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LIFESCAPES

Why does landscape matter to us? We rarely articulate the often highly
individual ways it can do so. Drawing on eight remarkable unpublished
diaries, Jeremy Burchardt demonstrates that responses to landscape in
modern Britain were powerfully affected by personal circumstances,
especially those experienced in childhood and youth. Four major patterns
are identified: ‘Adherers’ valued landscape for its continuity,
‘Withdrawers’ for the refuge it provides from perceived threats,
‘Restorers’ for its sustaining of core value systems, and ‘Explorers’ for its
opportunities for self-discovery and development. Lifescapes sets out a
new approach to landscape history based on comparative biography and
deep contextualization, which has far-reaching implications. It fore-
grounds family structures and relationships and the psychological
dynamics they generate. These, it is argued, were usually a more decisive
presence in landscape encounters than wider cultural patterns and forces.
Seen in this way, landscape can be understood as a mirror reflecting our
innermost selves and the psychosocial influences shaping our develop-
ment. This is a compelling and original study of the relationship between
individual lives and landscapes.

jeremy burchardt is Associate Professor in Rural History at the
University of Reading. He is Principal Investigator of the Arts &
Humanities Research Council research network ‘Changing Landscapes,
Changing Lives’ and was P. H. Ditchfield Fellow at theMuseum of English
Rural Life, 2019–20. His previous publications include The Allotment

Movement in England, 1793–1873 (2002) and Paradise Lost: Rural Idyll

and Social Change since 1800 (2002).
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‘O! The one life within us and abroad’
S. T. Coleridge

www.cambridge.org/9781009199872
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-19987-2 — Lifescapes
Jeremy Burchardt 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

www.cambridge.org/9781009199872
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-19987-2 — Lifescapes
Jeremy Burchardt 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

CONTENTS

List of Figures page viii
A Note on the Subtitle ix
Preface x

Introduction 1

1 Diaries, Life Writing and Popular Ruralism 15

Adherers 25

2 Beatrix Cresswell: Exeter Antiquarian 27

3 William Henry Hallam: Swindon Turner 84

Withdrawers 127

4 Katherine Spear Smith: Hampshire Artist 129

5 Violet Dickinson: Itinerant Craftswoman 183

Restorers 243

6 Dr John Johnston: Bolton Doctor 245

7 Bert Bissell: Dudley Probation Officer 296

Explorers 315

8 Sadie Barmes: London Clerk 317

9 Fred Catley: Bristol Bookseller 343

Conclusion: Towards a Deep History of Landscape 410

Afterword: The Politics of Landscape Experience 457

Select Bibliography 460
Index 462

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781009199872
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-19987-2 — Lifescapes
Jeremy Burchardt 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

FIGURES

2.1 Beatrix Cresswell’s Devon page 28

2.2 Beatrix’s ‘dear little house’, 23 Wonford Road 52

3.1 William Hallam aged twenty-five. By this time he was living in Swindon

but not yet married. 91

3.2 The Lockinge countryside 110

4.1 Katherine’s painting of the South Downs from Fittleworth 154

4.2 Katherine’s drawing of the Grass of Parnassus from Glen Nevis 158

4.3 Titchfield Lodge, Katherine’s copse and the sea 164

5.1 Violet’s watercolour of Udimore (near Heronswood) in the snow, 1920 212

5.2 Holford and the Quantocks 218

5.3 Violet outside Quarry House 237

6.1 James Wallace (seated) with John Johnston on 5 June 1921 284

7.1 Bert on a mountain expedition 302

8.1 Sadie (far right) on camp at Storrington, c.1928 330

8.2 Sadie (centre) wearing her long hair loose in the countryside, c.1932 340

9.1 Map of the lapwing field by the Compton Dando lane 356

9.2 The Chew valley 367

viii

www.cambridge.org/9781009199872
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-19987-2 — Lifescapes
Jeremy Burchardt 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

A NOTE ON THE SUBTITLE

Lifescapes began as an investigation of landscape experience in England. But
personal landscapes do not map neatly onto national boundaries. Many of the
most compelling landscape experiences of the eight diarists selected for study
took place in Scotland or Wales. This is therefore a book about landscape
experience ‘in Britain’ but not about ‘British landscape experiences’.

ix

www.cambridge.org/9781009199872
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-19987-2 — Lifescapes
Jeremy Burchardt 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

PREFACE

Landscapes, and perhaps especially rural landscapes, can affect people pro-
foundly. Moreover, they can do so in deeply personal and often enduring ways.
Yet the privatemeanings that landscape holds for us often go unarticulated and
leave few traces in the historical record. Probably for this reason, they have
hitherto received little attention from historians. The aim of Lifescapes is to
develop a methodology that will open up this deep history of landscape and
to apply it in the specific historical context of late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century England. The methodology can best be described
as comparative landscape biography and it is deployed here in relation to the
experiences of eight contrasting individuals, in the hope of bringing a much
wider history into view.

Landscapes are not just the backdrop to life: through the meanings and
significance we attribute to them, and the encounters we experience in them,
they can be vital to our well-being and even, as the lives reconstructed in this
book demonstrate, to our emotional equilibrium and development. Our rela-
tionship with landscape is a mirror of our lives in which both short-term
circumstances and long-term structural features are reflected. More particu-
larly, aspects of ourselves – thwarted hopes, longings and needs – that do not
find expression or fulfilment in our everyday lives are often projected onto and
can sometimes even be partially satisfied through landscape. Hence paying
close attention to the roles landscape played in people’s lives in the past
illuminates the human constraints and limitations imposed on them by the
societies in which they lived. To study the experience of landscape is also to
study the human condition and the adequacy with which different forms of
society are adapted to it.

As this perhaps suggests, this book is not a conventional history. It is at
once more particular and more universal in its methods and aims than most
histories – more particular because it seeks to reconstruct an aspect of its
subjects’ lives (i.e. the significance of rural landscapes to them) in painstaking
biographical detail, and more universal because it does so with a view to
identifying aspects of our relationship to landscape that are not necessarily
specific to the times or places under study. This sits uneasily with the traditional
historiographical preference for ‘splitting’ rather than ‘lumping’ – emphasizing

x
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the contrasts rather than the commonalities between different historical
events and circumstances. Nor, despite appearances, should this book really
be classified under the heading of biography or life writing. It shares with
biography a commitment to the – ultimately of course unattainable – ideal of
comprehensive knowledge and understanding of the life under study and to
its representation in chronological order. But whereas biography is typically
descriptive, my aim is analytical. The individual lives presented here are
studied with a view to what they can tell us about the wider implications of
one particular facet of them – the affective significance of rural landscapes.
Nor should this book be considered an example of prosopography or group
biography because the individuals studied do not form part of a group.
Indeed, in order to maximize the range and diversity of the study, they
were on purpose selected to be as different from each other as possible,
except in the centrality of rural landscapes to their lives. My aims are closer
to those of analytical collective biographies such as James Hinton’s humane
and enlightening Nine Wartime Lives (2010) and Seven Lives from Mass
Observation (2016), but my premises and methods are very different. Nine
Wartime Lives is principally focussed on a short period of its subjects’ lives
(the Second World War), while Seven Lives from Mass Observation is a slim
volume confined to brief albeit captivating overviews. The core methodo-
logical principle of Lifescapes, by contrast, is in-depth contextualization.
Only, I maintain, by reconstructing as many aspects as possible of the life
of the individual concerned can the full implications and bearings of the role
of landscape in their lives be understood. Similarly, I argue that our experi-
ence of landscape is shaped as much or more by long-term factors, often
operating at a lifelong scale, as it is by immediate circumstances. These
change, if they do at all, only very slowly, so a long-span approach is essential.
These methodological considerations, and the need to achieve a sufficiently
broad basis for comparison, explain the length of the book.

In some respects the questions this book asks and the conclusions it reaches
belong as much to psychology as to history or life writing. Nevertheless it is
motivated by very different interests and concerns than contemporary experi-
mental psychology, and it adopts radically different methods. While experi-
mental psychology is admirably rigorous, the price to be paid for this is that it
often stops well short of addressing the more complex aspects of human
motivation and behaviour that Freudian and other psychoanalytical
approaches seek to explain. Conversely, psychoanalytical theories lack empir-
ical verification and are difficult to retrofit to the messy complexity and
incompleteness of historical evidence. Psychoanalytical influences can doubt-
less be discerned in this book behind the scenes but I have not felt constrained
(nor do I have the expertise) to impose a specific psychoanalytical framework
on the evidence. Perhaps, indeed, the approach I have taken is closer meth-
odologically to that of a novelist than to that of most historians, biographers or
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psychologists. Certainly I have sought, insofar as it lies in me, to bring
a novelist’s sensibility, interests, flexibility and interpretative freedom to bear
on my reading of the source material. This, it seems to me, is a legitimate and
indeed logical response to the widespread recognition among historians, and
within the humanities more generally, of the inherent and inescapable sub-
jectivity of historical interpretation. Although non-historical disciplines such
as the natural sciences may be able to avoid this through the experimental
method, even the most influential historical and sociological models such as
those formulated byMarx, Weber or Foucault remain contentious and unveri-
fiable. Where my approach differs sharply from a novelist’s is that I have
accepted the historian’s fundamental discipline of subordination to the evi-
dence. I have invented nothing, tried to avoid suppressing anything and have
taken as the litmus test of my interpretations how fully they account for all the
evidence of which I am aware.

Just as this book is distinctive and, I hope, innovative in its methodology and
disciplinary orientation, so it is in its understanding of landscape. Two
approaches have dominated landscape history: the material and the cultural.
Each has generated a rich and diverse literature. Within landscape history, the
best-known and most influential examples of the first are W. G. Hoskins’ The
Making of the English Landscape (1955) and Oliver Rackham’s The History of
the Countryside (1986). Fascinating and rewarding as the material approach to
landscape history can be, however, it tells us little about the wider significance
of landscape. Here the cultural approach, exemplified by works like Simon
Schama’s Landscape and Memory (1995), David Matless’ Landscape and
Englishness (1998) and Paul Readman’s Storied Ground (2018), is more reveal-
ing. Indeed, across a broad swathe of the arts and humanities, the cultural
approach to the study of landscape has become overwhelmingly dominant. It is
underpinned by broader interpretative and methodological shifts within dis-
ciplines such as social and cultural history and historical geography, notably
the so-called linguistic or cultural turn, which emphasizes the role of large-
scale cultural formations or ‘discourses’ in shaping or even determining the
ways of perceiving, thinking, feeling, uttering and acting available to people in
any particular cultural context. The cultural approach construes our relation-
ship to landscape in terms of larger cultural constructs such as national
identity, regionalism, modernity, the rural idyll and so forth. This has yielded
important insights into the shifting cultural co-ordinates of landscape and the
way these relate to policy and, more doubtfully, the economy (as in Martin
Wiener’s 1981 study English Culture and the Decline of the Industrial Spirit).
What is less clear is howmuch it tells us about the actual experience of being in
the landscape. The cultural approach draws mainly on texts produced by
writers, artists, scholars and policymakers, and it is not at all clear that these
are representative of the way less-prominent and less-privileged people experi-
enced the countryside. How far were cultural discourses about national
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identity, modernity, planning or whatever in the minds of non-elite people
when they were out and about exploring rural England? Did the value such
people set on the countryside derive from their exposure to discourses of this
kind? The evidence presented in this book suggests that cultural formations
had some influence on the role rural landscapes played in everyday lives,
especially for people with literary interests. However, even for these people,
distinctive personal influences, notably childhood experiences and family,
residential and employment circumstances, affected the way they related to
the countryside and the significance it held for them far more deeply than
discursive ones. This directly challenges, at least in relation to landscape,
a generation of historiographical assumptions that culture determines experi-
ence. Rather, this book maintains, a close, long-run, in-depth biographical
reading of the evidence suggests that the affective significance landscape held
for people was predominantly shaped by the often highly personal circum-
stances and situations of their lives, especially those encountered in childhood.
Moreover, it might reasonably be argued that it is primarily for this affective
significance to millions of people that the countryside should matter to social
historians, rather than for the more speculative consequences that have been
attributed to its cultural representation.

Closer, perhaps, to the understanding of landscape advanced in this book
is what has become known as the ‘new nature writing’. Some of the best
examples of this, such as Nan Shepherd’s The LivingMountain (written in the
1940s, published 1977), are not in fact especially new, but it is only recently,
through the work of writers like Richard Mabey, Roger Deakin, Kathleen
Jamie, Robert Macfarlane and Helen Macdonald, that the new nature writing
has emerged as a distinct genre. It is difficult to summarize so diverse a body
of work but one feature that it has in common, and which links it closely to
the perspective of this book, is that it is centrally concerned with the experi-
ence of landscape (and of rural landscapes withal). Moreover, it typically
seeks to explicate this through a close, biographical focus on what happens
when someone is in or moves through a particular landscape. In many
respects Lifescapes is a historian’s counterpart to the new nature writing.
However, I am also seeking to extend it in different directions. As a primarily
autobiographical, even confessional genre, new nature writing at its best is
able to render responses to nature and the countryside with remarkable
fidelity. I hope to replicate this in the setting of comparative biography,
a challenging undertaking given that biographers, unlike autobiographers,
do not have direct access to their subjects’ inner experiences. The new nature
writing is characteristically immediate in another sense too – as a record of
experience, it is primarily concerned with the present or recent past rather
than with more extended personal histories. Even though they prompt
authorial thoughts that range far and wide through myth and prehistory,
for example, the walks and voyages described in Macfarlane’s The Old Ways
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(2012) themselves play out over a matter of days and weeks. The new nature
writing rarely connects the responses it registers with such close attention
over the long arc of a lifetime, nor with enduring dispositions, character traits
and emotional structures. There are exceptions: works such as Mabey’s
Nature Cure (2005) and Macdonald’sH Is for Hawk (2014) do relate encoun-
ters with nature to deep personal experience over an extended time period
and show how the two can exist in a dynamic relationship with each other.
Yet even these unfold primarily over a period of two or three years, admit-
tedly with some extended retrospect, so cannot follow the ongoing and
developing connections between lives and landscapes over long timescales
in the ways I have tried to in Lifescapes. There are also significant differences
in aims, method and style between the often anecdotal, reflective, literary,
first-person mode of the new nature writing and the analytical, comparative,
evidence-based, third-person mode in which Lifescapes is written. Wide as
these differences are, however, they represent complementary and, it seems
to me, equally valid ways of exploring a vast and, until recently, almost
unmapped region of human experience.

* * *

Acknowledgements do not usually begin with anti-thanks, but it would be
unfair not to mention the Research Excellence Framework – inspired by
Gradgrind, named by Bounderby – without which this book would have
been finished several years sooner.

During the archival research on which the book is based I also incurred
many debts that it is a pleasure to acknowledge – too many to domore than list
the archivists, librarians and researchers who helped me. My thanks, then, to
Laheba Alam, Julie Atkins, Matthew Blake, Margaret Bonney, Caroline
Bourne, Paul Brassley, Liz Bregazzi, Cedric Brown, Charlie Carpenter,
Michael Carter, John Cave, Paul Chatfield, James Collett-White, Ben
Daubney, Sarah Davis, Jane de Gruchy, Ollie Douglas, John Draisey,
Christopher Duggan, Sian Edwards, Rosie Everritt, Catherine Eyre, Rob
Eyre, Mark Freeman, Mark Frost, Caroline Furey, Bridget Gillard, Alice
Grayson, Liz Green, Clare Griffiths, Darran Gwynne, Josephine Halloran,
Jaime Harris-Hughes, Jane Humphrey, Yohji Iwamoto, Julie Lamara,
Margaret Lambert, Frances Lansley, Ryan Lavelle, Jane Lewis, David Luck,
Andrew Lusted, Peter Mandler, Sally Mason, Elizabeth Matthew, Harriet
Moffet, Peter Monteith, Lindsay Moreton, Sally Morgan, Ami Naramor,
Andrew Nash, Sue Neville, Margaret O’Sullivan, Helen Parish, Michael
Powell, John Prest, Amy Proctor, Jayavel Radhakrishnan, Maggie Ramsden,
Paul Readman, Fran Ricketts, Gillian Roberts, David Rymill, David Sissons,
Jim and Pat Smart, Louise Smith, Lianne Smith, Robert Snape, Peter Sowden,
Mike Squires, Michael Stephens, Alex Swanston, Melanie Tebbutt, Jennifer

xiv preface

www.cambridge.org/9781009199872
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-19987-2 — Lifescapes
Jeremy Burchardt 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Thorp, Deborah Tritton, Jacqui Turner, Matthew Watson, Susan Watt, Emily
West, Jonathan Westaway, Robin Whittaker, Maxine Willett, Alison
Woodward, Matthew Worley, Donna Yamani and Integra Software Services
Pvt Ltd, Pondicherry (for Figure 2.1).

There are also some deeper debts that require fuller acknowledgement.
Without Liz Friend-Smith’s commitment and perceptive editorial input this
project would not have seen the light of day in its current form. My colleagues
in the Department of History at the University of Reading provided an
encouraging and supportive working environment over the many years during
which this book was written. John Attfield generously gave me permission to
use the diaries of his mother, Sadie Attfield (née Barmes), as the basis for
Chapter 9 and offered valuable comments on the draft version of that chapter.
Susan Clifford helped me with customary precision and speed in the crucial
task of identifying suitable diaries for analysis. Paul Salveson drew my atten-
tion to the John Johnston diaries. Hannah Newton made careful, thought-
provoking comments on Chapter 5, as did Paddy Bullard on the preface. I am
especially grateful to Keith Snell for his perceptive insights and observations on
several of the chapters and to Philip Conford, Rachael Jones andNicolaWhyte,
who read and commented on the book with exemplary care. Rachael kindly
drewmy attention to the Dickinson bankruptcy, which has a crucial bearing on
Chapter 6. I would also like to thank Cambridge University Press’ two
anonymous readers. Perhaps every author wonders whether anyone outside
their own circle will understand what they are trying to say, and I will never
forget the gratitude I felt when I read their reports, which showed that at least
two people had.

Words cannot do justice to my deepest and most personal debts. My father
Andrew’s love and support has been a constant presence during the writing of
this book and throughout my life. The biographical approach that underpins
Lifescapes reflects my grandmother Arne’s unfailing interest in and care for
individual lives, historical and contemporary. The contributions of my sister,
Tania, my son, Michael, and my daughter, Rachael, have been no less appreci-
ated for beingmainly behind the scenes. Judith, my wife, was an invaluable and
ever-patient sounding board and constructive critic on the walks during which
I worked out the structure and many of the ideas and interpretations of what
follows, which is informed by values we share.

Lifescapes is dedicated to the memory of Edward and to Margaret Morris.
Their farm in Saxelbye, Leicestershire, was my second home in childhood,
where, many years ago, the seed this book grew from was sown.

preface xv

www.cambridge.org/9781009199872
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-19987-2 — Lifescapes
Jeremy Burchardt 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

www.cambridge.org/9781009199872
www.cambridge.org

