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CHAPTER I




RIVER THAMES INTRODUCTION


_The River and its Valley_

 

 

England isn't always a rustic of exceptional rivers. No amazing Nile winds lazily throughout barren region and fertile plains in its 3 and a 1/2 of thousand miles route to the sea; no dashing Brahmaputra plunges headlong down its slopes, falling  or 3 miles because it crosses 1/2 of a continent from icy mountain-tops to tropical sea-board. In assessment with together with those England’s largest rivers are however the tiniest, trickling streams.

 

Yet, for all that, our little waterways have constantly intended a good deal to the land. Tyne, Severn, Humber, Trent, Thames, Mersey, Ouse—these kind of, with many smaller however no much less famous streams, have performed their component withinside the making of England’s history; these kind of have had a good deal to do with the constructing up of her industrial prosperity.

 

 One most effective of those rivers we will bear in mind on this book, and this is old “Father Thames”: because it turned into and because it is, and what it has intended to England in the course of  thousand years. In our attention we will divide the River kind of into 3 pretty herbal divisions—first, the phase as much as the bottom bridge; second, the component simply above, the component which gave the River its leader port and city; third, the higher river.

 

 However, earlier than we bear in mind those 3 components in detail, there may be one query which we would properly contemplate for a touch even as, a query which likely has in no way took place to a number of us; and this is this: Why turned into there ever a River Thames at all? To solution it we need to move returned—some distance, some distance returned into the dim past. As you recognise, this international of ours is hundreds of thousands of years old, and prefer maximum historical matters it has visible changes—super changes. Its floor has altered on occasion in super fashion. Whole mountain stages have disappeared from sight, and valleys had been raised to make clean highlands. The mattress of the sea has unexpectedly or slowly been thrust up, yielding totally new continents, even as widespread regions of land have sunk deep sufficient to permit the water to float in and create new seas. All this we recognise through the look at of the rocks and the fossil stays buried in them—this is, through the technology of geology.
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How the Thames was made.

 

 

 

Now, amongst many different atypical matters, geology teaches us that our personal islands have been at one time joined directly to the mainland of Europe. In the ones days there has been no English Channel, no North Sea, and no Irish Sea.

 

Instead, there has been a brilliant piece of land stretching from Denmark and Norway proper throughout to spots miles out past the western limits of Ireland and the northern limits of Scotland. This land, which you'll nice recognize through searching cautiously on the map, p. 4, changed into crossed through numerous rivers, the biggest of them one that flowed nearly due north proper throughout what's now the North Sea. This river, as you'll see from the map, changed into mainly produced through glaciers of the Alps, and, in its early degrees, took almost the equal path because the River Rhine of those days. As it flowed out throughout the Dogger district (in which now's the well-known Dogger Bank of our North Sea fishermen) it changed into joined through some of tributary rivers, which flowed down eastwards from what we would name the “back-bone of England”—the variety of mountains and hills which passes down via the centre of our islands. One of those tributaries changed into a river which in its early degrees flowed alongside what's now our personal Thames Valley.

 

 In the ones days the whole lot changed into on a miles grander scale, and this river, aleven though simplest a small tributary of the brilliant principal continental river, changed into a miles wider and deeper movement than the Thames which we recognise. Here and there alongside the present-day river valley we are able to nonetheless see withinside the contours of the land and withinside the diverse rocks evidences of the time while this larger movement changed into flowing. (Of this we will study extra in Book III.) Thus matters have been while there got here the brilliant floor alternate which enabled the water to go with the drift throughout huge tracts of land and so shape the British Islands, status out one by one from the mainland of Europe.

 

 All that, of path, passed off lengthy, lengthy ago—many hundreds of years earlier than the earliest days stated in our records books—at a time approximately which we recognise not anything in any respect store what we are able to study in that superb ee-e book of Nature whose pages are the rocks and stones of the earth’s floor.

 

 By the look at of those rocks and the fossil stays in them we are able to examine only a few matters approximately the existence of these days—the atypical sorts of timber which blanketed the earth from sea to sea, the bizarre monsters which roamed withinside the forests and over the hills. Of _man_ we are able to examine very little. We can get a few tough concept of while he first seemed in Britain, and we are able to inform through the stays preserved in caves, etc., in a few small diploma what kind of existence he lived. But this is all: the photograph of England in the ones days is a totally dim one.

 

 How and while the prehistoric guy of those islands grew to a few kind of civilization we can't say. When first he discovered to until the soil and develop his crops, to weave tough garments for himself, to cultivate positive animals to hold his items, to make roads alongside which those animals may travel, to negotiate his items with strangers—most of these are mysteries which we will possibly by no means solve.

 

 Just this a good deal we are able to say: prehistoric guy possibly got here to a easy shape of civilization a good buy in advance than is usually supposed.

 

As a rule our records books begin with the 12 months of Cæsar’s coming (fifty five B.C.), and deal with the whole lot earlier than that date as belonging to absolute savagery. But there are numerous evidences which move to reveal that the Britons of that point have been to a few huge quantity a civilized people, who traded quite substantially with Gaul (France, this is), and who knew a way to make roads and embankments and, perhaps, even bridges.

 

 As early guy becamecome civilized, as he discovered to empty the flooded lands through the facet of the movement and flip them from desolate fens and marshes to smiling effective fields, and as he discovered slowly a way to get from the hillsides and the obvious the entire fee of his labour, so he found out increasingly the opportunities of the brilliant river valley.

 

*       *       *       *       *

The Thames flows in what can be appeared as an extremely good instance of a river-basin. A huge area, no much less than six thousand rectangular miles, is enclosed on almost all aspects through stages of hills, commonly chalk hills, which slope down lightly into its primary plain; and throughout this area, from Gloucestershire to the North Sea, for extra than  hundred miles the River winds slowly seawards, joined right here and there through tributaries, which upload their proportion to the movement as they arrive down from the surrounding heights.
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The Birth of the River.

 

On the acute west of the basin lie the Cotswold Hills of Gloucestershire. Here the Thames is born. The rain which falls at the hill-tops makes its manner gradually into the soil, and is retained there.

 

Down and down it sinks thru the porous limestone and chalk, until ultimately it reaches a layer of impenetrable material—clay, slate, or stone—thru which it is able to now no longer pursue its downward direction. Its best manner now could be alongside the top floor of the stratum of impermeable material. Thus it is available in time to the locations at the hillsides wherein the stratum touches the open air (see diagram on p. 8), and there it gushes forth withinside the shape of springs, which in flip grow to be tiny streams, a few falling westwards down the steep Severn valley, others going for walks eastwards down the gentler declivity.

 

 At their northern quit the Cotswolds sweep spherical to sign up for Edge Hill; after which the hill-wall crosses the uplands of that rolling us of a which we name the Central Tableland, and so involves the lengthy stretch of the East Anglian Heights, passing nearly constantly eastward thru Hertfordshire and North Essex to Suffolk. On the south facet the hoop of hills sweeps spherical via way of means of manner of the Marlborough Downs, and so involves the lengthy scarp of the “North” Downs, which make their manner eastwards to the Kentish coast.

 

 Within the bounds of this ring of hills the valley lies, now no longer flawlessly flat like an alluvial plain, however gently, very gently, undulating, seldom growing extra than  or 3 hundred toes above sea-level, shop wherein that exquisite ridge of chalk—the Chiltern-Marlborough range—straddles proper throughout the basin at Goring.

 

 Standing on one of the little eminences of the valley we will survey the scene earlier than us: we will watch the River for plenty miles winding its manner seawards, and be aware in all instructions the equal fertile, flourishing nation-state, with its meadows wherein the soft-eyed farm animals browse at the wealthy grass; its warm, brown plough-lands; its wealthy, golden fields of wheat, oats, and barley; its quite orchards and farms near at hand; its nestling, tidy villages; its little pointed church steeples dotted everywhere. We can see withinside the distance, maybe, one or  compact little cities, for cities usually spring up on wide, well-farmed plains, because the farmers should have right markets to which to ship their elements of eggs, butter, cheese, and milk, and right generators wherein their grain can be floor into flour.

 

 It is a pleasant, gratifying prospect—one that indicates industrious, thrifty farmers reaping the wealthy praise in their unsparing labours; and it's miles an exciting prospect, too, for this equal wealthy nation-state, little or no altered all through half-a-dozen centuries, has accomplished a great deal to set up and hold the placement of the Thames as _the_ exquisite river of England.

 

 The usefulness of a river to its us of a relies upon on numerous matters. In the primary region, it should be capable of deliver items—to behave as a handy dual carriageway alongside which the site visitors can descend thru the valley closer to the busy locations close to the mouth. That is to say, it should be navigable to barges and small boats at some stage in a sizeable part of its length.

 

In the second one region, there should be the products to deliver. That is to say, the river should byskip thru a nation-state that may produce in exquisite amount matters which might be needed. In the 1/3 region, the leader port of the river should lie in any such role that it's miles inside relatively smooth distance of precise overseas markets.

 

 Now allow us to see how those 3 situations observe to the River Thames.

 

 Firstly, in regards to the products themselves. If we take our map of England, and lay a pencil throughout it from Bristol to the Wash, we will be marking off what has been thru the extra a part of English records the boundary of the rich part of Britain, for best in present day instances, because the improvement of the iron and coal fields, and the invention that the damp weather of the north become precisely applicable to the manufacture of textiles, has the exquisite commercial North of England come into being. England withinside the Middle Ages, and on until a century or extra ago, become an agricultural us of a; its wealth lay very in large part in what it grew and what it reared; and the south furnished the maximum appropriate nation-state for this form of production. The effect become that the Thames flowed proper down thru the centre of rich England. All spherical it have been the chalk-tiers on which throve the exquisite herds of lengthy-fleeced sheep that furnished the exceptional wool for which England become famous, and which become in lots of respects the primary supply of her prosperity. In among the hills have been the cornfields and the orchards. And dotted all down the direction at handy factors have been thriving cities, every of which could, because it have been, drain off the produce of the vicinity at the back of it, and so act as a amassing and forwarding station for the site visitors of the primary movement.

 

 The River, too, become pretty able to managing the exquisite output, for it become navigable for barges and small boats as a long way as Lechlade, a depend of a hundred and fifty miles from the mouth, and its tributaries have been in maximum instances able to bearing site visitors for pretty some miles into the proper and left interior. Moreover, its contemporary-day at normal instances become neither too fast nor too sluggish.

 

 So that, with the wealth produced via way of means of the land and the way of shipping furnished via way of means of the River, the best matters had to make the Thames one in all Europe’s most important rivers have been the markets.

 

 Here once more the Thames become lucky in its state of affairs, for its mouth stood in an tremendous role going through the maximum crucial harbours of Normandy, Flanders, Holland, and Germany, all inside relatively smooth distance, and they all prepared to take our incomparable wool and our remarkable corn in alternate for the matters they might carry us.

 

Moreover, the tides served in any such manner that the double tides of the Channel and the North Sea made London the maximum effortlessly reached port of eager about ships coming from the south.

 

 Thus, then, favoured because it become via way of means of its herbal state of affairs and via way of means of its character, the Thames have become via way of means of a long way the maximum crucial dual carriageway in our land, and this it remained for numerous centuries—till the approaching of the railways, in reality.

 

 Now the River above London counts for little or no in our gadget of communications. Like all different English waterways, canals and rivers alike, it has given region to the iron road, however the reality that items may be carried via way of means of water at an insignificant fraction of the value of rail-shipping. But our traders do now no longer appear to understand this; and so on this depend we discover ourselves an extended manner at the back of our neighbours at the Continent.
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