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  Introduction




  In 1932, the American writer Mary Hunter Austin made a claim for the regional work of fiction that is as challenging to novelists working today as it was then. Writing in The

  English Journal, she said, ‘Art, considered as the expression of any people as a whole, is the response they make in various mediums to the impact that the totality of their experience

  makes upon them, and there is no sort of experience that works so constantly and subtly upon man as his regional environment. It orders and determines all the direct, practical ways of his getting

  up and lying down, of staying in and going out, of housing and clothing and food-getting; it arranges by its progressions of seed times and harvest, its rain and wind and burning suns, the rhythms

  of his work and amusements. It is the thing always before his eye, always at his ear, always underfoot. Slowly or sharply it forces upon him behavior patterns such as earliest become the habit of

  his blood, the unconscious factor of adjustment in all his mechanisms. Of all the responses of his psyche, none pass so soon and surely as these into that field of consciousness from which all

  invention and creative effort of every sort proceed.’




  At first sight, these observations might seem to pertain to fiction set in rural areas, or at sea, or in places where, unlike most denizens of a capitalist-consumer society, people have to work

  with, or against, the land and the elements. However, a closer reading suggests that what really matters here is the totality of experience. In a culture where so much of the basic relations

  between humans and their environment are masked (sanitized, deodorized, or quite simply unacknowledged), the novel can assume a kind of supermarket character: the meat may be there, but it is too

  clean and, all too often, is metaphorically wrapped in cling-film; the apples are apples and the eggs is most assuredly eggs, but we are never quite sure where they come from. Which is fine, some

  of the time, but it does not acknowledge the darkness that fills the eyes of the lamb as the slaughter-man goes to work, or even the seasons that shape and ripen the Braeburns in the cut-glass

  fruit bowl – and, without wishing to extend a dubious analogy too far, it frequently overlooks the shopper’s deepest, or wildest, impulses, as he dutifully goes from aisle to aisle,

  pretending to select from the vast array of identical products on offer. On the other hand, the type of novel that Austin celebrates offers a reminder, not only of our creatureliness, but also that

  the order we live by, the order we impose for a time upon ‘Nature’, is unsteady, self-limiting, and liable to collapse. She calls this type of novel ‘regional’, a term that

  belongs to a specific place and time (she is, after all, talking about American fiction, an art form whose finest instances, from Moby-Dick to Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha novels, have

  deep roots in their regional territory); yet it could be argued that the most important points she makes can, and should, be applied to the novel as a whole, wherever, and by whom, it is written

  – for what kind of culture is it that ignores, in its art, as in its day to day life, the totality of human experience?




  Of course, Austin does not claim that novels set in specific places are necessarily examples of regional fiction: she makes a clear distinction between the use of landscape as scenic backdrop

  (‘local colour’), and those novels where the region enters ‘constructively into the story, as another character, as the instigator of plot.’ A truly regional book, she says,

  ‘must not only be about the country, it must be of it, flower of its stalk and root, in the way that Huckleberry Finn is of the great river, taking its movement and rhythm, its

  structure and intention, or lack of it, from the scene.’




  In his introduction to the 25th Anniversary Edition of Waterland, Graham Swift – a Londoner, with almost no experience of Fenland life, other than his research and passing glimpses

  from a train window – confesses that, before he wrote it (it was published in 1983), he ‘didn’t consider the setting of a novel to be that important. What mattered was the human

  drama’. He chose the Fens, he says, because they seemed to offer ‘the ideal non-setting, the ideal flat, bare platform’ for that drama, but his perspective quickly changed as

  ‘the apparent background became a foreground, even a kind of principal character. As my imagination travelled to the Fens, the Fens took hold of my imagination. This realization of

  their potential not only for physical atmosphere but for all kinds of metaphysical and metaphorical implication was one of the explosive stages in the novel’s genesis’ (my

  italics). Later in the same piece, he notes that writing Waterland taught him how important ‘location and something going beyond just physical location – locality’ had been

  to his previous novels, concluding: ‘Novels are there, I believe now, to be true to, to insist on, sometimes to celebrate, the inescapable locality of existence.’ In short, he had come

  to an artistic position that, while he would probably resist the term ‘regional’, accepted Austin’s challenge to address the totality of experience.




  At the centre of that totality is a fundamental tension between human ‘order’ (with its concomitant fantasy of ‘Progress’) and what we call, without really knowing what

  we mean by it, ‘Nature’. The latter is represented in several guises, but in the Fens finds its most active form in the action of silt. ‘Silt: a word which when you utter it,

  letting the air slip thinly between your teeth, invokes a slow, sly, insinuating agency. Silt: which shapes and undermines continents; which demolishes as it builds; which is simultaneous accretion

  and erosion; neither progress nor decay.’ It is with silt (or more precisely, the action of water and silt) that land speculators and ‘developers’ must contend – people like

  the Atkinsons, whose economic reign of big ideas, exploitation and, finally, commercial empire, forms the historical background to the novel. As the family progresses from Norfolk farmers in the

  1750s to brewing, haulage and warehousing magnates by the 1870s, its members pass through the classic stages of imperialism, first working together with their neighbours, then gradually putting

  them out of business and soaking up their trade while obtaining ever greater political privileges (including what the original patriarch, William Atkinson, calls ‘the keys of the

  river’). Yet by 1874, at the highest pinnacle of their success, when the latest Atkinson patriarch has just been elected MP for Gildsey, their little empire – like the greater empire

  they claim to serve – is brought into decline, not by political manoeuvres, but by a rainstorm that transforms the landscape and, with it, the reputation and business interests of the former,

  ‘kings in their own country.’ By now, ‘Progress’ has become a mere buzzword for Arthur Atkinson, masking ‘behind a gesture towards duty and sacrifice . . . the smug

  knowledge that he is, indeed, master of the present’ (and, as he accepts the ‘loud and self-congratulatory “hear, hears”’ of his Tory compeers, it is hard not to

  recall the newly refurbished, post-Falklands rhetoric of imperial pretension and ‘economic progress’ that so polluted the airwaves around the time Waterland was being

  written).




  Against this imperial idea of progress, Tom Crick, superannuated history teacher and narrator of Waterland’s complex fabric of tales, histories, ideas, and digressions, urges a

  recognition of the part played by silt and water in Fenland life and, by extension, a philosophical understanding of the pre-eminence of natural order over human endeavour. ‘There’s

  this thing called progress,’ he says. ‘But it doesn’t progress, it doesn’t go anywhere. Because as progress progresses the world can slip away. It’s progress if you

  can stop the world slipping away. My humble model for progress is the reclamation of land. Which is repeatedly, never-endingly retrieving what is lost. A dogged, vigilant business. A dull yet

  valuable business. A hard, inglorious business. But you shouldn’t go mistaking the reclamation of land for the building of empires.’ Which is a far cry from the grand schemes of the

  Atkinsons (or indeed, from the hubris of Ronald Reagan’s 1980s rallying cry to a new generation of speculators and confidence men, best expressed in the 1985 State of the Union speech:

  ‘There are no constraints on the human mind, no walls around the human spirit, no barriers to our progress except those we ourselves erect’). The great failure of the 1980s, like the

  failure of the Atkinson clan a hundred years earlier, lies in this fatuous myth of unimpeded progress, which both ratifies a disdain for social justice and expresses a deep contempt for natural

  order.




  In a now famous 1963 CBS broadcast, environmentalist Rachel Carson, author of Silent Spring, dying of cancer and battling against a smear campaign orchestrated, not only by big pesticide

  companies, but also by a coterie of academic grandees, remarked, ‘We still talk in terms of conquest . . . But man is a part of nature, and his war against nature is inevitably a war against

  himself. The rains have become an instrument to bring down from the atmosphere the deadly products of atomic explosions. Water, which is probably our most important natural resource, is now used

  and re-used with incredible recklessness. Now, I truly believe, that we in this generation must come to terms with nature, and I think we’re challenged as mankind has never been challenged

  before to prove our maturity and our mastery, not of nature, but of ourselves.’ The language is of its time, but its essential truth is clear: the much-vaunted conquest of nature is not

  possible. Yet Carson also recognized that human beings have to change the natural world in order to make themselves at home on the land – and it is this question that has, more than any

  other, troubled us since that 1963 broadcast. How do we avoid being overwhelmed by silt and water, yet hold back from conquest? Surely Tom Crick’s suggestion of the reclamation of land, of

  ‘never-endingly retrieving what is lost’, offers the most appropriate response.




  It does; but there is still another complication to be dealt with in the investigation of the totality of experience that Waterland so rigorously conducts. For just as there are massive,

  sometimes latent, but ever-present disruptive powers in the land around us, so there are potentially ruinous impulses in our own hearts and minds. On the larger scale, Crick recounts the history of

  the French Revolution (an outbreak of great ideas and unbridled bloodshed that, having abolished for good the ancien régime, proceeded ‘in the name of liberty and

  equality’ to encumber itself with an emperor), but smaller communities are equally susceptible to irrational surges of cold curiosity, inexplicable terrors and sickening brutality. And, as

  Crick has learned, all our attempts to mask this undercurrent of lust, rage and wild superstition amount to nothing more than a veneer: ‘Children, there’s this thing called

  civilization,’ he says. ‘It’s built of hopes and dreams. It’s only an idea. It’s not real. It’s artificial. No one ever said it was real. It’s not natural.

  No one ever said it was natural. It’s built by the learning process; by trial and error. It breaks easily. No one said it couldn’t fall to bits. And no one ever said it would last for

  ever.’ This interrogation of the many varieties of illusion, the novel’s sense of the grand sweep of time across the land, in which human endeavour is necessarily provisional and

  fleeting and, perhaps most of all, its compassion for all its characters, equally sinned against and sinning, is what marks Waterland out as one of the finest English novels of the last

  half-century, a work of fiction that not only conveys the totality of experience in a particular place, at a particular time, but also enacts a profound philosophical investigation into questions

  about nature and history that can never cease to engage us.
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      Historia, -ae, f. 1. inquiry, investigation, learning. 2. a) a narrative of past events, history. b) any kind of narrative: account, tale,
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  1. About the Stars and the Sluice




  ‘AND DON’T FORGET,’ my father would say, as if he expected me at any moment to up and leave to seek my fortune in the wide world,

  ‘whatever you learn about people, however bad they turn out, each one of them has a heart, and each one of them was once a tiny baby sucking his mother’s milk . . .’




  Fairy-tale words; fairy-tale advice. But we lived in a fairy-tale place. In a lock-keeper’s cottage, by a river, in the middle of the Fens. Far away from the wide world.

  And my father, who was a superstitious man, liked to do things in such a way as would make them seem magical and occult. So he would always set his eel-traps at night. Not because eel-traps cannot

  be set by day, but because the mystery of darkness appealed to him. And one night, in midsummer, in 1937, we went with him, Dick and I, to set traps near Stott’s Bridge. It was hot and

  windless. When the traps had been set we lay back on the river-bank. Dick was fourteen and I was ten. The pumps were tump-tumping, as they do, incessantly, so that you scarcely notice them, all

  over the Fens, and frogs were croaking in the ditches. Up above, the sky swarmed with stars which seemed to multiply as we looked at them. And as we lay, Dad said: ‘Do you know what the stars

  are? They are the silver dust of God’s blessing. They are little broken-off bits of heaven. God cast them down to fall on us. But when he saw how wicked we were, he changed his mind and

  ordered the stars to stop. Which is why they hang in the sky but seem as though at any time they might drop . . .’




  For my father, as well as being a superstitious man, had a knack for telling stories. Made-up stories, true stories; soothing stories, warning stories; stories with a moral or with no point at

  all; believable stories and unbelievable stories; stories which were neither one thing nor the other. It was a knack which ran in his family. But it was a knack which my mother had too – and

  perhaps he really acquired it from her. Because when I was very small it was my mother who first told me stories, which, unlike my father, she got from books as well as out of her head, to make me

  sleep at night.




  And since my mother’s death, which was six months before we lay by the eel-traps under the stars, my father’s yen for the dark, his nocturnal restlessness, had grown more besetting.

  As if he were constantly brooding on some story yet to be told. So I would see him sometimes, inspecting his vegetable patch by the moonlight, or talking to his roosting chickens, or pacing up and

  down by the lock-gates or the sluice, his movements marked by the wandering ember of his cigarette.




  We lived in a lock-keeper’s cottage by the River Leem, which flows out of Norfolk into the Great Ouse. And no one needs telling that the land in that part of the world is flat. Flat, with

  an unrelieved and monotonous flatness, enough of itself, some might say, to drive a man to unquiet and sleep-defeating thoughts. From the raised banks of the Leem, it stretched away to the horizon,

  its uniform colour, peat-black, varied only by the crops that grew upon it – grey-green potato leaves, blue-green beet leaves, yellow-green wheat; its uniform levelness broken only by the

  furrowed and dead-straight lines of ditches and drains, which, depending on the state of the sky and the angle of the sun, ran like silver, copper or golden wires across the fields and which, when

  you stood and looked at them, made you shut one eye and fall prey to fruitless meditations on the laws of perspective.




  And yet this land, so regular, so prostrate, so tamed and cultivated, would transform itself, in my five- or six-year-old mind, into an empty wilderness. On those nights when my mother would be

  forced to tell me stories, it would seem that in our lock-keeper’s cottage we were in the middle of nowhere; and the noise of the trains passing on the lines to King’s Lynn, Gildsey and

  Ely was like the baying of a monster closing in on us in our isolation.




  A fairy-tale land, after all.




  My father kept the lock on the River Leem, two miles from where it empties into the Ouse. But because a lock-keeper’s duties are irregular and his pay, set against the rent-free cottage in

  which he lives, is scant, and because, in any case, by the 1930s, the river-traffic on the Leem had dwindled, my father also grew vegetables, kept chickens and trapped eels. It was only in times of

  heavy rain or thaw that these secondary occupations were abandoned. Then he would have to watch and anticipate the water-level. Then he would have to raise the sluice which cut across the far side

  of the stream like a giant guillotine.




  For the river in front of our cottage divided into two channels, the nearer containing the navigation lock, the further the sluice, with, in between, a solidly built brick-faced pier, a tiny

  island, on which stood the cabin housing the sluice engine. And even before the river had visibly risen, even before its colour had changed and it began to show the milky brown of the Norfolk chalk

  hills from which it flowed, Dad would know when to cross the lock-gates to the cabin and begin – with a groaning of metal and throbbing of released water – to crank up the sluice.




  But under normal conditions the sluice remained lowered, almost to the river bottom, its firm blade holding back the slow-flowing Leem, making it fit for the passage of boats. Then the water in

  the enclosure above it, like the water in the lock-pen, would be smooth and placid and it would give off that smell which is characteristic of places where fresh water and human ingenuity meet, and

  which is smelt over and over again in the Fens. A cool, slimy but strangely poignant and nostalgic smell. A smell which is half man and half fish. And at such times Dad would have plenty of leisure

  for his eel-traps and vegetables, and little to do with the sluice, save to combat rust, grease the cog-wheels and clear away from the water the accumulations of flotsam.




  For, flood or no flood, the Leem brought down its unceasing booty of debris. Willow branches; alder branches; sedge; fencing; crates; old clothes; dead sheep; bottles; potato sacks; straw bales;

  fruit boxes; fertilizer bags. All floated down on the westerly current, lodged against the sluice-gate and had to be cleared away with boat-hooks and weed-rakes.




  And thus it was, one night in midsummer, when God’s withheld benedictions were shining in the sky, though this was several years after Dad told us about the stars, but only two or three

  since he began to speak of hearts and mother’s milk, and the tump-tump of the pumps was drowned now, in the evening, by the roar of ascending bombers – it was, to be precise, July, 1943

  – that something floated down the Leem, struck the iron-work of the sluice and, tugged by the eddies, continued to knock and scrape against it till morning. Something extraordinary and

  unprecedented, and not to be disposed of like a branch or potato sack or even a dead sheep. For this something was a body. And the body belonged to Freddie Parr, who lived less than a mile away and

  was my age, give or take a month.




  





  2. About the End of History




  CHILDREN. CHILDREN, who will inherit the world. Children (for always, even though you were fifteen, sixteen, seventeen,

  candidates for that appeasing term ‘young adults’, I addressed you, silently, as ‘children’) – children, before whom I have stood for thirty-two years in order to

  unravel the mysteries of the past, but before whom I am to stand no longer, listen, one last time, to your history teacher.




  You, above all, should know that it is not out of choice that I am leaving you. You should know how inadequate was that phrase, so cruel in its cursoriness, ‘for personal reasons’,

  that our worthy headmaster, Lewis Scott, used in his morning assembly announcement. And you should know how beside the point, by the time they were applied, were those pressures brought to bear by

  this same Lewis in the name of a so-called educational rationale. (‘Don’t imagine I like it, Tom, but we’re being forced to economize. We’re cutting back on history. You

  could take early retirement . . .’)




  You should know, because it was you who were witness to the fact that old Cricky, your history teacher, had already in one sense, and of his own accord, ceased to teach history. In the middle of

  explaining how, with a Parisian blood-letting, our Modern World began, he breaks off and starts telling – these stories. Something about living by a river, something about a father who

  trapped eels, and a drowned body found in the river, years ago. And then it dawned on you: old Cricky was trying to put himself into history; old Cricky was trying to show you that he himself was

  only a piece of the stuff he taught. In other words, he’d flipped, he’d gone bananas . . .




  Or, as Lewis put it, ‘Maybe you should take a rest. A sabbatical term. How about it? A chance to get on with that book of yours – what was it now? – A History of the

  Fens?’




  But I didn’t take up this offer. Because, as it happened, you listened, you listened, all ears, to those new-fangled lessons. You listened to old Cricky’s crazy yarns (true? made

  up?) – in a way you never listened to the stranger-than-fiction prodigies of the French Revolution.




  And so it was not until a certain event occurred, an event more bizarre still than your history teacher’s new classroom style, an event involving his wife, Mrs Crick, and – given the

  inescapable irony of the husband’s profession – made much of, as you know, by the local press, that my departure became, at last, an absolute necessity.




  

    

      

        Schoolmaster’s wife admits theft of child. Tells court: ‘God told me to do it.’


      


    


  




  Children, it was one of your number, a curly-haired boy called Price, in the habit (contrary to regulations but passed over by me) of daubing his cheeks with an off-white make-up which gave to

  his face the pallor of a corpse, who once, interrupting the French Revolution and voicing the familiar protest that every history teacher learns to expect (what is the point, use, need, etc., of

  History), asserted roundly that history was ‘a fairy-tale’.




  (A teacher-baiter. A lesson-spoiler. Every class has to have one. But this one’s different . . .)




  ‘What matters,’ he went on, not knowing what sort of fairy-tale was about to envelop both his history teacher and his history teacher’s wife, ‘is the here and now. Not

  the past. The here and now – and the future.’ (The very sentiments, Price – but you didn’t see that – of 1789.) And then – alluding rapidly to certain topics of

  the day (the Afghan crisis, the Tehran hostages, the perilous and apparently unhaltable build-up of nuclear arms) and drawing from you, his class-mates, a sudden and appalling venting of your

  collective nightmares – he announced, with a trembling lip that was not just the result of uttering words that must have been (true, Price?) carefully rehearsed: ‘The only important

  thing . . .’




  ‘Yes, Price – the only important thing—?’




  ‘The only important thing about history, I think, sir, is that it’s got to the point where it’s probably about to end.’




  So we closed our textbooks. Put aside the French Revolution. So we said goodbye to that old and hackneyed fairy-tale with its Rights of Man, liberty caps, cockades, tricolours, not to mention

  hissing guillotines, and its quaint notion that it had bestowed on the world a New Beginning.




  I began, having recognized in my young but by no means carefree class the contagious symptoms of fear: ‘Once upon a time . . .’




  Children, who will inherit the world. Children to whom, throughout history, stories have been told, chiefly but not always at bedtime, in order to quell restless thoughts;

  whose need of stories is matched only by the need adults have of children to tell stories to, of receptacles for their stock of fairy-tales, of listening ears on which to unload those most

  unbelievable yet haunting of fairy-tales, their own lives; children – they are going to separate you and me. Lewis has seen to it. Forgive this emotion. I do not deserve your protestations.

  (We need our Cricky and all that stuff of his.) I do not expect you to understand that after thirty-two years I have rolled you all into one and now I know the agonies of a mother robbed of her

  child . . . But listen, listen. Your history teacher wishes to give you the complete and final version . . .




  And since a fairy-tale must have a setting, a setting which, like the settings of all good fairy-tales, must be both palpable and unreal, let me tell you




  





  3. About the Fens




  WHICH ARE A low-lying region of eastern England, over 1,200 square miles in area, bounded to the west by the limestone hills of the Midlands, to the

  south and east by the chalk hills of Cambridgeshire, Suffolk and Norfolk. To the north, the Fens advance, on a twelve-mile front, to meet the North Sea at the Wash. Or perhaps it is more apt to say

  that the Wash summons the forces of the North Sea to its aid in a constant bid to recapture its former territory. For the chief fact about the Fens is that they are reclaimed land, land that was

  once water, and which, even today, is not quite solid.




  Once the shallow, shifting waters of the Wash did not stop at Boston and King’s Lynn but licked southwards as far as Cambridge, Huntingdon, Peterborough and Bedford. What caused them to

  retreat? The answer can be given in a single syllable: Silt. The Fens were formed by silt. Silt: a word which when you utter it, letting the air slip thinly between your teeth, invokes a slow, sly,

  insinuating agency. Silt: which shapes and undermines continents; which demolishes as it builds; which is simultaneous accretion and erosion; neither progress nor decay.




  It came first from the coast of Yorkshire and Lincolnshire, borne on the inshore currents which flowed southwards into the ancient Wash. In the blue-black clay which lies under the soil of

  Cambridgeshire are deposits of silt containing traces of shells of a type occurring on the beaches and cliff-beds of north-east England. Thus the first silts came from the sea. But to these marine

  silts were added the land silts carried by the rivers, the Ouse, the Cam, the Welland, which drained, and still drain, into the ever-diminishing Wash.




  The silt accumulated, salt-marsh plants took hold, then other plants. And with the plants began the formation of peat. And peat is the second vital constituent of the Fens and the source of

  their remarkable fertility. Once it supported great forests which collapsed and sank when climatic changes caused water to re-immerse the region. Today, it forms the rich, black, beet- and

  potato-bearing soil which is second to none in the country. But without silt, there could have been no peat.




  All this was still happening not so long ago. In 870 the Viking fleets sailed with ease as far as Ely, through a region which was still predominantly water. Two hundred years later Hereward,

  defending the same high ground of Ely, watched his Norman besiegers flounder and drown in the treacherous peat-bogs. The landscape was still largely liquid.




  For consider the equivocal operation of silt. Just as it raises the land, drives back the sea and allows peat to mature, so it impedes the flow of rivers, restricts their outfall, renders the

  newly formed land constantly liable to flooding and blocks the escape of floodwater. For centuries the Fens were a network of swamps and brackish lagoons. The problem of the Fens has always been

  the problem of drainage.




  What silt began, man continued. Land reclamation. Drainage. But you do not reclaim a land overnight. You do not reclaim a land without difficulty and without ceaseless effort and vigilance. The

  Fens are still being reclaimed even to this day. Strictly speaking, they are never reclaimed, only being reclaimed. Without the pumps, the dykes and embankments, without the dredging programmes . .

  . And you do not need to remind a Fenman of the effects of heavy inland rainfall, or of the combination of a spring tide and a strong nor’easter.




  So forget, indeed, your revolutions, your turning-points, your grand metamorphoses of history. Consider, instead, the slow and arduous process, the interminable and ambiguous process – the

  process of human siltation – of land reclamation.




  Is it desirable, in the first place, that land should be reclaimed? Not to those who exist by water; not to those who have no need of firm ground beneath their feet. Not to the fishermen,

  fowlers and reed-cutters who made their sodden homes in those stubborn swamps, took to stilts in time of flood and lived like water-rats. Not to the men who broke down the medieval embankments and

  if caught were buried alive in the very breach they had made. Not to the men who cut the throats of King Charles’s Dutch drainers and threw their bodies into the water they were hired to

  expel.




  I am speaking of my ancestors; of my father’s forefathers. Because my name of Crick, which in Charles’s day was spelt sometimes ‘Coricke’ or ‘Cricke’, can be

  found (a day’s delving into local archives) amongst the lists of those summarily dealt with for sabotaging drainage works. My ancestors were water people. They speared fish and netted ducks.

  When I was small I possessed a living image of my ancestors in the form of Bill Clay, a shrunken, leathery carcass of a man, whose age was unknown but was never put at less than eighty, a one-time

  punt-gunner and turf-cutter, who had witnessed in his lifetime the passing of all but the dregs of the old wild fens in our area; who stank, even with his livelihood half gone, of goose fat and

  fish slime, mud and peat smoke; who wore an otter-skin cap, eel-skin gaiters and whose brain was permanently crazed by the poppy-head tea he drank to ward off winter agues. Old Bill lived with his

  wife Martha in a damp crack-walled cottage not far from the Ouse and on the edge of the shrinking reed-filled marsh known, after the watery expanse it had once been, as Wash Fen Mere. But some said

  that Martha Clay, who was some twenty years younger than Bill, was never Bill’s wife at all. Some said that Martha Clay was a witch . . .




  But let’s keep clear of fairy-tales.




  The Dutch came, under their engineer Cornelius Vermuyden, hired first by King Charles, then by His Lordship, Francis, Earl of Bedford. Honouring their employer’s name, they cut the Bedford

  River, and then the New Bedford River alongside it, to divert the main strength of the Ouse from its recalcitrant and sluggish course by Ely, into a straight channel to the sea. They built the

  Denver Sluice at the junction of the northern end of the new river with the old Ouse, and the Hermitage Sluice at the southern junction. They dug subsidiary cuts, drains, lodes, dykes, eaus and

  ditches and converted ninety-five thousand acres into summer, if not winter, grazing. Practical and forward-looking people, the Dutch. And my father’s forebears opposed them; and two of them

  were hanged for it.




  Vermuyden left (he should have been rich but the Dutch Wars robbed him of his English fortune) in 1655. And nature, more effectively than my ancestors, began to sabotage his work. Because silt

  obstructs as it builds; unmakes as it makes. Vermuyden did not foresee that in cutting new courses for the rivers he reduced, not quickened, their flow; since a divided river conducts at any one

  point a decreased volume of water, and the less water a river conducts the less not only its velocity but also its capacity to scour its channel. The Earl of Bedford’s noble waterways

  gathered mud. Silt collected in the estuaries, where the current of the rivers was no match for the tide, and built up against the sluices.




  And Vermuyden did not foresee one other thing. That reclaimed land shrinks – as anything must shrink that has the water squeezed out of it. And peat, above all, which absorbs water like a

  sponge, shrinks when it dries. The Fens are shrinking. They are still shrinking – and sinking. Land which was above sea-level in Vermuyden’s day is now below it. Tens of feet below it.

  There is no exaggerating the dangers. The invitation to flooding; the diminution of the gradient of the rivers; the pressure on the raised banks; the faster flow of upland water into the deepening

  lowland basin. All this, and silt.




  In the 1690s the Bedford River burst a sixty-foot gap in its banks. In 1713 the Denver Sluice gave way and so great was the silting below it that the water from the Bedford River was forced

  landwards, upstream, up the old Ouse to Ely, instead of discharging into the sea. Thousands of acres of farmland were submerged. Cottagers waded to their beds.




  And at some time in all this, strangely enough, my paternal ancestors threw in their lot with the drainers and land-reclaimers.




  Perhaps they had no choice. Perhaps they took their hire where they were forced to. Perhaps they responded, out of the good of their hearts, to the misery of inundated crops and water-logged

  homes. In 1748, among the records of wages paid to those employed in rebuilding the Denver Sluice, are the names of the brothers James and Samuel Cricke. And in the parish annals of the Crick

  homeland, which in those days was north of the small town of Gildsey and east of the New Bedford River, are to be found for the next century and a half, and in the same tenacious connection, the

  names of Cricks. ‘John Crick: for repairing the west bank . . .’; ‘Peter Crick: for scouring the Jackwater Drain and cutting the new Middle Drain . . .’; ‘Jacob Crick,

  to work and maintain the windmills at Stump Corner . . .’




  They ceased to be water people and became land people; they ceased to fish and fowl and became plumbers of the land. They joined in the destiny of the Fens, which was to strive not for but

  against water. For a century and a half they dug, drained and pumped the land between the Bedford River and the Great Ouse, boots perpetually mud-caked, ignorant of how their efforts were, little

  by little, changing the map of England.




  Or perhaps they did not cease to be water people. Perhaps they became amphibians. Because if you drain land you are intimately concerned with water; you have to know its ways. Perhaps at heart

  they always knew, in spite of their land-preserving efforts, that they belonged to the old, prehistoric flood. And so my father, who kept the lock on the Leem, still caught eels and leant against

  the lock-gates at night, staring into the water – for water and meditation, they say, go together. And so my father, who was a superstitious man, always believed that old Bill Clay, the

  marsh-man, whose brains were quite cracked, was really, none the less, and if the truth be known, a sort of Wise Man.




  When you work with water, you have to know and respect it. When you labour to subdue it, you have to understand that one day it may rise up and turn all your labours to nothing. For what is

  water, which seeks to make all things level, which has no taste or colour of its own, but a liquid form of Nothing? And what are the Fens, which so imitate in their levelness the natural

  disposition of water, but a landscape which, of all landscapes, most approximates to Nothing? Every Fenman secretly concedes this; every Fenman suffers now and then the illusion that the land he

  walks over is not there, is floating . . . And every Fen-child, who is given picture-books to read in which the sun bounces over mountain tops and the road of life winds through heaps of

  green cushions, and is taught nursery rhymes in which persons go up and down hills, is apt to demand of its elders: Why are the Fens flat?




  To which my father replied, first letting his face take on a wondering and vexed expression and letting his lips form for a moment the shape of an ‘O’: ‘Why are the Fens flat?

  So God has a clear view . . .’




  When the land sinks below the water-level you have to pump. There is nothing else for it: water will not flow upwards. The pumps came to the Fens in the eighteenth century, in

  the form of black-sailed windmills, over seven hundred of which once creaked, whirred and thrummed in the wind between Lincoln and Cambridge. And my ancestor, Jacob Crick, operated two of them at

  Stump Corner. When the redcoats were storming Quebec, and the citizens of New England were rising up against their British masters (and offering a model for the discontented citizens of Paris),

  Jacob Crick was putting his cheek and ear to the air to feel the direction and force of the breezes. He was leaning and pushing against the tail-poles of his twin mills to set the sails in the

  right position. He was inspecting his paddle-wheels and scoops. But in times when there was no wind or the wind blew steadily in the same quarter, requiring no resetting of the sails, he would

  catch eels (because he was still a water-man at heart), not only with wicker traps but with a long, many-bladed spear called a glaive; and he would cut sedge and snare fowl.




  Jacob Crick manned the mills at Stump Corner from 1748 to 1789. He never married. In all those years he probably moved no further than a mile or two from his mills, which at all times he had to

  guard and tend. With Jacob Crick another characteristic of my paternal family emerges. They are fixed people. They have tied around their legs an invisible tether, and have enjoined upon them the

  stationary vigilance of sentinels. The biggest migration the Cricks ever made – before I, a twentieth-century Crick, made my home in London – was to move from the land west to the land

  east of the Ouse – a distance of six miles.




  So Jacob Crick, mill-man and apprentice hermit, never sees the wide world. Though some would say the Fenland skies are wide enough. He never learns what is happening in Quebec or Boston. He eyes

  the horizon, sniffs the wind, looks at flatness. He has time to sit and ponder, to become suicidal or sagely calm. He acquires the virtue, if virtue it is, of which the Cricks have always had good

  supply: Phlegm. A muddy, silty humour.




  And in the momentous and far from phlegmatical year 1789, whose significance you know, children, though Jacob Crick never did, Jacob Crick died.




  Wifeless, childless. But the Cricks are not extinct. In 1820 it is a grand-nephew of Jacob – William – who is foreman of a gang employed in digging the southern end of the Eau Brink

  Cut, a new, deep channel to carry the waters of the lower Ouse by the shortest route to King’s Lynn. For they are still trying to straighten out the slithery, wriggly, eel-like Ouse. In 1822,

  Francis Crick, perhaps another grand-nephew of Jacob, is entrusted with the operation of the new steam-pump on Stott’s Drain, near the village of Hockwell. For the wind-pump is already

  obsolete. A windmill’s use is limited. It cannot be used when there is no wind or when a gale is blowing; but a steam-pump will chug through all weathers.




  So steam-power replaces wind-power in the Fens, and the Cricks adapt themselves, as we might say, to technology. To technology, and to ambition. For in this once wallowing backwater, in this

  sink of England, there are suddenly reputations to be made. Not only are Smeaton, Telford, Rennie and numerous other renowned engineers discovering that in the problems of drainage lies a test for

  their talents, but a host of speculators, contemplating the rich dark soil that drainage produces, have already seen the wisdom of investing in land reclamation.




  One of them is called Atkinson. He is not a Fenman. He is a prosperous Norfolk farmer and maltster from the hills where the Leem rises and flows westwards to the Ouse. But, in the 1780s, for

  reasons both self-interested and public-spirited, he forms the plan of opening up for navigation the River Leem, as a means of transport for his produce between Norfolk and the expanding market of

  the Fens. While Jacob Crick spears his last eels by Stump Corner and listens not just to the creaking of his mill sails but to the creaking of his ageing bones, Thomas Atkinson buys, little by

  little and at rock-bottom prices, acres of marsh and peat-bog along the margins of the Leem. He hires surveyors, drainage and dredging experts. A confident and far-seeing man, a man of hearty and

  sanguine, rather than phlegmatic, temperament, he offers work and a future to a whole region.




  And the Cricks come to work for Atkinson. They make their great journey across the Ouse, leaving old Jacob at his solitary outpost; and while one branch of the family goes north to dig the Eau

  Brink Cut, another goes south, to the village of Apton, where Thomas Atkinson’s agents are recruiting labour.




  And that is how, children, my ancestors came to live by the River Leem. That is how when the cauldron of revolution was simmering in Paris, so that you, one day, should have a subject for your

  lessons, they were busy, as usual, with their scouring, pumping and embanking. That is how, when foundations were being rocked in France, a land was being formed which would one day yield fifteen

  tons of potatoes or nineteen sacks of wheat an acre and on which your history teacher-to-be would one day have his home.




  It was Atkinson who put Francis Crick in charge of the new steam-pump on Stott’s Drain. When I was a boy a pump still worked on Stott’s Drain – though it was no longer

  steam-but diesel-driven and manned not by a Crick but by Harry Bulman, in the pay of the Great Ouse Catchment Board – adding its pulse-beat to that of many others on the night I learnt what

  the stars really were. It was Atkinson who in 1815 built the lock and sluice two miles from the junction of the Leem and Ouse, christening it the Atkinson Lock. And it was another Atkinson,

  Thomas’s grandson, who, in 1874, after violent flooding had destroyed lock, sluice and lock-keeper’s cottage, rebuilt the lock and named it the New Atkinson. A Crick did not then become

  lock-keeper – but a Crick would.




  Yet why, you may ask, did the Cricks rise no further? Why were they content to be, at best, pump-operators, lock-keepers, humble servants of their masters? Why did they never produce a renowned

  engineer, or turn to farming that rich soil they themselves had helped to form?




  Perhaps because of that old watery phlegm which cooled and made sluggish their spirits, despite the quantities of it they spat out, over their shovels and buckets, in workmanlike gobbets.

  Because they did not forget, in their muddy labours, their swampy origins; that, however much you resist them, the waters will return; that the land sinks; silt collects; that something in nature

  wants to go back.




  Realism; fatalism; phlegm. To live in the Fens is to receive strong doses of reality. The great flat monotony of reality; the wide empty space of reality. Melancholia and self-murder are not

  unknown in the Fens. Heavy drinking, madness and sudden acts of violence are not uncommon. How do you surmount reality, children? How do you acquire, in a flat country, the tonic of elevated

  feelings? If you are an Atkinson it is not difficult. If you have become prosperous by selling fine quality barley, if you can look down from your Norfolk uplands and see in these level Fens

  – this nothing-landscape – an Idea, a drawing-board for your plans, you can outwit reality. But if you are born in the middle of that flatness, fixed in it, glued to it even by the mud

  in which it abounds . . . ?




  How did the Cricks outwit reality? By telling stories. Down to the last generation, they were not only phlegmatic but superstitious and credulous creatures. Suckers for stories. While the

  Atkinsons made history, the Cricks spun yarns.




  And it is strange – or perhaps not strange, not strange at – all, only logical – how the bare and empty Fens yield so readily to the imaginary – and the supernatural. How

  the villages along the Leem were peopled with ghosts and earnestly recounted legends. The Singing Swans of Wash Fen Mere; the Monk of Sudchurch; the Headless Ferryman of Staithe – not to

  mention the Brewer’s Daughter of Gildsey. How in the past the Fens attracted visionaries and fanatics: Saint Gunnhilda, our local patroness, who in 695, or thereabouts, built a wattle hut for

  herself on a mud-hump in the middle of a marsh, and resisting the assaults and blandishments of demons and surviving on nothing but her prayers, heard the voice of God, founded a church and gave

  her name (Gunnhildsea – Gildsey: Gunnhilda’s Isle) to a town. How even in the no-nonsense and pragmatic twentieth century, this future schoolmaster quaked in his bed at night for fear

  of something – something vast and void – and had to be told stories and counter-stories to soothe his provoked imagination. How he piously observed, because others observed them too, a

  catechism of obscure rites. When you see the new moon, turn your money in your pocket; help someone to salt and help them to sorrow; never put new shoes on a table or cut your nails on a Sunday. An

  eel-skin cures rheumatism; a roast mouse cures whooping cough; and a live fish in a woman’s lap will make her barren.




  A fairy-tale land.




  And the Cricks, for all their dull phlegm, believed in fairytales. They saw marsh-sprites; they saw will-o’-the-wisps. My father saw one in 1922. And when echoes from the wide world began

  to penetrate to the Cricks, when news reached them at last, though they never went looking for it, that the Colonies had rebelled, that there had been a Waterloo, a Crimea, they listened and

  repeated what they heard with wide-eyed awe, as if such things were not the stuff of fact but the fabric of a wondrous tale.




  For centuries the Cricks remain untouched by the wide world. No ambition lures them to the cities. No recruiting party or press-gang, foraging up the Ouse from Lynn, whisks them off to fight for

  King or Queen. Until history reaches that pitch – our age, children, our common inheritance – where the wide world impinges whether you wish it or not. Till history performs one of its

  backward somersaults and courts destruction. The waters return. In 1916, ’17 and ’18 there is much flooding of fields, much damage done to embankments and excessive silting in the

  estuaries, because of the unavailability of those normally employed in the peaceable tasks of drainage and reclamation. In 1917 paper summonses call George and Henry Crick, of Hockwell, Cambs.,

  employees of the River Leem Drainage and Navigation Board, to be fitted out with uniforms and equipped with rifles.




  And where do they find themselves, that autumn, separately but as part of the same beleaguered army? In a flat, rainswept, water-logged land. A land not unlike their own native Fenland. A land

  of the kind where the great Vermuyden earned his reputation and developed those ingenious methods which none the less proved inappropriate to the terrain of eastern England. A land where, in 1917,

  there is still much digging, ditching and entrenching and a pressing problem of drainage, not to say problems of other kinds. The Crick brothers see the wide world – which is not a wondrous

  fable. The Cricks see – but is this only some nightmare, some evil memory they have always had? – that the wide world is sinking, the waters are returning, the wide world is drowning in

  mud. Who will not know of the mud of Flanders? Who will not feel in this twentieth century of ours, when even a teenage schoolboy will propose as a topic for a history lesson the End of History,

  the mud of Flanders sucking at his feet?




  In January 1918 Henry Crick is shipped home, an obliging shrapnel wound in his knee. By that time plans are already afoot in Hockwell to raise the war memorial that will bear, amongst others,

  the name of his brother. Henry Crick becomes a hospital case. Henry Crick limps and blinks and falls flat on his face at sudden noises. For a long time he finds it hard to separate in his mind the

  familiar-but-foreign fields of the Fens and the foreign-but-familiar mudscapes he has come from. He expects the ground to quake and heave under his feet and become a morass. He is sent to a home

  for chronic neurasthenics. He thinks: there is only reality, there are no stories left. About his war experiences he says: ‘I remember nothing.’ He does not believe he will one day tell

  salty Tales of the Trenches: ‘In some of the big old shell-holes – there were eels . . .’ He does not believe he will ever talk to his son about mother’s milk and

  hearts.




  But much will happen to Henry Crick. He recovers. He meets his future wife – there indeed is another story. In 1922 he marries. And in the same year Ernest Atkinson brings indirect

  influence to bear on his future employment. Indirect because the Atkinson word is no longer law; the Atkinson empire, like many another empire, is in decline, and since before the war, when he sold

  most of his share in the Leem Navigation, Ernest Atkinson has been living like a recluse, and some would say a mad one at that. But in 1922 my father is appointed keeper of the New Atkinson

  Lock.




  





  4. Before the Headmaster




  AND LEWIS says, ‘We’re cutting back History . . .’




  Just like that. As if there’s no need to go into the actual and embarrassing reasons for my inevitable departure, these being fully acknowledged (if never discussed) between us. As if we

  can play the game that it is not under a cloud of personal disgrace that I am to make my exit, but over a simple matter of curricular rethinking.




  But hold on, Lewis. Cutting back History? Cutting History? If you’re going to sack me, then sack me, don’t dismiss what I stand for. Don’t banish my history . .

  .




  Children, our commendable and trusty headmaster – if I may waive professional discretion for a moment – regards me and my department (whatever he says) as a thorn

  in his flesh. He believes that education is for and about the future – a fine theory, an admirable contention. Thus a subject, however honoured by academic tradition, which seeks as its prime

  function to dwell on the past is, ipso facto, first to go . . .




  Children, there’s this fellow called Lewis – better known to you, indeed to me, as Lulu – who’s trying to make out that I’m a bad lot, that I’m even just a

  bit off my rocker. And that this is the inevitable result of my long dabbling in the hocus-pocus of this selfsame History.




  ‘Early retirement, Tom. On full pension. Half the staff would jump at it.’




  ‘And the closure of my department?’




  ‘Not closure. Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not dropping History. It’s an unavoidable reduction. There’ll be no new Head of History. History will merge with

  General Studies.’




  ‘Amounts to pretty well the same thing.’




  ‘Tom, let’s be clear about this. This isn’t my personal decision. I don’t, it’s true, have a taste for your subject. I’ve never disguised my views. You

  don’t care for physics. Nor, so you’ve made clear, for headmastership. We’ve been sparring partners for years –’ (a weak smile) ‘– it’s been the

  basis of our friendship. A little healthy academic animosity. But there’s no question here of a vendetta. You know how the cuts are biting. And you know the kind of pressure I’m under

  – “practical relevance to today’s real world” – that’s what they’re demanding. And, dammit, you can’t deny there’s been a steady decline in the

  number of pupils opting for History.’




  ‘But what about now, Lew? What about in the last few weeks? You know as well as I do there’ve been no less than six requests by students doing other subjects to transfer to my

  “A” level group. I must have some attraction.’




  ‘If you call a complete departure from the syllabus “attraction”, if you call turning your classes into these – circus-acts – “attraction”.’




  He snorts and starts to lose patience.




  ‘I gave you my advice, Tom – my sympathetic advice. I said take a rest, a period of leave . . .’




  (And come back to no bloody History Department.)




  ‘If you chose to persist—’




  He gets up, taking deep breaths. He stands by the window, hands in pockets, leaning, sideways-on, in the angle formed by the window-frame and a filing cabinet. Four-thirty. Lessons over. Dusk

  enveloping the playground.




  ‘It just so happens, Tom, that I agree with the powers-that-be. Equipping for the real world. It just so happens that I think that’s what we’re here for.’ A demonstrative

  hand waved towards the playground. ‘Send just one of these kids out into the world with a sense of his or her usefulness, with an ability to apply, with practical knowledge and not a ragbag

  of pointless information—’ (So there we have it.)




  A good, a diligent, a persevering man. Truly. Sometimes when I leave school I see Lewis’s light still on, on the first floor, suspended like a lantern amid the darkened

  classrooms. He cares; he strives; he endeavours. And where he can’t prevail he worries, as if in penitential reparation. Worries for his pupils’ sake. Worries that in the 1980s he

  can’t provide them with golden prospects. Worry’s donated him an ulcer, which he douses with whisky from a filing cabinet (I know about that too).




  A brief sketch of our Headmaster:




  Once upon a time, in the bright mid-sixties . . . But you won’t remember the bright mid-sixties. OK to be revolutionary then, quite possible to be revolutionary then. The product

  (let’s put it into historical perspective) of temporary affluence, educational expansion and a short-term good outlook. A sort of revolution of the young . . . The period also of the cold

  war, the Cuba crisis and the intercontinental ballistic missile . . .




  Once upon a time, in the bright mid-sixties, when you were being born and Lewis, apart from being appointed Head (his only rival a history teacher, a senior man who none the less wanted to

  remain in the classroom), was busy begetting his own little ones, there was plenty of future on offer. Good times for headmasters. Our school a new ship bound for the Promised Land. Lewis, our

  doughty captain, a teacher of physics and chemistry (technology then in its white-hot days), confidently striding the deck.




  It’s still his ship. But he’s no longer captain. He’s become – a figurehead. Steadfast and staunch, but still a figurehead. Tap him. Beneath the varnish, solid wood (and

  worms of worry). Our ship’s figurehead is a replica of a headmaster of fifteen years ago.




  Watch him at morning assembly. (You do? And listen too? Yes, yes, he casts a certain spell.) You won’t catch old Lulu looking glum. You won’t see him up on the dais without his chin

  held high and determinedly jutting, a smile and a joke to hand. He sees that as his role now: hold firm, keep smiling. But it’s hard work, masking the marks of worry. Gives you ulcers.




  And he’s good with kids. Has three of his own. Corners you with them in the staff room (my David, my Cathy – ). At a private dinner party (guests Tom and Mary Crick) he announces,

  not a little worse for drink, that he’s considering installing a domestic fallout shelter: ‘For the kids, you know, for the kids’ sake . . .’ If he can no longer be a

  bountiful Santa Claus, if there are no longer enough of those gift-wrapped promises to go round, he’s still free with pats on the head and genial exhortation. Just work hard at your lessons,

  be good in class. Your education will save you. A school is a microcosm, so if the school works well . . . He’s good with kids.




  It’s just the cares of grown-ups, it’s just the addled adult world he’s not so keen on. He wants to be close to his pupils: keeps his distance from his staff. When they

  have problems they get short shrift . . .




  He must have worked it out with the Authority. Seized the excuse of their pressure to impose cut-backs. The man’s got to go. No question of that. But how to avoid all

  that adult mess? Departmental reshuffling. Budgetary directives . . . And the relevance of the subject to the real world . . .




  (But since when have you been living, Lew, in the real world?)




  So he says, ‘We’re cutting back History . . .’




  He doesn’t say: ‘If it were anything else . . . But child theft. Child theft. A schoolmaster’s wife. You can’t deny the repercussions. And those damned press

  reports . . .’




  He doesn’t say: ‘I’d stand by you, Tom, I’d defend you. But, in the circumstances – these lessons – these circus-acts . . .’




  He doesn’t say: ‘How is she, Tom?’




  (She’s what in days gone by they might have called mad. She’s in what, in days gone by but not any more, they called an asylum.)




  He doesn’t ask: ‘Why?’




  He says— But he can’t even say what he’d planned to say: he’s opening his filing cabinet, he’s going to offer me whisky. No reasons, no explanations, no digging up

  what’s past. He’d rather pretend it isn’t real. Reality’s so strange, so strange and unexpected. He doesn’t want to discuss it.




  

    

      

        Mr Lewis Scott, Headmaster, had ‘no comment’ today when faced with angry reaction from parents.


      




      

    


  


He’d like it over and done with and out the way.


 Early retirement. Full pension. We’re cutting History.


  





  5. A Bruise upon a Bruise




  IT BOBBED gently. It swivelled and rocked in the eddies, face down, arms held out, bent at the elbow, in the position of someone quietly, pronely

  asleep. But it was dead, not asleep. Since bodies do not sleep which lie face down in the water, least of all if they have been lying thus, undetected in the darkness, for several hours.




  For that night (July the twenty-fifth, 1943), as chance would have it, Dad had not been plagued by his usual restlessness. That night he had slept soundly till woken by the dawn, at which he had

  risen, along with Dick who, never suffering himself from disturbed nights, woke every morning at five-thirty, to depart at six-thirty on his motor-cycle for the outskirts of Lynn, where he worked

  on a dredger in the Ouse. Only a commotion coming from the front of the cottage, a hoarse shout from Dad, the clanking of someone running over the cat-walk of the sluice, denied me the extra

  hour’s sleep I was allowed as a studious schoolboy (schoolboy then on holiday, and not so exclusively studious) and prevented me from being woken, as I usually was, by the coughings and

  garglings of Dick’s motor-bike.




  And when I went into Dick’s room to look out over the river, Dad and Dick were standing on the cat-walk, bent forward, eyes lowered, and Dad was prodding something in the water,

  tentatively, nervously, with a boat-hook, as if he were the keeper of some dangerous but sluggish aquatic animal and were trying to goad it into life.




  I flung on my clothes; went downstairs, heart jumping.




  At that time of year the river was low. The barrier of the sluice itself, the vertical brick-facing of the adjacent river-bank and the pier between sluice and lock formed a deep three-sided

  enclosure from which no body, alive or dead, could be lifted with ease. Dad must have been considering this fact and was scrambling back to the cottage to look for better tools than the boat-hook,

  when he met me, scrambling in the opposite direction, by the sluice engine. His face had the look of a criminal caught in mid-crime.




  ‘Freddie Parr,’ he said.




  But I had already recognized the checked summer shirt, the grey cotton trousers, the prominent shoulder-blades, the dark hair which, even when soaked with river water, formed unsmoothable tufts

  at the back of Freddie’s head.




  ‘Freddie Parr.’




  He brushed past me. I joined Dick on the cat-walk. He held the boat-hook and was giving gentle, deliberate pokes to the body.




  ‘Freddie Parr,’ I said.




  We could not get beyond this repetition of a name.




  ‘Freddie Parr,’ Dick said. ‘Freddie Parr-Parr.’




  For that was how Dick spoke, in a sort of baby-language.




  He turned his face to me; a long potato-coloured face, with a heavy jaw and a slack mouth which hung invariably open, emitting a thin, unconscious wheeze. His eyelids flickered. When Dick was

  moved, only his eyelids showed it. The muddy complexion neither flushed nor paled; the mouth remained limp; the eyes themselves stared. The eyelids alone registered emotion. But although they

  registered emotion it was impossible to tell merely from their movement what emotion was being signalled.




  ‘F-Freddie Parr. Dead. D-dead Freddie. Deddie Freddie.’




  He stirred the body with the boat-hook. He was trying to get it to float face upwards.




  Dad had disappeared into the lean-to shed abutting the cottage. Here were kept more boat-hooks, ropes, life-belts and the rakes and grappling hooks he used for clearing debris from the river.

  Our punt, which would have been the most serviceable piece of equipment at this moment, was lying upturned on a pair of trestles by the tow-path, a section of its bottom removed for repair.




  He emerged again, empty-handed. It was clear that he had given thought to the ropes and hooks, but though they were effective for tree branches and the carcasses of sheep, he baulked at using

  them on the raw flesh of a dead boy.




  He stood, facing us, on the tow-path. Then quite deliberately, for a matter of several seconds, he turned to look the other way. I know what he was doing. He was hoping that all this was not

  happening. He was hoping that no drowned body had floated one bright summer’s morning against his sluice-gate. He was hoping that if he turned his back, counted ten, whispered a covert

  entreaty, it would go away. But it didn’t.




  The sun was still low, glinting on the river. Above the fields, larks were twittering in a milky-blue sky. All over the globe, at this very hour, a war was being fought. Our troops were pushing

  hard, so we were told, in Sicily; the Russians, also, were pushing. Meanwhile, in the Atlantic . . . But except for the Lancasters and B24s which favoured for their roosts the flat and strategic

  country of East Anglia, no hint of this universal strife reached us in our Fenland backwater.




  Dad hobbled back over lock and cat-walk and took the boat-hook from Dick’s hands. There was nothing for it but, by means of this boat-hook, to steer the body through the water to a point

  where it could be manhandled on to dry land. This meant manoeuvring it around the central pier, across the headgate of the lock, then upstream a few yards along the tow-path to where landing-steps

  led down to the water and where, had it not been upturned with a hole in its bottom, our punt would have been moored.




  I watched Dad decide between the collar of Freddie’s shirt and the belt of his trousers. He settled for the collar. It would have been better, in the long run, if he had chosen the belt.

  Slipping the end of the boat-hook between the shirt-collar and the white nape of Freddie’s neck, he gave a twist and succeeded in getting a hold. He began to walk, slowly, holding the

  boat-hook with great, indeed trembling, concentration, along the cat-walk and up the central pier. We followed him.




  The position of Freddie’s outward-bent arms did not facilitate this journey through the water. It also gave the illusion that he was propelling himself in some crude, floundering way over

  the surface – a semblance counteracted by the evident stiffness of both arms and legs, and by the well-known fact, only confirmed by this morning’s discovery, that Freddie Parr could

  not swim.




  As Dad tried to guide the body round the upstream end of the central pier he ran into difficulties. When he pulled the body across-stream the legs swung out into the current. The right hand and

  forearm, at the same time, caught against the brickwork, increasing the feet-first swing. By applying sideways pressure with the boat-hook, Dad attempted to correct this tendency and to disengage

  Freddie’s hand – which none the less remained caught – from the wall of the pier.




  The combined effect of all these movements and counter-movements was that the twist in Freddie’s collar by which he was attached to the boat-hook, twisted still further, to the point where

  it could twist no more without Freddie twisting with it. All at once, the body, left leg and shoulder first, turned face upwards, and this, unlike the unconvincing imitation of swimming, gave every

  appearance that Freddie Parr had suddenly woken from his nose-down slumber and, annoyed by the boat-hook that was both probing his neck and threatening to throttle him, was angrily alive.




  Whether it was in frantic response to this illusion or whether he had decided anyway to abandon his plan and haul the body out of the water there and then, Dad began to pull mightily on the

  boat-hook. Freddie reared out of the water, as far as his waist, and hung, elbows out, wrists raised in a gesture of surrender, still several feet below Dad. The head fell back and hit the

  brickwork of the pier. Water flowed out of the mouth. The twisted shirt-collar which could not support the weight of the hanging body, tore apart. The boat-hook caught first under Freddie’s

  jaw, then, as the body fell back into the water, gouged upwards through cheek, eye-socket and temple.




  And it was then, children – as Freddie Parr plunged but bobbed up again, and as it became clear that the inadvertent wound to his head had drawn blood, but not blood of the usual kind,

  vivid red and readily mingling with water, but a dark, sticky, reluctant substance, the colour of blackcurrants – that I came out of a dream. That I realized. I realized I was looking at a

  dead body. Something I had never seen before. (For I had seen Mother dying but not dead.) And not just any dead body, but the dead body of my friend (true, a devious friend, a friend to be

  suspected on more than one count – but a friend). Freddie Parr. Whom I had talked to the day before yesterday. With whom, not so long ago, I used to sit and joke and banter on the high banks

  of the Hockwell Lode where it joins the Leem, not far from where the Leem meets the Ouse. Along with Dick, and Mary Metcalf and Shirley Alford and Peter Baine and David Coe, most of us half-naked

  and muddy-limbed, because this was our favourite spot for swimming.
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