







THE MORVILLE HOURS

Katherine Swift

[image: image]


Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication



A Note about Books of Hours

Maps

I Come to Morville

Vigils

Lauds

Prime

Terce

Sext

None

Vespers

Compline



Acknowledgements

Notes

By the Same Author

A Note on the Author

Imprint


For Harriet and Sophie


A Note about Books of Hours

The Hours of the Divine Office are very ancient. They were already ancient in the sixth century when St Benedict codified them in his Rule, a practical guide for the monastic life. They consisted of seven Day Hours together with Vigils, the Night Office (also known as Matins). Each Hour was made up of a selection of prayers, psalms, hymns and readings that changed with the seasons and together spanned the whole twenty-four hours. The exact timing of each of the Hours varied according to whether it was winter or summer and, when Benedict’s Rule was adopted by other communities of monks, also from one religious house to another. Vigils was originally said at midnight, but in the Rule of St Benedict was prescribed for ‘the eighth hour of the night’ – 2 a.m. – because ‘by sleeping until a little past the middle of the night, the brothers can arise with their food fully digested.’ Lauds might then follow Vigils immediately or be said separately, three hours later, with a period of study in between. Then came Prime, after which work began, followed three hours later by Terce. Three hours later again came Sext and the main meal of the day. Then came None (pronounced to rhyme with ‘stone’), at about 3 p.m., followed by Vespers, often celebrated with great solemnity, at about sunset, and finally Compline, celebrated at 9 p.m., after which the community retired to bed. The Hours still provide the basic structure of monastic life today.

The text of the Office (from the Latin officium, meaning ‘duty’ or ‘service’) was contained in a compendium known as the Breviary. Books of Hours were smaller portable versions of the Office for use by laypeople. They contained a simplified scheme of the eight Hours, known as the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin, together with other prayers and devotions, including the Litany of the Saints, the Seven Penitential Psalms and the Office of the Dead. Books of Hours are the most numerous class of books to survive from the late Middle Ages. They are at once the most visible and the most intimate of medieval books, very widely disseminated yet used in an intensely private manner by individuals, often women, in the privacy of their own chambers. Mass-produced by workshops in France and the Low Countries, they were exported to this country in their thousands – the ‘best-sellers’ of their day. The middle classes bought them ready-made; the wealthy commissioned them splendidly embellished in gold and colours, with special prayers to their patron saints and miniature paintings by the greatest artists of the day into which their own portraits might be incorporated as bystanders — looking on at the Nativity, as it were – or their favourite castle adopted as the backdrop to some scene of rural life.
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I Come to Morville

Some people watch birds. I watch clouds. Sometimes it’s the same thing, as when the buzzards soar on a rising thermal above the garden, or the swifts and house martins chase high-flying gnats on a summer’s day. But mostly it’s just clouds I watch: the hard edge of a retreating cumulonimbus, the thin veil of cirrostratus as a warm front comes in, the halo of rainbow-coloured ice crystals around the moon in a mackerel sky. In winter the clouds run down from the north and the east, from the open land beyond the garden; in spring they come bowling up the valley from the south-west, their shadows scudding across the hillside, the fields darkening and brightening with their passage.

I came here to make a garden. In the red earth I find fragments of blue-and-white willow-pattern china, white marble floor-tiles, rusted iron nails. A litter of broken clay pipes in the flower-beds, their air holes stopped with soil. Opaque slivers of medieval glass, blue as snowmelt. Flat wedges of earthenware dishes with notched rims and looping patterns of cream and brown. Who drank from that cup, who smoked that pipe, who looked through that window? Did they stand as I stand now, watching the clouds on the hillside?

Angles and Romans, Cornovii and Normans, monks and soldiers, herdsmen and farmers; millwrights, iron-founders, carpet-makers and railwaymen, they came this way too — following the valley, up from the river, looking for land, iron, work, a home, the hillside brightening and darkening with their ebb and flow. Only the land remains, and the land remembers — in crop mark and hollow way, ridge and furrow, bell pit and Roman road, turnpike and stew pond.

I first came to Morville in the dark; felt, rather than saw, that same high horizon and that round bowl of land. Driving down from the Holyhead ferry in a winter dusk, I made a detour off the old A5 south of Shrewsbury. Night had fallen before I reached Morville. The hairpin bend at the turn to Ludlow was as sharp as it appeared on the map, and there, by the light of the headlamps, were the gate piers to the Hall. I left the car at the end of the drive and walked down the avenue to the house, my feet feeling for the road in the blackness. Emerging from the trees I was conscious of open space curving away from me, and of the dark bulk of the Hall beyond. I kept my distance, half-embarrassed, half-unwilling to be seduced by this new place. I stood, instead, looking across the lawn at the illuminated windows on the first floor, at the light streaming from the narrow embrasures of the turret stair. I could see two pavilions, one on either side, joined to the main house by high curving walls. In the light from the windows, the outline of cupolas was just visible, with a glint of filigree ironwork from the weathervanes above. To the right, the untenanted Dower House; dark, its windows yielding nothing. To the left, a high wooded horizon, black against the first stars. Water rushed somewhere below. And then, high up, behind me, a clock struck the three-quarters — two bells combined in a musical phrase of two notes, one high and one low, repeated three times — their softly muffled sound drifting out into the darkened valley. A church! I had not expected that.

I was at that time working in Dublin as Keeper of Early Printed Books in the library of Trinity College, and commuting back and forth from Oxford. My husband had a bookshop in Oxford, and he was still living there. Morville was his plan to lure me home. He used to meet me from the plane at Heathrow every Friday night with a wallet of photographs of all the houses he had been to see in the previous week — diminutive Georgian manor houses we couldn’t afford; gaunt brick ruins with walled gardens filled with nettles; sagging timber-framed palaces. They haunt me still, the ones that got away; like parallel universes, the alternative lives I might have led. In Lincolnshire, Cumbria, North Devon, Wales, Yorkshire — anywhere where land and houses were (at that time) relatively cheap.

And then he found Morville. Shropshire had always shimmered on the periphery of my vision: Housman’s A Shropshire Lad was an anthem of my childhood, a copy always in the house (though it was not until later that I understood why). Ludlow and Clee were familiar names, though as yet unvisited; Wrekin and Wenlock Edge were tinged with longing and regrets, though not mine. My father bought me books every Christmas and birthday. When I was twelve he gave me the poems of Mary Webb. I learned them by heart.

 

We were in the hills of heaven
But yesterday!
All was so changeless, quiet, fair,
All swam so deep in golden air;
White-tapered chestnuts, seven by seven,
Went down the shady valleys there …

 

‘I think this is the one,’ said my husband.

We agreed to take the Dower House on a twenty-year lease, but I had yet to see it, except in photographs. I was reluctant to leave Dublin and my job and friends there, and I was unsettled by the impermanence of a lease. But as I stood in the darkness that night and listened to the bells dying away and the sound of the stream welling up into the silence, everything suddenly seemed possible. We moved to Morville August 1988, with two removal vans of books, three cats and two carloads of plants.

 

The sound of the church clock became the regular accompaniment to my daily labours in the garden. It provided a sort of basso continuo to life at Morville, so quiet that the fog across the Church Meadow could stifle it, or the north wind blow its notes away into the trees. In the warm wet violet-smelling air of April, a gusting south-westerly would bring the notes in breaths and snatches. One heard it best in summer dawns before the drone of road or field; or on winter evenings when Orion burned coldly above and the congregation made its way over the potholed road towards the lights of the church; or in the watches of the night, when the clock numbered the long sleepless hours till dawn. For much of the year, I could see the clock from the garden, glinting gold on the north face of the church tower. I would watch the interplay of light and shadow, perpendicular and horizontal, plane and angle — tower, nave, chancel, aisle — as the sun made its daily revolution around the church. In high summer the tower was hidden in the green leafiness of the trees, and that was when the clock would chime clearest of all, the sound vaulting over the empty air in the valley bottom where the sleek brown mill-race ran, springing up into the bright wooded air beyond, and echoing back from the high horizon.

One day I climbed the tower with the clockwinder to look at it, clambering hand over hand up a zigzag of wooden ladders inside the dim void of the tower to a platform halfway up where a confection of shining brass cogs gleamed in a cupboard in the dust-smelling darkness. Vast counterweights on chains disappeared into the gloom below. Hawsers ran up the rough surface of the stone walls above and disappeared into the floors overhead, linking the clock’s mechanism to the dial and to the bells on which it struck the hours — a Victorian mechanism attached to eighteenth-century bells in a Norman church — the counterweights rising back up the tower like buckets from a well, like water brought up slopping from the past. The church was built in the early twelfth century by the monks of the Benedictine Abbey of Shrewsbury, twenty miles away. Then in 1138 the Abbot of Shrewsbury received permission from the Bishop of Hereford to appropriate the church into a new daughter house, a priory he wished to build at Morville, to be headed by a Prior drawn from the senior monks of the Abbey.

The names of the priors of Morville survive — four Johns, two Williams, two Richards and a Walter — scattered here and there in miscellaneous documents over the succeeding four centuries. There are many gaps. Where a name is recorded, it is more often than not because of some misdeed or inadequacy. The Priory seems to have begun in a grand enough way: in about 1168 additions were made to the church which included an extended chancel capable of accommodating two dozen or more. But in later years the size of the community seems to have shrunk to just two or three. It cannot ever have been a rich living. In 1253 Prior John Wallensis (John ‘the Welshman’) was charged with receiving part of a deer poached from the royal forest. In 1290, when the Bishop of Hereford visited Morville with his retinue, the Prior managed to provide fodder for the thirty-five horses, but the Bishop had to provide the greatest part of the food for his men himself.

For four hundred years the monks worked the land around the village: the flat land near the church, the heavy land down by the stream, the sloping side of the hill, the stony ground where my neighbours and I garden. Then came the Reformation. The Priory was dissolved, the monks ejected and the land bought by the local merchant who built the big house here. Of the Priory buildings now there is no trace. Even the site itself is now in doubt: perhaps it lay beside the church, to the north, where the remains of buildings still show themselves as parch marks during drought; perhaps to the west, underneath what is now Morville Hall; perhaps at the crossroads, on the high ground where the road to Ludlow meets the road from Shrewsbury, sliced through now by modern roadworks. Only the church still stands, with its eighteenth-century bells and its Victorian clock striking the hours.

The word ‘clock’ comes from the Middle English clok, the bell that called monks to prayer. And as I stood in the garden in those early years listening to the church clock striking the hours, it recalled for me the Hours of the Divine Office, that ancient system of worship followed by the monks who once worked this ground under the Rule of St Benedict, with its discipline of physical labour in all weathers, tempered with the injunction to study. It recalled the rhythm of a day which began with Vigils and Lauds, then Prime, Terce, Sext and None, Vespers and Compline, the bells raising the monks before dawn, guiding them through the day in measured steps of work, study and prayer, and delivering them safely back into the night once more. It also recalled for me a half-forgotten time in my childhood when I too had been part of that world. My mother had converted to Roman Catholicism in the mid-1950s and, increasingly drawn by the monastic life, she had become what is known as a secular tertiary, a member of the Third Order of St Dominic. (The first order consisted of monks, the second of nuns, and the third of laypeople, one of several such institutions founded in the thirteenth century in response to a surge in popular religious feeling.) A tertiary commits him- or herself to the Rule of the Order, as far as that is compatible with life in the world, and to the recitation of the Hours of the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin, the shorter version of the Divine Office devised for the use of laypeople, at the appointed times each day. My mother used to take me on retreats to Dominican abbeys, and while she was at her prayers, I — a child of eight or nine — would roam about the grounds or help the lay brother in charge of the gardens as he weeded the paths or dug the vegetable patch.

Among the books I brought with me to Morville was my mother’s Dominican prayer book, containing a modern text of the Hours. Slim, black-leather-bound and discreet, almost devoid of illustration or decoration, it was a far cry from the gorgeousness of the medieval Books of Hours. I went to the Bodleian Library in Oxford to look at some of them. Tiny, of a size made to be held in the hand or carried in a pocket, they opened like small dark jewel boxes to reveal a kaleidoscope of colour — lapis lazuli and turnsole violet, verdigris and vermilion, orpiment and cinnabar. Whole processions of saints filed by as I turned the pages, each with his or her identifying object — St Peter and his church, St Catherine and her wheel, St Cecilia playing the organ — the richness of their robes set off by the plump gold-leaf cushions of their haloes. There were complete cycles of images of the Passion of Christ or the life of the Blessed Virgin, each gilded page more splendid than the one before, bordered with curling tendrils of foliage or a scattering of trompe-l’oeil flowers rising from the page as if newly picked. Books of Hours like these are among the treasures of Western art.

As I followed the familiar words in the unfamiliar script, each letter as narrow and pointed as a Gothic arch, I was decoding the sources of my mother’s spirituality, rediscovering something which for me as a child had been a daily reality. Books of Hours now are studied in minute detail, the chain of their ownership traced, the location of the workshops tracked down, the artists identified, their handiwork exhibited in art galleries and printed catalogues. But I was less interested in the iconography of the saints, in the delicacy or psychological realism of the paintings, than in the words themselves, and in the half-remembered music they conjured up: the haunting cadences of the Gregorian chant, at least as old as the Hours themselves. I found, as I read, that I could still sing the Latin text of whole prayers and hymns — learned fifty years ago and buried in the back of my memory — Glorias and Credos and Salve Reginas; Kyries, Sanctuses and the Dies irae.

And there was something else too, something which in those days when I was first beginning the garden, and would stand, spade in hand, listening to the church clock striking the hours, had for me even greater resonance: the calendars that prefaced the Books of Hours, with their illustrations of the horticultural and agricultural tasks appropriate for each month; their tables of saints’ days and holy days, Simple and Double, Semi-Double and Greater Double, Doubles of the Second Class and Doubles of the First Class — the ‘red-letter days’ of joyful celebration — picked out in red ink; their columns of Dominical Letters and Golden Numbers for calculating Sundays and the date of Easter; their days marked ‘D’ for the dies Aegyptiaci or dies mali — the bad-luck days (from which our word ‘dismal’ comes), when anything begun would come to naught and seed would shrivel in the furrow; their dual system of dates — Arabic figures and Roman numerals, the one counting by tens, the other by ides, nones and kalends (the source of the word ‘calendar’); and their ancient Babylonian signs of the zodiac tracing the sun in its annual progress across the sky, each governing not only a segment of the heavens but a part of the human body, dictating what medical treatment might or might not be appropriate that month. The calendars made up a cycle of multiple resonances, spiritual and secular, terrestrial and sidereal, liturgical and agricultural, pagan and Christian, breathtaking in its richness and antiquity and in the geographical spread of its references, but also grounded in the here and now, in the everyday.

In the world of the Books of Hours, tiny emblematic figures dig, prune, sow, chop wood, mow grass, reap grain, tread grapes, each in their allotted month. There are animals being fed, tended, led to market, slaughtered, consumed. There is an interlude in April and May for picking flowers, courting, making music. Another at Christmas for feasting. In a world of electric light and central heating, where one month is much like another and vegetables are flown in daily from Kenya and Spain, this all seems like an echo from a vanished world. Nowadays, adrift in an affectless no-man’s-land, we are cut off not only from the hopes and fears, the triumphs and despairs of the agricultural year, but from the shared emotions of the great story which plays itself out month by month in the liturgical year. The twenty-first century is fighting a losing battle to keep its calendar. Gardeners of course have never lost it.

So it was that the Hours came to mirror my life in the garden — not only the calendar illustrations with their regular round of tasks, but also the feasts and the fasts, the highs and the lows, the red-letter days and the dies mali: from the crunch of grass underfoot at midnight on a frosty New Year’s Eve, to the drip of trees in a melancholy March dawn; from a perfumed May Day morning when the whole world seems sixteen again, to the enervating heat of a midsummer noon; from the bloom of blue-black damsons picked on a golden September afternoon, to the smell of holly and ivy cut in the dusk of a rainy Christmas Eve. Senses seemed keener in relation to the Hours, with their lesson of attentiveness. Theirs was a world where time was accounted for, each second precious: instead of hearing, one listened; instead of seeing, one looked; instead of tasting, one savoured; instead of touching, one felt. ‘Listen,’ said St Benedict, ‘listen with the ear of your heart.’
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Books of Hours were family treasures, expensive items in a world where books were scarce; a place where births and deaths might be recorded, at a time when such records were few; pious relics, handed down from one generation to another, with the imprecation, written or implicit, to pray for the soul of the departed donor. With the advent of the printing press, their numbers multiplied. They became the single most common book — often the only book — in English households. But once Henry VIII declared himself head of the Church in England, their use became increasingly problematic. References to certain saints had to be deleted (to Thomas Á Becket, a saint who had famously stood up to a king), the title of Pope to be scratched out wherever it occurred, certain prayers excised. A new prayer book was commissioned, the Book of Common Prayer, enforced by the Act of Uniformity in 1549. The reforms were repealed and the deletions reinstated under Mary Tudor, but were re-imposed under Elizabeth. By the 1560s Books of Hours had become off limits to all but the defiant few. The calendars, however, with their calculations of good- and bad-luck days and their counsels of the right time to prune, sow, reap or harvest, survived into an age of mass print as secular almanacs.

In addition to my mother’s Book of Hours, I had an unidentified fragment of such an almanac, given to me by my husband: lacking the first and last leaf, it was illustrated with black-and-white woodcuts of the same familiar labours of the year, but with the addition of proverbs and wise sayings, the phases of the moon and mnemonic rhymes about the weather. It proved to be a fragment of the Shepherds’ Great Calendar, which began life in 1491 and remained in print for three hundred years, with sporadic revivals thereafter. To the monthly recital of saints’ days and its portrayal of the agricultural labours and their accompanying signs of the zodiac, the Shepherds’ Calendar also adds another dimension: the years of a human life, six for every month — the infant, the child, the schoolboy, the adolescent, the lover, physical prime, maturity, the beginnings of decline, prosperous old age, senility, decay, final extinction. And gradually I began to see that in the Hours — with their joyful Te Deum and litanies of praise, their Office of the Dead and Penitential Psalms, their despairing De profundis and final serene Nunc dimittis — was reflected the arc not only of a single day or a single year, but of a whole lifetime, with its trajectory from darkness into light and from the light into the darkness once more.

And in the background, as in the calendars’ scenes of rural life where the activities of the year were played out against a painted backdrop of high-walled castles and turreted towns, was Morville itself: the hill, the house, the high-wooded horizon, and the church tower with the gilded hands of the clock turning, turning.

 

But then the clock stopped. There had been aberrations before, as when the clockwinder was on holiday and his deputy proved forgetful, or when hard weather froze the hands on the clock face, but this time the fault was mechanical, more serious, the stoppage of the clock prolonged. In its absence, I pined. Seen across the Church Meadow in the swooning heat of midsummer, the church tower appeared to shimmer, encircled, unreachable, drowned in a spell that would last a thousand years. I remembered Brid Ellen, who had run widdershins round the church through the shadow of the tower into an enchantment so deep that she was spirited away to faerieland. A kindly neighbour, missing the point, said, ‘Don’t you wear a watch?’

Unlike a watch, which marks off how much time has gone and how much remains, the sound of the bells ringing the quarters had seemed to say, ‘Stop. Think. This is here. This is now.’ In my previous life there had never been enough time: time was always running out. But in the garden, where I was acutely aware of the passage of time — the changing light as the hours of the day passed by, the shifting pattern of the seasons as the years passed by — there was paradoxically the feeling of having all the time in the world, of hours and days stretching and expanding into a shimmering pool of now.

All gardeners are aware of that sense of flow, of losing oneself. Modern timekeeping is too rigid for the likes of us — pinned like a moth to a framework with no give in it. Modern hours are set at one-twelfth of the day or night at the equinox: sixty minutes, three hundred and sixty seconds of tedium. In the garden, a single minute, a single second, can be an eternity. In classical times, the Horae were bringers of blessings, invited to weddings; now they are the presiding deities of the time-clock, the stopwatch, the facelift. There were originally three Horae — goddesses not of times of the year, but of processes: of growing, flowering and fruiting. Only later did they come to be associated with periods of time: the four seasons, the hours on a clock. Ordinary people told the time by natural events, cock-crow and noon, full market and first sleep, the lighting of the lamps. When hours were used, in the sense of formal divisions of the day and night, they were calculated as one-twelfth of the day or night at that particular time of year, and so varied according to the season. I like that. I like the feeling of time expanding with the unfolding of the leaves, contracting again with the first frosts of autumn.

As my days spent alone in the garden turned into weeks and the weeks into months, I got into the habit of leaving the front door of the house open — not just unlocked, but standing open to the garden — from spring to autumn, all day long. I would open it first thing in the morning to smell the air and close it only at midnight as I went to bed. House and garden became extensions of each other. The kitchen filled with plant pots and tools and string, the hall with boots and jackets and gloves, the bathroom with tender seedlings. Plants spent part of their year in the house and part outside in the garden; I could tell the time of year from the tide of greenery in the house. And gradually I came to know the creatures who shared the house and garden with me: the jackdaws who roosted in the roof space; the black newts in the cellar, dining on woodlice; the harvest spiders and the tortoiseshell butterflies who found a winter home in the dim recesses of the ceiling; the swallows who reconnoitred the bookshelves in the hall for nesting places in spring. Outside, there were other creatures and other worlds to discover: the citadels of bees and ants, the papier mâché galleries of the wasps, the subterranean refuges of badgers and moles. Then there were the wanderers — the animals who came and went unseen: the night owls and the foxes, the birds who left their arrowed footprints in the snow. The cats were louche go-betweens, at home in both worlds, belonging to neither.

I found companionship too in the other people who inhabited the same landscape — the tramp, the hedge-layer, the stockman, the gravedigger; the sheep-shearer, the farm labourer, my neighbour who tended the vines, the lad who brought the logs, the butcher who delivered the meat — present-day inheritors of those figures in the calendars of the Books of Hours. Country people seem to have all the time in the world. Not really, of course. Concerns are as pressing here as elsewhere. But there seemed to be a country courtesy which required that conversations over the field gate or in the lane or down in the Church Meadow be unhurried — a mutual satisfying of curiosities, an exchange of information, a bond formed: Welsh voices, Shropshire voices, Black Country voices, telling stories of the land and the village and its people.

Other voices too, the competing voices of those who lived here in the past, jostling for my attention — the monks of the Benedictine Priory and the dynasties of Smyth, Weaver and Warren, their voices rising up from deed boxes and document cases, rustling like dry paper. They cajole and wheedle and sigh. Make us a herb garden and plant valerian and poppy and wolfsbane for Prior Richard, the last Prior of Morville. Sweet-smelling knots for me, sweet Frances Cressett, a bride when Elizabeth was on the throne. A parterre of clipped box and yew of which Arthur Weaver could approve. A rose border of pillars and swags for a Victorian patriarch. A gentle wilderness for Juliana, ‘fifth and last surviving daughter’. And there were others, nameless, numberless, the self-confident and the lost, the careless and the carefree, their existences reduced to a fragment in the earth, to a single instant — the sound of a willow-pattern cup shattering on a stone floor, the blur of a hand throwing away a broken clay pipe. I came to make a garden, but found that one garden was not enough to tell all their stories.

Gardens are about people first and plants second. Like our multi-layered language, gardening is made up of different elements, bits and pieces from far and near, now and long ago, taken and incorporated into the vocabulary of plant and tree, the grammar of path and hedge. I divided the garden up, hid each part from the others behind high yew hedges, played a game of multi-dimensional chess with myself. In my twenty-first-century garden, bits of the seventeenth century are still here — and the nineteenth and sixteenth and eighteenth — poking through the gauzy surface of the present like Marley’s pigtail. And there is China and America and Africa, as well as Shropshire. And stories — many stories, of this house and the people who lived here, and of the people who live here still — handed on from person to person, told and retold, a skein of stories. Like the lavender my father took as he moved from house to house, from one job to the next, and I from him, taking cuttings of the lavender, and cuttings of the cuttings, and cuttings of the cuttings of the cuttings, rooting it each time in a new garden.

And me? What is my story? My father carving my name in the speckled green side of a vegetable marrow so that I could watch the letters stretch and grow as wide as my own four-year-old smile. Violet-blue Michaelmas daisies and basking Tortoiseshell butterflies. Fossils in wrappings of cotton wool. Books on leaning metal shelves. The smell of pipe smoke in a cold room. A typewriter. Blue hyacinths. Iron Age forts and the worn steps of church towers. A dozen clocks chiming the hour for dinner. A black-and-white marble floor. A yellow climbing rose. Clouds passing over the hillside. Each a fragment of memory, a lost moment, a shining and irreducible ‘now’.

So come with me now into the garden. It is New Year’s Eve.

This is here. This is now.

Listen.
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Vigils

Listen.

In the dark tower the cog wheels spin and whir, readying themselves. Silence, deeper than before. And then with the thud of the detent dropping, the striking-train lurches forward, heavy with the weight of accumulated minutes and seconds, and the year and the night topple over into the black abyss of another day, a new year. This is the night when Feasting Janus faces both ways. In pub and farm, manor house and cottage, the old rituals of propitiation are observed. This is the night when revellers keep the lights on late and drink to keep out the dark.

But in the hollow centre of the garden the encircling yews dream their deep winter sleep. The soil beneath the fibrous net of red roots is warm and dry. My breath steams in the darkness. No moon, only faint shreds of high cloud. A rat-tat of fireworks marks the hour, then faint, distant shouts. The two cats reappear: they have followed me on my midnight progress through the garden, felt presences rather than visible companions. Now they shadow me, left and right, as together we cross the turf maze with its circular hedge of yew and emerge into the western side of the garden. A glaze of ice is forming in the middle of the canal; the long lines of hedges and plates-bandes recede into the darkness. On into the Orchard now, greeting each tree in turn, each thicket of wild rose, with a salutation for each of the silent beehives, their roofs slicked with silver by the falling frost, for each clump of hazel and willow. Tonight each rose must be named, each tree acknowledged. This is when it all begins. This is the Night Office, the Vigil before the dawn. Te deum laudamus, ‘We praise thee, O God … Heaven and earth are full of the majesty of Thy glory.’ In te, domine, speravi, ‘O Lord, in Thee have I hoped: let me not be confounded forever.’ I used to dread New Year’s Eve: wept, hid, was slung out of pubs. Until I started to garden.

The grass crunches underfoot. On into the Cloister Garden now, the weathered oak of trellis and arbour, pale against the dark earth, enclosing a memory of summer like a lingering perfume — a bower of roses, red and white. Then down through the fruit tunnel, turning towards home, the cats ahead of me. The silvered grass of the path reaches out in front, broad and straight below the airy colonnade of the tunnel, the ribs of apple and pear cordons black overhead against the sky. On either hand, the Vegetable Garden stretches away, an interlocking pattern of black and white, dug earth and frosted grass: tonight each bed must be visited, none forgotten; each path trod, none omitted. We emerge halfway along the rose border with its pillars of larch poles and swags of rope, edged now with rime. I pause on the grass terrace at the edge of the upper garden: below, the uncurtained windows of the house gleam, throwing pathways of light across the Knot Garden; behind, the dark bulk of the Hall; and beyond, the backdrop of wood and hill, massive under the stars.

Last shouts of neighbours going home: ‘Goodnight, Arthur. Night, Pat!’ Cars on the road. Then silence again. Slight wind. Bark of dog fox, far out, patrolling the valley floor. Swift ack-ack of pheasant from the wood. In the silence of the church tower, the counterweights tock downwards on their chains, inch by inch. Tomorrow the clockwinder will come to wind the weights back up to the top of the tower, his heels echoing on the stone floor as he crosses to the vestry and climbs the zigzag of shaky wooden ladders to the platform where the clock stands. But until then the church is empty, silent. Except for another sound, a small sound, more regular than the mouse gnawing a forgotten prayer book, quieter than the scuffling of the velvet-eared bat brushing the roof with its leathern wings, as soft as the spider spinning its web: the sound of a pen scratching in the darkness. High up in the nave, above the pillars of the Norman arches, the four wooden Evangelists sit, chroniclers of the village for four hundred years, each with his book open before him, each with a large white goose-feather quill in his carved hand. Matthew with his angel, Mark with his lion, Luke with his ox, John with his eagle. For four hundred years they have kept watch in Morville church, observing the congregation come and go; recording christenings, weddings, burials; keeping a tally of tolls, calculating the tythes; overseeing the distribution of bread and coals to the poor, funeral hatchments for the rich, memorial tablets for the fallen — Lucknow and Cambrai, Le Cateau and the Somme. What secret glances, what lovers’ trysts, what hopes and fears, faded now into dust! What spring mornings, what early frosts, what mothers’ tears — writing it all down, their pens scratching away into the night.

But what of those who came before, tumbled now, dumb and blind, in the deep soil of the churchyard? Of the flint traders who walked the ancient ridge-way along the hill? Of the first farmers whose ashy remains lie scattered under the round barrows on the ridge? What of the builders of the hill forts — the people of the Wrekin and the Clee? Who tells their stories?

Only the flints and the loom weights and the rusted sickles in the soil. No monuments of wood or stone; only the mute witness of the hill forts. Yet from that distant past comes the echo of a sound — something as fragile, as insubstantial but indestructible, as that: no more than a breath. Breathed across the generations, its form changing like Chinese whispers: Morville, Marvil, Morfelde, Momerfeld, Membrefelde, Mamerfeld. From the drawl of an eighteenth-century English gentleman, back through Elizabeth’s time to the Wars of the Roses, back past the coming of the Normans and the Anglo-Saxons, back to the ancient Britons — the sound changing shape in their mouths as it passed from one to another — the word that defines this place. Mamerfeld, the land by the hill. In that first syllable there may be the echo of the name the first Britons gave to the hill — a mysterious, irreducible sound. The hill has no name now. The Ordnance Survey map calls the two ends of it Meadowley Hill and Aston Hill, from the two villages that lie adjacent. We who live here just call it ‘the bank’ or ‘the hill’. But its name may once have been something like the ‘Mam’, a name going back as far as the builders of the hill forts or even earlier.

It is impossible to overestimate the reverence of early peoples for hills — high, separate places, remote from everyday affairs, their separateness signalled by a drop in temperature, a thinning of the air as you climbed, a covering of snow, often veiled from view in mist and cloud — places where you went for worship, sanctuary, to bury the dead. Our hill still affects our lives today: a landmark when returning home from a journey, a shelter from storms, the gateway to the rich lands of Corve Dale beyond. On the map the road still curves around it; its steep escarpment is still accessible only on foot. It is a place where buzzards wheel, the place where the midwinter sun still sets.

That first winter at Morville I walked the empty fields, my boots growing heavy with the bare wet earth. I followed the Mor Brook and the Tiddle Brook, peering into the furrows, tracing the lines of vanished hedges. I scrambled up the steep bank of the hill, the Wrekin behind and the Clee in front rising up over the horizon like two dark planets ringed with snow, rising higher and higher the further I climbed. I scoured the light dry soil on top of the hill, with its big knobbly lumps of what the farmers up here call catsbrain. I peered at the rich pebbly loam of the broad ridge to the south-east of the village — ‘rather stony, locally very stony’, the Government soil survey had said — with its string of prosperous farms. I wandered the shining red clay of the land around the church and stream where the medieval village once was, and the big field where the combine harvesters in summer work all night long by the light of their headlamps. And I wondered about the soil in my garden: about the large rounded cobbles — white and red and grey (rounded by what? I wondered) — that I found below the surface. And I began to see that the whole landscape was a book, if only one could read it — a manuscript written and rewritten, over and over again, a palimpsest of texts, decipherable still …
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Shropshire is the coldest of the shire counties, an English outpost hunched beneath Welsh mountains. Locked in by land, the county is ridged and furrowed like the frozen fingers of an outstretched hand — a left hand, with the Clee Hills as the thumb, and Wenlock Edge, Caer Caradoc, the Long Mynd and Stiperstones as the fingers. The names clang and slide like horses’ hooves on frozen ground. On winter mornings the low sun glances from ridge to ridge, lighting the tops of the hills in sequence, east to west, as if with a chain of beacon fires — signalling to the Long Mountain, rippling on into Wales. But below the hills, the valleys shiver in shadow. Our valley is the gentle Corve Dale, beneath the high shoulders of the Brown Clee, where on warm April days the brook meanders down to Ludlow — but the valley holds its breath now in the icy maw of winter, while above on the Clee the hill forts flare before the sun. In broad and grassy Ape Dale too, beneath the wooded flank of Wenlock Edge, modern farms and homesteads lie silenced by the cold, united in chilly equity with abandoned priory and empty cloister. Beneath lowering Caer Caradoc — was it here Caractacus made his last stand? — where the narrow Roman road runs arrow-straight to Viroconium, the valley is still fathoms deep in frozen dark, while in the air above, the tremendous whale-like bulk of the Long Mynd breaks the surface into a glittering sea of frozen bracken. And in the far valleys beyond, high in the lee of the Stiperstones, the remains of old lead mines show black against hills where quartz and calcite mimic the frost and the villages have names like White Grit, Gravels, Snailbeach, Shelve.

Back. Further back. Back beyond the lead miners, back beyond the flint traders, back to a time when the last glacier, as high as a dozen church towers, ground to a halt here: a time when the Welsh borderlands were invaded by twin streams of ice fed from the mountains of Wales and the Irish Sea — two groaning, creaking, grinding sheets of ice, carrying with them sand and gravel and pebbles and boulders and rocks, scratching and scraping and gouging, overtopping all but the highest hills; the juggernaut of the Welsh ice swinging south and east, deflected around the Long Mountain, the Stiperstones, the Long Mynd and Wenlock Edge, into the valleys of the Usk and Wye, tongues of ice licking round Norton Camp and up into Corve Dale, probing the soft underbelly of Ape Dale; the tidal wave of Irish sea ice parting on either side of the Wrekin, then reuniting, crashing down into Ape Dale from the north, engulfing the valley, shearing the side off Wenlock Edge, overtopping it at its lower northern end, and pushing on through the valley of the Severn, lapping the skirts of the Brown Clee, until the ice hung poised above Corve Dale, on the brink of the soft land below. And then stopped. Right here.

Morville was glaciated only once — in the last and coldest phase of the Pleistocene Ice Age. Over central England the ice was a mile thick. There are striations on the side of the Wrekin four hundred metres above the surrounding plain. Even here at the edge, the ice would have been fifty metres high — a vertical cliff-face, its upper surface rent by fissures into a maze of pinnacles like a forest of frozen termites’ nests. For three hundred years the ice sheet surged and retreated and surged again, fed by snow falling in the mountains at its source, sometimes moving forward several metres in an hour, juddering onwards inch by inch, second by second, the ground vibrating with a roar like that of a continuous volcanic eruption; at other times wasting backwards, streams of soil-laden meltwater gushing from channels beneath it, the dirty white snout of the glacier and the pale blue of the sky reflected in pools of water trapped behind the mounds of debris the ice bulldozed before it; all the time accompanied by the trickling of gravels, the noise of stones falling from the hillsides; never standing still.

For a few short weeks each year, the temperature here at the edge would have soared, flooding the surface with meltwater: the brief hectic summer of the tundra, full of noise and movement and the glitter of sun on water, the cries of waterfowl, the flash of wings in the sun, air shimmering with dancing clouds of gnats, when lush green grass and thick tussocks of sedge would carpet the ground and flowers would burst into life — the vivid green-and-yellow clumps of marsh marigolds reflected in the pools of the valley bottom; the fragile white eight-petalled cups of mountain avens blooming on the bare rocky ledges of the hillside; dwarf willows and birch on the drier ground, their catkins heavy with yellow pollen, loud with the humming of bees.

The marsh marigolds are still here: Caltha palustris — kingcups, the villagers call them. They thrive on the edges of the village, in the boggy places north of the Ash Bridge and around the pools of Morville Heath: treacherous ground, camouflaged with a litter of fallen branches, the water gleaming dark and deep — deeper than you think. The dwarf willows and birch retreated long ago to the far north of Scotland. I went to look for them, hiking across the high bare tundra of the island of Hoy to a remote valley where they survive, an untouched fragment of ancient post-glacial flora, huddled in a fold in the land. Their thickened furry leaves and shoots are still adapted for sub-zero temperatures, though the enemy now is not the intense cold of the Ice Age but the incessant wind that sweeps the island. The mountain avens retreated with the ice to the mountains of Snowdonia and Scotland, and to the far west of Ireland, where I found them on the limestone pavements of the Burren in County Clare, their tiny oak-shaped leaves carpeting the naked rock. In England the mountain avens survive only as pollen grains and fragments of plant material in the peat laid down after the Ice Age; once they were so abundant that they even gave their name, Dryas octopetala, to the two periods of intense cold — the Older and Younger Dryas — that marked the end of the Pleistocene epoch.

The Younger Dryas ended with a period of rapid warming, caused in part by a massive increase in atmospheric methane (a greenhouse gas even more potent than carbon dioxide) pumped out by newly forming peat bogs. Within fifty years it was all over. Vast plains of outwash flooded from the retreating ice sheet. Torrents of meltwater burst through the watershed at Barrow and carved out the Ironbridge Gorge. A group of woolly mammoths drowned in a kettle hole in the ice at Condover, sixteen miles away. At Morville, the dying glacier disintegrated into a wilderness of shifting meltwater channels, blocks of ice, debris, lakes and pools. It dumped its freight of gravel, the heaviest, largest pebbles first: my garden, and those of my neighbours, curving like a terrace above the valley floor, along the side of the glacier. Then the medium-sized pebbles, washed further by the tide of melt-water, adding to the piles of moraine bulldozed by the glacier in its youth: the mounds to the south and east of the village. Then the finer gravels, carried further still, down the valley to Harpsford, where the meltwater was dammed by ice into a vast lake. Here the two streams of the Mor Brook and the Tiddle Brook — the ‘large’ brook and the ‘little’ brook — still join. I stand below the high stone bridge with its triangular breakwater and tangle of tree roots testifying to the ferocity of winter spates, and I imagine the lake, the sediment softly drifting down through the water, fathoms deep above my head.

North-west of the village, the big field below the gardens is plastered with boulder clay, or ‘till’: the finest grains of all, ground to a powder by the motion of the glacier while it was still moving forward. The word comes from the same root as ‘tilth’ and ‘to till’ (the land). Thousands of years later the big field became one of the open fields of the village, divided into strips which were distributed among the villagers so that each had a strip of the best (and the worst) land to cultivate. I think of the machines working here in summer, of the badgers rustling through the corn on Midsummer Night. This is the fertile red clay of the valley floor, which cracks open in summer like rows of bricks laid out to dry, like the crackle of glaze on a terracotta tile, like a sheet of squared paper, the stubble plotted like a graph.

I took some of the cobbles from the garden to the geologist at the Ludlow Museum. From the Lake District, he said; ground smooth by the glacier. It makes for hard digging.

 

I am greedy for facts. I want to know who first tilled this ground, who first dug this earth. I am curious about them, my first, nameless neighbours. It was the soil that brought them — us, all of us; the pattern of the village and the lives of its inhabitants, human and non-human, all predetermined by the patchwork of soils left by the ice. The trees came back first — pine and birch, then oak and ash and hazel — and the wandering herds of bison and mammoth, feeding on the fresh grass. Then the men, following the herds. They came first to the thin soils of the high plateau on the western edge of the village, scraped bare by the passage of the ice, a route for hunters and traders above the dense forests of the valley, carrying axes of polished stone and flint: greenstone from Cornwall, granite from Wales and the Lake District, flint carried all the way from East Anglia and the chalk uplands of southern England. They were the first British farmers. They buried their dead in megalithic chamber tombs and long barrows. But not here. Here, they seem merely to have passed through, following the ridge-way from the Radnor Hills, along the spine of the Brown Clee, down past Ouseley and out over the plain, carrying their precious load of flint to settlements on the banks of the Severn. Their track still runs today, a dotted green line across the modern Ordnance Survey map, down between the stone quarry and the motocross track. The farmers on the hill still find their flints, gleaming in the furrows like wet coins. One of the farmers told me how, when still a boy at the village school, he was caught carving his name on his desk; sent to the headmaster and asked to hand over the penknife, he opened his hand to reveal a Neolithic arrowhead — a sliver of flint, barbed and tanged, as slim and deadly as the day it was made.

No, the first farmers here were a different people. They came later, and chose the broad ridge of gravel on the south-east of the village, with its well-drained fertile soils, easily cleared of trees. I see it beyond the garden, its easy gradient picked out by the rising curve of the street lights at night. The straight road along the ridge still swerves to avoid the site of their cemetery, its groups of round barrows and massive incurving entrance banks ploughed out now to crop marks and dark patches in the soil, to shadows and less than shadows. These were people who marked the seasons with standing stones and stone circles, honouring the movement of the sun from midwinter sunset to midsummer sunrise. They made pots, shaping them by hand, and decorating them with patterns of lines and hatching: you can still see the impress of their fingertips in the wet clay. And they knew the secret of metalworking: they had tools and weapons of bronze which they cast in stone moulds. And perhaps they told stories too, their voices rising and falling around the campfires at night, stories of which the tale of Arthur’s Excalibur, the sword in the stone, may be the last faint echo.

 

I didn’t yet know what form the garden would take, but I had an atavistic desire for the extremes of midsummer sunrise and midwinter sunset. I wanted the garden to reflect the sweep of the year, the lengthening and shortening of the shadows, the turning wheel of the stars. I wanted to mark where the midsummer sun rose and set — the azimuth, where the apparent orbit of the sun bisects the horizon — describing in the course of the day a great arc from the trees north-east of the school house right round to the barn north-west of the big chestnut. I wanted to mark the position of the midwinter azimuth, when the arc of the sun contracted to a scanty 100°, hardly clearing the bowl of the hills on either side of the church tower. I was already aware that the land itself, the plot which was to become the garden, was oriented more or less precisely upon the cardinal points of the compass, since it was aligned with the house, which itself was oriented on the lines of the big house beyond, which was in turn oriented on the church, which was itself oriented to the east — the direction of the sunrise, adopted under Christianity as a symbol of the risen Christ. But due east is, loosely, a sort of average for sunrise throughout the year or, more precisely, the direction of the equinoctial sunrise, when day and night are of equal length. It is the direction of balance, reasonableness, the golden mean; of confidence, trust and hope. But I found myself wanting the extremes, north and south, black and white, midsummer and midwinter. I wanted to feel that succession of despair and elation, to stand in the frost or snow, with the low shadows striking across the face of the garden, watching the sun turn back from its midwinter nadir and start to inch its way up the heavens, pushing the curve of the azimuth wider and wider, week by week, like a swimmer breasting the waves.

And yet the Christian liturgy too taps into the same drama of the slain god, of the darkness before the returning light. I remember the anguish of Good Fridays as a child, when my mother would fast all day, white-faced and fainting, meditating on the brutal facts of Christ’s death and descent into the tomb; then the release and joy of the ceremony the following night, when a lone candle would spark into life in the darkness, and ‘Lumen Christi!’ sang the priest, and again ‘Lumen Christi!’, his voice rising higher, and a third time ‘Lumen Christi!’, the candles kindled one from another until the whole church was filled with flickering light. ‘Christ is risen!’ ‘He is risen indeed!’
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Offa was King here once. The second half of the place-name Mamerfeld is the Anglo-Saxon word for an open tract of land: something broader and wilder than a field in our modern sense, clear of trees perhaps, but not necessarily cultivated. Much of the land around the village would already have been cleared by Bronze and Iron Age farmers. First the gravelly land on the ridge; then, as heavy ploughs were developed which were capable of turning the sod, the flat land in the valley bottom, with its wet, claggy soil and impenetrable thicket of alder carr. The Anglo-Saxons arrived here relatively late, and not as farmer-settlers, as they were in the south and east of the country, but as part of the final push westwards by the Angles of Mercia in the late seventh century, as a ruling élite. They brought us their language, consolidated the land into big agricultural estates with specialised satellite settlements, gave them the place-names we still use, defined the boundaries of the shire and sub-divided it into smaller administrative districts known as ‘hundreds’, each with its own court.

The origin of the Anglo-Saxon hundred is lost in the mists of time. A hundred what? Men-at-arms? Hides of land? But it’s their landscape we still inhabit today. You can map it in the names they gave to the villages — all compounds of ‘tun’ (a settlement) or ‘leah’ (a woodland clearing): a land of woods and fields, hamlets and scattered farms, as it remains today. South and west of here, they filled the good farming land of Corve Dale with new settlements and arable fields — Aston and Weston, Acton and Upton, Shipton, Stanton and Hopton (later Monkhopton): East Settlement and West Settlement, Oak Settlement and the Settlement on the Hill, Sheep Settlement, Stone Settlement, the Settlement in the Little Valley. On the poorer ground to the north and east, the place-names tell a different tale, of woods and clearings — Meadowley, Broseley and Linley; Nordley, Astley and Willey: Meadow Clearing, the Clearing of the Guardian of the Fort, the Clearing in the Lime-Tree Wood; North Clearing, East Clearing, the Clearing in the Willow-Wood. This is a vocabulary of usefulness, of practicalities; of assets and production. But for the principal features of the landscape the Anglo-Saxons co-opted the old British names: the Wrekin, the Long Mynd, Wenlock Edge, the rivers Severn and Teme, the forest of Wyre. A name is a name, one as good as another — why bother to change it?

Their attitude to the British themselves was similar: practical, robust, dismissive. They called them Wealas, ‘the foreigners’ — which is where our words ‘Wales’ and ‘Welsh’ come from — rather than their own name for themselves: Cymry. At Morville they called the gravel banks where the round barrows once stood Walton (now Bridgwalton): ‘the place where the foreigners live’. Far from being wiped out or driven into the far west, the British were permitted to remain in many of their old haunts, tolerated by their new overlords, the two communities living side by side.

But although the British were a subject people, they were also the inheritors of the Cornovii, the warrior tribe that had built the great hill forts of the Clee and the Wrekin. Allied peoples still controlled all the land beyond the Long Mountain. So forty miles west of here, in the second half of the eighth century, Offa built his dyke, separating England from Wales, Anglo-Saxons from foreigners, ‘us’ from ‘them’. With its ditch and embankment still swelling across the landscape, the dyke was more control point than frontier or border — there were after all Anglo-Saxon settlers further west — but just in case. Just to make sure.

Shropshire still has an air of being on the frontier, the nearby towns strung out along the border like pieces in a chess game: Kington, Knighton, Presteigne, Bishop’s Castle. You enter Shrewsbury by the English Bridge and leave by the Welsh one. As late as the eighteenth century the River Severn was still the boundary between English- and Welsh-speakers. And at the Shrewsbury Flower Show each August you still hear as many Welsh voices as English ones. I like it here; I like the feeling of ambiguity, of being on the edge; of being in a sense in no-man’s-land, between the Welsh mountains and the West Midlands. Between. I feel comfortable with that. I feel comfortable here.

 

Christianity came late to Shropshire: Mercia was the last of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms to embrace Christ. One winter’s day when it was too cold to garden, I went to Lichfield Cathedral to see St Chad’s Gospels, a treasure-book dating from Offa’s time or slightly before. It was made in about 730 in the scriptorium of one of the Anglo-Saxon monasteries connected with the Irish saint Columba (a group that includes Iona, Lindisfarne, Durrow, Kells and Lichfield itself). Christianity had first been introduced to Britain by the Romans, but had lapsed after the withdrawal of the legions. It was brought back to Britain in the second half of the sixth century from the shores of Ireland by St Columba, who founded the community at Iona off the west coast of Scotland. At about the same time, the Pope in Rome sent St Augustine to England on a similar mission. Augustine landed on the coast of Kent and set up his see at Canterbury in 597. There were thus two sources of the re-Christianisation of Britain: one formal, centralising in tendency and hierarchical, spreading from the south; the other tribal and bardic, with an emphasis on the spirituality of place and the poetic imagination of the individual, spreading from Ireland and the north-east. The collision of the two ideologies can be illustrated by the events of 651, when Oswy, the Christian King of Northumbria who followed the Irish Rule, found himself celebrating Easter on the day that his wife, Queen Eanfled, who followed the Roman Rule, was still fasting and keeping Palm Sunday. So Oswy called for a debate, the Synod of Whitby, which was convened in 664. Ostensibly the issue was to settle the date of Easter, though in fact nothing less than the future of the Celtic Church itself was at stake. After hearing both sides, Oswy decided in favour of Rome, a decision subsequently imposed upon the whole country in 669.

The spiritual tenor of Celtic Christianity survived, however, and survives still, increasingly prized for its reverence for the natural world and the individual expression of that feeling in the medium of religious poetry. Typical of the spirit of the poems of wandering Irish monks, transcribed into the margins of manuscripts in far-flung monasteries, is this gentle hymn of praise from one monk to his cat:

 

I and Pangur Ban my cat,
’Tis a like task we are at:
Hunting mice is his delight,
Hunting words I sit all night.

 

Better far than praise of men
’Tis to sit with book and pen;
Pangur bears me no ill-will,
He too plies his simple skill.

 

’Tis a merry task to see
At our tasks how glad are we,
When at home we sit and find
Entertainment to our mind.

 

Oftentimes a mouse will stray
In the hero Pangur’s way;
Oftentimes my keen thought set
Takes a meaning in its net.

 

’Gainst the wall he sets his eye
Full and fierce and sharp and sly;
’Gainst the wall of knowledge I
All my little wisdom try.

 

When a mouse darts from its den,
O how glad is Pangur then!
O what gladness do I prove
 When I solve the doubts I love!

 

So in peace our task we ply,
Pangur Ban, my cat, and I;
In our arts we find our bliss,
I have mine and he has his.

 

Practice every day has made
Pangur perfect in his trade;
I get wisdom day and night
Turning darkness into light.

Anon., eighth century, translated
from the Irish by Robin Flower

St Chad was one of the spokesmen for the Irish side at Whitby. He had trained at Lindisfarne under Aidan, one of Columba’s disciples, and in 669 he became the first Bishop of Mercia, setting up his see at Lichfield. It is said that he travelled round his enormous district on foot, in the Irish tradition, until commanded by his exasperated Archbishop to ride on horseback. The Gospel book associated with his name surfaces first in Wales, at the church of St Teilo at Llandeilo Fawr. The first intimation of its presence in Lichfield Cathedral is no earlier than the tenth century, but tradition has it that the Gospels were made for Chad’s shrine, which in the years following his death in 672 became a place of pilgrimage. Books like the Gospels of St Chad, the Lindisfarne Gospels and the Book of Kells were powerful religious symbols, sacred objects like saints’ relics, liable to be poached from one ecclesiastical institution by another which felt the need of a boost to their status — a magnet for pilgrims, the lucrative tourist industry of the day. They were also worldly treasures — their covers encrusted with gold or silver and precious stones — and thus liable to be looted by marauding armies. In time of war the books would be hurriedly buried or spirited away by their custodians to prevent them falling into the hands of pagan invaders. The St Chad Gospels were probably removed from Lichfield Cathedral when it was sacked by Vikings in the ninth century; the shrine was destroyed then, and the Gospels were probably plundered for their rich binding or hidden away for safekeeping. Perhaps both, for only a fragment of the original survives, containing the Gospels of Matthew and Mark and part of Luke. The opening of Matthew is worn and bereft of its first page as if the book had long ago had its cover ripped off.

The last time the Gospels of St Chad were hidden was during the siege of Lichfield in 1646, when the cathedral was bombarded by Cromwell’s troops and the library ransacked and dispersed. Only the Gospel Book survived. It was returned after the Restoration, in a gilded wooden case which can still be seen in the cathedral.

The cult of St Chad continues at Lichfield to this day. The well where he used to pray is dressed each September with patterns of flowers in a modern revival of ancient well-dressing rituals. And when in 2003 a carved stone panel — which may be a sole surviving fragment from his shrine — was discovered during excavation work in the nave, people flocked in their hordes to see it. Dubbed ‘The Angel of Lichfield’, it showed an angel with lilies, the figure framed by huge feathered wings, the drapery of its tunic delicately moulded to suggest transparency and movement. Perhaps it was part of an Annunciation scene. The discovery coincided with the completion of a British Library project to digitise the manuscript, and people queued for hours at a computer terminal to ‘turn’ the pages the shrine had once contained.

Absorbed in looking at the manuscript with its rounded Insular script, its painted portraits of the evangelists — Mark with his lion, Luke with his ox — its illuminated initial letters and its interlacing borders like finely wrought metalwork, its swirling ‘carpet page’ of red and pink and silver beasts meshed tight as a school of silver fish, overlaid with the outline of the Celtic cross, I didn’t notice the light growing dim, didn’t feel the temperature dropping. When the storm finally broke, the huge north door crashed back on its hinges under the impact, revealing a white whirling world of snow and darkness outside, as if the Vikings themselves were once more at the doors.

 

Now it was the Anglo-Saxons who found themselves on the western side of someone else’s border. Now it was they who were being harried westwards across the country by a fresh group of invaders, this time from Denmark. Offa had in his time ruled almost the whole country south of the Humber; now his capital at Tamworth and his cathedral at Lichfield were overrun, his kingdom peeled back to this sliver of land between Watling Street and the Welsh mountains. The final frontier, only a dozen miles from Morville, was negotiated between Alfred and the Danish leader. But the people here lived in constant fear of incursions. In 895/6 a Danish army overwintered on the bank of the Severn not five miles from Morville. In 910 the Severn was crossed at the same place by another band of Danes, ‘rejoicing in rich spoil’. In 912 Aethelflaed, sister of Alfred and Lady of the Mercians, built a burh to defend the western bank of the Severn, one of a string of fortified places she had constructed after Alfred’s death in response to the Danish threat. The name of the burh: Brycge. Bridgnorth, our closest town.

We know, because they wrote it all down — the Saxon monks of Winchester, Abingdon, Peterborough, Canterbury and Worcester — from the ninth to the twelfth centuries, continuing even after the last Saxon King was dead, keeping a record of the great events of each year — battles, laws, kings and saints — writing what came collectively to be known as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. It is the single greatest achievement of the Anglo-Saxon people, the first continuous national history of any Western people in their own language, begun perhaps as a single manuscript in a single place — tradition has it, at the direction of Alfred himself — then copied and sent out to the monasteries with instructions to continue the record and keep it up to date. Alfred knew that it was words as well as fortresses which would hold the newly created English nation together, that books and libraries were needed as well as weapons and armour to hold the line. And the line held: there are no Danish settlements in Shropshire. Christianity was preserved.

*

It’s a quiet sort of heroism, the making and keeping of books. You don’t get medals for sitting in the library each day, scratching away, writing it all down. Still less for dusting the shelves. But it is what civilisation is made of: the collective memory, passed on, passed down. All my adult life had been spent in libraries of one sort or another — research libraries, national libraries, college and university libraries. Now it was the local library at Bridgnorth which began to fill in the missing pieces of the jigsaw. I learned that, before the Benedictine monks of Shrewsbury built the stone church at Morville, the Anglo-Saxons had built a minster church here, probably of wood, mother church of a huge parish which ran north-east/south-west across the Severn, covering an area of 140 square miles from Broseley and Willey in the north-west, to Tong and Albrighton in the north-east, and from Charlcot, Aston Botterell and Pickthorn in the south-west, to Quatford, Eardington and Glazeley in the south-east. The church was served by a community of eight secular canons — not monks, but priests who lived communally and who, like Chad, would have travelled their enormous district on foot.
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So had I found it at last, the first garden here? The Anglo-Saxon monks of Winchester and St Albans and Ely had gardens, and so, according to Bede, did St Chad’s monks at Lichfield. Seeds from long-vanished monastic crops still turn up during excavations: vegetables and fruit; medicinal plants to cure the monks’ ailments or at least to dull the pain with morphine extracted from opium poppies; dye plants like madder and woad to colour textiles and the vestments for the Mass; strewing herbs to sweeten the air and drive away fleas; butcher’s broom to tenderise their meat. There were flowers, too — roses and lilies, for their beauty as well as their use — and more: Aelfric’s Colloquy, a Latin vocabulary for speakers of Anglo-Saxon written in 995, includes the Anglo-Saxon names of more than two hundred plants and herbs. There would also have been fields of wheat (the area between Bridgnorth and Much Wenlock is still known locally as The Wheatlands), from which the first ripe grains, in thanksgiving for the harvest, would have been baked into bread and consecrated on 1 August, Lammas Day. The word Lammas — meaning ‘loaf mass’ — first occurs in its Christian context in the writings of Alfred, though the date of 1 August seems to suggest that the Anglo-Saxons had adapted the older Celtic festival of Lughnasa, which itself probably marked the opening of the harvest season. The practice of baking the Lammas loaf has long since dwindled away, but the date is still observed on the water meadows of the River Lugg near Hereford, where a system of strip-farming survives from medieval times, Lammas being the date by which crops of hay must be cut from strips of land rented at Candlemas which at Lammas revert to their owners.

No one quite knows how the Anglo-Saxons arranged their gardens, but I saw that I could at least grow the herbs and vegetables, fruit and flowers that those eight Anglo-Saxon clerics would have grown here at Morville. And I could make a little hay meadow too, to be mown at Lammastide, with wild fritillaries in it, as on the water meadows of Hereford, commemorating Alfred and how he loved books and beat back the Danes. And I began to see how I might make a whole sequence of gardens stretching from Alfred’s day to the twenty-first century, commemorating all the people who have lived and worked here, dug the same soil as I do now and watched the clouds scudding across the same hillside, sniffed the air and felt glad to be alive.
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Food is the most basic reason for making a garden. Cast out of the Garden of Eden, where food grew itself, man was ever afterwards obliged to grow his own by the sweat of his brow. But for me, growing vegetables was never a penance. My father always grew all our food. Who needs roses when in winter you can have the smooth gleaming curves of red cabbages; hostas when you can have huge dark heads of savoys quilted like elephants’ skin; lilies when you can have blue-leafed leeks with sword-like leaves which turn purple in the frost and gauzy mauve seed heads as large as footballs? Who needs hollyhocks when you can have the magnificent grey foliage and towering electric-blue thistle-heads of cardoons — immune to rust and perennial too? In spring and summer there are the black-and-white flowers of broad beans, as luscious as any Papaver orientale ‘Perry’s White’ and smelling far more delicious; pale lilac flowers of the graceful climbing mangetout ‘Carouby de Maussanne’; dark purple pods and flowers of dwarf French bean ‘Royalty’, dramatic as any hellebore; mahogany flowers of the curious winged asparagus pea (Tetragonolobus purpureus); pyramids of scarlet runner beans (grown for their flowers long before anyone thought of eating them), violet ‘Viola Cornetti’ pole beans and ‘Meraviglia di Venezia’, with its bright yellow pods and yellow-flushed vines. You could make a flower garden from peas and beans alone.

In the calendars of the Books of Hours, each month is illustrated by the social or agricultural activity that most typified it, the repertoire of images remaining virtually constant throughout the whole period of their production. For January the image is always Feasting. Christmas then used to last right up until the end of January. Who now even keeps the Twelve Days of Christmas, let alone the thirty-one days of January? For all our complaints about present-day Christmases beginning earlier and earlier, with Christmas trees and Christmas decorations appearing in the streets as soon as the sun-tan lotion of summer holidays has been put away, nowadays the event itself is a poor thing. By Boxing Day it’s all over, with everyone off to the sales, and the newspapers full of advertisements for next year’s summer holidays. In the Middle Ages, Christmas Day was only the beginning: for four weeks people had been limited to a diet of fish and gruel (meat, cheese and eggs being restricted during Advent, as they were during Lent). So on Christmas Day they made up for it with a gargantuan feast. There then followed twelve days and twelve nights of feasting and merrymaking, culminating on 6 January — Twelfth Night, the Feast of the Epiphany, kept with almost as much magnificence as Christmas itself.

We always keep Twelfth Night here: winter feasts are important to keep out the cold. The table groans with food — on one memorable occasion, six ribs of beef, a foot high; a boned, stuffed cockerel; a roast shoulder of pork, stuffed; a boned leg of lamb, rolled; two pieces of pickled beef; a steak-and-kidney pudding; roast parsnips, roast potatoes, a whole gleaming red cabbage, braised in the oven; mustard sauce, redcurrant sauce, creamed horseradish, braised apples; Stilton, Cheshire, Cheddar; pineapple, grapes, mangoes, mandarins, pippins, plum pudding and cream. After the Twelfth Night feast, all the winter greenery brought in from the garden on Christmas Eve is ceremonially burned on the fire: garlands of shining holly and black-fruited ivy, branches of pine, juniper and yew, banked up in the grate until the whole room is filled with the pungent smell of resin, the sparks shooting into the dark night sky like a gigantic Roman candle, the golden globe of mistletoe, cut from one of the apple trees in the Orchard, burned last, its white berries hissing in the fragrant ashes.

In the Bodleian Library’s most precious Book of Hours — known as the Breviary of Henry VII or the Hours of the Fastolf Master, sumptuously illuminated in France in about 1440–50 for a wealthy English patron who may or may not have been Henry VII — it is Janus himself, the Roman god of gates and beginnings (who gives his name to the first month of the year), who presides over the feast, one face knawing a chicken leg, the other drinking from a goblet; one face bearded, looking back towards the Old Year, the other young, facing towards the New. Servants ply both faces with more food and drink. There are rushes strewn on the floor; behind him the leaded windows are dark. Under his feet is a plump red cushion to keep the draughts away.

In the more modest prayer book commissioned in about 1488 by George Talbot, 4th Earl of Shrewsbury, a nobleman sits at table in his manor house. We see it in section, the front cut away like a child’s dollhouse, with columns, heavy red curtains draping the elaborate interior, and snow outside on the steeply pitched roof. The nobleman is waited upon by a serving woman, while another man warms himself at a blazing fire. The one figure missing is Lazarus at Dives’ door: the tramp. Tramps seem to be invisible now too: the urban homeless, air-brushed out of the view; beggars you avoid eye contact with; crazies you cross to the other side of the road to avoid. But I remember the rural tramps of my childhood as familiar faces, each with their regular round of house calls and seasonal migrations. Their coming was as natural as the turning of the leaves, their due a screw of tea, a piece of cheese, a bundle of old clothes in the days before Oxfam.

I have a complicated reaction to homelessness. On one level, a mortal terror of being homeless — a phobia, like falling through floors (I have that one too). I have a nightmare vision of myself rootless, wandering, my possessions in white plastic supermarket bags; perhaps that is why I took to gardening — to feel safe, to feel rooted, to have a place to belong to. On the other hand, as a student I used to hitch-hike the fledgling motorways of Britain, leaving on a whim, often in the small hours of the morning, going wherever the cars or lorries might be going, sleeping rough in barns or in an abandoned car, waking cold and cramped in a Lakeland dawn or to the roar of early morning traffic. The soundtrack was Dylan — the self-conscious melancholy of ‘one too many mornings and a thousand miles behind’. I had read Kerouac, of course. I too wanted to be On the Road. Going somewhere, nowhere, anywhere, so long as I was going. My hero was Bashō, the poet-wanderer of seventeenth-century Japan. I too dreamed of following ‘The Narrow Road to the Deep North’, of recording my travels in limpid haiku. My father had told me tales from the Odyssey in place of bedtime stories, and almost before I could walk I was as familiar with Odysseus’s heroic wanderings as I was with the geography of my own street. It was only later that I learned that the Odyssey was one of the nostoi — tales not of journeys but of homecomings. However far his wanderings, Odysseus had a home to return to. As did the hero of Kerouac’s novel. And Bashō too.

Sidney didn’t. One bitter winter afternoon, soon after I began the garden, the doorbell rang. ‘I’m a pilgrim,’ he said, standing at the door with the snow whirling at his back. ‘Have you got any old clothes? Can I chop some wood for you? I always work for anything I get.’ I had abandoned any idea of gardening that day and was sowing seeds at the kitchen table in the warm. He looked too frail to wield an axe, and you wouldn’t have left a dog outside on a day like that. ‘Come in,’ I said. I fed him soup and bread and cheese, and all afternoon he sat at the kitchen table, drinking cup after cup of coffee and smoking endless thin roll-ups which kept going out, all the while prattling on about this and that, while I went on sowing my seeds; and all afternoon my eyes were drawn to his hands which he rubbed compulsively — swollen and scratched and bloody, like lobster claws. I found him some clean clothes and socks and a better pair of boots, and he had a bath — three baths — draining the hot-water tank and flooding the yard below with soapsuds. After he had gone, I found his discarded shirt. It was encrusted with blood from the eczema that must have covered his whole body.

No, I don’t have a romanticised view of being a tramp. If you are homeless, for every night when you get a hot bath there must be ten — twenty — when you go to sleep wet and cold and hungry. Goodness knows what Sidney’s story was, what misfortune or tragedy underlay his wandering life. But there was a sort of heroism about it. To have and to keep nothing (for each thing I gave him, he left a corresponding thing behind); to cast oneself so utterly adrift, so completely trusting of the kindness of strangers; to give them in turn a chance to trust, to give, to care. Like a feather upon the breath of God.

[image: image]

As the days get longer, the cold gets stronger. So says the adage. Nowadays we can garden up to Christmas and beyond. The really cold weather saves itself for January and February. This is when the snow comes, transforming the crisp geometry of house and garden into billowing arches and domes, neighbours into bundled babushkas. I adore the snow, but am torn between the urge to see and the desire not to spoil. I creep round the outside of the garden, peering through gaps in the hedge, unwilling to set foot on the perfect expanse within. The cats hate it, preferring to spend their time indoors, curled up beside the Rayburn. Our fierce little white cat is shamefully revealed as a dirty yellow and, suppressed, keeps miserably to the margins. The meek pale tortoiseshell on the other hand, her smooth coat a decorous mixture of beige and brown and cream, is transformed into a startling redhead, her tawny coat bristling like a small plump lion. She skips and scutters about in the snow, tail in the air, whiskers resplendent. The large grey tomcat, however, entirely disdains leaving the house except to perform the necessary offices, when he springs fastidiously from one frozen human footstep to another before gaining the shelter of some frozen shrub, and then, turning his back, he languidly sprays the snow with a perfect arc of golden urine.

The garden is abandoned to other creatures: fox, weasel, stoat, badger; fieldfare and blackbird; pheasant and vole. I can see their tracks in the new snow. Whose territory is it anyway? They were here before me. They ignore the divisions of beds and paths, taking their own lines, disregarding my interventions. I see that a fox has been in the Cloister Garden, his sharp-clawed prints arrowing across it in a single line like a cat’s, hindfoot lining with forefoot in perfect register, ankles delicately swinging in. I follow his track back to the point where he entered the garden under the yew hedge, see where his belly scuffled a trough through the snow, how he trotted diagonally across, halted, then doubled back, circled round. I try to imagine him — his colour, his dark muzzle, his smell, his warm breath, his motion as he trots and pauses and trots again — trying to make a narrative, to see the unseen. Like tracking the past, reconstructing the trajectories of other people’s lives. I piece the story together, following it, then losing it, making patterns where perhaps none exist — like the constellations traced on the night sky four-and-a-half millennia ago, to enable priests and farmers to make sense of the turning year and travellers to find their way: unrelated stars, making a pattern only in the eye of the beholder, each a million miles from the Earth and from each other. On winter nights Taurus the bull charges across the sky, his massive head aggressively lowered, his long horns ploughing the furrow of the ecliptic. Above his back dance the Pleiades like a swarm of bees, goading him to greater fury. The Hyades which make up his face and the red star Aldebaran — his angry bloodshot eye — are light years apart: Aldebaran is sixty-five light years from us, the Hyades more than twice as far, the Pleiades two and a half times as far again. Except on the clearest of nights, the Pleiades are visible only if you don’t look at them directly. You have to look away in order to see them, catch them unseen in the corner of your eye. Maybe this is a better way of understanding the past: not looking directly, but letting it emerge. Like the pattern of fields on the hillside at night, made visible by snow against the black calligraphy of hedgerow and copse; like the white spaces between letters written with invisible ink, warmed against a candle flame.

 

I have always liked the cold. I relish the sense of siege, that heightened sense of the boundary — the walls of the house — between our territory and the cold’s. Perhaps this is because my first winter was the year of the Great Freeze, that first winter of austerity after the war, when the coal stocks ran out as the temperature plunged. The passageways dug through the frozen snow were too narrow to admit a pram, and for the whole of that winter I never left the comforting womb of the house. Occasionally my mother would put me in the front parlour with the windows thrown open, and there I would lie, swaddled like an Eskimo child, cocooned in warmth, looking out at the frozen world. Much of the time I think I was alone — my father away at the university in Manchester, my mother beginning that slide into depression which resulted in her hospitalisation the following spring — and even now I still associate cold weather with a not unpleasant sense of solitariness.

She said: ‘Having you ruined my life.’

He said: ‘We love you now, of course, but it would have been so much better for us if we had never had you.’

‘Don’t have children, dear,’ they said.

I have a photograph of my parents taken the summer they first met. My mother is the centre of the picture. She draws the other figures around her, her arms through theirs. She is laughing. She is unrecognisable to me. In the next photograph she holds me. She looks like a death’s-head.

Yet I knew I was loved — perhaps too intensely: there was no refuge from the searchlight of their attention, no shelter from the tempest of their lives together, no evading their competing claims for love and allegiance. Ice crystals grow in different patterns according to the temperature. From 0 to −3°C the ice forms thin hexagonal plates; a degree or two lower, and needles result; a few degrees colder still, and you get hollow prismatic columns. At −12°C the ice is transformed into dendritic growth — the curling, swaying fronds of frost flowers on glass. This is the temperature at which snowflakes form, high in the troposphere; any colder and the air begins to be too dry for snow. Each snowflake is unique, repeatedly falling and being carried upwards in the up-draught of the great weather systems — her depressions, his rages — the conditions around each one varying from minute to minute, the final shape reflecting the snowflake’s precise history. Many are damaged by collisions as they fall, blown about by surface winds; others, falling into warmer air, melt away to rain or sleet. The biggest, most perfect snowflakes fall during calm weather and when the temperature is close to zero. Isolation: it’s what I do best.

Gardening, reading and writing. All solitary pleasures. One year I was snowed in alone here at Morville. The roads were blocked, the ice brought down the power lines, the milk froze in the tanks, the mail piled up undelivered, and the wind blew the snow in the lee of hedges and walls into hollow arching parabolas like Atlantic breakers, frozen in a breath. A band of wood pigeons took up winter quarters in the cherry tree overlooking the Vegetable Garden, spying out the land. When disturbed, they rose heavily into the air in a muffled whirl of feathers the same colour as the snow-laden sky. I waded thigh-deep through the snow to visit a neighbour, guessing where the field-path lay, returning by the main road, skidding down the hill in the middle of the empty carriageway, the whole countryside silenced. And that first night, in the book-lined house, with the shutters closed, the heavy curtains drawn, the candles lit and an armchair pulled up to the fire, I was supremely content. The next day, as the great yews bowed their heads under the weight of snow, I read on by the fire. With computer screen blank, and telephone, TV and radio all silenced, absolved of all quotidian cares, I read The Secret Garden, itself a winter book, set in another gaunt old house with the wind wuthering around it in the darkness, the tapestries stirring in the draught, the carpets lifting on the bare boards of the corridors, and outside the mysterious garden, where all seems dead — or waiting.
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