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INTRODUCTION

TRAVEL AND ARRIVE



There are no countries in the world less known by the British than these selfsame British Islands.

– George Borrow, writer and walker, in his great gypsy book

Lavengro (1851)

Mr Mattinson was one of my teachers when I was ten years old. He taught me Maths and Geography, my two worst subjects (I hadn’t encountered Science yet). If I hated Maths, I loathed Geography with a passion. I just couldn’t understand it, probably because there were better things to think about on the day we had our first Geography lesson – perhaps one of those plastic DIY assembly toys out of the cornflakes box that I used to fiddle with under cover of my desk lid. Whatever the reason, I obviously missed out on some vital blast of facts, right at the start. North, east, south, west: that kind of thing. From then on, Geography was, quite literally, a closed book to me.

Mr Matt tried his best, but the child-friendly analogies he employed made no sense to this ten-year-old. One image in particular baffled me for years. ‘The British Isles,’ said Mr Matt, ‘look like an old hag with a big nose, wearing a bonnet, shouting at a parrot and riding on a pig.’ What? ‘Oh, yeah!’ chortled the other kids, gleefully pointing out the hag and the pig to each other. Eh? I stared at the outline on the wall map, but I just couldn’t see hag, pig or parrot. Ten years later, sitting cross-legged on the floor of a student flat and gazing at the cover of a Philip’s School Atlas on which a friend was attempting a little home-grown horticulture, I suddenly got it. Oh, yeah, man, I see... Hag on a pig, yeah! Parrot, yeah! Wow, far out!

The hag, the pig and the parrot weren’t the only things to puzzle me about Geography. There was also the tricky business of Shredded Wheat. When faced with map or atlas, kids would murmur, in a pensive but knowing way, the mantra: Never. Eat. Shredded. Wheat. I didn’t get that until I embarked on a short-lived career as a teacher, twenty years later. ‘North, East, South, West, sir – the initials, sir,’ explained nine-year-old Neil from the back row. Ah. ‘Round the compass like a clock, sir.’ Mmm.

By the age of thirteen I’d abandoned Geography as a boring and baffling stew of facts. Boring and baffling not just to me, but to most of my contemporaries – and to my children, and their contemporaries, too, if I can believe what I’m told. Too many moraines and rift valleys, too much banging on about coal tar by-products and the fluorspar industry. Enough already with imports and exports, changes in manufacturing employment in the Vale of Belvoir, square hectares of Renfrewshire under root crops. Too much confusion of conservation, ecology, world population movements, climate change and other doomsday scenarios. And not enough of the basics, the stuff everyone really wants to know: what’s where, how to get there, and what it’s like when you do get there.

Those are the practical advantages of knowing one’s Geography. But there’s another benefit, just as important. Geography helps me notice and appreciate what’s around me, while I’m on the way to where I’m going. It puts a polish and a sparkle on things. ‘To travel hopefully’, said clever old Robert Louis Stevenson, a world-bestriding traveller himself, ‘is a better thing than to arrive.’ What a fat old cliché! And how fabulously true! The British are lucky enough to live in just about the most diverse, compact, beautiful and endlessly fascinating set of islands in the world. To have the privilege of travelling them – which we endlessly do, for work or play – is to move through the world’s best art gallery, nature reserve, library, concert hall and theatre – all for free.

So why don’t we see what’s there any more? What’s blocking us off from our birthright of Geography? Is it bad teaching of the basics? No teaching of the basics? Because we are all somehow thicker than Robert Louis Stevenson and his generation? Half a dozen theories...




	Children don’t get out and wander about their local streets and countryside as they used to, because this generation of parents, bewitched by health and safety, harbours irrational fears of traffic, or stranger danger, or accidents by flood and field. Therefore children never learn to absorb the landmarks, unimportant in themselves – a tree, a gate, a bend in the lane – that make up their own personal Geography.

	We are all frantic to get where we’re going as quickly as possible. Work pressures, social arrangements, I-can-be-there-for-the-meeting-if-I-leave-home-at-4 a.m. – our fast cars and 125 mph trains and Edinburgh-in-forty-minutes planes force the pace, and we blindly follow.

	We don’t need to look out of the window at the outside world, because the outside world is now inside the car or the bus or the train carriage with us: the boss on the mobile, the stock market on the dashboard Internet, the email bleeping on the BlackBerry, the news on the laptop.

	In spite of being more contactable by the outside world, we are also more insulated from it. What do the rainy hills, the budding trees or the sun-dried fields, the smell of the earth or the crunch of a frozen puddle have to do with the cosy, cut-off world we inhabit as we flash by – a world whose sounds, smells, climate, light and shade we can select to suit ourselves at the press of a button?

	And that applies to foot and bike travellers, too, iPods plugged in, shades on, insulated by Gore-tex and Neoprene, pumped up by adrenaline advertising, staring ahead and burning calories, using the countryside as a gym – To The Max! Go For It! Rippin’ Up The Ridgeway!

	Planning a journey, and then doing it, have been reduced by GPS, Sat Nav, Google Maps and other positional and directional tools to a matter of (a) where to start and (b) where to finish. Everything in between is taken care of by ‘someone else’ – namely, the little personal servant goblin who lives in the gizmo and tells us exactly where to turn left and how far it is to the next service station. So we read Ordnance Survey maps and road atlases less; we have less peripheral context at any given place, because we’re missing the wealth of superfluous, but civilising and enriching, detail inherent in maps, so plump with facts and knowledge, so redolent of our huge heritage of national culture and history.
   To move through a GPS landscape of grey blanks knitted together by blue, green, orange and white spider lines is to negate the very notion of Stevenson-style travelling. Lay the Google and OS 1:25,000 Explorer maps of the Stonehenge area side by side. On Google – roads and a ghostly hint of buildings. That’s it. On the Explorer, all round the mighty henge itself: ridged and billowing downland, ancient trackways, processional paths, long barrows and tumuli where our distant lordly ancestors lie buried, the mysterious banking of the Cursus track, copses and spinneys bounded by unexplained earthworks.



Do we actually need all this stuff to get from Amesbury to Winterbourne Stoke? No, we don’t. Should we delight in it, and feel grateful to be part of it, and smack our imaginative lips over it, and be inspired to come back and explore it with a flower book and an archaeology book on a sunny day soon? Absolutely. That’s our national birthright.

Here is a book for anyone who:


	Doesn’t have a clue about the basic Geography of the British Isles

	Once knew all, or some, or a bit of it, and has forgotten it, or lost it, or let it slip

	Goes away for football matches, or music festivals, or holidays

	Goes walking, or riding, or biking at a slow pace through these islands

	Catches themselves on the motorway or the railway, dashing past a tower in a wood, or a range of blue hills, or a lake behind rushes, and thinking: ‘Where is that? And why’s it there? And how can I find it again?’



Here you’ll find, placed and explained, the West Country and the North Country and the South Country. The islands and Highlands, the roads and rivers. Lumpy bits and bumpy bits, fens and flats. Cities and towns you know, or would like to know, or haven’t given a damn about up till now. The moors and mountains, coal pits and quarries. Landmarks. Waymarks. The best-known and the least-known parts of these patchwork, magical islands of ours, rediscovered and plainly set out, so that anyone – even a geographical donkey such as myself – can enjoy the journey and everything that’s along the wayside.
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