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To my sister, Elizabeth, and to Joe
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INTRODUCTION


The English village has been declared dead or dying so often that it seems almost heretical to declare that it is nothing of the sort. But I have to respect the evidence. And the evidence is that it remains very much alive – not necessarily kicking, but with a heartbeat that more often than not is regular and firm. Furthermore, barring some cataclysm that destroys society and all its structures, the village shows every sign of surviving into our foreseeable future.


I am not trying to be contrary. The village as a model for communal living is simply too strong to fail. It meets too many of our deep needs. It came into existence long before towns and cities so that people could live together but not necessarily under the same roof. It enabled them to work together and achieve results that would have been impossible had it been each man for himself. It provided a sense of security in the face of ever-present danger, and the reassurance of proximity without everyone having to eat and sleep side by side.


That fundamental, instinctive need – to be part of something larger and stronger – is as insistent as ever. So why have we been so ready to write the village off, to declare it redundant and therefore destined for a lingering passing from life? How did we lose sight of its indispensable nature?


I believe we allowed ourselves to be deceived about what the village was, and is, for. Because it developed in its familiar form so that those who worked the land would have somewhere close by to eat and rest and have occasional respite from their otherwise ceaseless round of toil, it became an article of faith that the bond with the land created the village. It seemed to follow that if and when that bond was broken, the village was doomed because its reason for being had been taken from it.


After two thousand years and more, the bond was ruptured beyond repair. For the sake of convenience let us date that breaking to 1945. In fact, of course, it had been weakening for a long time before that. But it is beyond dispute that since the end of the 1939–45 World War agriculture in this country has been transformed literally beyond recognition. Before 1914 it would have been unusual to find an able-bodied man in a country village who was not directly or indirectly employed on the land or in trades associated with it. Between the wars it would have been worthy of comment. Post 1945 the farm labourer has become a threatened species, and the associated traders – wheelwright, carter, blacksmith and the rest – have become virtually extinct.


The social consequences of the rupture were seismic. The agricultural labouring class, the bedrock of village life, disappeared, dispersed to towns and cities where there were factories and shops and jobs. The vacuum they left was filled by migrants from elsewhere: incomers, newcomers, newbies, call them what you will. The village dynamic was turned upside down. But the village did not die.


There had been times, long ago, when villages readily gave up the ghost. England is littered with the sites of deserted villages: prehistoric, Celtic, Roman, Saxon, Norman, medieval. In those far-off days people organised themselves for communal living in particular places because the circumstances – availability, good soil, favourable climate, absence of war and plague – supported the arrangement. But by its nature that arrangement was precarious, and there was nothing permanent about it. The notion of the settlement putting down roots to anchor it in its location would have struck those early peasants as highly fanciful. If the circumstances changed – a Saxon incursion, for instance, or the Norman invasion, or the Black Death, or simply the exhaustion of the soil by primitive farming methods – the village could easily become unviable. Its population diminished until those left decided to move and join another settlement, or try somewhere else altogether. Their village decayed and vanished, sometimes within a generation, sometimes over a more extended period.


It took centuries for a village to acquire history. In time, though, the churchyard took possession of succeeding generations, so that the current generation could look back and say: this is ours, we belong here. But that sense of belonging was shaken to its foundations by the earlier revolution that overtook rural England, the enclosure movement.


Between 1760 and 1815 a quarter of the entire farmed area of the country – seven million acres – became privately owned. In many places the old cooperative way of working the land was killed off. The open-field system that had evolved post-1066 had had a place for everyone, from the lowest serf to the ambitious, look-ahead yeoman farmer. The new system sealed the transition from feudalism to capitalism. Those best placed to exploit it took control and prospered. Those less well placed became the labouring class. Those at the bottom of the pile were dispossessed, sank into poverty and over time vanished from the scene altogether. The consequence in the village was that the divisions in the hierarchy – always there but blurred by the communality of effort – became more clearly defined and, inevitably, widened.


When the medieval village was abandoned and died, there was no one around to pick up a pen and interpret this as a symptom of society’s sickness. But the upheaval resulting from the enclosure of the common land was documented in detail, and then assessed by a new breed of social commentator. The concept of the changing face of the countryside was born.


In 1751 Thomas Gray published his Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard. It celebrated the weary plodding ploughman and his way of life and the village and the land around in such a way as to suggest that they formed some sort of appointed harmonious whole, timeless and unchanging. The truth, for many a ploughman, was that their time was up. A decade later Oliver Goldsmith wrote in The Deserted Village:




Sweet smiling village, loveliest of the lawn,


Thy sports are fled and all thy charms withdrawn;


Amidst thy bowers the tyrant’s hand is seen,


And desolation saddens all the green:


One only master grasps the whole domain,


And half a tillage stints thy smiling plain.


No more thy glassy brook reflects the day,


But chok’d with sedges, works its weedy way.





John Clare witnessed the legalised seizure of common land in his quiet corner of Northamptonshire and cried out in protest: ‘Inclosure, thou art a curse upon the land.’


The new order swiftly became the established order. The economic inequalities cemented into increasingly rigid social distinctions. In 1873 the government produced a survey entitled Return of Owners of Land which revealed that one quarter of rural England was in the possession of 363 landowners, each with an estate of at least 10,000 acres. Half of them were peers of the realm. Three thousand members of the landed gentry, the squirearchy, had holdings of between 1000 and 10,000 acres. Below them came the 250,000 farmers, most of them tenants; and below them came the one million farm labourers, the vast majority living in tied cottages.


This was capitalism at work: the rich getting richer and more powerful, the middle class generally prospering and able to ride out economic lows, the labouring class anchored in poverty at the mercy of whatever squalls overtook the agricultural sector. The changing rural world acquired its standard types: the remote and infinitely arrogant landowner, the upwardly mobile and generally bullying farmer, and the poignantly pathetic archetypal landless farm labourer, known universally as Hodge.


The name, an elision of hedge and clod, was an expression of the man: slow in wits and movement, fathomlessly ignorant and credulous, dimly aware of his lowly situation but too gormless to do anything about it. The stereotype received its fullest treatment in Hodge and his Masters by Richard Jefferies, published in 1880, in which a life of toil on behalf of others reaches its lingering end in the degradation of the workhouse. As the critic Raymond Williams pointed out in his searching cultural analysis The Country and the City, Jefferies has himself been mythologised as a lifelong countryman and the descendant of generations of yeomen farmers, whereas he never worked on the land, lived mainly in suburbia and earned his living by journalism. Far from being a work of objective social reportage, Hodge and his Masters is a consciously political assault on a system which Jefferies saw – with considerable justification – as having relegated the most defenceless sector of the rural population to pauperism.


It took a true countryman, Thomas Hardy, to redress the balance. In an essay called ‘The Dorsetshire Labourer’ he invited subscribers to the Hodge caricature to come to Dorset ‘where Hodge in his most unmitigated form is supposed to reside’. There, he said, they would discover for themselves that the typical Hodge ‘was somehow not typical of anyone but himself’; and that for those prepared to take the trouble to know him, the ‘dull, unvarying, joyless Hodge’ disintegrated into ‘men of many minds, infinite in difference’.


From the degradation of Hodge it was but a small step to conclude that the village – his locus operandi – was similarly on the slide. The crucial text in this strand of the story was George Sturt’s Change in the Village, which came out in 1912 and recorded the decay and unravelling of the community life in Lower Bourne, then a distinct village outside Farnham in Surrey, now absorbed into Farnham’s suburbs. Sturt’s tone and method appear rigorously unsentimental, but implicit in his account is his own belief that this transformation had eaten away and destroyed the soul of the village, and that what was left behind was a poor thing in comparison.


Sturt’s lament was taken up at intervals by other commentators in the course of the twentieth century – each recording their verdicts on the villages they had known. Almost inevitably, given our inclination to mourn what has gone, the tone of these judgments tended towards the elegiac. It was easier to conclude that the village was on its way out than to identify signs of hope and regeneration. But the last rites have proved to be premature. The village has remained obstinately alive even as, throughout its history, individual villages have decayed and become moribund.


What happened to it was that it changed so fundamentally, and moved so far from its familiar past, that the transformation could be, and frequently was, mistaken for a kind of death.




1


GROWING UP


Twyford, Berkshire


When I was a year old we moved to Twyford, a largish village in Berkshire, roughly midway between Maidenhead and Reading. My father was a Member of Parliament and needed to be in London much of the time. But with a growing family – I was the fourth son – he and my mother did not care to live there. Twyford’s great asset was its railway station, twelve minutes’ brisk walk from our house (my memory is of him always leaving late, always at a run, clutching bowler hat and briefcase).


Like all villages, Twyford owed its existence and particular character to its location. It had been a coaching station on the old Bath Road, and was an obvious choice for a stop on Brunel’s Great Western Railway, being thirty minutes or so away from Paddington. It had no industry or speciality of its own to make it remarkable, although Waterer’s celebrated Floral Mile of nurseries ran along the A4 not far away. When we moved there in 1952 it was recognisably a village of a traditional, familiar kind.


Its centre was around the intersection between the Bath Road and the road between the neighbouring villages of Hurst and Wargrave. It was the usual mixture of shops, businesses and pubs, among which the pubs – or rather their names – are clearest in the memory. The Kings Arms stood on the crossroads, with the Bell facing it from the other side of the Wargrave Road. The Station Hotel, as you might expect, was opposite the station, with the Golden Cross no more than a couple of hundred yards away on the same road. The Bull and the Duke of Wellington were on the Bath Road, with the Waggon and Horses further along towards Reading. A little way from the village centre was the Grove Hall Hotel, a red-brick pile excitingly and mysteriously destroyed by fire when I was a few years old.


There were two butchers, a bread shop which sold cakes and cream buns, a greengrocer or possibly two greengrocers, Mrs Read’s sweetshop, Newberry’s the newsagents and Mr Gillett’s antiques shop. There was a saddler’s run by Mr Seymour amid a thick, beguiling aroma of leather and polish; he was also the secretary of the local angling club and sold fishing tackle and bait, of critical interest to myself and two of my elder brothers as we were mad for fishing. There was a cycle repair shop where our punctures were mended by a man steeped in oil whose hands were, for reasons never explained to me, short of the normal complement of fingers. And there were doubtless other retail premises, milliners and haberdashers and hairdressers and suchlike, which did not impinge upon my limited consciousness.


Although Twyford was ‘home’ and remained so until I was into my twenties, I realised much later that we played little part in village life. At that time the English class system still retained its rigid grip, defending the demarcation lines between sectors of society in a way that seems extraordinary now. We were of the upper middle class – my father went to Eton, my mother to Benenden – and there were very few of us in Twyford. Indeed there was only one other family like ours with parents and children of similar background, ages and outlook. Fortunately for us they owned a large house on the river that ran along the western boundary of the village, giving us unfettered access to a mile and more of good fishing water. But none of their children was in the least interested in the things that interested me – mainly fishing, cricket and football – and I did not forge strong bonds with any of them.
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Twyford village centre – pre-1914 and 1960s








I had no playmate in the village apart from my brothers. A month short of my eighth birthday I was sent off to boarding school in Northamptonshire. Two of my brothers were already there; the eldest had by then graduated from prep to public school. Soon after I was eight my father was killed in a motor accident. Subsequently my mother became headmistress of Roedean School near Brighton, but the family base continued to be our house in Twyford. In my mother’s absence everything was organised by my grandmother, who lived next door.


Unlike the rest of us, she entered energetically into aspects of village life. She was, in the best sense, a busybody: pillar of the church, the Conservative Association and the WI; familiar in every shop, known to every trader and a good many villagers. She had friends there, many more than my mother, whose brief breaks from her duties on the Sussex coast were mostly spent on solitary exertions on her knees in the garden keeping weeds at bay and plants in order.


The village was growing. In the Fifties it retained its irregular but comparatively compact form, gathered around the crossroads and the approaches to it, and the station. It extended east and west along the Bath Road but remained cushioned by fields to the north and south. Inexorably these fields were swallowed up by new housing. What had been neglected, rabbit-infested meadows across the road from our back fence were annexed for a new school and an expanse of streets and closes and cul-de-sacs lined with new houses and bungalows built from that pale, bloodless brick favoured by the mass housebuilders of the Sixties. The grounds of the Grove Hall Hotel were annexed by an estate of detached and semi-detached houses and maisonettes in the same brick, relieved by cladding and panelling, with flat-roofed, swing-doored garages and neat rectangular gardens.


The new housing was occupied by newcomers who commuted to London or had jobs in Reading. As the village centre was enclosed by its swelling surround of housing, so it gradually surrendered the diversity and the distinctiveness that went with it. The Kings Arms migrated from the crossroads to anonymous red-brick premises behind. The handsome stuccoed nineteenth-century building was demolished to make way for a thoroughly nasty parade of shops. In its new home the pub faltered and failed, eventually becoming an Italian restaurant. The Bell closed as well. For a time both butchers kept going, until Franklin’s and the land behind it were sold to Waitrose. The opening of the supermarket in 2000 dealt a mortal blow to the retail heart of the village. Within a few years there were no food shops left, and the vacant premises were mostly eaten up by cheap restaurants and estate agents.


This process – the bleeding out of retail diversity in response to the tightening of the supermarket grip so familiar in so many similar settlements – took many years. By the time it was completed I had long since ceased to live in Twyford. I do not remember remarking upon it as it started and gathered pace, although later I noticed aspects of it, and I recall writing a piece for the Financial Times lamenting the end of Franklin’s and the disappearance of its incomparable sausages. But as a lad I saw very little, heard nothing and knew almost no one, until 1968, when I was seventeen.


That summer I played a few games of cricket for the village team. My eldest brother had started playing the year before, and soon the second eldest was playing as well when home from university. For the first time I met and consorted with people from the village, my village. One or two of them were true Berkshire, with the rustic burr that has long since vanished utterly. But most were incomers from elsewhere, white-collar types, united in very little other than their enthusiasm for cricket.


Nearly half a century later I am still playing cricket for the village. I have not lived there since 1972 but until last year I was still chairman of the club. Most weeks during the summer I go over to work on the square, as well as playing Sunday matches. My spiritual commitment to the club remains as strong as ever, preserving my link to the village itself.


Twyford has continued to expand, and now has a population of almost 10,000. But it is still classified as a village, with a parish rather than a town council, and it clearly still is a village, albeit one enclosed by tracts of housing estates. Its character has not changed significantly since Waitrose opened. Its great transformation, which took place in front of my largely unseeing eyes, was effected over four decades, from the 1960s to the end of the millennium.


Its home owners still commute to London on the train or drive out to the business parks around Reading. Its children go the local schools. Its people eat in the Indian, Thai and Italian restaurants and pick up takeaways from the chippy and the Chinese. The surviving pubs – the Waggon and Horses, the Duke of Wellington and the Golden Cross – show football, put on quiz nights, stage live music. Food shopping is done at Waitrose; there is nowhere else. But there are other shops to cover other needs, and an excellent independent café, recently (and quite unnecessarily) joined by a Costa coffee house. The football club thrives, the cricket club survives, the Scouts march on and there is a host of ‘village activities’.


Twyford has changed entirely since the Forts moved there in 1952. The form of the village we knew then is still there, but the life we knew has long vanished. Old Twyford is concealed within New Twyford, with a new life. But it is very evidently not dead or dying or even in precarious health.




*

There are, however, plenty of English villages which have been slowly drained of their vitality. The shop has gone, the pub has gone, the school has been converted into a second home, the old cottages have been sold to weekenders and the new houses, if there are any, to commuters from elsewhere. The church is part of a group parish of eight and gets communion once a month if it’s lucky. The cricket club is a fading memory and the grass on the recreation field is two feet long. The peace is the peace of the graveyard.


This village tends to be small and distant from any major centre of population. It is rural and picturesque, richly endowed with cob, old stone, thatched roofs, crooked tiles, leaning chimneys, clambering roses, bee-humming cottage gardens; heavy with what the social historian and archaeologist Richard Muir scornfully characterised as ‘the sweet and cloying lavender odour found in National Trust shops’. The local yokels have long gone, displaced by the same economic forces that have shaped the wider society we have today. The fabric of the village – the cottages and fine stone houses – has probably never been in better condition than it is now, because of the wealth of the new owners. But this village will have very little in the way of new, cheaper housing; therefore very little in the way of infusion of new blood. It is in the hands of retirees and second-homers and the reclusive, security-anxious rich, all very protective of its picturesqueness and quiet, not much bothered by the matter of its vitality.


For a village to thrive, it must have the capacity to renew itself, and that means making room for new families. The chances are that it will be comparatively big – say, three or four hundred homes and a population of a thousand or more – and with manageable connections to towns and cities where there is well-paid work. It will have a primary school, with a secondary school close by, which are much more important than those pillars of village life in times past, the church and pub (although it will have those). There will be a recreation ground and sports clubs, a library, allotments. There will be clubs, groups, activities, causes.


The price these villages pay for renewal is to forfeit something of their good looks. They will have had to accept new housing, accretions of banal and homogeneous dwellings, arranged by the dead hand and impoverished vision of developers around copses and closes and views and pightles and glebes and other meaningless harkings back to bygone days; tacked on to the irregular diversity that comes with organic growth over centuries. But if the village lives, it is a price worth paying.


I have never been a city-dweller, and although I have lived for extended periods in towns, I have never felt myself to be a natural townie. I am by nature and inclination a village kind of person, and I have spent a little over half of my life in two villages: the one where I was brought up, and the one where I live now. Neither is in the least scenic nor possessed of obvious charms. But they survive, even thrive. They are not typical of villages elsewhere because each village is particular to itself. But their stories, and the stories of other villages, together make a bigger story. And this bigger story is itself a fundamental part of the story of our nation.




2


LONG AGO


Goltho, Lincolnshire


A few miles east of Lincoln on the A158 is a signpost on the right for Goltho. The place itself is insignificant, just a scattering of houses hardly even amounting to hamlet status. But there is an arresting sight off the narrow, rough lane leading to it: a tiny red-brick church standing on its own in a broad, open cornfield.


St George’s was built in the sixteenth century by the family who lived nearby at Goltho Hall. It has box pews, carved altar rails, a double-decked pulpit and a handsome stone floor. It also had a mellow tiled roof until October 2013, when it was struck by a bolt of lightning and set on fire. Sheets of corrugated metal now keep out the worst of the Lincolnshire weather.


It is sad in the way ruined churches always are, the more so because the sheets of corrugated iron are ugly and brutal and the rest of the building is lovely; and perhaps because it was brought to this state not by neglect – it had a devoted band of volunteers who looked after it and it was still used for occasional services – but by atrocious bad luck or what one might call an act of God. No one enters it now and there is no one to pay to have the roof restored and the damage put right. Severed from its reason for being, St George’s serves no one except those whose names are faintly, if at all, discernible on the leaning gravestones outside, and their requirements are minimal.
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Goltho church before being struck by lightning








Underneath the floor of the church are the remains of another, even more ancient place of worship. And a few yards to the south-west of the churchyard is a slight but perceptible rise in the otherwise flat ground. There are clues here, if you know what you are looking for.


Fortunately the archaeologist Guy Beresford had a good idea of what to look for when he led a celebrated excavation of this Lincolnshire field in the late 1970s. But even Beresford was, I think, surprised by the richness and diversity of the history he and his team uncovered. The resulting book, handsomely published by English Heritage and available online, opens a window on to the often obscure and fragmented story of the English village in pre-medieval and medieval times.


The detailed chronology of the settlement at Goltho is complicated and necessarily speculative. But its broad outline is clear. It came into organised existence during the Roman occupation (although pottery fragments show there was some kind of exploitation of the site before the legions arrived in AD 43). Initially it comprised thatched circular huts, palisades and pounds for animals. Later, perhaps around AD 200, a more substantial Romano-British farmstead replaced the huts, although Beresford was not able to determine the full extent of the property.


Early in the fifth century Britain ceased to be part of the disintegrating Roman empire. Around then Goltho was abandoned. The reasons are unknown, but it was a time of chronic instability and rapidly declining population, aptly dubbed the Dark Ages. When the darkness thins a few centuries later, it reveals the field at Goltho to have been resettled by a group of Saxon immigrants. Saxon incursions from the Low Countries had begun while the Romans were still in control. After the legions left, Saxons exploited the vacuum to establish pagan kingdoms over much of the more productive land of central and southern England. The scale of colonisation is not clear, and some authorities believe that the numbers involved amounted to no more than a few thousand, and that their success was more linguistic than territorial.


At Goltho several houses built with clay and wattle walls and roofs thatched in sedge, straw or rush appeared in the eighth century arranged beside some sort of street or way, each with its own ditched and fenced paddock. Between 850 and 950 these dwellings were cleared away and replaced by more substantial ones built around three sides of a courtyard, the complex enclosed by ramparts and ditches. A timber hall was added subsequently, eighty feet long and twenty wide, with a floor of trampled clay. This imposing residence was itself then rebuilt with a Romanesque roof and a raised cobbled hearth.


It was evidently a place of wealth and importance. Quite soon – certainly by the end of the tenth century – a new stave-built manor house rose on the site, accompanied by outbuildings which included a weaving shed and kitchens, all within a strengthened enclosure. But construction at Goltho was by no means finished. Soon after the Norman invasion of 1066 work began to replace the manor house with a motte-and-bailey castle, raised on a mound well above the rest of the settlement and close to where the ruined church now stands. The castle was defended by a moat and wide ramparts, and was subsequently expanded into a proper fortified homestead suitable for the lord of this manor.


And so it remained, together with between thirty and forty humbler dwellings along a road and a side street, with – in time – a church. But at some point Goltho’s fortunes began to wane. The reasons are a matter for supposition; it may be that the clay soil became impoverished or too compacted for satisfactory drainage; or that plague or some other disease struck; or that the village was caught up in some localised conflict; or, perhaps most likely, it fell victim to the well-documented worsening in the climate which meant the fields could no longer feed the people. Whatever the factors, the population diminished in the course of the fourteenth century to the point at which the village became unviable. By the time it was abandoned early in the fifteenth century there were just four homesteads left.




*

What happened at Goltho was particular to Goltho, but not atypical of elsewhere across England. It used to be stated that there could be very little known about the pattern of settlement in pre-Roman Britain because of the thoroughness with which those settlements – whether extended homesteads or groups of houses forming the earliest villages – had been erased from the landscape. But the steady advance in techniques of archaeology and in the interpretation of evidence has redrawn the picture entirely. It is now clear that, long before the Romans forged their empire, much of England had achieved remarkable progress both in food production and social organisation.


Bronze Age farmers cleared much of the original forest, and their Iron Age successors continued and extended the process, bringing great tracts of land under the plough and creating grazing for very considerable herds of livestock, mainly cattle. The population in the first century BCE is now estimated to have been not much lower than its level under Roman rule – perhaps as many as four or five million. The evidence suggests strongly that the prime motive for conquest was not to extend the boundaries of empire to include an undeveloped frontier province, but to exploit an existing production source of known value.


The notion that Roman officials arrived in the wake of the legions to impose the Roman system of administration on a country speckled with extended family farmsteads each operating independently and in isolation has been sabotaged by recent research. Thousands of settlements – ranging from tiny hamlets to a handful of what archaeologists refer to as proto-towns – had sprung up in Iron Age England. Silchester, for example – long identified as a ‘Roman town’ – in fact boasted an urban-style street system almost a century before Aulus Plautius weighed anchor off the Kent coast with his invasion force.


The steady rise in the population through the Bronze and Iron Ages, and the corresponding increases in food production, required people and communities to work together. Laser scanning of a site on a spur of the South Downs near Chichester has revealed traces of a complex and extensive Iron Age field system which could only have been constructed by a considerable labour force, and which was one part of a much more widespread and organised system of crop cultivation.


It is now evident that the Romans did not institute any kind of agricultural or even to any great extent social revolution. They built towns, vastly expanded industrial processes such as lead mining and iron smelting, introduced a full monetary economy and imposed a central government, funded by taxation, on what had previously been a disparate tribal system. But for the great majority of the rural population, working their land as they had before, Roman rule would hardly have impinged on daily life at all. Rather than representing an emergence from prehistoric darkness into the light of civilisation, Roman Britain can now be seen as one significant stage in a long process of organic change.


The traditional sequential version of our history saw Roman occupation give way to Saxon settlement, one phase followed by another. But it was not as tidy as that. In the short term, all that happened was that the protection of the Imperial army was withdrawn, partly in response to trouble on the Continent and partly because the British contingent had been overstretched trying to deal with bands of Saxon raiders – some of whom were actually ex-Roman army soldiers seizing the main chance when they saw it.


Fraternisation and intermarriage between resident Romano-British and Saxon incomers further complicated a complicated situation. What is clear is that, over a remarkably short period, the comparatively ordered society organised by Roman officialdom disintegrated into unstable spheres of influence riven by rivalries between competing lords who were ready at all times to resolve differences by violence.


As the population declined and what had been fertile fields were reclaimed by thorn and brush, many long-standing settlements ceased to exist. Others continued in occupation but at a much reduced level. The Saxon immigrants sometimes built their wooden houses next to an existing settlement, sometimes on new sites. The best known, at Mucking in Essex, included 200 smaller structures and a significant number of more substantial dwellings – one of these, fifty feet long and much bigger than the rest, may have been the hall of a ruling thegn – which were built and rebuilt on various parts of the site from the earliest years of the Saxon incursions onwards.


It was an unstable time in an unstable world, and clear patterns of occupation are difficult to establish. Some settlement sites clearly remained in use over long periods; others were abandoned. Under pressure of war or disease or shortage of food, groups would move on to try somewhere else, fragment, disperse, form new groups; leaving little trace beyond shards of pottery and marks on the ground discernible only from the air. A sense of permanence as we understand it – belonging in a specific location in a familiar, lasting dwelling – would have been unknown. Villages there certainly were, in the sense of groups of dwellings sustaining a communal life. But how they functioned and were organised – what village life was like – remains a matter of guesswork.




*

The birth of the English village in its familiar form was bound up with the evolution of the system of agriculture known as open-field agriculture, in which the viable land available to a community was worked communally with each family having its place. That connection is generally accepted by archaeologists and historians. But how open-field farming evolved, where the model came from, where it took hold and when, whether it was adopted piecemeal or whether there was a pattern, why some parts of England embraced it and others did not, and why variations in its applications are found in some places and not in others – all these are matters for discussion and dispute which will keep the academics and their supporting faculties happily occupied into the indefinite future.


This much is agreed. The old version of the birth of Village England – that much of the country was covered by virgin woodland which was cleared in Anglo-Saxon times, that the open-field system grew from that, and that villages developed to service a new system of agriculture – was wrong. Most of the woodland was gone before the Romans arrived. After the Roman army left, the population plunged and much cultivated land was abandoned, as were its settlements. Resettlement occurred haphazardly in the early Anglo-Saxon period, and in a more organised way later on – say between AD 850 and 1000. Existing farmsteads and hamlets tended to cluster together if close enough, forming what the medieval historians call nucleated settlements, i.e. villages.


The open-field system held sway across much of the north-east, through the Midlands and down through central southern England to the Channel. Much of the north-west, East Anglia, the south-west and the south-east retained the pattern of small fields worked from scattered farmsteads and hamlets. Where open-field farming did take hold, the process was completed by about 1200. The classic pattern, of field division into furlong strips (220 yards, or a fraction over 200 metres) often replaced an earlier one of much longer strips.


However, the chain or chains of cause and effect are very often obscure, allowing the spilling of rivers of scholarly ink and a ferment of respectful disagreement. In some places the adoption of open-field farming preceded the establishment of nucleated settlements. In others it accompanied it, and in others it came later. Sometimes it proceeded swiftly, sometimes much more slowly, sometimes only partially. Variations in local conditions – such as the lightness or heaviness of the soil, or the presence or absence of extensive woodland – seem to have dictated developments. For instance, the successful cultivation of clay soil required a heavy plough, which in turn required a team of oxen to pull it, which in turn required a pooling of resources by families who did not possess enough animals on their own.


In the south-west the persistence with the old methods seems to be easily explained. The population was too small, the land too hilly and the soil too stony and thin for open-field farming to be viable. But in south-east England – Essex, for example – conditions were favourable, yet the dispersed settlement pattern persisted, and no one really knows why.


A further thorny complication is that the handy distinction between a ‘nucleated’ and ‘non-nucleated’ settlement all too often breaks down in practice, since a very large number of settlements display aspects of both categories. Some appear to have been planned around a rough grid of streets, others to have grown up randomly and organically. Furthermore, even when nucleated villages associated with open-field farming do survive, they are sometimes not in the same place as they were when the fields were laid out.


Much of this confusion arises from the long-established assumption that Domesday – that medieval marvel of central planning – listed villages. In fact it described and recorded land holdings (which is where the value for tax purposes lay). These may have been gathered into manors or estates, but were certainly not the same as a settlement and its holdings. Some estates included several villages, others – just as meticulously recorded – none at all.


Altogether the picture of ‘Village England’ in the immediate post-1066 period is one of almost infinite variety, which is very pleasing to the archaeologists and those whose pleasure it is to pore over tithe and manorial rolls. The great difficulty in establishing where those villages were and what they looked like arises from the limited choice of available building materials. Hovels of clay, wattle and thatch were not built to last, indeed were built not to last. That sense of the impermanence of things must have been a dominant feature of the medieval mind, colouring every aspect of life.


Where a building does survive, it is usually the church, the only one built of stone. But the positioning of the church was determined by a number of factors. St Augustine had instructed that the place should, where possible, be the same as that previously used for pagan worship. The land had to be given by the local lord, or by the community. It may have been close to, or in the heart of, the settlement; or some distance away, according to what site was available. Often a later, permanent settlement – the village – did coalesce around the church; but that does not necessarily mean it started there.


*

We may have no more than a hazy idea of where exactly the medieval village was or what it would have looked like had we stumbled upon it down some muddy, stony track. But thanks to the efforts of inquisitive and open-minded historians to make sense of the earliest written records – the manorial and court rolls – as well as more elusive sources, we now have a reasonable grasp of how it was organised.


For a start the people would not have called it a village, the word being unknown at the time. It is derived from the Middle English vill meaning ‘town’, a unit established to organise the working of the fields. Vills were grouped into tens, confusingly known as hundreds, for taxation and other administrative purposes. The vill could act as a collective of tenants, or indeed as the collective lessee of an estate.


The medieval village has left no written record. The documentation available from that period is in the form of church, manor and state records. It is extensive but inevitably lopsided. It presents its account of the workings of society through the eyes of the clergy, the landlords and their literate employees, and royal officials. It is one version, and for a long time was the only version. But the village and its people had another version, only there was no one to write it down. It has had to be deduced by clever detective work.


The official version has a society that is pyramidal in structure, with the king at the apex, owning everything. Below him were the lords, forming the aristocracy, and the Church, both given charge of lands not reserved for direct royal control. These lands were divided into estates or manors. At the top of the village section of the pyramid were the free tenants, who paid rent to the manor (indirectly to the lord or bishop or abbot or abbess) for their land, and owed service and obligations. Next – able to look up and down – was the villein: not a free man yet not a slave either; technically not allowed to own anything, but with certain time-honoured rights; the backbone of agriculture, empowered by custom and practice to take decisions on how the fields should be cultivated and to compose a jury to sit in judgment on his fellows. At the bottom, able only to look upwards, were the cottars, with the smallest dwellings – the cottages – the smallest holdings of land, the greatest burden of obligation to those above them.


The village also required its specialists, who stood slightly outside the pyramid. The two most important were the miller and the blacksmith, who were likely to have the status of free tenant or villein. There were also the officials, chief among them the reeve, who was generally drawn from the villein class and was chosen by the village to serve as the lord’s general foreman. There would also be a priest, who as often as not combined the duty of conducting worship with that of farming his glebe land.


This was feudalism, a system built on obligations and rights which were partly imposed from above and partly drawn from an existing, pre-Norman pattern of land control. Its structure was mightily complex, its operation even more so. The distinctions it sought to define and preserve were very much less precise than the written records would have us believe. Some villagers were clearly freemen, villeins or cottars, but some straddled two or even all three of those divisions. Obligations varied hugely from manor to manor, region to region, village to village, as did the success the top tier enjoyed in enforcing them. Like all systems of government it developed multiple lives of its own, making it inadvisable for historians to offer sweeping generalisations about how people fared under it.


Nevertheless some important common features are worth mentioning. The ruling class did not exercise absolute power, however much it might have wished to, or asserted that it did. Broadly speaking the noble lords preferred to concentrate on important matters such as hunting, fighting, religious observances and attendance on the King, and left the mundane tasks of collecting rents and organising court judgments on land disputes and petty crime to their officials. These men over time acquired extensive knowledge of administration and law, which gave them their own authority. Drawn from the community themselves, their upward mobility enabled them to form a power base that restrained – and could even challenge – aristocratic tyranny. And the village itself jealously guarded the rights that came umbilically attached to the obligations, and learned to stand up for itself against the capricious exercise of power from elsewhere.


The application of the rigid rules of feudal status and service was haphazard. Families belonging to the lowest order quietly moved away to better themselves when they were not supposed to. Wage earners broke contracts. Villeins evaded duties to the lord or paid someone else to discharge them. Marriages were made and land transfers effected without anyone bothering to secure the necessary permission.


Settlements were formed by people acting on their own initiative in order to organise the cultivation of the land. Oligarchal tendencies inevitably prevailed: the more resourceful, enterprising, ruthless and ambitious members of the village community rose to the top and directed the others. The law was enforced in the name of the manorial court, but the rules and regulations that actually mattered in daily life were not framed by the lord but by the villagers. The class system that emerged was one in which everyone knew their place and that of their neighbours. But it was not imposed from above, nor was it identical in its particulars to the one in the next village. People had the freedom, within the feudal web, to make choices.


Every village was acutely status conscious. The class divisions were complicated and nuanced; disputes were frequent, bitter and often violent. But in the interests of survival – the only interests that mattered – the village had to be able to function cooperatively. It had to be able to accommodate human nature or it would fail.


Many medieval villages did fail. It used to be believed that there were two main factors in forcing the abandonment of established settlements. One was plague. The other was forcible eviction so that the fields could be converted into grazing for sheep, enabling rapacious and tyrannical overlords to profit from the booming market for wool. In fact detailed research has uncovered very few examples of villages being wiped out by plague, or being seized by bailiffs and torched. Much more often a village fell into slow decay, as in the case of Goltho. There might be various reasons for this: an outbreak of plague might be one, causing a fall in population to a point at which the land could no longer be efficiently cultivated. Sometimes the village was just too small to be viable, or too close to a stronger competitor.


The medieval peasant could not afford to be sentimental about his place of birth and upbringing, or anything else. On the other hand, an investment in the village in terms of land acquired and home built would give rise to a natural practical impulse to stay put. At Wharram Percy in Yorkshire, a celebrated and thoroughly excavated deserted village site, the villagers constructed longhouses ranging from 50 to 75 feet in length, with timber-framed walls and thatched roofs. Early in the thirteenth century they began to build walls from chalk blocks bonded by clay; then reverted to timber, but with stone footings. Elsewhere stone walls to shoulder height or a little above became the norm over the course of the thirteenth century, although the roofs – of poles and thatch – meant the lifespan of the dwellings was still limited.


Little by little the notion of permanence took a hold, the desire to belong and to put down roots. It was a slow process, requiring as it did a total revolution in attitude. But it made the English village as we like to think of it possible.
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COUNTRYSIDE ENCLOSED


East Hendred, Oxfordshire


East Hendred is a particularly lovely village of mainly sixteenth- and seventeenth-century houses and cottages below the Berkshire Downs. For most of its history it was in Berkshire, but since the county boundary changed in 1974 it has been in Oxfordshire. In 1800 its resident squire, Basil Eyston, got together with two other local bigwigs, Sir John Pollen and Richard Hopkins, three more landowners designated as ‘gentlemen’, ten yeomen, a blacksmith, a cordwainer and a mason to petition parliament for an Act of Enclosure. It was passed the next year and three commissioners were appointed to ‘divide and allot and lay in severalty the open and common fields, common meadows, common pastures, Downs and other commonable and waste lands’.


Notices to this effect were placed in newspapers and pinned to the door of the church. There is no record of any opposition, and by the end of the year the award had been made. A total of 1250 acres was divided between thirty-six people, including the Rector of East Hendred. A few years later the remainder of the common land was similarly parcelled out.






[image: image]

East Hendred in the 1960s








The enclosure at East Hendred was no different in its essentials from the thousands of such awards made across the country (the first recorded was at Radipole in Dorset in 1604, the last at Elmstone Hardwicke in Gloucestershire in 1914). There were two main waves, between 1760 and 1780, and between 1790 and 1815. Altogether more than five thousand enclosure awards were made, affecting three thousand parishes and seven million acres, a quarter of the open countryside. The west of the country, from Cumberland and Westmorland (now Cumbria) down to Devon and Cornwall, was little touched by the drive to enclose, and its pursuit was patchy in Kent, Essex and East Sussex. But across much of England’s most productive agricultural land it amounted to a revolution which would have immense social consequences.


The bonds that bound feudal England began to slacken in the fourteenth century. The calamity of the Black Death, which wiped out a third of the population, caused a radical rebalancing of the agricultural labour market. The landowning class, faced with the painful realisation that many – sometimes most – of their tenants had perished, and their labour and rents with them, were forced to offer inducements to get their land tilled at all. Those that refused to substitute tenancies for feudal services found their remaining able-bodied workers quite prepared to move elsewhere rather than bend the knee. Most gave way sooner or later, and the class of bondsmen was converted to one of rent-paying tenants. At the same time it suited some landowners to rent extensive holdings to one prospering, ambitious farmer and leave him to organise sub-tenancies and the actual farming as he saw fit.


The village had a single function, which was to enable the land to be worked. But as it settled in its position, it developed its own dynamic. Some of its spaces – the church, the churchyard, the roads, the green if there was one, the environs of the pond if there was one – were public. Villagers also met socially at the mill, at the bakehouse and the house where ale was sold. But privacy and independence were important. Each dwelling was separate, however closely they were clustered together. Most had a surrounding ditch and bank enclosing the outbuildings as well as the home, with a fence or hedge or wall. A gate led from the street to the front door. Visitors were received in the hall; the chamber beyond was for the family. Doors were secured with locks, as were chests where valuables were stored.


Disputes between neighbours were extremely common, and almost everyone was summoned to the manorial court at some time or other to answer for themselves. Much of the trouble stemmed from the division of the land into multitudes of narrow, unmarked strips separately owned or rented. The pages of the court rolls are filled with records of the fines imposed for encroachment. Quarrels that started in the fields easily spilled over into the village, often leading to violence. Fights and assaults were another staple of court proceedings.


But although people may not have liked each other, they had to live and work together to survive. By degrees communities took shape, and those forming them began to show a cautious confidence in the future. They put down stone foundations for their houses, raised stone walls, installed windows and even roofs of slate. Once a family had established its presence on a particular plot, it was natural for it to aspire to a bigger, better home when circumstances were favourable, either by extension or rebuilding altogether. In Foxton in Cambridgeshire, for example, the entire village of fifty houses was rebuilt between 1550 and 1620 of stone with oak-braced walls, so robustly that twenty of them are still standing today.


The great historian of the English landscape, W. G. Hoskins, dubbed this period The Great Rebuilding and ascribed to it a general impulse for home improvement across much of the country. Sadly, as so often with the identification of pleasing overarching historical themes, it turns out that there was no such movement. Rebuilding occurred haphazardly at different times in different places, dictated more than anything else by the availability of building materials. Certainly by 1500 two-storey village houses with stone walls and thatched roofs were comparatively common.


The village began to assume its familiar form. Some were built or rebuilt according to a plan, a favourite being two rows facing each other across a green with the road running by it. Much more often, though, the growth was piecemeal and organic, the dwellings put on plots as and when circumstances permitted, facing each other, side by side, at irregular angles and different heights, squeezed along winding lanes and down dark alleys, everything thrown together on to the available spaces without thought given to the shape or form or the look of it.


Such villages were the expressions of fierce individualism: each family seeking the best for itself and whatever advantage it could obtain over its neighbour. Each village was unique and often almost every building in it was unique. But because the villagers were seeking the same goals, because the building techniques and models were restricted, and above all because they had to use the same materials – the same timber from the same woods, the same stone from the same quarries, the one kind of thatch – the product of this individual striving acquired the harmony of design, texture and colour that creates the magic of the classic village scene. Weatherboarding in Kent, tile-hanging in Sussex and Surrey, brick-and-flint in the Chilterns and in Norfolk, cob and thatch in Devon and Dorset, slate in Cornwall, stone in the Cotswolds and the North – each bestows its own shared distinctiveness.


But it is easy to be deceived by the appearance of these villages. They have been there a long time, at one with their landscapes, apparently almost sprung from the soil. They are a visible connection with a life which in virtually all other respects has long since vanished. Those weathered walls and crooked roofs and gable ends are so solid and permanent. The temptation is to invest the lives of those who left them with the same qualities.


You wander around the churchyard and note the recurrence of the same names, generation after generation of them; and if there is a good history of the village, it is sometimes possible to connect those names with individual houses. And you may reasonably conclude that this indeed was village life: a triumph of continuity stretching over centuries, people finding their places, putting down roots, establishing strong and lasting bonds with the place of their birth.


But that was by no means the full story. The other side of it belongs to the names that are not on the gravestones, and that story is not so readily accessible. A similarly lopsided perspective comes from studying the manorial records, in which the same family names crop up again and again. It is understandable to concentrate on those names, because they present a reasonably coherent narrative line. But there are plenty of others whose names are mentioned in passing or not at all, because they did not hang around. Migration and mobility were constant realities, then as now.


The cosy assumptions about the continuity of country living were demolished by the Cambridge historian Peter Laslett in his 1965 study of pre-industrial society, The World We Have Lost. Laslett and his colleagues took the novel step of examining the parish records of two villages in Northamptonshire, Cogenhoe and Clayworth, to see what light they could shed on the demographics. They revealed a startling turnover of population. Almost half of those living in Cogenhoe in 1618 – eighty-six out of 185 – were no longer there ten years later. Sixteen had died; the rest had moved out. Over the same period ninety-four people moved into the village. In Clayworth between 1676 and 1688, 244 out of 401 named inhabitants disappeared from the roll, and 255 new names were recorded.


Laslett’s methods were taken up elsewhere and extended, and similar patterns were revealed. The Norfolk church rolls for the period between 1499 and 1530 showed that just over a quarter of the males and just under half of the females in the parishes covered were aged between twenty-one and thirty when their names were recorded for the first time – i.e. they were incomers. Fewer than a quarter had been resident since birth. Records for villages in Worcestershire show that over a 200-year period from 1327, a measly 8 per cent of families remained in the same place.


In general people did not move far – fifteen or twenty miles at most. They did so for much the same reasons that they do now: to better themselves economically, to take advantage of work opportunities, to escape difficult or intolerable circumstances.


But although the cast in village life changed much more than was once realised, the structure of that life and its fixed points did not. The spiritual horizons were low and confined, and the opportunities for leisure were severely restricted. There were occasional holidays and feast days. There was attendance at church, nominally compulsory, which gave a rare chance to stand around and do nothing (pews were unknown), listen to stories from a book and socialise outside. Most villages, but not all, had a church. Very few had a dedicated ale-house. If they were lucky there might be a monthly or even weekly market.
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