I had also stumbled on the spelter figurine I used in the bench test.


This object was the forerunner of finds I would make with the detector and gave me a preliminary taste of the thrill of the process. When I’d cleaned the soil off it, I found myself looking at the face of a bewhiskered military gent wearing a fez. The top of the fez was hollow and plugged with earth. Letters on the base of the bust spelt out the name GORDON. The fez, the Victorian facial hair, the name – I had dug up one of English history’s more bizarre minor characters, Major-General Charles George Gordon, known as Gordon of Khartoum.


After his martyr’s death at the Siege of Khartoum in 1885, Gordon had posthumously enjoyed an outpouring of patriotic adulation. Statues were erected in his honour, a hospital in Westminster changed its name to Gordon Hospital (though the suspicion has to be that the Western Hospital for Fistula, Piles and other Diseases of the Rectum was just waiting for a pretext) and a manufacturer of Victorian mantelpiece knick-knacks spotted an opening for a new product line.


The hole in General Gordon’s fez was a puzzle. But an internet search revealed an identical object – a match holder and striker. The matches were kept in the fez and you struck them on the textured surface of the striker plate behind his epaulettes. For many years, no doubt, General Gordon was a fixture in the inglenook fireplace that still lay at the heart of the cottage. But at some point his function became redundant, the man himself a forgotten figure, and the bust was taken out and lobbed into the undergrowth.


I began to look on the orchard as a holder of secrets, a sense only reinforced when I did some research on the local area in preparation for the arrival of the metal detector. On a tithe map of 1839, I found that in the middle of the nineteenth century the strip of land we called the orchard had been a plot of arable land (which explained its long, thin shape, suitable for ploughing) belonging to ‘D. Stevens’ and rented by ‘Sarah Prior’.


Sarah was listed as living next to the plot of land, in a house and barn she also owned – the cottage and (converted) barn that was now our house. I pictured Sarah Prior and generations of rural folk before and after her subsisting on the crops and vegetables they grew in this narrow strip. As they worked, oyster shells were thrown from their hands, coins dropped through holes in their pockets, oxen harnesses snapped and fell to earth and the piece of land now called the orchard filled steadily with memoranda and signatures.


I dug the holes for the test garden with another new piece of equipment, a high-strength ‘digging tool’ designed specially for metal detecting that lies somewhere between a garden spade and a trowel and extrudes pleasingly well-formed plugs of earth. The holes were scattered across a flat section of the orchard and I marked each location carefully with one of those wooden ‘lolly sticks’ used by gardeners. Once I had noted the ID number and tone of a find, I dug it back up and tamped the earth back into place.


That was the idea. It went off without hitch with the first couple of objects. But the gold coin didn’t seem to be in the hole where I had put it. It wasn’t just me that couldn’t find it. Neither could my ‘carrot’. This is a crucial bit of specialist kit, otherwise known as the pinpointer, that in colour, size and shape looks like, well, a carrot. Designed to detect metallic objects at close range, it has a durable plastic snout with which to rootle in the bottom of muddy holes. When it gets within a few inches of a target, it bleeps. When it’s almost touching, it chatters excitedly, like the fruit bats I once heard in Fiji when the breadfruit were ready to eat.


But the carrot remained silent. I thought I had dug each hole to a depth of about six inches, but maybe for the gold coin I had gone a little deeper. I carried on digging, tried the pinpointer again. Nothing. Then my partner’s rubber gardening clogs appeared in my eye line. ‘Everything OK?’ she said from far above.


Sitting back and wiping my brow, I reassured her that everything was fine. But I was suddenly feeling the heat. The coin was worth about £3,000 – I’d looked it up the night before – quite apart from the sentimental value of having belonged to a recently deceased and much-loved aunt.


‘It’s the gold coin, isn’t it?’ she said.


When I admitted that it was, she uttered two words that always freeze my blood: ‘Traveller’s cheques’. Over the years these apparently innocuous nouns have become shorthand for, ‘Oh no, you’ve done it again, you complete moron.’ The specific reference is to a trip to Corsica on which she gave me her envelope of holiday money to look after for five minutes and in that time a thief somehow managed to nick it from under my nose. Having re-fired a bullet she had fired many times before, she went back to the house, leaving me sweating.


I could have returned fire with a recycled bullet of my own and it was also expressible in two words: ‘Dress pin’. When I returned from that first metal-detecting outing with Kris in Kent, I had taken my day’s find from the top pocket of my shirt and waved it proudly in front of my partner’s nose before placing it in a bowl by the kitchen sink.


I was going to rinse the mud off it just as soon as I’d checked out ‘Tudor dress pins’ online, but in that time she decided to do the washing-up. Small enough to be mistaken for a piece of food detritus, the dress pin was never seen again. But I decided that discretion was the better part of valour, given that her gold coin had possibly hit a sinkhole and slipped down hundreds of feet into Hampshire’s chalky substratum.


In the many videos posted online by detectorists, often professionalised with soundtracks and graphics, the bit when they dig for an object is always skated over or speeded up, as if it were no more problematic than tying shoelaces. Having picked up a promising signal, they deftly hold the detector in one hand while levering up an accurate divot with the digging tool held in the other, giving it a helping toe poke with, usually, the left foot (right in my case, as I’m a left-hander).


Dropping to earth, they then truffle out the booty within seconds and, without breaking sweat, brandish the find aloft with a gleeful exclamation. But the earth is an alien, unfathomable place. Even its nearest depths are less familiar than deep space and I found the digging/finding process bothersome. It was as if the soil were playing entry-level magician’s tricks that were still diverting enough to baffle me.


One beginner’s mistake is to not check the plug of soil you have removed – you’re digging deeper and deeper while the target is right there next to your knee all along. With the gold coin, it turned out that I was digging in the wrong place. After I’d widened the hole, the carrot finally led me to it and a domestic crisis was averted. But after that scare I was wary of the tricks that soil could play.


The groundwork had been completed. It was time for me to detect in anger. Pete Welch had had advice for me on this score. He had, for example, recommended not doing it in June – the month I bought the detector and we met – when the soil is likely to be dry and hard to dig. But it had been a damp early summer and then, just when I was ready to start detecting, it rained solidly for three days.


Waiting for the rain to stop, I watched detectorists’ videos and read Treasure Hunting magazine, to which I had recently subscribed. From this I learned that many of the things that detectorists find in the ground of the British Isles are quite astonishing – beautiful, rare, moving, provocative. Most are unearthed in England: a map of finds reported to the Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS) in any given year will show the rural acres of the South-east, the Home Counties, the East Midlands and East Anglia peppered with dots, while Devon and Cornwall, Wales, the North-west and the Northeast remain largely unblemished.


The reasons for this are varied and overlapping but the main one is that this is where the Romans and Saxons settled, taking advantage of climate and trade links and establishing for ever the south-eastern third of Britain as the richest and most populated part of the country. Geology also plays a part – copper alloy does not survive well in the acidic soils of Cornwall, for example – as does urban development. If it were possible to metal detect beneath the pavements of Winchester or York, or the sprawling conurbations that cover much of the south-east of England, who knows how loud and frequent the ‘Wow!’s would be? And some regions have a more active metal-detecting scene than others.


But every day someone somewhere is finding a Celtic gold stater, Britain’s earliest coinage, or something Roman. This may sound like a free hit but there are responsibilities involved and detectorists who ignore them, either through ignorance or deliberately, give metal detecting a bad name. The worst offenders are the so-called ‘nighthawks’ – another word that archaeologists don’t like because they feel it confers a spurious glamour on people who are essentially crooks and scumbags.


Nighthawks are detectorists who operate on land without the landowner’s permission, or on scheduled ancient monuments (such as Hadrian’s Wall) or archaeological sites for the purpose of looting and then selling valuable historical artefacts, thereby depriving wider society of our common heritage and archaeologists of potentially vital information.


That information, incidentally, resides not just in the object itself but in where it was found – the ‘find spot’, which can be measured down to the square yard. Find spots to archaeologists are as important as terroir to wine buffs. They enable stratigraphic excavation of a site – analysing it by layers to provide ‘context’ in relation to other objects or features. The process builds a picture that might include a date when the site was in use, its purpose, the status of people associated with it, their way of life and so on. Detectorists are not so bothered about this. To push the wine analogy (and to generalise), they don’t care where the plonk comes from, they just want to get their hands on it – a fundamental difference.


‘Heritage crime’ – the illegal trading in artefacts and the looting of historical sites – is hardly new. The venerable museums of the Western world are stuffed with its results. But as metal detecting grew as a hobby through the 1970s, some archaeologists believed it was turning every detectorist into a potential safe-cracker, gleefully spinning the combination lock on the strongbox containing our heritage. They started a campaign called STOP (Stop Taking Our Past), which detectorists countered with a pressure group of their own under an acronym calculated to wind up their opponents: DIG (Detector Information Group). The battle lines were drawn, the argument polarised.


Before I took up the hobby, I was aware of this aggro and had put it down at least partly to good old English snobbery, reflecting binary divisions that have been around for a long time: Saxon and Norman, town and gown, peasant in the field and toff in his castle. The novel and film The Dig, based on the discovery of the Anglo-Saxon burial site at Sutton Hoo in 1939, is built on that division, pitting self-taught ‘excavator’ Basil Brown, who speaks like a yokel, against plummy-voiced Cambridge luminary Charles Phillips OBE FSA.


Matters came to a head in 1983 over the fate of Wanborough Roman temple in Surrey, described by the British Museum as ‘one of the saddest stories in British archaeology’. Two detectorists stumbled on the site through the discovery of a number of Iron Age coins that they handed in to Guildford Museum. At the resulting inquest, conducted under the old law of Treasure Trove, the find spot was made public and the site was subsequently looted on an industrial scale by nighthawks, with the loss of thousands of objects.


The outrage that followed triggered reform that led to the replacement of the common law of Treasure Trove in England, Wales and Northern Ireland (that had existed since the time of Edward the Confessor) with the Treasure Act (1996). The definitions of ‘treasure’ and the obligations of the finder were sharpened up. Treasure is now: any object (other than a coin) that is at least three hundred years old and has a precious metal (i.e. gold or silver) content of at least ten per cent by weight; a prehistoric object containing precious metal; any group of two or more prehistoric metal objects found together (e.g. a hoard of Bronze Age axe heads); two or more coins from the same find (e.g. a hoard that was hidden, a purse-full that may have been dropped or a religious offering) provided they are at least three hundred years old and contain ten per cent gold or silver (if the coins contain less than ten per cent gold or silver, there must be at least ten of them); any man-made object whatsoever that was found with an object or objects defined as treasure (such as the pot the treasure was found in).


Anyone who finds treasure is legally required to report it to the coroner within 14 days of finding it, or within 14 days of when ‘the finder first believes or has reason to believe the object is treasure’. This clause covers the possibility that you might, for example, take an object home covered in mud and not realise its true identity or worth until you clean it several days or weeks later; it also bends over backwards to encourage rather than criminalise the finder. The penalty for failing to report treasure you have found is a maximum prison term of three months or a fine of up to £5,000.


Once its treasure status has been declared, the object passes to a body of experts known as the Treasure Valuation Committee, which puts a value on it based on what it might fetch on the open market (a figure that may be challenged up to three times by the finder/landowner if they think it’s too low). A museum may then purchase it for that price, with the proceeds split (usually but not always 50–50) between finder and landowner. If no museum wants it or is able to raise the asking price, the find is ‘disclaimed’ and returned to the finder and landowner, who can do what they like with it.


When the Treasure Act (1996) came into force, in 1997, it was welcomed by archaeologists but their concern was that it didn’t go far enough. What about stuff that was pulled from the ground that wasn’t technically treasure but was still of enormous archaeological importance? This loophole was plugged by the PAS, which started up in the early 2000s. Managed by the British Museum and funded both nationally and locally, it is a voluntary scheme that encourages and enables detectorists (and anybody else who discovers an archaeological object by chance) to record potentially significant finds with a locally based archaeologist known as a Finds Liaison Officer (FLO). There are now more than 40 FLOs operating across England and Wales.


Legislation and organisation, together with educating detectorists through local groups, has put the heat on the looters. But the philosophical divide between archaeologists and detectorists will always be there. One archaeologist I spoke to, a bit further along my learning curve, likened it to the difference between sports fishermen and marine biologists: ‘Both are interested in fish but they have entirely different perspectives on it.’


Thanks to the PAS, the two sides have learned to share the riverbank without kicking lumps out of each other, even if the resentment still smoulders. Among the detectorists I’ve met, I’ve heard plenty of chuntering directed at the world of archaeology, though they tend to get on with their local FLOs. One said: ‘Heritage belongs to us all, not just them. You don’t have to go to university to walk across a field waving a computer on a stick.’
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