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Introduction

We’ll Always Have Paris . . . ?

On 15 April 2019, Notre-Dame de Paris was ablaze. Images of the roof in flames and the crashing of the spire – albeit erected by Viollet-le-Duc in the nineteenth century and not medieval – caused a shock wave that spread far beyond Paris, far beyond France. I felt a connection; the very first place I stayed as a boy, independent of family or school, was the Île de la Cité, a few hundred yards from the cathedral. Everybody had their own reason to mourn. It was one of the most famous landmarks of the world, a symbol of the city in which it stood.

To children, the death of an old person seems not only sad but unnatural; it destabilises the order of their world. They had previously assumed – contrary to the known facts of human life – that the people familiar to them would continue to be there, part of the background to their existence, sometimes visited, sometimes not, but forever present. Notre-Dame had something of this quality. It was even older than the Queen; far, far older than any human being. It had existed for centuries, nearly a millennium . . .

It turned out that the damage, in the way of many fires, was not as devastating as it had seemed at first. The roof had burnt, the nave below was only scorched; many of the treasures can be restored. Still, the erasure of the famous silhouette is cause enough for grief. It knocked the world and left a bruise. ‘We’ll always have Paris,’ says Bogie in Casablanca. Well, possibly not. A thing can be of the utmost value – revered as a landmark, precious as a work of art, totemic as a manifestation of national identity – and yet tomorrow, it could have gone.

So it is worth asking the question: what could we not bear to lose, if it disappeared? What would cause national trauma, provoke the same depth of mourning as Notre-Dame?

Life is fragile

This book is not a rant about the death of history or the rise of attitudes that are, in conventional terms, anti-historical. My point is this. Life is fragile. So is beauty. So are buildings, monuments, places that move us. A careless spark – or in the case of a Grade I Elizabethan country house in the West Country that burnt down a few years ago, an unluckily positioned shaving mirror that concentrated the rays of a low November sun onto a curtain – and whoosh, that’s it. Gone overnight. A few days before the Notre-Dame fire, proceedings in the House of Commons had to be suspended as a leak of sewage descended into the Chamber from an overburdened pipe. This was just the latest manifestation of a truth well known for years: the Palace of Westminster is clapped out. Pipework, wiring, what in human terms would be the veins and sinews of the building, are completely shot; and no amount of statins, by-pass work or other emergency surgery will fix them. Every time a new run of services has been needed – in this building that is used so intensively it is difficult to close – the wherewithal has been installed next to its predecessor in the large voids that the Victorian architect, Charles Barry, intended as ventilation ducts. Those ducts are now full. The structure has been patched and patched again and now the patches are coming off. When a building degenerates to that extent, but continues to service a busy Parliament, disaster may be just around the corner. The present Palace of Westminster replaced a medieval and Georgian warren, after a fire in 1834. Government, when it comes to failure to husband its estate, has form.

I began this book after the disaster at Notre-Dame. I am completing it under lockdown, during the time of Covid-19. Life is fragile indeed. The places that resonate so strongly, giving solace and inspiration to those who visit them, are now off limits. Some I see from the outside when I take my day’s permitted constitutional around our home in London. I may make it as far as Westminster Abbey and the Banqueting House, before turning around at Charles I’s equestrian statue at the top of Whitehall. Or I may reach the Royal Artillery Memorial on Hyde Park, with Apsley House on the other side of the now deserted thoroughfare, usually a potential death trap for the unwary pedestrian because of the thundering vehicles – worse than the charge of the Scots Greys at Waterloo. The continuity that these monuments represent gives comfort; they are old friends, reliably present and unaffected by pandemics. I’m still hoping to see a bumblebee although it may be too early in the year for what the American thinker Ralph Waldo Emerson called ‘that yellow-breeched philosopher’ – and bumblebees aren’t as numerous as they once were. Emerson wrote his poem ‘The Humble-Bee’ after losing money he could ill afford to miss in the banking panic of 1837.


When the fierce northwestern blast

Cools sea and land so far and fast,

Thou already slumberest deep;

Woe and want thou canst outsleep;

Want and woe, which torture us,

Thy sleep makes ridiculous.



Could there be a similar moral to draw from the Crown Jewels? These buildings and places survived other crises: they will survive this one. Which is another reason to treasure them.

What are the roots that clutch?

Life brings with it other risks than fire and disease. Coasts erode, rivers dry up, quiet places become crowded. And this makes it all the more important to value what we have. To bring to mind its special qualities and bang the drum. That is the purpose of this book. Fire officers advise householders to keep a grab-bag of essentials that can be seized by the family as it flees a burning building. I have applied the same principle to England. What are the places that we most cherish, that express qualities that are specially English? What is it that we would like to save at all costs from a general conflagration? What would enable us to rebuild England if all else went up in smoke? This book is England’s grab-bag. As grab-bags go, it is fairly large. I have allowed myself one hundred items. That is a good round number, and seemed quite big when I first thought of it. But it does not take long to use it up. There have been hard choices to make. For every entry in the book, a dozen – or far more – potential entries have been rejected. A hundred, for this purpose, is pretty small.

Of course, the whole number could have been occupied by churches and cathedrals. I have included Salisbury Cathedral but not Ely, York Minster (for the east window) but not Southwell, and so on. Chatsworth is the country house of country houses – but how could I have left out Houghton, Arundel, Alnwick, Castle Howard or Blenheim? Only, reader, with a steely determination and a sometimes bleeding heart.

I have had to be ruthless. No National Gallery, no Wallace Collection, no Ashmolean Museum. I wonder at my own brutality. Sometimes a single entry will have to stand for a genus. I struggle with sport. (I have always struggled with sport; at school, my art master persuaded the authorities to let me spend games afternoons visiting art galleries instead. My contribution on the sports field was not missed.) Although an important part of national life, sport doesn’t usually take place in buildings that would, in themselves, be greatly missed. The old Wembley Stadium could be regarded as hallowed turf from the number of football matches played there, not least the England–Germany World Cup Final of 1966. But nobody much cared when it was rebuilt. Arsenal survived its move to the Emirates Stadium without trauma. Twickenham is an important venue for rugby – but the place would survive a conflagration. Who cares about the stands? New ones would probably be better. The Hurlingham Club would be deeply mourned by members of the Hurlingham Club but I cannot feel it qualifies. Lord’s Cricket Ground . . . yes, that may be different. Some of the buildings are steeped in the traditions of the MCC and the Club has usually done its best for architecture when new ones have been commissioned. But the elephantine Media Centre, built in what looks like white plastic to resemble a gigantic television cabinet, is unforgivable. I have chosen what could be the most beautiful cricket ground in England instead. I admit there is little beautiful about the All England Lawn Tennis Club at Wimbledon, but Wimbledon fortnight is Wimbledon fortnight – inseparable from the place itself.

I have not included the whole of the United Kingdom. Scotland and Northern Ireland have their own manifold wonders but equally their own traditions. Just once do I go fully into Wales, in search of lichens – simply because the fact of its being the lichen capital of the world is too joyous to ignore. I make another foray when following the River Wye, a river that begins in England and tempts me into Wales in its lower reaches. I am unrepentant. Nature does not always respect boundaries.

This is something of a parlour game. But there is a serious undertow. England is a miracle. It is one of the most densely populated countries in the world – not so crowded, on a people per hectare basis, as Singapore, but getting that way. The pressures on it are intense; a ghost returning from, say, two centuries ago would be appalled by the casual ugliness that has been allowed to deflower the land – the shopping centres, the distribution hubs, the acres upon acre of car park (all, incidentally, a shockingly extravagant use of space in these populous islands). There are few hay meadows, almost no farmland wild flowers, few songbirds, less casual beauty; Nature itself is on the retreat. But he would also be reassured to discover that some things were as he remembered, or better (the fabric of churches, for example). Not everything has been trampled under foot.

Beauty remains. Sometimes in remarkable abundance. Far more people live in the Surrey Hills, not far from London, than they did when William Cobbett made his Rural Rides in the 1820s. They are hugely more prosperous; the inhabitants drive cars. Yet it is possible still to glimpse, just, the landscape that Cobbett knew. Not only have we been successful in preserving large parts of the countryside, our cities are generally far more pleasant to live in than they used to be; the suburbs bequeathed to us by the early twentieth century can still be green and pleasant. We have much that is worth transmitting to future generations. We may, in recent years, have found it difficult to agree on fundamental questions about politics. But not everything of importance in life happens at Westminster. Let us pause for a moment to remember what we have and who we are. Beauty remains and we can all enjoy it. The real Crown Jewels are a common heritage. At a time of social division, remembering the best things about this country can help bring us together.

Let us not neglect to care for our shared patrimony. Let us be thankful for it and rejoice.


Special to Here



We live in a world of increasing sameness. You travel only to find you have arrived somewhere very similar to the place you left; only the climate and the faces are different. Architecture, internet, shops, food – they are all pretty much alike. This puts a special value on the things that can be experienced in one place and one place only. England can boast a few of them. Although other countries have ancient yews and olive trees, nowhere has such numbers of very old oaks that are awe-inspiring in their venerable deformity. Only English Gothic produced the Perpendicular style with its forest canopies of fan-vaulting and daring expanses of stained glass. Bluebell woods do occur elsewhere, but not in such numbers as can be seen here (in the French countryside, some bulbs are eaten by wild boar); the Spanish bluebell – erect, not drooping, and a weaker blue – is an invader we must beware of. The English have made a cult of ruins, partly because Henry VIII left us with a lot to make a cult of, and partly because they were essential to the aesthetic of the Picturesque, developed by owners of landscape parks in the eighteenth century.

You get the idea. My point is not nationalistic. It would be the same in France, Spain, Russia, Sweden or the United States – things that are unique to each country have a special savour. Life would be impoverished without them. Our hearts would be heavy if they were gone.
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