



‘The Redoubt’ by Elizabeth Mavor
Best-known for ‘The Ladies of Llangollen’, Elizabeth Mavor wrote six other works of non-fiction, three of them in the 1990s, and five novels, with ‘A Green Equinox’ on the 1973 shortlist for the Booker Prize. Mavor’s book was competing against Beryl Bainbridge’s ‘The Dressmaker’ and Iris Murdoch’s ‘The Black Prince’. All three lost out to JG Farrell’s ‘The Siege of Krishnapur’. 

Her earlier 1967 novel ‘The Redoubt’ is set against the background of the 1953 east coast floods seventy years ago this year. The Times reviewer noted that ‘What makes [the book] ... unforgettable is her marvellous power to convey the flood itself ...’. Although the floods were caused by the conjunction of extreme weather events, her book summons up the likely impact of the climate crisis on all of us if action is not taken to halt current trends. A warning from history indeed.

In her book it is not just the redoubt, the sea wall, that is breached. Relationships too are torn apart, though sometimes human ingenuity and determination can repair them. The main narrator is also the main character and, whether as participant or observer in the scenes she describes, Eve Hardcastle is rarely in the wings. At one point she confirms, ‘I’m two people now. One who does things and one who looks on and laughs.’ Both her names are symbolic, combining as they do naivety and irony, with ‘Hardcastle’ referring to her acceptance of the unacceptable and the crumbling sea wall.

The opening chapter takes us back to Eve’s loss of innocence in the first summer of the war while making gardens with a boy her own age, evoking both the creation myth and the Adam and Eve story. Dunkirk had already happened, invasion might be imminent, but they (Eve and Faber) remain oblivious to everything but each other and their immediate surroundings. This pattern will be repeated later, their peaceful idyll contrasting with the deluge that is to follow.

The chapters alternate between past and present, a relaxed inactivity before contrasting with the feverish battle for survival now in the face of the storm. Mavor’s imagination and empathy for her characters, not just Eve, are to the fore. Consequently, we care what happens to them, the test of any novel. Only the degenerate and idle Archie, Eve’s self-obsessed husband, is portrayed less than sympathetically. When Eve is thinking of leaving him, he clinches it by suggesting, most cruelly, that she terminate her pregnancy: ‘... what about having a lovely clear-out? It would be nice to get back to the old times, and it was an accident anyway ...’ Few relationships could, or should, survive this.

The storm begins in chapter 2, though is not yet the boiling fury that it will become for those sheltering in the pub Dirty Nancy’s. The landlady is the tough, sensitive but no-nonsense Lil, her half-brother Tom Crapper whose wife has recently left him to live in a fragile caravan next to the sea wall and exposed to the elements. Lil wants her warned, Crapper is ambivalent. The chess-playing naturalist Carl Christianson lodges with Lil half the year. The dream-like opening is rapidly overtaken by events that underline human frailty both in relation to physical temptation and the forces of nature. 

Mavor’s imagery peppers the text, most tellingly ‘Back and forth we swayed, like seaweed in the sand of time’. This describes both the alternating chapters in the developing story and the fluidity of people’s lives. Jude and Jezebel are invoked, one the patron saint of lost causes, the other the biblical epitome of wickedness.

Heavily pregnant by the husband she has left before the flood and besotted with her lover Faber, who she has literally re-claimed, Eve has been given a home, and to all intents and purposes ‘adopted’, by Lil. On the night of the storm Lil and Carl are (almost literally) thrown together in their joint battle against the elements and their own pasts: his unnaturally rigid and fixed, concealed in an intellectual, scientific approach; hers intuitive, spontaneous and life-affirming. He helps confront the physical danger, but it is her practical skills and common sense that see them through. Together they rescue Eve and the baby she gives birth to at the height of the storm.

