CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCING THE VILLAGE

I am the heir of all the ages in the
foremost files of Time.

Tennyson

It was such a small place where my youth was spent, so close to, and yet so far from the increasing traffic along the Great North Road. Just as the road to Hertford left the main road at the Roebuck Inn, a smaller road turned off, and after some fifty yards turned again so that it ran parallel with the Hertford road for some time, until a sharp left turn at 'three‑one‑way' brought the traveller after another half mile into the heart of the little village. It was a tidy road, leaving a little cluster of cottages at Broadwater (part of the parish) and a duckpond which sometimes flooded the road, passing by neat hedges with wide fields on the right, and on the left the Bury estate with hawthorn, chestnut, walnut and beech trees; with little spinneys and tall firs, and holly trees in the hedges. There was the picturesque South Lodge with white posts and black chains guarding its lawns, and a wide white gate where a gravel drive disappeared towards the Bury; a bit further along the road the house could be glimpsed through the trees.

The road led on to other villages, but the left turn round the estate into our lane brought a sense of security and nearing home, because only those living in or visiting the village would be using it; it led to nowhere else. Here were more trees and woodland, with spring‑time primroses, bluebells and white violets. Large horsechestnut trees dominated this stretch of the road, in spring with their tall candle blooms, and in the autumn by falling conkers. Another lodge and a large garage lay back from the road, with nearby part of a mediaeval moat, a secret kind of place with its own life of water creatures, flowering plants and overhanging trees. On the right, fields of corn or root crops atop the steep banks gave way nearer the village to pastures for the milking cows. Another lodge, another white gate, more white posts, with black chains around green grass gave the other access to the Bury, while ahead the village green spread before us. Tall elms, their branches seldom still, bounded a large triangular green with less than two dozen cottages round it. A farm along the road, a Victorian school, an inn and a grey flint church, with the rectory just seen through the trees completed the picture.

Continuing to the broad end of the green a village pump would be discovered. If a traveller wished to explore further, the road across the top of the green around the churchyard would disappear in a farmyard in less than half a mile, while the left fork soon became a narrow stony lane, little more than a cart track, winding back towards Stevenage. In the winter this was often impassable, water draining from the fields flooding and washing away the surface. A countryman would pass by, scrambling along the banks and edges of the fields, for it was a very old track with steep banks, probably a manorial boundary of olden time.

