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This edition first gathered and set down at Vertex Hollow, in
the parish of Nimbus Valley. All matters of record, genealogy,
and custom described herein reflect the private archive main-
tained by the Ashcombe family and the Guild of the Turning
Wheel; they are offered here for the interest of the general
reader.

Text set in Linux Libertine. Plates drawn and engraved by
hand, then reproduced in duotone. Printed on laid paper by
Vertex Hollow Press.

No portion of this volume may be reproduced for commercial
sale without the written leave of the Press.

All persons, houses, and events described are drawn from the
valley’s own telling of itself, and are presented here as heritage,
not history.



For those who kept the gate,
and those who opened it wider.



A NOTE oN THIs EDITION

Every valley keeps two records of itself: the one written in deeds and
ledgers, and the one carried in the shape of its roofs, the turning of its
mill wheel, the particular gold of its harvest light. This book attempts the
second kind of record. It follows Nimbus Valley from the first clearing
above the Meridian River to the household that keeps its gates open
today, and it does so through the house at its center, Vertex Hollow, and
the guild that has always gathered at its base, on Synapse Creek.

The plates that divide these chapters were drawn from the vantage points
the valley itself offers: the ridge that overlooks it, and the house that
anchors it. They are meant to be read as slowly as the chapters that
surround them.
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CHAPTER 1

2

THE FOUNDING OF NIMBUS
VALLEY

N the spring of 1721, a party of nine families followed the Meridian

River upstream from the coast, looking for ground that would hold

a plough without breaking it. They found their answer beneath a

long ridge the local surveyors had already named Apex Ridge for the

sharp granite outcrop at its summit, in a basin wide enough to hold three

villages and sheltered enough that the first frost came a full fortnight

later than it did on the coast. They called the basin Nimbus Valley, for

the low cloud that gathered along the ridge most mornings and burned
off by nine.

The families divided the valley floor by lot, not by rank, a decision
the founding record credits to a widow named Prudence Corvin, who
is said to have argued that a valley settled by favor would be resettled
by grievance within a generation. Her lot, drawn last, fell on a low hill
at the valley’s northern end where a tributary she called Synapse Creek
met the Meridian. It was poor farmland but excellent milling ground,
and within four years the Corvin holding had become the place every
other family brought its grain.

The first winter nearly ended the settlement before its history could
properly begin. Stores ran short in December, and it was the valley’s
understanding with itself, more than any single stroke of leadership, that
carried it through: households with surplus fed households without, on
the understanding that the debt would be forgotten rather than repaid.
That understanding, later formalized and much amended, became the
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founding charter of what the valley still calls the Guild of the Turning
Wheel.

By 1730 the nine families had become sixty, a chapel had been raised
at the base of Apex Ridge, and the first proper house, built to outlast its
builder, had gone up on the rise above the river bend. It would come to
be called Vertex Hollow, and it is where this book turns next.
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VERTEX HoLLow: THE
GREAT HOUSE

HE house that gives this book half its subject was not built all at

once. The oldest wing, a plain two-room hall raised by Prudence

Corvin’s grandson in 1748, still stands at the core of the present

building, though it has been rebuilt around so many times that a visitor

would have to know where to look. The Corvin holding passed by

marriage to the Ashcombe family in 1809, and it was the Ashcombes who

gave the house its present name and its present face: a symmetrical stone

front, a slate roof steep enough to shed the valley’s wet winters, and the

long south-facing library that remains the best room in the house for the
reason its builder intended, which is the light.

Vertex Hollow’s library holds the valley’s actual archive: land grants,
guild ledgers, the marriage and burial registers kept by the chapel before
the parish took over the task, and three generations of correspondence
between the house and every family that has ever farmed the valley floor.
It is this room, more than the house’s more photographed hall or garden
front, that makes Vertex Hollow a heritage site rather than merely an old
and handsome house.

The house has never, in its recorded history, stood empty for longer
than a season. During the lean years of the 1840s, when three consecutive
poor harvests emptied half the valley’s smaller farms, the Ashcombe
family opened Vertex Hollow’s lower rooms to any household that needed
shelter through the winter, a practice the current stewards have revived
twice since, most recently during the flood of 2011, when the Meridian
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rose high enough to reach the millhouse floor.

What visitors notice first is usually the garden front, with its long
gravel walk and the row of pear trees planted by Margaret Ashcombe in
1902, each one grafted from a single parent tree and none replaced since.
What the household considers the house’s true face is the kitchen door
at the back, worn smooth by two centuries of the valley’s own traffic,

which has never once been locked.
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THE GUILD OF THE TURNING
WHEEL

HE debt-forgiven understanding that carried the founding fam-

ilies through their first winter did not stay informal for long.

By 1735 it had a name, a modest treasury, and a meeting place:

the mill the Corvin family raised where Synapse Creek meets the Merid-

ian, known ever after as Nexa Mill for the cluster of nine households,

the original nexus, that first pledged grain to its upkeep. The guild it

produced, the Guild of the Turning Wheel, is the oldest continuously

operating institution in the valley, older than the chapel’s parish status

and considerably older than any formal government the valley has ever
had.

The guild’s central obligation has not changed in three hundred years:
every household with a working mill share owes a portion of its milled
grain to a common store, drawn down by any household in need without
record of favor or blame. What has changed is the occasion built around
it. The Harvest Turning, held each year on the first weekend the mill
wheel runs at full water after the grain is in, has grown from a single
evening of shared bread into a three-day gathering that draws visitors
from beyond the valley: long tables set along the millrace, the guild’s
own cider pressed from the Ashcombe orchard’s older trees, and a dance
held on the mill’s threshing floor that has used the same tune, note for
note, since a fiddler named Josiah Renn wrote it in 1791 for his own
wedding.

Guild membership is still recorded the old way, by hand, in a ledger
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kept at Nexa Mill rather than at Vertex Hollow, a separation the two
institutions have maintained deliberately since the 1840s famine, when
the guild’s independence from the great house proved essential to its
authority. The current guild-master, a miller named Osric Fenn whose
family has turned the wheel for four generations, keeps the ledger open
to any valley resident who wishes to read it, a small custom that has
done more than any charter to keep the guild trusted.



Plate I — Vertex Hollow in autumn, seen from the
pear walk Margaret Ashcombe planted in 1902.
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KEEPERS AND KEEPSAKES

OTHING in Nimbus Valley is preserved by accident. The pear

trees on the garden front are pruned every February by a

gardener trained by the gardener before her, in a line that runs

back without a documented gap to Margaret Ashcombe herself. The

guild ledger at Nexa Mill is copied by hand into a second book every

decade, not for legal necessity but because Osric Fenn’s grandmother

believed a record that exists in only one copy is a record waiting to be

lost. Vertex Hollow’s library is climate-controlled now, a concession to

the twenty-first century that took the current stewards years to agree

to, on the argument that a house which has always adapted to keep its
people should not refuse to adapt to keep its paper.

The stewardship passed formally out of the Ashcombe family name in
2004, when the last Ashcombe to live at Vertex Hollow, a historian named
Clara Ashcombe-Reyes, established the trust that now holds the house,
the mill, and the surrounding common land in the valley’s collective name
rather than any single family’s. She is on record, in an interview kept
in the house’s own archive, as saying that a heritage kept by one family
eventually becomes that family’s possession rather than the valley’s
memory, and that Vertex Hollow had always worked best as the second
thing.

What has not changed is the substance the trust was built to protect:
a working mill, a garden that still feeds the house that grew it, a guild
ledger open to anyone who wishes to read it, and a kitchen door that
has never been locked. Visitors are welcome to walk the pear allée, to sit
in the library during its open hours, and to attend the Harvest Turning
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each year at Nexa Mill, where Josiah Renn’s tune is still played, note for
note, on the threshing floor where he first played it in 1791.
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COLOPHON

This book was set in Linux Libertine and composed for a six-by-nine-inch case
binding. The plates were drawn by hand and reproduced here in duotone, gold
and green on cream, in the manner the valley’s own record keepers have always
favored over full color, on the belief that a heritage remembered too vividly is a
heritage stopped from changing.

Printed and bound for Vertex Hollow Press. First edition.
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