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Introduction 
 
The story is tidal, the river, like spinal fluid, flows between the banks. Each bank of 
the Severn takes the role of a cover - front and back.  It’s written in the first person, 
yet I have experienced it in the third person, from a distance. Objectively and 
subjectively, through knowing, seeing and being.  
 
The youngest of three children, I learned quickly that taking the middle position, 
being the mediator, is a good place to be. Rarely taking sides, floating through the 
centre. Some may say I sit on the fence.  
 
I come and go with ease, leaving traces of my presence in sticky grey silt wherever I 
go. In return, those places leave their imprint on me. With parents who 
moved me through five primary schools, coming and going was my norm. Maybe I, 
too, am tidal? 
 
Sabrina, the ancient name for the Severn, must be my soul sister. 

Carolyn Black 
 

The Journey (extract) 
What you are about to read is a road-trip along two banks of the River Severn. The 
journey is circular, covering a tightly defined area that passes through several 
counties and two countries. It begins and ends at the Old Severn Bridge. Staring 
across a river is a very different experience to looking out to sea. The proximity of 
the banks invites comparison with the opposite side, which may appear to be much 
closer than it is. Don’t be fooled by your eyes.  If you do want to visit the other 
bank, be warned, it is very likely going to be a long journey, even by car. I have 
been travelling this loop-de-loop frequently in recent months, powered by my 
curiosity about parallel places.  
 
One could say this narrative is not dissimilar to a photographic selfie, a geographic 
self-portrait. The banks appear to mirror each other, but they are not identical. They 
act as a frame the river, and the Severn could not exist without them. 
  
This is a tour guide with a difference, employing both drawing and writing to 
portray these places. The locations on both banks were chosen, selfishly, by my own 
interest in them. Each pairing is a pinch-point of social histories, geographic 
features and personal anecdotes. Like the sculpted mudflats that border the Severn, 
I have been shaped and changed by this river.  
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Each side has its own history 
and community (and vastly 
different house-prices!), yet they 
are undoubtedly alike in many 
ways. The river carves through 
this ancient landscape, twisting 
and turning as it does so. In 

terms of riparian rights, there is a divide down the centre of the river, which has, not 
surprisingly, resulted in some organisations who work the river dividing their 
responsibility for only the side on which they are based, from bankside to middle. 
The word itself, ‘riparian’, rolls off the tongue like a small wave, lapping against the 
inside of your cheeks. “Under riparian law, water is a public good like the air, 
sunlight, or wildlife. It is not "owned" by the government, state or private individual 
but is, rather, included as part of the land over which it falls from the sky or then 
travels along the surface.”  
 
I struggle to understand what “part of the land over which it falls from the sky or 
then travels along the surface” actually means, but it has poetic resonance. 
 

dividing 
divided 
divisive 

 
The river is all of these things, and more. These pictures, these words, are a call to 
action, to encourage everyone who has a relationship with this river, any river, or 
dreams of doing so, to take a leap of imagination and cross it. Not literally (unless 
you are an experienced and qualified river pilot). As the magnificent Severn is tidal, 
there are times when the river bed is almost dry, which might tempt you to cross by 
foot.  Even if you think you can hear a siren calling you over, don’t react. Put your 
hands over your ears, ignore her, because estuary mud can be lethal.  
 
SAMPLE OF PROSE TEXT: 
For the purpose of this story, you, the reader, must now imagine you are travelling 
back in time. We need to get across the river to continue our circular journey and 
head back towards the Old Severn Bridge, to arrive on its west bank, where we 
began. To save the mileage and distance of driving from Arlingham to Newnham 
via Gloucester, which takes an hour, I invite you to cross the Severn in your 
imagination. The Old Ferry used to transport people and cattle to and fro. Had the 
tunnel designed by engineer Robert Tipping succeeded in being built in 1812 at 
Bullo Fields, we could have just nipped under the riverbed between the two 
villages, but it wasn’t to be. Sadly, the structure flooded, long before it reached the 
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other side, and was abandoned. We need to wave across the river and call the 
ferryman over. Don’t be embarrassed if he suddenly lifts you over his shoulder and 
dumps you into the flat bottom boat, he’s just trying to stop your clothes from 
getting wet. Look around you as we drift over, see the church above, teetering 
close to the edge of the cliff at Ruddle, imagine what it might have been like a 
hundred years ago, a thousand years ago. Enjoy the ride. Hear the bells, taste the 
ice-cream. 
 
Now let’s step off the non-existent ferryboat onto the shore at Newnham on Severn 
to re-join the narrative. When I first moved to Newnham I went on a local history 
walk. I’m no historian, but I wanted to gain some level of understanding of why this 
rather grandiose village has very different architecture to the other Forest of Dean 
towns. There I learnt that the majority of the fine Georgian buildings in the main 
street, which is now designated as a conservation area, were either hostelries, pubs 
or brothels.  
 
Newnham was a bustling port town, hard to imagine that today, when you can hear 
a pin drop on the high street on a Saturday night. It would be fantastic to bring 
back that aspect of Newnham, but at present many social spaces are closing down. 
With the toll being dropped on the Severn Crossings in 2019, one can’t help 
wondering whether this is the moment Newnham’s destiny is decided. Will it 
continue to thrive as a community, or will it become a second-homers’ dormitory to 
Bristol and Gloucester?  
 
SAMPLE POEM 

 


