A VERY LONG WAY FROM ANYWHERE ELSE

Some years ago, when I had a dog and was obliged to take him for long walks, we were doing what I called the Ridge circuit.  Up Blanche Lane, across the fields from the Earls Lane roundabout, into Deeves Hall Lane opposite St Margaret’s Church, down the hill to Deeves Hall, and back via Earls Lane.  It was a pleasant sunny afternoon, and in the distance we could see the M25, but, because there was a westerly wind, we couldn’t hear it.  It was very peaceful.  For once my dog was in a good mood, sniffing the hedgerows, and not molesting too many passers by.

As we approached the junction with Deeves Hall Lane and the road to Shenley, a car pulled up, and the window was wound down.  “Where are we?” I was asked.  Now technically, the answer was “Where the lane from Ridge to Southridge  (which, bizarrely, is north of Ridge) crosses the road from South Mimms to Shenley.”  When I supplied this information, the two women in the car looked totally non-plussed.  “Where’s that?” they said.

At this point I began to feel a slight feeling of being on another planet.  Clearly, I knew where I was (‘here’, of course).  They did not know where they were, and, being told, were none the wiser.  They said. “Is that the M1?”, pointing to the M25.  “No”, I said, “it’s the M25.” “Well how do we get back to the A1?” they said.

Have you ever tried to direct someone back to the A1 from anywhere in South Mimms or Ridge?  It’s not that easy.  There are lots of “turn left, then turn right, then turn left and carry straight on” instructions, which it’s very hard for the visitor from another planet to remember.  

At this point I said, “Well, where do you want to get to?”  The answer was “North Finchley”.  North Finchley must be all of about five miles away from where they were, and yet they were totally lost in an alien country (called ‘here’), and were, frankly, in a state of panic.  They might never see their nearest and dearest again.  They were in Outer Mongolia, as far as they knew.  And yet to me and my dog, they were in the most familiar place on earth, a small spot called “Ridge and South Mimms”, that little valley which Freddie Brittain clearly believed was the nearest thing to Heaven (as described in his various little essays, known to local folk).  How could these aliens possibly not know where they were?


Anyway, I described to them how they might find their way back to the A1 and civilization, and off, very dubiously, they went.  I expect they asked the next walker they found for further directions, and he very probably sent them back by a totally different route.

When you think about it, it’s difficult to conceive of the place you know very well as being so unfamiliar to all the rest of the world.  There again, it’s very pleasant to think that you live in a place so special that no-one else can find it and spoil it for you.  

I think Freddie Brittain (who was Churchwarden at St Giles for many years in the middle of the last century, born in Barnet, and lived in South Mimms for a quarter of a century at least, when not in Cambridge doing history) had the same vision of the valley between Ridgehill and South Mimms as a kind of special country, reserved for the blessed (that’s us).  When he died, Muriel, his widow, had a gate to the churchyard at South Mimms set up in his memory.  On the larger gate is inscribed, “This is the gate of heaven”, and while you may think this refers to the entrance to a churchyard, and therefore a church, I have a suspicion that Freddie regarded South Mimms and its little world as a kind of heaven, a peaceful place, a whole community.

Since I moved here from a very different country (West Yorkshire) I have found a peaceful, welcoming quality in South Mimms and Ridge, and I would echo Freddie’s sentiments.  This is a very special place, rather apart from the rest of the world, almost on another planet, as the people from North Finchley clearly believed it to be.  We enjoy the proximity to London whether we want to go to art exhibitions, concerts, plays, operas or go shopping or clubbing.  We can get there in less than an hour.  And then we return to the depths of the country.  From my back yard, where the roofs block out the street lights, on a clear moonless night you can see lots of stars, the Milky Way even: this must be the back of beyond, the depths of the country.  It’s only fifteen miles from Piccadilly Circus, and yet it truly is a very long way from anywhere else!

 William Marsterson.  March 2009
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