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  WE CAME IN A DEAD TIME, moving the furniture in on the first day of the New Year. Around 3 p.m. we had finished, for we had
  little enough to move, and were driving away when, just outside the village, we saw two parrots. Whoppers, the size of small turkeys, they were flying slowly and steadily towards the west as though
  they knew exactly where they were going, and if my wife hadnt seen them as well, I should have joined BUPA that week, for against a bleak January landscape it was as though some huge child
  had managed to open a paint-box: the reds and blues exploded in that sky.


  Much later it was a great joke in the village. Crows, said Albert; each time we met he would ask after my friends, them parrats. But after that, few things surprised
  us about the English countryside in the late twentieth century, and certainly not the nostalgia for it, which was abruptly everywhere. That summer a new glossy magazine appeared, aimed at no
  specific age group or sports enthusiasts, but at people who live in the country and those who aspire to do so. The italics are mine, but the latter seemed to be the more
  important. In its beginnings Country Living was based on the commercial premise that there were enough potential readers who believed that life there was somehow superior.


  The Countryside Commission announced that 84 per cent of the population visited the country for recreation, so looking in on rural England had become the most popular national leisure activity.
  You came on men who had about as much contact with the country as they had with the KGB, talking about their heritage. Farmers, they said bitterly in saloon bars, were trustees for the rest of
  us.


  But what they and the Commission had forgotten was that the overwhelming majority of that 84 per cent was descended from people who were once on the run from rural England. In 1850 for the first
  time in the recorded history of all the nations of the earth, more people lived in the towns and cities of Britain than in the countryside, having left this for the reasons men had always left the
  land  for jobs, money, excitement, freedom. Earlier they had fled it to escape feudalism, flight and death being the only means of escape, though just three miles from where I am writing
  this, in what must be the most extraordinary law case of the Middle Ages, a man tried another way. Stephen of Adstone took his feudal overlord, the abbot of Canons Ashby, to court to establish that
  he was a free man. He lost, but he must have moved heaven and earth to get that far.


  Those who write so movingly about disappearing hedges forget that in the classic of country life, Lark Rise to Candleford, hedges hung like doom over that small hamlet. Flora Thompson has
  her old people talk of a Golden Age when they still had their ancient rights to commonland, rights which went when the hedges came. They had not forgotten their sense of betrayal. On a tombstone in
  Hampshire these words were cut: England made her choice long ago / Wealth. Cities, industry / All countrymen know.


  Then in the 1970s two things happened. In a time of inflation, accountants and the men who administered pension funds had a vision of woods and green places. The land had always been the safest
  investment (and the best way of laundering dubious money) but what was new was the scale of purchase, with 2000 an acre commonplace; farmers were paper millionaires overnight.


  For the rest there was nostalgia. It was in reaction against the changes they saw taking place around them in the cities, their worries about crime and education, that people began thinking
  wistfully of a traditional world and one on a more human scale. They remembered fields full of folk they had once seen from cars, and the small, untidy mixed farms of their childhood: the rusting
  cars, the puppies playing in the barns, places where, they assumed, nothing had changed. Those who could, sought their dream (a strange little fact that went largely unnoticed was that in the 1981
  census the population of London fell for the first time since 1901).


  And I should know. It was for such reasons, not for any job, that I moved to the country. I had been away just thirty-five years. I was born in the countryside near Carmarthen, from where my
  parents moved to the town, and to the English language, which, at five, I was unable to speak. Before that my people, farmers and agricultural labourers, streaming away until beyond three
  generations they were lost in a haze of rural poverty, had had no choice in the matter. Change came quickly: of my twenty-one cousins, only one is now a Welsh farmer. Yet here I was, going back,
  following a dream compounded partly of my own childhood and partly of old film comedies where Margaret Rutherford is forever the district nurse and Bernard Miles behind the bar, parts they probably
  never played, and there are flagged floors and fires and gleaming brass (the perfect pub was an essential part of the dream). It was as barmy as that.


  But following it meant that for three years I drew circles on maps, mooched around small towns, met young men whom the multinationals were twitching away, sad wives whose husbands had
  disappeared, and world-weary teenagers whose parents were breaking up. You get to see a lot of misery when you look for houses in the country.


  You can also come a cropper. It was an Oxfordshire cottage with honeysuckle climbing the walls, and was beautiful, though it did have one drawback: the ceilings were so low I couldnt
  stand up in the house. No trouble, said the woman brightly: you had only to lower the floors, and I, who had spent the lunch-hour in the idyllic local, nodded. It was a stone floor, the flags lying
  as they had lain for 200 years; we would have needed gelignite.


  But that was nothing on Rose Cottage. Blackcurrants and a beech tree and the garden heavy with summer. There was also a well out of a nursery rhyme, a round bricked well with a bucket clanking
  in darkness, the rope moving easily but it moved easily for one reason. The well was used. The house was not on the mains or on the National Grid or on any sewerage system. A building
  society would as soon have advanced money on a yurt in Middle England as on Rose Cottage. Yet I bid at auction for it and was much put out when it went for 27,000. I have often wondered
  since about the man who bought it, a dreamer even further down the path of the Great Return.


  In the end we bought a house in that odd lost triangle of land where Oxfordshire, Warwickshire and Northamptonshire meet, which the main roads circle and to which few tourists come. There were
  small hiccups at the start, the building society surveyor finding a bulge in the cellar wall; but then it was, he reported gloomily, an old house, and old houses moved. Eventually the money came
  through, and we came, my wife and I, on 1 January 1980.


  We knew nothing about the village to which we had come; we knew no one. Like most people moving into the countryside in the late twentieth century, we had for all practical purposes materialised
  like travellers in space and time. A city is a small place, you mix with your own kind and make your own world there, so time starts with your coming. But a village is a large place, it has a past.
  Events, traditions and economic circumstances exist that have shaped it and the inhabitants you now meet.


  So you have a choice. Either you regard the place in which you find yourself as a film set, a view as my holidaying sisters-in-law say, into which weekly you unpack your Waitrose
  plastic bags, or you try to graft yourself onto the experiences of, in my case, George Freeston, John Butler, Ray Reynolds and others, Northamptonshire men, remembrancers all. That way doors open
  in the landscape, on drama, mystery, and, yes, on change. For I did find change. I did not expect to but I did. This is what gives this book its structure, its setting a composite of some four
  villages almost exactly in the middle of England. In it, in these collected articles and columns, you may get a glimpse of what life was like in the English countryside at the turn of the
  twenty-first century.


  I have lived here twenty-two years, in this village and this house. My daughter was born here, who now, aged nineteen and a university student, cannot wait to get away to the
  towns. Another cycle starts, just as this book starts, in time.


  Byron Rogers, Blakesley, 2002
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  THE VILLAGE LIES in a pleat of Middle England like a toy lost in a counterpane. Shouldnt bother about house
  insurance, said my friend the probation officer. Its enough of a strain on the IQ just finding the bloody place. No church tower on the skyline, no main roads; this is
  something you stumble on. And it had to be once, with the Danelaw starting just four miles away at Watling Street. When the immigrants in the horned hats got tired of farming or trading or whatever
  it was they did when the tracks were too bad for long-range massacre, they were obliged to prey on their neighbours. This was a war zone.


  Still, the young managed to find their way out, like the poet Dryden, to London, to torture one poor word ten-thousand ways. It is odd to think, looking from my window, that the
  rental of those fields made lines like that possible. The village was the one thing Dryden inherited from his father, and it was worth 60 a year to him.


  But mostly it was a place where strangers turned up. I have a Victorian gazetteer in front of me and, among the farmers, maltsters, butchers and blacksmiths, is this: James Hutchins,
  artist. Where had he come from in 1849? Or, in 1416, the chap with the Zapata moustache in plate armour, entombed behind the font, Matthew Swettenham, Bearer of the Bow to
  Henry IV?


  Nobody knows what duties that involved, for the title is mentioned nowhere else in English history. Not an archer definitely, for the tomb is too grand for a man on fourpence a day plus
  expenses, which was then the going rate for the French wars. It is also not known what Swettenham was doing in the village, for he is mentioned in history as one of Richard IIs New Men whose
  promotion prompted such envy. Most of these perished with the king, but clearly not Swettenham. Like Richards roan (that jade hath eat bread from my Royal hand), he made some
  deal with the usurper and so lies here in brass.


  He probably would not have gone to London much in his last years, not with the skulls of his old mates gleaming on London Bridge; he stayed here, enjoying his mysterious quango and twitching
  whenever servants brought news of a stranger in the village, a bit like Billy Bones in Treasure Island. I see in the church visitors book (just seven pages filled in ten years) that in 1981
  two Swettenhams came but left no comments.


  The past has this way of stopping you suddenly here, like a tree root in a flowerbed. Walk through the fields at sunset and you see the ridges and furrows of the old ploughs rising in the
  shadow. Stand in the over-filled graveyard and peer over the wall at the trefoils in a window, all that remains of the Priory. The man who bought that in my time was one of two friends who both had
  lorries when the gold rush came, which other men called the M1. They drove them there and one broke down the first day, but not the lorry belonging to this man. Twenty years later he came to the
  village to hustle the house back to its medieval origins, regardless of expense.


  A whole floor went, great beams were revealed (or quietly supplied) and a minstrels gallery conjured out of air. I watched entranced from my window as a lawn came and, even more
  entranced, as it sank the next day. But then children were born and their father was obliged to move out, leaving the largest two-bedroomed house in England to baffle the estate agents.


  They love this village (a much sought-after place) and must writhe at the sight of the windmill which is falling apart. One man used to climb that regularly, for the sunsets, he
  claimed, until it was found he was photographing nude bathing parties. Charlie keeps his fleet of elderly tractors at the windmills foot. A retired engineer, Charlie has no land, just
  tractors, which he exhibits at village ftes. He was on the loudspeaker once, talking crankshafts, when the Americans sent an F1-11 over at 200 feet.


  Curious lot, the American military. It was their attempt at local PR after the Libyan bombing raid. They forgot that at that height you are made to feel part of the Book of Revelations. The
  overwhelming black bulk of the Battlestar Galactica scraped by over the marmalade and the hoop-las, but Charlie did not look up or even pause in the commentary. It was his finest hour.


  1989, 1990


  


  Sunset on Watling Street


  [image: ]


  THIS WILL NOT take long. But then, that is the only thing which interests us about a road, the time it takes us to go from
  A to B, and at most it takes a quarter of an hour to drive along the A5 from Towcester in Northamptonshire to the Watford Gap service station. A quarter of an hour and 2000 years. For this is the
  old road, this is Watling Street.


  Those ten miles we are travelling will not be so familiar to your children as they were once to you, for there is another road now, a few miles to the east, but all it takes is some incident on
  the M1, a pile-up, a widening of the carriageways, for there to be a return to the old road. It has happened to you, it will again, so what follows may reconcile you to those ten congested
  miles.


  Listen, they are coming, the men who built Watling Street, and it is a terrible sound, the unhurried crunch of 6000 pairs of hob-nailed soles in step on paving stones. A long, slow stride
  that never varies from sunrise to sunset . . . Twenty four miles in eight hours, neither more nor less. Head and spear up, shield on your back, cuirass collar open one hands breadth
   and thats how you take the Eagles through Britain, wrote Kipling in Puck of Pooks Hill. When the Roman Army invaded in the middle of the first century AD, it
  just walked across Britain. Consider this: when the Romans attacked Maiden Castle in Dorset, the strongest hill fort of all, they walked in. There is no archaeological evidence of siege works of
  any kind.


  Six thousand men to a legion. Enlistment for twenty years. Fifty pounds of kit on every mans back. Porridge and bread. The walking walls of Rome and the terrible, steady sound of feet on
  the roads they themselves had built. Dover to London to St Albans to Dunstable to Towcester, and then north-west to Wroxeter and Shrewsbury: the foundations of the A5 which you drive along were
  laid by these men. Five layers. The hard earth foundation, the bed of stones, the layer of small stones mixed with mortar, then a layer of lime, gravel, pounded brick and tiles, whatever was to
  hand, and then the paved surface. At first this would have been a walking road, some 20 feet across, and then, as trade and traffic built up, it would have been doubled in size.


  A moment of national emergency. Boudiccas rising had left Colchester, St Albans and London in ruin, their inhabitants massacred, when down that road came the 14th and 20th legions, still
  with that step, until somewhere south of where we are now there was the last battle.


  The small towns along the road had their origins as service stations which became trading posts which became towns, a fate which would have been that of the motorway service stations in our time
  had not legislation forbidden this. See the pubs in Towcester? It is possible there were pubs on those sites in Roman times. See the church? In 1938 the vicar, trying to recover the lost church
  silver, dug near the porch and saw the earth begin to fall into the hole. He found himself staring at the remains of a central heating system bigger and more efficient than anything his church
  would ever know. It is thought this might have been a bath-house for the travellers passing through.


  The hardest thing to grasp about the road you are travelling on is that it was once part of a world as organised as ours, which has completely disappeared. The lorries pound through Towcester at
  night now, just as the carts creaked through almost 2000 years ago, a law of the second century having closed the streets of Roman towns to commercial traffic during the hours of daylight.


  Inns at 20- to 30-mile intervals, post-houses at 10-mile intervals offering the change of horses which allowed Imperial couriers to ride 50 miles in a day. A post house might have been the
  origin for the one great mysterious bend in the road north of Towcester at Whilton. It may even have puzzled you, just as it puzzled men for hundreds of years, until in the eighteenth century they
  recognised under the fields the 30 buried acres of Bannaventa, one town along the road which did not survive.


  Towcester itself was a place of ruin for two centuries or more, but men still used Watling Street. We know this because alongside it there turned up one of the treasures of Saxon England, a
  sixth-century gold and silver belt stud set with jewels, dropped by some passing grandee.


  But by the late ninth, early tenth century, the road is the most important road in England, with armies of probably no more than a few hundred men bustling up it. It is a frontier between
  Denmark and England, the Danes on one side of Watling Street, the English on the other. Think of that for a moment. The road you are on was an international frontier and a war zone.


  The amazing thing is that the road survives and is still useable in Norman times, a thousand years and more after the sound of feet in step was last heard on this island. It is not known who
  repaired it in the Middle Ages, but probably, as elsewhere, this was the work of some religious house, but they did it well enough for Richard II to have been able to gallop 80 miles along it one
  night, from Daventry to London, to cope with some crisis in his crisis-ridden reign.


  Eighty miles in a single night, and just over 200 years later, in November 1605, the one known record of the Middle Ages is about to be broken. On 5 November 1605 to be exact. Are you with me?
  For weeks a Mr Ambrose Rookwood, a young Catholic gentleman, has been arranging for relays of horses to be ready at the post houses of St Albans, Dunstable, Towcester and Daventry, and it is the
  gossip of the day. It is a terrible night of wind and rain when the riders come, riding not for the record but for their lives. The Gunpowder Plot has been discovered, and Rookwood and his fellow
  conspirators, Robert Catesby among them, are riding through the night to the latters house at Ashby St Ledgers, one and a half miles from the Watford Gap service station. They cover the 80
  miles up Watling Street in seven hours, but it is of no use. Death awaits them all.


  The road they rode on is the one you are driving along. You can still see the house they made for; in fact, it could be yours, for it has been up for sale at a couple of million pounds for the
  last few years.


  Then, after 1500 years, the road enters its second Golden Age: it is the late eighteenth century and the coaches have come. Look at the town of Towcester as it still is. All those grand
  buildings, with the wide arches cut into them, come from a time when twenty coaches stopped in twenty-four hours, and it is a time of records again, for the great engineer Telford has been loosed
  on Watling Street. It is the Holyhead Road now, 260 miles of resurfaced material, for the paving stones have gone underground and the ruts filled. The gradients have gone too; for it was said of
  Telfords road that no horse was reduced to walking pace unless he particularly wished it at any point between Holyhead and London.


  As a result, the Holyhead Mail clocked a staggering 10 miles an hour, not once or twice, but throughout the entire journey  and that included stoppages. This was faster
  than anything else on the roads of England; not even the Quicksilver covering the 175 miles from London to Exeter in eighteen hours, at an average speed of 9.72 mph, came close.


  In the 1830s the competition was with the railways until these swept all before them, and even the Irish Mail was switched to the permanent way, which was not only faster, but much, much
  cheaper. There is a cruel irony in the fact that on the road you are travelling you can still see the competition, the main railway line to the north-west and the Grand Union canal being within 100
  yards of each other, and with Watling Street, at Weedon.


  And as the road went into decline, so did the little towns that depended on it. Towcester, which had been a bigger service station than anything on the motorways now, did not die as Roman
  Towcester had died; it became a moment of frozen Georgian grandeur. The inns were there, and the courtyards; it was just that the coaches no longer called. There was a railway station, but that did
  not count, for the line was a branch line.


  The oldest inhabitant told me this story. We used to have this horse, pulled a cab between the Saracens Head and the station. Won the Grand National in 1906. Rubio, his name
  was.


  You mean, he won it before he pulled the cab?


  No, no. During. Sixty-to-one, he was. Pulling the cab one week, winning the National the next, then back in harness again.


  Good God.


  The town was rescued by the road when that in turn filled up again with people. The petrol engine had come to Watling Street but the petrol engine was a Sorcerers Apprentice by the latter
  half of the twentieth century, with traffic pounding through the little towns. And it was now that the strangest development came on Watling Street: the Watford Gap service station opened on the M1
  just a quarter of a mile from the old road. It was strange because you were forbidden to enter this from the countryside and forbidden to leave it. The world was streaming by again, just as it had
  on the railway, and this time the old road began to dwindle.


  If you drive north, beyond that 10-mile section, you will find, when new dual carriageways have been built, that Watling Street at Tamworth has even lost its status as an A-road, being called
  the B-something or other, though it has not lost its older name. It is still Watling Street. But there can be no more rescues now; you are seeing the old road in its final sunset.


  1996


  


  The Charter
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  WE ARE ABOUT to go for a walk, and we are looking down from a ridge at a village in the middle of England. This, you will
  agree, is a place God meant to be admired, so completely do the hills surround it, not allowing us to concentrate on anything else. Our route has been worked out in considerable detail.
  First, at the ditch which Bishop lfic caused to be dug, then along the path to the wide track. Along the track to Helmstans clearing . . . Ah yes, I had forgotten to
  mention one thing. The walk we are taking is in the year 1021.


  If you have a map, find Daventry, then the A45 to Northampton and the A361 to Banbury. Where these two roads form a right-angled triangle with the town, there, half-way along its hypotenuse and
  two miles from Daventry, you will find the village of Newnham. Just as for a moment in their lives a king of England, his queen, two archbishops, nine bishops, eight noblemen and seven abbots found
  Newnham.


  The turnout implies a piece of PR, that day in 1021 when they all witnessed the charter by which Canute the conqueror, his wars behind him and anxious to get on the right side of the English
  Church, gave the village to the Prior of Evesham.


  But it is not these grandees that concern us, it is the unknown men who had earlier walked the eight-mile boundaries of Newnham. A Saxon charter is not like the Domesday Book, which is a piece
  of accountancy; a Saxon charter is a historical record as it might have been kept by the Ramblers Association of the Dark Ages.


  The clouds roll back and you are on a walk in the open air. You are spotting landmarks. The deers wallowing place. The spring among the willows, the deer leap. The dirty little stream.
  The brook. All these are mentioned in the Newnham Charter and some are there now, for the land does not change that much. The River Nene is small at Newnham (for the brook has acquired a name),
  flowing among willows along the southern boundary of the village. But forget the immaculate cottages and the burglar alarm, which on an evening in 1990 will sound for two hours.


  You must imagine strips of land (for men have started clearing the undergrowth again) running to perhaps twenty huts of mud and straw, built here and there like things left behind after a flood.
  We are moving through them, west and then north, as the walkers did when they followed the sun, as was their custom.


  We are taking their path up Newnham Hill, now a country lane, to Daventry. At the top is the cutting men still call the Deers Leap, but no one has ever seen a deer leap it.
  Here we pause and climb a hill to the west to see whether there is anything left of what was mysterious to the walkers even then.


  Ignore the sign Respect Trees in front of a coppice, something which would have baffled them, for they would have been proud of their achievement in clearing this hill. It was here
  that they saw a heathen burial mound, a reminder of how old the land was in 1021. But there is no trace of this. To the north-east now, to Borough Hill, bristling with the
  transmission masts of the Overseas Service of the BBC. There was a Roman villa there but that had gone long before the walkers came. And we are beginning to move south, into fields and hedges, an
  agriculture that has erased their landmarks.


  At this point a snigger reaches us across the centuries. The walkers came on two small rounded hillocks at this point with a trickle of water between them; these they called The
  Buttocks. And, dutifully, the bishops and abbots recorded that the Buttocks were indeed one of the boundaries of Newnham.


  No water now but, under the trees, the hills are small and rounded. So south again, past Leofsuns headland to the road they called Portstreet, and which the Department of Transport calls
  the A45. South, to the Nene and our beginning.


  See them there for a minute: a kings officer, a monk puffing alone with a piece of parchment, someone carrying his ink, a gaggle of local worthies like Leofsun, who had assured them this
  was his headland, and Helmstan, who laid claim to a clearing 1000 years ago.


  1990


  


  Domesday Blisworth
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  A FEW MINUTES in a 30 mph speed limit, a blur of undistinguished houses, a pub, a church on a bluff, and then you are
  through and accelerating. No one in living memory has been seen to stop and talk in the middle of the High Street  people need the reflexes of a wild animal just to get across it. For the
  High Street is the A43 between Oxford and Northampton now, where once Gytha held these lands . . .


  In 1086 an entire village of perhaps seventy people would have stood in the sunken track, drawn from their little huts and the immense open fields, when the news came of something amazing
   strangers in Blisworth. They would have stood and watched the one man writing Blisworths Domesday entry and the few bored soldiers. We do not know the names of anyone who was there
  that day (it will not be until 1200 that we know the name of a Blisworth resident, its rector). Nor should we be too surprised that the village survives (of 325 villages in modern
  Northamptonshire, only forty are not mentioned in Domesday; of those included, six have been deserted).


  Before Domesday, its history is uncertain, but 900 years ago, on an unknown day, Blisworth was there, caught in the vast trawl of royal accountancy. It is known who Gytha was. She was the widow
  of the Earl of Hereford, one of the Saxon royal family and the one known athlete of the eleventh century. The Welsh had only to appear on his borders and there he was, moving east at great speed;
  he became known as Ralph the Timid.


  In the great share-out in 1066 Blisworth was just one of thirty-eight manors in Northamptonshire which fell to William Peverel, one of the Conquerors chief Norman followers. His castle
  was to the north, in Nottingham, and, his master intent on not allowing the formation of great regional power bases again, the villagers probably never set eyes on their lord. In the manor house in
  the High Street, long gone now, though the name survived until recently, in a 1930s brick house on the site, there would have been a tenant knight living like a huge weevil, between wars consuming
  the produce of the manor.


  This, probably the area of the modern parish, was there to support the man in armour. The people brought corn to his mill; they owed him so many days work; and they could not leave the
  manor without his permission. Nothing changed for them. They were in Blisworth as their fathers had been and their children would be, because of the law and because there was a stream and the
  stream turned a mill. So they worked in the three bleak fields from dawn to dusk, each field the size of a modern farm; their wives wove and made cheese; their children scared the birds away.
  Theirs was an intensely communal little world, dominated by agriculture and religion, their work interrupted only by the many church festivals. But over that would have been the nervousness of a
  society based only on agriculture.


  Let us for a moment open another window on Blisworth: the published memories of old inhabitants. Eight hundred years have passed and it is 1885. The men still go out to the fields, though these
  have been enclosed for seventy years; they start at four oclock in the morning; their wives pick up stones and weed; the children gather acorns for the pigs. Meat is rarely eaten more than
  once a week, meals consisting of bread and potatoes, suet pudding and skimmed milk. The man who made notes in 1085 would not have found much to surprise him.


  There would, of course, have been a new landlord, but then landlords always came and went, as the gentry played out murderous musical chairs. Two generations after Domesday, the Peverels had
  gone, having chosen the wrong side in civil wars. It was an occupational hazard for the Norman fighting man, that and indigestion (the rich, as Aldous Huxley wrote, were prone to visions because of
  their high meat diet).


  In 1485 another lord clanked out of Blisworth to another lost cause: Roger Wake fought for Richard III at Bosworth and duly had his manor taken away. But he bounced back, regained possession and
  now lies in state in the parish church. It was his son who sold out, breaking a line which had lasted for two and a half centuries, and at this point you might expect the first casualty, the last
  knight riding into the sunset. But descendants of the last knight rode back.


  We Wakes are a tough lot, reflected Sir Hereward Wake, 14th baronet, in his estate office at Courteenhall, just a mile away. This time we came back 313 years ago. The
  family had maintained its weakness for wars and losers, ruining itself in the Civil Wars until one married the daughter of a London merchant who had bought Courteenhall. We went in for every
  war that was going, Sir Hereward brooded. None of us ever went in for trade or commerce. We always had acres and we never had money, though we did make the odd good marriage.
  Heiresses came tripping over the parkland, and, in lace and silk, the old Norman fighting men survived. They have run out of space for plaques on the walls of their church, and a recently
  discovered fourteenth-century inscription now hangs in the belfry, the family tree in a bathroom.


  Yet at sixty-nine Sir Hereward is aware that he has lived through more change than all the admirals and the generals on the church wall. I remember my father in an open car continually
  taking off his cap because people touched theirs off to him. They respected him for what he was, but not many call me Sir now. The war changed everything. I used to go to Blisworth in
  a pony and trap with my nanny. It was dusty and I can remember the pigs lying in the road and the horses shying from them.


  His father was a General, he himself started life as a professional soldier, but he describes himself now as a professional land agent and farmer, activities in which his son is now succeeding
  him. In the family history this is the biggest change of all. Roger Wake would have been outraged to hear himself called a farmer; you have only to look at villein, a social category
  in Domesday, now a term of abuse.


  The Wakes were the last resident lords of the manor; after them lordship became grand and distant again. Blisworth was sold to the Crown and when Charles II assembled an estate for one of his
  bastards it became part of the Duchy of Grafton. With that all lordships ended, for in 1919 the Duke sold up. George Freeston, who has lived in Blisworth all his life, remembers the Great Sale,
  when the farms and cottages were bought, for the most part, by their tenants. The sexton bought his cottage for 50 and paid it off at a shilling a week; it took him all his life and is an
  example of the poverty which persisted in the villages of England.


  But it was the Duke who presided over the first great agricultural change, when in 1812 Blisworth land was enclosed. It was an end to the old privileges of grazing cattle on common land: today
  no common land survives, and the farmers, who until the early nineteenth century had still lived in the village, bringing their cattle down at night in the old way, moved out and on to their land
  in the great farmhouses built by the Duke. Today there are five farms around Blisworth; out of a population of 2000 perhaps twenty now work on the land. This change would seem quite overwhelming to
  any of the ragged men and women who gathered around the Domesday commissioner. The former village farmhouses, mostly seventeenth-century and built in the old way, gable end to the road, survive;
  the prices they now fetch are the despair of the old people, pure joy to the young estate agents in the towns.


  But another figure is still there, casting a long shadow back across the centuries. Harry Bunker is the 56th known Rector of Blisworth (What brings it home to me is the way the steps in
  the church have been worn away), but he is also the last resident incumbent in a line which stretches back 800 years. The next rector will be shared with other villages, as has happened all
  round Blisworth.


  Domesday mentions no church or priest there. The church came later, its oldest part dating from the thirteenth century, its North door, as was customary, fronting the Manor. Medieval man would
  not find the church unfamiliar; he would recognise the clutter in the aisles, for children now get taught there, and there are blackboards and teacups and stacked chairs, the church in the late
  twentieth century returning to the old community church of long ago. What would bewilder him is that Mr Bunker preaches and conducts services from the nave; the mystery of Gods vicar in the
  chancel, with the rood screen closed, is over.


  One by one the old village tradesmen left: the smith, the wheelwright, the baker. When in 1918 the old bakehouse was closed, it was an end to a tradition which existed at the time of Domesday:
  the communal bakehouse around which village life turned. The mill survived into living memory, though the last water mill closed at the end of the eighteenth century. A windmill and then a steam
  mill survived until 1921 (medieval man would have been dumbfounded at that bit of news: the one reason for the village being there had gone).


  But by then a lot had happened. The Grand Junction canal had come, and the Blisworth Tunnel, opened in 1805, was probably the most important single piece of civil engineering in British history:
  it linked the canal system of the North with that of the South, so that the Industrial Revolution floated through Blisworth. In 1838 the railway came, and Blisworth junction was the crossroads of
  England, Stephenson reflecting that while he could get a train into Northampton, he could not guarantee getting it out again, so for years Northampton was on a branch line from Blisworth.


  The fascinating thing about all this is that at this point Blisworth should have become an industrial town. Iron ore was found there in 1852, in the hitherto unknown mineral-bearing
  county of Northants. It was the busiest canal port in the Midlands. There was the railway. And then, mysteriously, the moment passed. George Freeston accounts for it in this way: It was the
  dukes. They owned everything and they loved the land and they loved foxhunting. They wanted nothing to change.


  Blisworth is two villages today. There is the old village built along the roads; and there is the huge carbuncle of modern housing that came in three stages, in the 1930s, 50s and 60s, making an
  estate which now dwarfs everything else. More than a thousand people live there, most of whom work out of Blisworth. There is now just one big employer in the village, an abattoir with a staff of
  200. It has become a dormitory village.


  I think itll survive, said George Freeston. The old people, they would never have complained about anything the Duke did. But these people, they organise petitions. I
  think thats one of the biggest changes Ive seen. The man who moved in yesterday, hell see to it that Blisworth survives.


  Much remains. A Miss Plowman still lives in the village where three centuries ago her ancestors carved their names on the largest house. Candle Cottage on the canal was where canalmen bought
  their candles before going through the Tunnel. The Glebe Farm was the parsons private holding. Just names now, which once no one in Blisworth would have needed to have explained to them.
  Gytha held these lands . . .
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  The House
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  I


  THIS IS THAT longed-for day, once so far into the future it was not even a pinprick of light. It has been twenty years,
  longer than most life sentences for murder, and at the start we all speculate as to the form this day will take, for there were so many people there at the beginning. But at the end there is just
  you when you pay off your mortgage.


  I thought there might have been some kind of ceremony when, like a colonial power, the building society went out of my life, perhaps not a slow furling of flags or bugles at midnight, but there
  might have been a chap in a suit buying me a coffee. Whereas there was only a letter and a signature I could not decipher, informing me it was all over between us. When the Roman army pulled out of
  Britain, at least the Emperor Honorius wrote instructing the inhabitants to look after their own affairs. When the Halifax wrote, it was just to instruct me to cancel my standing order. Then
  something odd happened.


  If you want to know what it is like to pay off a mortgage, it is this: one morning your house fills up with ghosts. Until then it was easy to pretend to yourself that nobody lived here before
  you. You cant do this when the deeds come.


  They came a fortnight later, and suddenly there they were, all the men who had owned this messuage or tenement, emerging from 200 years of documents like guerrillas come down from
  the hills. John Wooding, blacksmith. William Claydon, yeoman. Good lord, I thought the yeomen of England had gone with Robin Hood. William Darby, builder. Charles Bartholomew, squire
  and harem proprietor. Frank Webb, his illegitimate son, a plumber. Reginald Chapman, postmaster. William Thompson-Coon, farmer. Parchment to paper, copperplate (in the seventh year of the
  reign of our sovereign lord George IV) to typewritten page.


  I call up John Wooding first. He bought and rebuilt the house in the boom time of the war against Napoleon, but in the slump which followed was forced to mortgage it. Eighteen years later, with
  not a penny paid off, his mortgagee, the yeoman Clayton, repossessed the house. Spare a thought for blacksmith Wooding who lived on here as a tenant, coming and going every day under the stone
  which bears his initials, those of his wife Mary and the date 1815.


  It is 1909 and I call Charles Bartholomew, squire and sex maniac, who whenever he made one of the village women pregnant, installed her in a house. He bought many houses. I remember her
  well, the woman in your house, said the oldest inhabitant. She was very ladylike and had a Pekinese. And every Sunday she had her dinner sent up from the hall. My God, I can smell
  that dinner now.


  Lastly, I call Frank Webb, the Squires slip-up, plumber and much-loved village kleptomaniac. We have heard a lot about Frank and his little habit of taking away a souvenir from each job.
  Whenever my wife loses anything she blames him, though Frank has been dead thirty years. I always thought he had been given this house, but no, here are details of a sale in 1933, when Frank had to
  buy his fathers house for 400. They tell you a lot about local history, these deeds; also about inflation, for in the 1820s the house had been valued at 200, dipping to
  120 in the 1880s.


  All these people crowding in, only one of whom I have met, Reginald Chapman, very old and stooped. Like Nebuchadnezzar I am coming down to the grass, he told me. But Thompson-Coon,
  the man I bought the house from, I never met, though I once read an article about him in Country Living. I think he and his wife knitted sweaters or something.


  II


  THE DATE-STONE first. Just under the eaves, this consists of the letter W, below which are two other
  letters, J and M, all three being above the figures 1815, the year of Waterloo. I had assumed the date-stone was an afterthought because the house had features which seemed to belong to an earlier
  time. For instance, there was the fireplace in the dining-room  a large inglenook with a chimney in which six men could have stood. No Regency structure that, so either country builders had
  gone on in the old way or the thing had stalked the fields like the Undead to leap onto any new house it found.


  The first document explains this one, being a mortgage granted in 1826 by William Claydon to John Wooding, on the strength of the latters house, referred to here as new
  erected. So that accounts for the date: it was probably built in 1815, but there are references to it having been built on the site of a much older house. Now when this was done in the
  country, certain features were often retained if it was too much trouble to pull them down. This explains the chimney  they would have built the new house around it.


  There is also an explanation for something else. When I bought the house there was a large stone building described as a garage in the garden. The only problem is that it has been impossible to
  get a car into this garage because of the apple trees planted in front of the door. Funny, I thought, and have thought since. But this, I learn, was a brew house  which goes somewhere to
  fulfilling my old dream of owning a brewery.


  Woodings mortgage was for 200 and the interest on it five per cent. But why should the blacksmith have found it necessary to take a mortgage out on a house he had built eleven
  years before? The infuriating legal gobbledegook gives nothing away, but what we are probably looking at is the victim of a recession that occurred long ago.


  A blacksmith such as Wooding would have done well out of the agricultural boom of the war against Napoleon; with the exception of farm labourers, most people did do well in the country, which
  explains why yeoman Claydon had a few bob lying around, and why Wooding felt able to build a house this size. But Wooding would have been caught out in the post-war slump, when blacksmiths suffered
  the way garages are suffering now. We do not bother to have our cars serviced; our ancestors let the horse-shoes wear down.


  And theirs was an even more implacable recession. A second deed, dated 1840, is a conveyance of this house, ironically still referred to as new erected, from Wooding to Claydon.
  After fourteen years, even though he was up to date with the interest, the poor old blacksmith had been unable to pay off a single pound of the 200 owing. Subsequent documents explain the
  letters on the date-stone, for they refer for the first time to Mary, Woodings wife. When they were perhaps newly married in their first house, and the future seemed so assured they had
  their initials cut in stone. W, J, M. 1815. Poor things. Johns signature, light and precise on the 1826 document, has become a tired scrawl by 1840. The cross that Mary set against her name
  is wobbly and uncertain, the mark of someone who not only could not write, but actually had difficulty holding something as foreign as a pen.


  Still they survived. In a gazetteer of 1849 I find John still in business as a blacksmith. What happened to him I dont know, for in the last document he was not mentioned, as the house
  went for auction in 1884 at the village pub. This will make gloomy reading for those who still believe in property as an investment; the house fetched only 120.


  But enough of gloom; we are almost into living memory and a very curious couple are awaiting their entrances: a squire with a toy railway and a real life harem, and his son. Francis Webb,
  plumber of this parish: He could fix any machine that went wrong. He made a little model tank once, out of brass, and the turret turned. Of course, it wouldnt have done to ask where
  the brass came from. When Frank moved into your house it took him a day  and a week by night, on account of his souvenirs. You know that garage of yours that you will never get a car into
  because of the trees Frank planted in front of the door? I saw inside it once and it was like Woolworths  racks of hammers and screwdrivers and taps. It was as though he needed something to
  remind him of every job he had ever done.


  I have one photograph of him. It is of a village outing, and among the schoolboys and the mothers there is one man who stands apart, a heavily moustached man with large, mild, puzzled eyes. The
  first time I saw that face I had the feeling I had seen it before.


  Of course you had, said Doug Brown, the village grocer. Those eyes and that moustache were his father to a T. Frank Webb, illegitimate son of the last squire.
  Old squire called on Miss Webb, his mother, every Wednesday afternoon for coffee. Got through a fair amount of coffee in his time, he did.


  Albert, now dead, told me about this first. Called on Frank one day and he was sitting with his back to the winder. You ever seen this face before? he said. Well, I
  seen it on you, I said. No, on anyone else? he said. Course, then it come to me. Youre not one of his are yer? And Frank nodded.


  Everyone liked Frank, in spite of his little weakness, but then he practised this weakness on such a scale as to pass beyond nuisance into farce. You couldnt even put mole traps
  down in the allotments if he was about. Come night, Frank would have them traps. Like Ozymandias, King of Kings, Frank not only needed to reassure himself that he had passed this way, he
  needed others to know it too. He chiselled his initials into walls, and when Parish Clerk Weekley pulled his lavatory cistern away from the wall, there was the wild signature among the cobwebs on
  the plaster, F. Webb.


  There was an enormous innocence to the man. Went past your house one evening and there was Frank up a tree, smoking his pipe. What you doing up there? I said. Hard to
  believe, he said, but you know that new bungalow? You can see right into their bathroom from here. Shes having a bath at the moment. Come down, I said.
  Theyll have the law on you. But Frank couldnt see how.


  John Butler once came upon him 30 feet underground. It was up in the fields and he was supposed to be cleaning out this well, only there was no sound of work being done, just pipe smoke
  drifting up out of the hole. Hello, I shouted down. Hard to believe, said a voice, but from here a man can see the stars in daylight . . .


  He loved trees and planted them all over the garden, so that no grass grows, just hazel, ash, elder, and so many varieties of plum and apple that we grow frantic in the autumn over what to do
  with them. We also wonder what became of the emporium of souvenirs, and think it has to be hidden somewhere, like Dark Age treasure.


  Not long after we moved into the house, four elderly people called one summer afternoon and sheepishly asked whether they might be shown over the house. They quite understood if this would be
  inconvenient but it would mean a lot . . . It was Franks nephew and he wanted to see for one last time the house where he had come as a boy and been happy.


  During Franks last illness, John Butler offered to look after his greenhouse for him. And that was a shock and all. The things I found. I came on my fathers Bible with his
  name written in it. Oh, he was a one-off, was Frank.


  He never came back from the old folks home, and was, I think, the first in the history of this house to die among strangers.
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