May 29, 2011

I am writing this letter after returning from a week away on the Norfolk Coast. I took a much-needed break from my work, especially after giving three lectures, almost in succession, before groups, such as the English Faculties at Cambridge and the University of Liverpool, all of which were in a position to know that I might have been talking nonsense! The talks were surprisingly well attended; the question periods long and stimulating, and the dinners following the events pleasant. In Liverpool I was taken to an Italian restaurant where throughout the main course someone trying to sound like Frank Sinatra was crooning, if not blasting, “I’ve Got You Under My Skin” – rather annoyingly appropriate because I had just lectured on skin in Victorian portraiture. To top off the absurdity, the hotel in Liverpool, where the university put me up, gave me the room in which Condoleeza Rice had stayed. When she was there, though, marksmen, it was explained to me, had huddled on the roofs I could see from my windows.

I left the marathon of lectures exhausted, and, of course, with more responsibilities as well as with a bad cold. Before I went on my holiday I also spent several hours with Robert Macfarlane, who, in my mind, is one of the finest stylists and writers of landscape in our time. I was thoroughly charmed by him and felt, to some degree, that I had met a person who mirrors my soul. In a few days I shall be meeting with a doctorate student at Trinity College, Cambridge. After reading my book on mountains, he emailed me to say he wanted to talk. He signed his name “Philip Sidney.” I joked to myself that he might be the real Renaissance poet and statesman “Sir Philip Sidney.” Two days later I found out that he is indeed the direct descendent of the poet whom I spent a year studying at the University of Chicago under the editor of his poetry, William Ringler – I cannot believe it. But that is Cambridge. The place never releases one. This afternoon, while I was withdrawing money from the cash machine in the marketplace, two young men at the adjoining machine were discussing Latin texts while punching in their numbers.

My week’s walking in Norfolk was lovely. To get to it, I took a train to Kings Lynn and then a local bus to Hunstanton. When I arrived in Hunstanton, I searched for a taxi to take me the rest of the way. I went in a shop and asked the keeper if he would call me a taxi. He said “No.” I was losing hope and having visions of dragging myself and my bag for two or three miles to Old Hunstanton. The sky was looking threatening; it was getting late, and I was despairing. Then, low and behold, I heard a marching band playing “Onward Christian Soldiers”; filing towards me down the hill came the Salvation Army Band (probably, I thought, sent by my cousins – one is a major -- from Liverpool). My hopes rose; a coastal bus service stop came in view, and I was saved. Eventually the bus showed up and the driver let me off in front of my hotel. 

Once there I met up with a group (about 18 people) organized through HF Holidays. At the end of the stay I had tramped 100 miles of the coast as well as through inland valleys and woods. The group stayed in a hotel (outside my window a cuckoo woke me up each morning) and went out each day either to a new section of the coast or to a different part of the county. I thought the walks might be easier than elsewhere because Norfolk is basically flat, but I discovered that the repetition of hiking everyday and over various surfaces (some full of stones, uneven mud, and others over exhausting sand as well as through stinging nettles) took its toll. Three people dropped out because of blisters, bad hips, and hay fever. I, somehow, survived (though am now nursing a painful cold sore). 

As has been my experience before, I was initially reassured to find that there were many older people. One woman looked especially frail. However, I was fooled. The older people shot off like high-speed bullets, particularly the frail looking woman whose legs seemed to wind up and not stop. I could not believe it. At the end of the first day’s tramp (15 miles – and I came in absolutely last), two retired people approached me and complained that the walk had been nothing but an amble. I informed them that this was not the case with me. I talked to the leader (Guide) and said that I was always going to be behind and that he should not worry and let those who wanted to race ahead just do it. At one point we were walking along the bank of a beautiful, clear river in which I was sure there must be trout. I asked if we could stop and look to see if I might catch a glimpse of them swimming. When we got to a bridge, the leader, not yet relaxed, stopped for a moment, leaned over the stones in order to peer down at the flowing water, promptly declared “NO TROUT!” and marched on. I found it amusing (I should add he had been a military man). 

As the days went by, he became more relaxed about this sort of request, and eventually decided to walk in the middle so as to keep an eye on those ahead and those, like me, behind. It was fun because everyone was most amiable; it was also a bit delicious because at one point a group of us, who did not want to shoot ahead, mounted a rebellion and acted like school girls ganging up on their teacher. There was also one gallant man who periodically stayed behind to keep me company. The pleasure of these walks is that one occasionally talks with people and at other times just separates oneself out from the chatting group and walks alone. At night we met for dinner (incredibly good food [a relief from college food] – 3 course meals) and sat and talked for a couple of hours. The hotel was also lovely and in a charming village. On these trips there is always one unusual person. This time it was a man in his early 50s who had a “tick.”  He could not stop talking, and began every sentence like an engine trying to turn over until he eventually got going and kept repeating himself. The group was lovely with him. Tacitly everyone agreed to take turns. He was never left out – a reassuring experience.

The landscape of Norfolk was more varied than one tends to think it is. We passed through many kinds of forest: the grand fir trees and rhododendrons of the Sandringham estate (one of the Queen’s estates), the tall oaks bordering the Nar Valley Way (here I saw hares with their black-tipped erect ears racing through the underbrush – the hare population has dropped 80%), and the blowing pines near sections of the shore. We walked along ridges rising above the shore to get grand views of the farmlands and the sea. On one of these days we passed through a barnyard and bumped into a group of “twitchers” (SERIOUS birdwatchers) who were gathered, pointing their scopes and cameras (with amazing telephoto lenses) toward a yellow hammer. Apparently this species is declining. The bird watchers had collected here because the spot is close to a granary; the birds like to take the scattered seed. On other days we passed by Norman castles, ruins of Norman priories (most impressive was one founded by the monks of the Cluniac order in 1200), and churches with Norman spires and interiors. One day I chose to do the “easier” walk so that I would have time to explore the Castle Acre Priory. While seated among the ruins I realized why eighteenth- and nineteenth-century tourists sought the picturesque. In Castle Acre I also rediscovered the pleasures of a village tearoom where I indulged in a piece of Victoria Sponge Cake with real butter cream (a delight from my childhood).

On these walks we often passed through lovely old Norfolk villages that show the influences of their earlier wealthy wool trade with the Netherlands (tiled roofs, architectural shapes) as well as the use of materials belonging to the area: cottages made of brick, flint, and chalk. The quiet village greens with the spreading chestnut trees, fords through streambeds, village signs and crosses added to the pleasure. But not all was pastoral. We arrived at one particularly beautiful village, and there I caught sight of the pub where just a few weeks before a publican (person who runs the pub) had murdered his girlfriend by shooting her in the bathtub, kept her there for several days, then wrapped her up and put her in the pub’s freezer. Subsequently he had kept on working at the pub (I’m glad we did not order a hamburger); then after several days, he fled to the Isle of Wight from where he sent a text to yet another girlfriend telling her where the body and gun were. His murder trial has just begun.

As much as I enjoyed the inland and forest walks, I appreciated even more walking the famous Norfolk coast path that begins in Hunstanton and goes all the way to Cromer. Each section has a different character. On a particularly windy day we walked on top of sea walls, dykes, by mudflats with glacial-like patterns and crevasses, and listened to the wind blowing through the reeds; on a particularly sunny day, we hiked many miles on a beach (Hokham Beach – voted best in Britain) that is wide, sandy, and miles to the sea itself. It is deserted (not an easy access), so hardly a soul present, except for the occasional nudist (or “naturist” as it is called in England) who discreetly lay on their stomachs as we passed by (there are signs that say one is to report “anti-social behavior”). Occasionally a rider on horseback would gallop along the fringe of the sea. It was at least a twenty-minute walk to get to the sea itself. The tides are deep here and the sand goes out a long way. At our backs were sand dunes that are precious to wildlife and protected. Behind them are pools of tidal water where birds, ducks, and swans swim and nest. Sometimes I caught site of a skylark. These coastal walks reminded me of Dutch paintings in which the sky takes up two-thirds of the landscape. 

On the “day off” (in the middle of the week’s walk) I chose to go by myself and do a section of the coastal walk that was not scheduled. I took a most convenient “coastal hopper” bus and got off after about an hour at Stiffkey where I walked down to the salt flats and followed grassy paths and sea walls for several hours (12 miles) until I came to Cley where there is a bird reserve. I entered the “Hides” (we call them “Blinds”) by opening a wooden door that let me into a mysterious dark dwelling where shadows of bodies sat silently with their scopes and binoculars reaching through open slats. By the time I arrived, it was late afternoon. Massive dark clouds were gathering, the wind was rising, I sat on a bench, looked through the slats, and to my pleasure saw a lapwing with her three chicks walking along a marsh pool. I watched while she and other lapwings swooped down to attack a curious avocet. They were just inches from me. I could hear their wings against the wind, and I could catch the sound of the impact on the avocet’s body. I returned to the road and waited in the rain for the next coastal bus. I found a windmill converted into a B&B that serves coffee. 

On the coastal bus I met a local woman who pointed out a peninsula that can be cut off by the tide. She said that last week she had walked out to it, but had gotten trapped. There was a cottage on the sand, so she entered and was met by a hostile research scientist from Cambridge who was upset with her for walking where the birds nest. He told her she could not come in and she would have to wait until 1:00 a.m. before the tide receded. At that moment, his young bride, a woman from Thailand entered – my informant was sure she was a mail-order bride – who gave her tea and showed her an album of wedding pictures as well as her embroidery. Eventually my companion got off the promontory because an electrician came out to make a repair in his boat. What one learns on a bus. I think there needs to be a murder mystery written featuring bird watchers.

The rain while waiting for the bus was the only rain we had. East Anglia is suffering from a drought. It has not rained for two months. The grass is turning brown, the marshes have cracks, and the farmers are watering their crops. Because the weekend promised to be good and because Old Hunstanton where I was staying is in quite easy access from Cambridge via public transportation, I suggested Irving join me for an extra day or two. He came on Saturday after everyone had gone home. I was able to keep the same room. We walked on the beach from Old Hunstanton to Hunstanton where there are extraordinary tall cliffs, the top layer of which are a brilliant chalk white (particularly when the sun touches them) and the bottom layer, red sandstone. We walked on the beach, before the tide would trap us. On the way we saw people riding kites and just walking as well as bird watching. Two men had their scopes focused on fulmars nesting in the fragile cliffs (there is terrible erosion here). Then we got the coastal bus back – it was so close the driver did not charge us. The following day, Sunday, we went to Stiffkey and walked a bit on the grassy path I had explored on my day off. Irving managed to walk 3 1/2 miles that day. This is a lonely part of the path. We had lunch in a pub on the coastal road, came back, picked up bags, and took the coastal bus back to King’s Lynn where the train would take us back to Cambridge. As we approached Cambridge, the only people left on the train were those with their noses in books or marking xeroxed articles!

I am back at work and have started reading 19th c. texts about diseased skin. Through my reading I have learned that there is a collection of wax models of sick skin made in the nineteenth century by Joseph Towne showing lesions and growths on the face, buttocks, arms, hands and feet of patients. They are now in The Gordon Museum in London, a museum only open to medical students. I am trying to negotiate a visit.

So life goes on. I think I am a bit worn down by it all or perhaps just tired after my century of walking. We have a high wind warning today, so I am supposed to shut all the windows before I leave the flat. Just this past few days, Gwen, my daughter, has finally moved to Ottawa. Her husband and his friends have been enormously supportive. She is now a “permanent resident” of Canada. I call and support her as best I can during this period of transition and change. It’s a big move.
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