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CHAPTER 4 

 

 

4.0 Disruption to residents’ house, ‘home’ and everyday lives  

 

The following chapter will demonstrate that flooding was not just a physical 

disruption, but also a social disruption in the localities. This will be illustrated through 

residents' accounts of a realisation of loss, displacement, and a continued threat of 

flooding. Residents to lesser and greater degrees aspired to re-establish not only their 

houses or property but with them their „homes‟ and so their „everyday lives‟. The 

meanings associated with possessions and „home‟ revealed through loss and 

displacement and their association with the everyday lives of residents will be 

illustrated. With the continued threat of flooding, it will be suggested that the 

meanings residents‟ associated with „home‟ were transformed whilst a longing for the 

„home‟ that residents felt they had before the flood remained. 

 

4.1 Realisation of the extent and prolonged disruption of the experience 

The residents of both localities had experienced the inundation of floodwater into their 

houses almost two years before I interviewed them. In most cases, the flooding in 

2000 resulted in over a meter of floodwater in their houses. The following section will 

illustrate that residents had not imagined the prolonged disruption which flooding 

would cause in their lives. Their accounts of the experience were rich in detail and 

most residents still visibly expressed sadness, frustration and anger in the interviews. 

Residents' accounts focused on re-establishing their „homes‟ and constructed their 

experience sign posted by the events of a sequential, physical process in order to be 

able to live in their houses again. 

 

Although a few positive aspects could be gleaned by residents from their experience, 

their reaction was overwhelmingly materially and emotionally negative. Residents‟ 

reaction to the whole experience was one of shock. The following two Robertsbridge 

residents‟ accounts illustrated the unexpected nature of this experience:   
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R: Horrifying really. Horrifying. When you look back on it it's just horrifying. 

One I wouldn't want to repeat. I'll be older and wiser if it happens again. 

[R.Ro12, 71-72] 

 

R: And sort of more emotional and personal level it felt like, I mean the whole 

metaphor of the flood as if things were just like, as if you were swept off your 

feet and things washed out from under you and that's, you know, exactly how it 

felt, and sort of flailing about, bobbing about. [R.Ro20, 104-105]  

 

The first resident with the use of the phrase „older and wiser‟, suggested that the 

knowledge of what flooding meant only came with the experience. The second 

resident, a mother of two children, used aspects of the flood itself as a metaphor for 

the disorientation and sudden loss of control she felt. The expression of a sudden loss 

of control was common across those flooded, regardless of age, gender and prior 

experience of flooding. For example, a Waltham Abbey resident who was sixteen 

years old at the time of the flood used the metaphor of a bad dream or nightmare: 

R: If I was, if I had to sum it up into one word it‟s like a nightmare, it‟s one of 

those, it‟s really surreal. You walk down the road and you‟re up to your waist 

in water and you think, is this real? It‟s like living in a dream almost. And then 

when you‟ve been stable for so long and then all of a sudden everything‟s like 

this, that‟s like being in a dream. But it‟s like a dream that doesn‟t make sense 

because nothing matches up, and you can‟t, it doesn‟t go in a logical sequence, 

it‟s just random, everything‟s random. [R.Wa2, 134]  

 

Again, there were aspects of disorientation and loss of control which were expressed 

with the use of a dream metaphor that explained the experience as surreal and illogical 

in construction. Her comments mirrored the feelings of all residents of a sudden 

transition from stability to instability. In the context of residents‟ previous relative 

stability, these three quotations illustrated an experience which was characterised by 

disorientation that was unexpected, overwhelming and difficult for them to 

comprehend.  
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This is not to say that residents did not talk in detail about their experience on the day 

floodwater entered their houses. Some residents went into great detail about what 

happened to them and their families on that day and it did form a prominent part of 

their accounts of the experience of flooding. In order to illustrate this I have included 

the account of one Robertsbridge resident in Appendix: H as an example of the 

dramatic and detailed accounts residents gave. While specific experiences of residents 

varied depending upon their situations at that time, their feelings of a transformation 

from security and control to insecurity and disorder were common in both localities. 

 

One of the strongest opinions that residents wanted to convey, was that the flooding 

experience extended over a long period of time. With this, they illustrated the variety 

of unexpected issues that they had to deal with over that period. I stress that they 

wanted to convey, because the residents often made a special effort in their accounts 

through emphasis and repetition to ensure that I understood this. It is this aspect of 

their experience that had surprised them (and myself) in comparison with their 

preconceived notions of flooding. To these residents it was not just the inundation of 

the floodwater into their houses, but also the period and issues that followed the water 

receding that constituted that experience. A Waltham Abbey resident who had been 

flooded twice explained: 

R: ... I mean I think people just think, oh you know, as my husband said, your 

furniture and that gets wet and you throw it out and you replace it, but it's not 

that. It's months of getting all the under the floorboards dry, the site dry, there's 

sanitary people come in, it has to be fum(igated)… 

…wet rot, dry rot, and that absolutely stinks, you can't be in the property while 

they're doing that because they wear masks, err, and it's just the general 

upheaval. [R.Wa8, 230-233]  

 

This resident attempted to counter how she felt that others, who had not been through 

the experience would view flooding as a simple, quick and easily solvable event. Her 

focus was not on the floodwater entering and leaving the house but on the period 

afterwards. As well as the loss of material possessions, she introduced the aspect of 
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time in terms of months, a drying out period, contamination and the involvement of 

others entering their house. This was combined with the issue of having to move out 

of the house while the work was being undertaken.  

 

In all residents‟ accounts, the period after the floodwater had receded was explained as 

a sequential physical process necessary to refurbish their houses. This involved the 

cleaning, drying out and the gutting and refurbishment of houses. Cleaning the house 

could take days depending on the help that residents received.  Some residents still 

had possessions to clean when I interviewed them almost two years later. Drying the 

house often required stripping off wet plaster and removing floorboards and could take 

months. The completion of building work took even longer with, again, some work 

still unfinished when the residents were interviewed. This issue of time was illustrated 

below with the accounts of a Waltham Abbey resident followed by that of a 

Robertsbridge resident: 

R: Oh yeah, they (builders) did a really good job, I mean, as you can see it 

doesn‟t look as bad now, but it just, it was just time consuming, it just took an 

awfully long time for anything to actually get done, [R.Wa2, 50] 

 

R: I mean quite honestly if I'd known that it would take a year before we got 

back into our house and what would happen in that year and that the amount of 

energy and you know, problems that that brought, I mean I don't think I would 

have been so, I mean we were all quite gung-ho, [R.Ro20, 43-44] 

 

The process and the specific concerns of residents during each of the phases have been 

comprehensively identified in the flooding research of Tapsell et al. (1999) and 

Tapsell (2000). This research supported the accounts of residents in both localities of 

my research who also explained in detail and at length, the individual phases of this 

process. I refer the reader to that research for detailed residents‟ descriptions of the 

practical problems residents faced in this process. While the process of re-establishing 

residents‟ houses was the course that residents had to navigate, this chapter will 

illustrate how residents‟ efforts centred on re-establishing their everyday lives and, 
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with this, their concept of „home‟. When asked to talk about the experience of 

flooding, not all residents started with the flood or worked sequentially through the 

phases of recovering their houses. Some started with the most recent events they had 

experienced such as returning to their houses after the building work, or the most 

personally traumatic events. Once these issues had been described, residents invariably 

resorted to a chronological account of their whole experience and used these phases to 

sign-post their progression towards an aspired return to 'normality'.  

 

4.2 Realisation of damage and loss with the invasion of ‘home’ 

Once the floodwater had receded, the initial feelings of residents were focused on their 

own houses rather than the flooded locality as a whole. Residents‟ accounts of their 

immediate feelings were situated in relation to what they felt they had lost. During this 

initial exposure to the aftereffects of the floodwater, residents‟ preconceptions of what 

flooding would be like were dispelled. For most, it was the damage or loss of the 

effort they had put into their houses and homes that was most significant, as illustrated 

by the accounts of these two residents: 

R: And when you walk into your home and you see everything and it‟s pretty 

devastated, it gets more devastating the more you see [R.Ro14, 86] 

 

R: I've got to admit, when I first see it, I just broke down in tears and I thought, 

all that bloody hard work we've done, now its all gone, [R.Wa7, 254-256] 

 

The first Robertsbridge resident explained that the damage was revealed to her as she 

walked through her house. It will be illustrated how the realisation of damage and loss 

continues throughout residents‟ experience of flooding. The Waltham Abbey resident 

in the second account quantified the damage in terms of the work and effort the family 

had put into the house. With the realisation of damage came the realisation of the true 

character of the floodwater. A Robertsbridge resident, who had experienced multiple 

floods, explained and tried to counter what she thought was a misconception among 

those who had not experienced flooding:  

 R: People in general don't understand what floodwater from the river is like. 
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They think it‟s like a washing machine, in fact I have heard people say, “ I had 

a washing machine burst a few weeks ago” and I say yes, they haven't got a 

clue what the river silt is like when its through your house it‟s mud it‟s not just 

clean water. So in fact that's the first shock and that's pretty horrendous hosing 

down and washing out and it goes on and on. [R.Ro14, 42] 

 

The issue was not just water in the house but the nature of that water; it was not just 

clean water. There was an indication already in her final comment, „It goes on and on‟ 

that the flooding of the house was only the start of a greater, more prolonged 

experience. The resident made a distinction between those who knew through 

experience what flooding was like and those who had not had that experience. This 

apparent gap in knowledge brought with it a sense of isolation in affected residents‟ 

accounts. Residents were perhaps attempting to bridge, through their detailed and 

dramatic descriptions, that lack of knowledge rather than just imparting information. 

In both localities, residents felt that they were on their own when faced with the 

physical task ahead: 

R: we felt very much you're on your own here and you haven't got a clue what 

you're doing. [R.Ro15, 110] 

 

This Robertsbridge resident, for whom this was her family‟s first experience of 

flooding, explained that when faced with such destruction when she didn‟t know how 

to deal with the situation, what to clean and what to throw away, and what to do next. 

The nature of the floodwater was revealed to residents through what was left behind in 

their houses. In addition to the silt and mud, residents in both localities were told that 

the water was probably contaminated with sewage and other waste materials such as 

oil and other chemicals: 

R: Filthy. We cleaned it. We come in, scrubbed the place down, cleaned it out. 

Disinfectant everywhere, antiseptic everywhere, and scrubbed. And just 

cleaned it all. [R.Ro10, 34] 

 

 R: Yes, and wear gloves, because of the sewage, and other contamination that 
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they didn't specify, which was a bit worrying. [R.Ro15, 118] 

 

Not knowing what was in the water and mud in itself created further anxiety among 

the residents that added to their feelings of dealing with the unknown and, hence, a 

sense of loss of control. For some, this information on contamination came a bit to 

late: 

 R: But what annoyed us even more was, we got a letter, about four, five days 

after we got flooded, telling us… 

 …that if you'd been cleaning your house, which everybody was trying to do, 

clean the houses off, if you'd got any cuts, you must go to your local A&E, if 

you've got any cuts on your hands, I mean I've got the letter here somewhere, 

[R.Wa7, 81-83] 

 

For this Waltham Abbey resident, the dangers of infection from contamination were 

amplified by having been associated with the hospital accident and emergency 

department (A&E) reserved for serious injuries that required immediate attention. 

Their house had been transformed into a dangerous place by the floodwater. Their 

anxiety was compounded by the information arriving after they had undertaken most 

of the cleaning work. In both localities, advice on what to do came from a number of 

sources including the Environment Agency, Council, insurance assessors and from 

other affected residents. Advice was given to the residents in the form of letters and 

via word of mouth including attendance at local meetings and from representatives of 

official groups that visited their houses. With such information, the residents became 

aware that the flooding was not just a case of drying out their possessions as the 

following Robertsbridge resident explained:  

 R: I had a hand made settee made in the Cotswolds and they wouldn't let you 

keep any of that because it was right through (floodwater) and could've been 

the source of infection, I suppose, when it dried out. So all rugs and things, and 

carpets and things like that all went [R.Ro12, 48] 

 

For this resident, officials‟ advice was expressed in terms of demands which had to be 
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followed and so possessions which the resident thought could be saved were lost to 

the floodwater. There was a certain reticence in her account and the value of this item 

was emphasised through the use of the phrase 'hand made' with a particular place of 

manufacture. The meanings that residents associated with the loss of possessions will 

be illustrated in Section 4.3. 

 

4.2.1 The devastation continued after the floodwater receded 

It was apparent from residents‟ accounts that they felt the damage to their houses 

continued after the floodwater had receded. As well as the realisation that possessions 

would be permanently lost, but residents explained how the building work required for 

refurbishment of their houses felt like further destruction:  

R: I had no idea they were going to do that, I was horrified, I thought God, 

they're wrecking the place, will it stand up to it? [R.Ro12, 72] 

 

R: And then when he was talking about the scale of what would have to be 

done in the house was also a huge shock… 

…it is a horrible feeling, you feel like things are snowballing.  It was a huge 

shock, very, very daunting.  You sort of wonder whether it, you start to feel it 

will never, can't ever look the same again.  And of course houses, when they, 

when you're back to just bricks, look horrible don't they. [R.Ro15, 133, 161]  

 

These Robertsbridge residents were horrified and shocked by the work required. The 

continued destruction of their houses, even with a view to refurbishment exposed their 

emotional attachment to their property. One Robertsbridge resident who had 

experienced multiple floods tried to explain why he and his family decided to do the 

repairs themselves: 

R: when they come into your home and rip everything out and chuck it in the 

garden it must be very, very hard for people. I haven't experienced it because I 

haven't allowed it to happen.  Neither my wife or I have wanted that to happen.  

I think we were aware of how we feel about that. But I have heard some pretty 

tough stories from people in the village [R.Ro14, 90] 
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It is not just the gutting of the house, but also strangers entering and ripping everything 

out of the „home‟. To some residents it felt like an assault on, and invasion into, their 

homes. Aspects of privacy associated with their homes were challenged by the work as 

this Robertsbridge resident explained: 

R: a lot of things had been taken out of boxes, left on the floor, people had a 

good paw, you know what builders are like, they have to make sure you haven't 

got anything that they haven't got, [R.Ro12, 34] 

 

Often residents had moved their belongings saved from the floodwater to the upper 

levels of their houses. If they decided to remain in the house during the renovation 

they expressed their concerns regarding the security of those belongings. Those who 

moved out to temporary accommodation often had to put the majority of their 

possessions into storage. The flood experience was, for residents, not only an invasion 

of floodwater, but also of strangers in the form of insurance assessors, cleaning and 

drying contractors, people who helped but were not friends and the builders. The 

builders remained in the houses for the longest period of time. 

 

4.3 Loss of possessions and their meanings 

References to loss were made throughout residents' accounts of the flooding 

experience. This was portrayed as a realisation of loss with residents‟ gradual 

understanding of the extent and disruption of the experience. In both localities, the 

loss of possessions was constructed by residents in both financial and emotional terms. 

For those residents who had not experienced flooding before, their decisions regarding 

the value placed on personal possessions had to be made in the „panic‟ of rising 

floodwater. This Robertsbridge resident explained how she tried to make decisions 

about which items to save as the floodwater approached: 

 R: I honestly wasn't thinking about losing things, I guess because we've never 

been flooded before, I was definitely thinking along the lines of things that 

would be damaged if they got wet, it's a sort of subtle difference, I wasn't 

thinking about having to replace everything, and I was just thinking 'it won't do 
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that any good if it gets wet'. [R.Ro15, 52] 

 

By choice, items usually saved first by residents were electrical such as video 

recorders, which were stored close to the floor. A high monetary value and association 

of damage when electrical equipment would get wet meant that residents often gave 

these items priority over others. The eventual permanent loss of items only became 

apparent later when residents received advice from other groups.  Loss of possessions 

was not only confined to those kept in the house but extended to cars and garden 

plants. This Waltham Abbey resident explained the loss of items stored in a garage: 

 R: It was quite a shock really, but I mean, the other thing was as well I mean 

we lost everything in the garage as well, because we've got a big garage and we 

stored a lot of stuff in the garage, because we came here from a much bigger 

house so we had lots of stuff [R.Wa6, 38] 

 

Those residents who had experienced multiple flooding compared their losses with 

those of previous floods and all agreed that this was a very severe flood in the physical 

aspects of depth and flow. Even so, it was not necessarily the most severe in terms of 

personal losses, as this Robertsbridge resident explained: 

 R: Since living here we have been flooded on Christmas day 1989 actually. 

The worst flood in fact although it was not very deep in here, it was up to the 

windowsill in the October (2000) flood, but this one was only a couple of 

inches deep. We were not prepared and it destroyed a lot of things including a 

lot of business files, which we had in boxes laid out on the floor in here. It was 

a very destructive flood... 

 ...but subsequent floods were not as destructive. [R.Ro14, 37-39] 

 

This resident ran a family business and so the damage of business files was a great 

loss. He went on to explain how his experience of the first flood resulted in him being 

better prepared and he therefore suffered fewer losses in subsequent deeper floods. For 

those who had experienced multiple flooding, some losses were set against the 

appropriateness of insurance claims. A Waltham Abbey resident explained: 

   R: Mind you, I never got me furniture back what I had, I mean I had syn teak 
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(synthetic teak) furniture in here and I had five pieces, I had a three seat settee 

and four armchairs, two ordinary wooden looking armchairs syn teak and two 

big ones, mind you I didn't want as much back this time, but it turned out quite 

well in the end for me [R.Wa9, 57] 

  

This resident spoke at length before this quote about his 'syn teak furniture' and it was 

obvious that it had a special significance in his life. He balanced his loss and inability 

to replace that furniture with the financial gains in subsequent floods. Another 

Waltham Abbey resident suggested a similar positive outcome to the experience: 

R: but on the turn of a coin, our cottage would never be looking like this and we 

wouldn't have been in the situation that we're in now, cottage-wise, had it not been 

for the flood, see, so from that it's done us well. [R.Wa4, 222] 

 

Such positive comments regarding the experience of flooding were rare. Emotionally, 

the loss of some items could be devastating because associated meanings and 

memories associated with them. For some residents, the prospect of losing possessions 

again was emotionally overwhelming. Although this resident had prepared for the next 

flood, he also commented at the proposition of another flood:  

R: I don't think I, I don't think I would live through another one like that 

anyway. I mean when they turn round and say, you know stress, that was 

stress, I felt like crying you know, at home I lost so much stuff, again [R.Wa9, 

133] 

 

Items with emotional significance described as lost to the flood included a child‟s last 

school photo, children‟s toys kept by parents as mementos, a photo of a deceased 

daughter and a wedding album. While the emotional associations with these items 

might be apparent, emotional connections to other items described would have been 

apparent only to the residents. One elderly Robertsbridge resident expressed her 

emotional attachment to various pieces of furniture in her house by endowing them 

with personality: 

R: that thing there, poor little soul, lost its legs, all the glue had melted, 
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because it's 1780, so all the glue melted, the stringing all came off, it was lying 

on the floor, the feet came off, and I had to jack it up with a couple of sodden 

library books! [R.Ro12, 46] 

 

For this elderly resident, saving items of furniture from the floodwater had proved 

impossible without the help of neighbours who were preoccupied with attempting to 

save their own possessions. The emotional loss of some possessions by one member 

of a family had far-reaching effects for other members of the family: 

 R: My mother lost all our family photographs, and that really hurts because as 

you get older you, I was looking forward to inheriting that suitcase of black 

and white photos, all our childhood photos have gone, I feel very sad about 

that, [R.Ro11, 130] 

 

For this Robertsbridge resident, her mothers‟ losses had an emotional impact on her as 

well as she had also lived in the locality and was affected by the flooding. Other items 

had gained symbolic significance with connections to specific family events: 

 R: We lost certain items of furniture, one that was particularly upsetting, which 

was my piano, which was a present from my husband when I had my daughter. 

It was too heavy to lift, too heavy to move so, that was a complete write-off, 

[R.Ro10, 32] 

 

Even for residents who were not elderly, some items were just too large to save. The 

loss of this piano by a Robertsbridge resident might have been viewed as a significant 

material loss in itself, but it was the symbolic emotional connections, which made this 

loss far more poignant. These examples of the variety of items that could have 

emotional significance illustrated that it was not the type or financial value of items 

that were lost which was important but their meanings for the individual.  

 

4.4 Loss of possessions and their association with meanings of ‘home’ 

The loss of items could relate to relatively inexpensive items that together signified a 

greater loss than the emotional attachments to those particular items. A Waltham 
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Abbey resident who was 16 years old at the time of the flood illustrated this idea: 

 R: Yeah. It‟s only a cd, or it‟s only this, it‟s only that, you‟ve had a result 

because you could get a new pair of trainers, but I liked the pair of trainers I 

had, and I liked my house the way it was and yes I‟m getting all this new stuff 

but it‟s not, it‟s not,... 

...nobody could relate to it because they all lived at the top of the hill for a start 

and it‟s never gonna happen to them [R.Wa2, 152] 

 

It was not just the loss of certain possessions but the loss and changes in the „home‟ 

itself. Once again, frustration was expressed at the lack of understanding of her 

friends, which she attributed to their lack of experience of flooding.  There appeared to 

be something more than the emotional loss that was associated with those particular 

possessions. Such items held a far wider emotional meaning for the residents. A 

Robertsbridge resident also expressed this loss:  

R: I can remember when you looked at kitchen units, and you wanted the same 

as you'd had, the colours all the same, everything is pretty much as it was, 

people outside looked on it as the ideal opportunity to have this fantastic new 

home, but all the people in there, what they wanted was what they'd had 

before, they wanted it back to normal. [R.Ro15, 301-302] 

 

The feeling of loss extends beyond the loss of the property, house or possessions that 

the residents once had.  It also goes beyond their emotional attachment to individual 

items. What was lost was a „normality‟ associated with the whole house or ‘home’. I 

will now look at how residents‟ displacement from their houses uncovered further 

meanings of „home‟ that underpinned what they wanted to recover after the flood. 

 

4.5 Displacement from house revealing meanings of ‘home’ 

While the drying out process was underway, and during the subsequent refurbishment 

of the houses, the majority of residents in both localities opted to relocate to temporary 

accommodation. With the flood, the house became a hostile place contaminated with 

sewage water, a place the whole family wanted to leave. The house had turned into an 
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unpleasant and dangerous place. Initially, even when residents had moved into 

temporary accommodation, the hostile nature of the house still remained: 

R: Well my first reaction, the first 6 weeks or so was I was never coming back 

here again and I hated it, I hated the house, hated the flooding [R.Ro20, 81] 

 

For this Robertsbridge resident, the hatred of his or her house was associated with the 

flooding. Temporary accommodation often took the form of staying with relatives or 

renting holiday cottages. Residents expressed a preference for temporary 

accommodation that was as close to their houses as possible. Due to the number of 

households affected by the 2000 flooding both in the localities and surrounding 

affected areas, there was a high degree of competition for accommodation and so this 

was often not possible. Instead, families had to move away from the locality into 

unfamiliar areas. This sometimes meant that families were split up with one partner 

choosing to remain in or near to their house. There were a number of reasons why this 

happened: the main ones being in order to be being closer to work, to satisfy concerns 

about the security of possessions left in the house and/or a realisation that the 

renovation work required their management. This usually meant that the husband 

returned to the house or had to make frequent visits to it. All of these issues created a 

disruption to the routines residents had had before the flood. On the other hand a 

positive aspect to the move to temporary accommodation could sometimes be found: 

R: Um, he, we actually moved closer to his work place, so for him possibly his 

journey in the morning was shorter, both of us having been brought up in rural 

communities, he very much enjoyed moving back into a more rural 

community, into a more isolated place to live. [R.Ro11, 83] 

 

This Robertsbridge resident discussed a positive aspect for her husband rather than 

herself. On the whole, residents felt that moving to temporary accommodation was a 

very disruptive experience. The length of stay in temporary accommodation varied 

among residents in both localities from a couple of days to between 5 to 15 months. 

Residents‟ decisions to return to their houses depended upon whether they felt the 

disruption experienced by living in temporary accommodation outweighed the 
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disruption they would have to endure by returning early. This, in part, was dictated by 

the extent of the work throughout their houses. Living in temporary accommodation 

emphasised different aspects of residents‟ daily lives which were no longer fulfilled by 

living away from their houses. Residents often mentioned the loss of a base for 

significant events. A Waltham Abbey resident related this loss of a base for two such 

events: 

 R: Christmas was very strange. 

 I: Why? 

R: Umh, didn't feel like doing anything really, you know it was very odd.  

Didn't want to celebrate to a certain extent because I suppose to a certain extent 

because you're not at home, you know everything is different, I mean we made 

an effort, (the husband) came back here and got the Christmas tree out the loft 

and whatever else, but it‟s not the same, you know it wasn't the same  [R.Wa6, 

136-139] 

 

Even though the husband had made the effort to recreate aspects of the celebration, it 

was not viewed as the same as being at „home‟. The same resident also experienced 

illness while away, which accentuated feelings of not being at „home‟: 

R: it was awful, absolutely awful and I think in some respects it was worse 

because you're not in your own home either and there's a lot of that to it as 

well, when you're living somewhere else, although you've got some of your 

own things around you, its still not home obviously, and being ill in bed in a 

strange house was something else, you know you don't feel completely 

comfortable. [R.Wa6, 134-135] 

 

Although the resident had some of her possessions with her this was felt to be not 

enough to recreate feelings of familiarity she associated with being at „home‟.  

 

Often families were unable to stay at just one temporary house over this period and a 

few had to move two or three times before returning to their houses. Residents felt that 

searching for new accommodation was later made easier by the Foot & Mouth 
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epidemic that hit Britain between February and November 2001, which released 

holiday accommodation in the areas. Even so some residents pointed out that moving 

became increasingly difficult. With personal possessions in storage or inaccessible in 

their houses due to the building work residents had to purchase anything required over 

this long period, and as a result, new possessions accumulated with time contributing 

to the disruption: 

R: apart from not having access to my books, my belongings, resources that I 

would have used at school which were in storage, that, oh yes, that was quite a 

big thing - everything upstairs went into storage, we took with us what we 

wanted and then everything else was packed away, and so, I can't say you felt 

like a refugee because obviously we weren't that dispossessed, but what we 

went with was what we lived with for fifteen months and instead of going, so 

like whole, a whole summer wardrobe of clothes was in storage, so I just went 

out and replaced them. [R.Ro11, 79] 

 

For this resident, a schoolteacher in Robertsbridge, not only was there disruption to 

her personal life, but also her work. Aplogetically, she conveyed her feelings of 

dispossession by likening her experience to that of a refugee. Although her personal 

possessions could be replaced, the same resident explained how, on moving back to 

her house, there was a realisation of the importance these items held for her:  

R: after fifteen months we got a whole house load of belongings back again, 

and it's all the things that you've collected, you know, your whole lifetime, all 

your treasures, photographs, documents, suddenly that was great, because you 

met it all again out of these huge packing cases. [R.Ro11, 79] 

 

Possessions were described almost in terms that one would use to describe friends. 

They were reunited and she met them all again. These items were not completely lost 

as those permanently lost to the floodwater but they had been removed or she had been 

displaced from them. These possessions were described as being collected for her 

„whole lifetime‟ and so in a way represented and told the story of her life. Thus her 

reunion with them was emotionally significant. With the permanent loss of personal 
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possessions, residents felt similar feelings of loss but they had to form new emotional 

attachments to replacement items. 

 

Residents expressed varying degrees of displacement that were dependent upon the 

context of their situation and the associations they had with their house. One 

Robertsbridge resident associated and amplified her feelings of displacement with a 

feeling of displacement that she already experienced in another aspect of her life: 

 R: I did feel enormously, what, what, I did feel a huge sense of loss, but not, 

what it did for me, was it triggered off other feelings of loss in my life before, 

it felt like a bereavement, losing our home, not the bricks and mortar and the 

things in it, but a base where we were as a family, which having moved around 

a lot and not had a base for quite a few years, that's what I felt most acutely 

was we've only been here a year, we've settled after like, you know, five, well 

it was four in fact, it must have been nearly four years of moving around, we're 

finally here and then we're not, and that I did find very, but it wasn't the actual 

bricks and mortar, what's happened to the house, it was displacement of us, 

[R.Ro20, 51] 

 

Perhaps having already experienced feelings of loss and displacement meant that she 

now thought more deeply about that which she had lost while in the temporary 

accommodation. She, however, expressed that which has been alluded to in other 

residents‟ accounts: the loss of a ‘home’, which was not „the actual bricks and mortar‟. 

„Home‟ as a concept was expressed through this account as a base where they were „as 

a family‟ and associated with this, as already illustrated, as a place of security, 

familiarity and order. 

 

With time and improvements to the houses they had left behind, residents felt that they 

no longer represented the hostile places they once did. There was a realisation that the 

disruption of living in temporary accommodation together with the feelings of a loss 

of „home‟ outweighed the disruption experienced in the temporary accommodation. 

The same Waltham Abbey resident, whose family initially wanted to leave their house, 
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later recounted the family's longing to now return:  

I: Did he (brother) complain about that? 

R: Oh yeah. “I wanna go home”, but then we both did, everybody did. 

Everybody wanted to go home. The dog wanted to go home. The dog was ill. 

He wanted to be at home. [R.Wa2, 120-123] 

 

For this resident the whole family's desire to return home was expressed in the 

apparent feelings of their pet dog and attributed to the dog's illness. In the context of 

her account it was a home that the family longed for and not just a return to their 

house.  

 

The time it took to renovate residents‟ houses added to their anxiety as expressed by 

this Robertsbridge resident:  

R: all the time you're away you're thinking I wish I could get back into my 

house, that's your one thought, I want to go back into my house, and you get 

depressed because nobody's doing anything, you see, the floors weren't done 

till May. That was seven months after we were flooded. [R.Ro12, 58] 

 

Residents wanted to return to their houses but their aspirations of the time that it 

would take for their houses to be ready were not being met which resulted in 

frustration.  

 

Even for those residents who had decided to remain in their houses while the 

renovation was undertaken, there were feelings of disruption associated with a loss of 

„home‟. These residents had decided that they would continue to live in their houses 

during the drying out and even the building work. This was in some cases only for a 

couple of weeks while they found temporary accommodation or because they felt 

insecure leaving their houses empty. The few residents that had experienced multiple 

flooding in the past, remained in order to supervise or undertake the renovation work 

themselves thereby retaining a sense of control over the situation. By remaining in the 

house residents had to endure very unpleasant conditions as the following Waltham 
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Abbey residents explained: 

R: it's amazing, it just goes everywhere, everything feels damp, you know, 

even though you know it‟s not, it feels it and you sort of smell things and you 

think does that smell or don't it, you know. [R.Wa7, 112] 

  

R: But the time before 1987 we had to live in, we had to stay in it, we had 18 

months of hell, the stink was awful. [R.Wa9, 23] 

 

The experience of the smell of the floodwater was a common description in these 

residents‟ accounts and also that the smell apparently persisted even at the time of the 

interviews. Memories of the sound of the floodwater persisted for flood-affected 

residents in Erikson‟s (1976) research and the intrusiveness of the smell of the 

floodwater was expressed by residents in Waltham Abbey after the 1987 flood 

(Tunstall & Bossman-Aggrey, 1988). Often residents had to live upstairs with most 

utilities on the ground floors of the houses out of action. With the flood occurring in 

October, residents‟ discomfort was sometimes exacerbated by the central heating 

system for the house having been a casualty of the flood. Residents had to improvise 

so that something approaching an everyday existence could be maintained: 

 R: I had one of those electric rings you know... 

 ...that somebody leant me, and somebody else leant us a gas hob with a gas 

bottle. So I mean I was cooking on those sorts of things because obviously had 

no electric or anything you could use, I had no cooker or anything I could use 

because it was ruined and so as I say we lived here like, it was like camping in 

a field for 3 weeks. [R.Wa6, 16-18] 

 

For this Waltham Abbey resident the disruption to „home‟ was clearly indicated with 

her comment that the experience could have been liken to „camping in a field‟. Often 

bathrooms were turned into kitchens and residents‟ movements in the rest of the top 

floor of their houses were restricted by the storage of saved personal possessions. This 

was compounded by the smell of damp, noise and dust of building work and lack of 

heating in the winter. So, remaining in the house was not an easier option, but those 
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residents who more often chose it over temporary accommodation were generally 

those who had been flooded before. Living in the property did not maintain feelings of 

„home‟. A combination of the house not functioning as a base for everyday life and 

without the familiarity of all their personal possessions meant that these residents‟ 

lives were disrupted in similar ways to those in temporary accommodation. „Home‟, as 

a base for everyday life, appeared to be a key aspect of the loss and disruption 

experienced by all the residents. The relationship between „home‟ and everyday life 

will now be illustrated further. 

 

4.6 Disruption of ‘home’ and everyday life 

The following section illustrates the ways in which the disruption of „home‟ was a 

disruption of everyday life, which the residents attempted to regain after the flooding.  

 

For most residents, the flood and their attempts to re-establish their houses and their 

„homes‟ created additional pressures on top of those that they had been coping with in 

their lives before the flood occurred. Dealing with issues relating to the process of 

refurbishing their houses required constant attention. To illustrate this I will give two 

examples of the problems residents experienced which were common across the 

localities. Residents, however, also experienced additional problems that were specific 

to their circumstances. 

 

During the drying phase special machines called dehumidifiers had to be brought into 

the localities by specialist companies and used in the houses:  

R: the dehumidifiers had to be emptied twice a day; it was endless [R.Ro18, 

67] 

 

R: it took six months for the house to dry out before they could even do 

anything, so the house was just empty with fans going. [R.Wa2, 42] 

 

The focus of residents‟ attention was on the presence of these machines in their 

houses. Often residents had to travel some distance from their temporary 
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accommodation to maintain them. One of the key concerns expressed by residents was 

the time it took to undertake the drying out process. This usually lasted between three 

and six months. With the flooding occurring on a national basis, there was 

competition for dehumidifiers with some residents being told that machines were 

being flown in from Sweden. For those residents who were affected by after-floods 

their priority shifted from saving personal possessions to protecting and keeping these 

machines from being damaged by further flooding as it was uncertain if they would be 

able to get replacement machines. For a few residents, the companies employed to dry 

out their houses were later found, after some building work, to have not done the job 

properly. In these cases the whole process had to be repeated, adding to the time and 

residents‟ anxiety. 

 

In most cases, when the time came for the building work to be undertaken, the 

building contractors were appointed by insurance companies, but residents found that 

they still had to manage the process. For most residents, dealing with builders was a 

new experience and was not one that they had planned for or wanted to happen. 

Residents often commented on their feelings of dealing with an unknown quantity. 

Also their concerns regarding the standard of work and the time it was taking were 

thought to have not been taken seriously by the insurance companies or the builders. A 

Robertsbridge resident explained her experience, which was typical of residents‟ 

experiences in both localities:  

 R: And that really angered us because we actually ended up doing all the 

running around and were not taken seriously, I mean they did things like you 

know they damaged things, they smoked everywhere when I expressly asked 

them not to, I found the foreman asleep on the landing once, you know all sorts 

of things, you know he didn't turn up 'til midday, you know, totally just not 

right, so anyway, finally got rid of them in June. [R.Ro20, 57] 

 

Residents had to manage the builders and when things were going wrong they had to 

argue their case with the insurance company or, as in the case of this resident, take 

matters into her own hands. Again, as was the case with the dehumidifiers, there was a 
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lot of national competition for builders.  Some companies were frequently rushed 

between jobs or did not have the skills to enable them to do the work properly. For one 

Robertsbridge resident, (R.Ro16) the standard of building work was so poor that the 

house had to be evacuated, officially deemed unsafe, and the work had to be started all 

over again. 

 

The last resident quoted touched on an issue that reoccurred throughout residents‟ 

accounts of the experience, and will also be a central feature of Chapter 6, that of not 

having been taken seriously by officials. Some residents felt that having to support and 

justify what they had been through made the situation they were in additionally 

disruptive and stressful. A Robertsbridge resident explained in relation to cleaning the 

house: 

R: So we started to clean up, took a few photos didn't we.  And do, you know, 

sort of talking to lots of other people and think rationally, you think well, this, 

we're not making this up, it's not as if we're going to say 'well it came up here', 

it's pretty bloody obvious that we've lost carpets and stuff like that. [R.Ro15, 

110] 

 

To move away from their devastated houses, residents relied on financial support from 

their insurance claims. Residents, in some cases, even had to justify this move to the 

insurance companies. This was observed by a Waltham Abbey resident who was 16 

years old at the time: 

R: they (insurance companies) didn‟t have any intentions of putting us 

anywhere, they were quite happy to let us stay here in this house that was 

flooded by sewage water, until my Dad phoned up and gave it some mouth. 

And then they put us in the hotel at the top of the road; we were there for a 

month. [R.Wa2, 38] 

 

Residents had to justify what they had experienced to officials such as insurance 

representatives and rely on the competence of others such as the drying companies and 

the builders. Most residents felt that they had been let down by one, if not all of these 
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groups. When this occurred, residents often had to take control of the situation, which 

was a further disruption to their everyday lives. As a consequence other aspects of 

residents‟ lives were often put „on hold‟. These included such activities as planning 

for the future, taking holidays, pursuing hobbies and spending less valuable time with 

family members, relatives and friends. As one Waltham Abbey resident attempted to 

explain: 

R: there was a big gap, and it‟s strange being back in the house now because I 

seem to have picked up where I left off, and it seems like the last two years of 

my life didn‟t actually happen, it‟s really weird, it‟s very strange, because I‟m 

in the same situation now, more or less, that I was before we moved, but in 

between so many different things have happened. It‟s really strange. [R.Wa2, 

108] 

 

This was a sentiment, if not as explicitly expressed, that could be ascertained from 

residents‟ accounts. Residents focused on resolving the pressing problems of the flood  

therefore activities that might have signified advancement in mundane everyday living 

before, were no longer attended to. Such activities had to either be ignored or there 

was an inability for residents to attend to them. As a result, residents felt that there had 

not been any achievements in their lives during the period. It appeared that the flood 

experience was not considered by most residents to represent part of their everyday 

lives - it was an interruption. Although recreating a „home‟ after the flood might have 

been viewed as an achievement in itself, residents probably viewed it as a necessity 

rather than a progressive part of everyday lives. It was an experience not planned or 

asked for by the residents. For one Robertsbridge resident, however, this disruption 

was not felt to have impacted on her family to as great a degree as it could have: 

R: it upset our family life for fifteen months so there were many times along 

the way where you felt frustrated, but each one of us has a job or a school and 

friends and a life, and I think we just moved beyond that, and we coped. 

[R.Ro11, 89] 

 

This resident expressed the importance of attempting to maintain key aspects of the 
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family‟s everyday lives. In this case, everyday life was underpinned by the routines of 

work, school and relationships. For most residents, disruptions to everyday life were 

attributed to the flooding. They were commented on as having an impact on their 

family relationships, their own and others‟ health including their children and the 

broader social interaction within the localities. I will now illustrate each of these in 

turn. 

 

4.6.1 Family relationships  

Disruption of relationships was attributed to the additional time and pressures 

demanded by the flood experience. Two male Robertsbridge residents expressed the 

disruptions to their relationships with partners attributed to the flooding experience:  

R: It cost me my previous partner. 

I: Right? 

R: The stress of it and what have you, also got a new partner now.  Yeah, very 

stressful, very stressful, but don't give up, keep going. [R.Ro17, 150-152] 

 

R: I know I've been unlucky with all the building problems I've had, and to 

have that, if this was flooded again now, I don't know how I'd cope.  I've been 

coping with it now for two years, and it's been pretty tough, not just from the 

exceptional circumstances, just from the problems that I was having with my 

wife at that time, it's been hard holding the rest of the family together as well. 

[R.Ro16, 89] 

 

As these two quotations suggested, it was problematic for relationships with partners, 

but also for children, as illustrated by the first resident. The second resident goes on to 

explain that there were already problems in his everyday life in relation to his partner: 

R: At the time, when we first had the flood that was the worst time. We've 

been married 23 years and my wife had been suffering from chronic 

depression, and just two weeks before the flood she had taken an overdose 

(pause) and then we had the flood (pause) it finished (pause). It ruined any 

chance of her sorting things out (pause) it put her back in such a state that she 
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left the village. She's back living in the village now but at the time she couldn't 

face the prospect being anywhere near [R.Ro16, 37] 

 

This illustrated that the disruption experienced by residents could depend on the 

emotional vulnerabilities of the individuals or families before the flood occurred. For 

this resident, the emotional vulnerability of his partner was thought to have been 

amplified and was attributed by him to the flood experience.  

 

Often, the additional responsibilities placed on individual members of a family by the 

flood experience resulted in a dislocation of that family and emotional isolation of 

those family members. A Robertsbridge mother expressed this: 

R: (Husband) was obviously really busy out there (with work) and didn't have 

any time to concentrate on the house, and that was hard on me, because I felt 

really (pause) pressured, I felt when we were at my sister's it was down to me 

to find us somewhere to live, and I couldn't moan to him about that or hassle 

him about that because he had enough to cope with out there.  So I sort of 

appealed to (Son) and said 'I need you, when we move up there, I can't do it, I 

can't expect Dad to, he's going to be far too busy out there', so I said „I'm going 

to need you', but he (son) wouldn't.  Just wouldn't, wouldn't even come up 

there. So he stayed at my sister's. [R.Ro15, 188]  

 

Family members attempted to reduce the strain on each other as this resident 

attempted to do with her husband. Although she sought help from her son, she 

continued with what needed to be done without that support. She also commented on 

keeping her feelings regarding their situation to herself, which was common in 

residents‟ accounts. With both the physical and emotional dislocation residents 

commented on feelings of being isolated from other family members. On reflection, 

the mother later explained that she felt that her son thought that if he had moved to 

and helped in the temporary accommodation then the family would never return to 

their „home‟. Older children often chose to live closer to their original houses staying 

with friends and relatives in order to maintain both attendance of school and see 
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friends. For some children, because of their age, they had to remain with their parents. 

Parents felt this experience affected their children, resulting in isolation from friends 

and loss of independence through not having some of the freedom they had before: 

R: I think friendships were more important than actually their schoolwork, I 

think they were unhappy and they actually said they were unhappy to be away 

from their friends, [R.Ro11, 81] 

 

R: (Son) took it badly, the eleven year old, took it badly because (Brother) 

wasn't there, they were separated. He probably suffered the most from being 

isolated because at eleven, or ten as he was then, he was old enough to go out 

in the village, go over the road and play. He couldn't do that from up there 

because it was far too dangerous, I couldn't let him walk down here, so 

anywhere he wanted to go, I had to take him.  He found that quite hard, 

[R.Ro15, 194-195] 

 

For these two Robertsbridge mothers, their children‟s everyday order and routines 

already established at their „homes‟ were disrupted by the experience. This in turn 

strained the relationship between parents and children creating an additional pressure 

on parents. Both the age of the child and the location of the temporary accommodation 

in relation to where their friends lived informed loss of a child‟s independence. The 

Waltham Abbey resident interviewed who was sixteen years old at the time of the 

flood was asked if their school was sympathetic to the situation she was in: 

R: To an extent. Not as sympathetic as I would have liked them to have been, 

but it had an effect on our behaviour as well. We did milk it, we did, you 

know, take it for all it was worth. [R.Wa2, 64-67] 

 

There was an indication that the children took advantage of the situation caused by the 

flooding. But as with adults and insurance claims, such behaviour would probably 

depend on the individual character of the child involved and it is likely that the overall 

negative aspects of loss of their freedoms and disruption to their family life probably 

outweighed any of these positive gains of the flooding.  
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4.6.2 Health and behaviour 

The disruption to everyday life of the flood experience could be constructed by 

residents through effects on their and others‟ health. These health effects were in turn 

attributed by residents to the flooding. A number of elderly residents reported high 

blood pressure after the flood when examined by their doctor:  

R: she (Doctor) said "Look up there" so I did, expecting to see something, and 

she said "That's where your blood pressure is!" and I said "Oh, I expect it will 

come down eventually!" and apparently this happened to most people, the 

stress of it put your blood pressure right up there. And it took a long time to 

come down, about three months eventually. [R.Ro12, 58] 

 

For this elderly Robertsbridge resident her high blood pressure was associated with the 

flooding not only because of the stress of her own experience but also as a result of 

having been aware of reports of it affecting other residents at that time. The health 

effects attributed to the flooding were usually commented on as observations of others 

in the locality as illustrated by the same Robertsbridge resident:  

R: he (shop owner) just, would used to watch us walking in through the door, 

with a smile on his face, a wicked smile, and say something funny, and 

everybody was laughing, and he's lost that. And I hope that it will come back, 

but he's really been through the mill. [R.Ro12, 80] 

 

She had observed a change in this person‟s behaviour after the flood compared with 

before the flood and so associates it with the flood experience. While for other 

residents a more sudden physiological effect, in the following case a heart attack, was 

attributed to the experience: 

R: His (Husband) Mum who runs a business with him had a heart attack, very 

very definitely stress and strain and it was just too much wasn't it, so that was 

something else sort of going on (Pause) she was okay, not for a while 

obviously. [R.Ro15, 254-257] 

 

It was not just that a family member had suffered a heart attack, it was in the context 
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of how upset she had been at the time of the flood that connected it to the experience 

itself.  With the use of the phase „that was something else sort of going on‟ she 

indicated that this was an additional pressure on the rest of the family as well as 

coping with other aspects of the flood experience. As in the case of the effects on 

relationships, the vulnerability of residents in terms of health issues before the flood 

was suggested as having been exacerbated by the flooding experience.  

 

In some cases the demands of caring for others was a vulnerability rather than the 

individuals‟ health:  

R: a fellow with a Downs Syndrome young boy, I mean, he's of Italian descent 

and he's a lovely man but it nearly ruined him, he was so ill over it, [R.Wa8, 

158] 

 

R: while this was going on before we actually got dried out, she's (Wife) got 

pneumonia cos she's got lung cancer anyway, but she got pneumonia on top of 

that, and that, well, even the doctors at the Middlesex say that's what caused it, 

like, you know, it's the spores out of the, err, thing that caused it, like. [R.Wa7, 

97] 

 

These Waltham Abbey residents suggested that ill health or the demands of looking 

after others before the flooding were exacerbated by the flood experience. In the first 

quotation, the resident associated looking after a child with a diagnosis of Downs 

Syndrome as a pressure, that in combination with the flood experience, caused another 

resident to be ill. In the second extract, the speaker supported their connection 

between pneumonia and the flood experience by referring to the opinion of experts 

(doctors). For residents who lived in the house while it dried out it was the fungal 

spores produced by the damp from the flooding that were blamed for ill health.  

 

All of the residents expressed the strain and anxiety that they attributed to the flooding 

experience. In the examples so far this manifested as, or was attributed to, a physical 

illness.  Anxiety in itself was also disruptive in peoples‟ lives. Parents talked about the 
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emotional effects of the experience on themselves and also their children. Following 

the flood, parents felt they had become more sensitive to changes in the weather and 

had become worried when it rained heavily. Their children were also reported to not 

want to attend school if it rained in case the flooding happened again so that they 

would be able help their parents. For younger children, some parents felt the impact 

was still apparent two years later, as this Robertsbridge mother explained: 

R: Oh very upset, yes, they've never really recovered, cos I'd say that every 

time they see a puddle now, is it going to flood, if it rains, is it going to flood. 

Still very much, very much on their minds. [R.Ro18, 35]  

 

Parents were found to attribute changes in their children‟s behaviour to the experience 

of the floodwater some time after the event. It was uncertain how much parents 

projected their own anxieties onto their children or how severely the children were 

affected by the experience. Even so, all of these changes observed in their own or 

others‟ health or behaviour were attributed by residents to the disruption caused by the 

flood experience. In most cases this disruption was associated with the additional 

pressures of everyday living.  

 

4.6.3 Social interaction within the localities  

Residents in both localities reflected on the effects of the flood experience on local 

social interaction. This involved observations of the effect on the locality as a whole in 

terms of the mutual support, which often resulted in the discovery of new friends, as 

well as comments on the occurrence of new divisions and feelings of isolation. There 

were mixed opinions in both localities as to whether both the advantages and 

disadvantages of this aspect of the experience had endured. 

 

Just after the flood the reaction of other residents helped some residents cope:  

 R: I mean we were all quite gung-ho at that point, you know everyone was 

really joking about, because you know I think people often are in situations 

like that, and also because there were so many of us in that situation. [R.Ro20, 

43-44] 
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For this Robertsbridge resident, other residents making light of situation and 

understanding they were not alone in the experience helped them to deal with the 

initial shock of damage and loss. Mutual help between neighbours within both 

localities was apparent particularly during and immediately after the inundation of 

water. In both places, public meetings were conducted with the residents, councillors 

and flood professionals. Within Robertsbridge, the Bruderhof community (a religious 

community just outside the village) offered immediate help to affected residents. 

Straight after the flood, members of this group went around the village offering help 

with cleaning and providing hot snacks and drinks.  

 

There were additional village activities in support over the longer term. These 

included the setting up of a local flood fund to help affected residents where there 

might have been insurance claims shortfalls. Over a year after the flood, a “flood fair” 

was held to encourage business (local businesses within both localities suffered with 

the loss of residents when they moved to temporary accommodation) and also to thank 

all those who had helped during the disaster. Similar activities did not taken place in 

Waltham Abbey, but in both localities, residents commented on the increase in local 

friendliness and on new friendships that were formed: 

R: I think we've become a much kinder, much friendlier village because of it, 

and I have a lady down the next street, she has Parkinson‟s, I go and visit her, 

she was flooded and she was taken out of her home, and for her it was a 

terrible, even worse ordeal for her than it was for us. [R.Ro12, 68] 

 

R: I think sort of, friendships have been made and we get on quite well, the last 

sort of few houses here, so it‟s not so much a community spirit any more, but 

it‟s more, sort of friendships I suppose, it was a good icebreaker, for sure! 

[R.Wa1, 71] 

 

What was common in both localities, was that some friendships made through the 

experience beyond through the flooding. Such a negative experience was found to 
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have a positive side in the form of an „icebreaker‟, which facilitated new personal 

friendships. While, however, the first Robertsbridge resident quoted thought that the 

experience had an overall positive effect on relationships in the village, the second 

Waltham Abbey resident reported that initial feelings of community had faded. 

Another Waltham Abbey resident echoed this feeling: 

R: Well you seem to get to know people in adversity, you know, but as my 

wife said when we were all sitting in or standing in the water, come the 

summer, we'll all have forgotten about it, [R.Wa8, 186-187] 

 

In this case, the resident attributed broader feelings of mutual help to the context of the 

flood situation itself.  As the threat of flooding diminished with the beginning of 

summer, so did the strength of community spirit. A few new friendships made during 

the experience, on the other hand, endured compared with the mutual help between 

residents.  

 

The knock-on physical changes brought about by the flood could easily have an effect 

on the dynamics of social interaction within a locality. With so many affected 

residents moving out of their houses to temporary accommodation, the whole area 

became deserted much like a ghost town. One Robertsbridge resident who remained in 

her house during the renovation observed this: 

R: The effect on the overall community was quite drastic; there was so many 

empty places. I mean here, our house was occupied and the house over in the 

corner was occupied. The rest were all empty, so again it's like living on a 

bombsite, there's no one around, there's just you. And although you may not 

see much of your neighbours, you see them walking by, and you know, you 

might not spend hours chatting to them but all the time they're around it is a 

community, but suddenly they're not there any more, there's just you, and the 

whole village was like that. [R.Ro10, 139] 

 

She was not saying that she saw or chatted to her neighbours a great deal before the 

flooding, but more that she missed just seeing them in the locality for occasional 
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interaction. Similarly, those who moved away into temporary accommodation also felt 

this isolation and so the situation of dislocation and isolation was much the same for 

those that remained.  

 

There were only a few comments, even when prompted, about the experience creating 

divisions within each of the localities. But it must be remembered that this research 

did not include the unaffected residents in the localities. Even so, where comments 

were made, differences were felt to occur between those who had been affected and 

those who had not: 

R: Um, community spirit, maybe its lustre does (go) slightly, um, a them and 

us attitude, I found some people, because they'd been flooded, were quite 

superior to the people who hadn't been flooded! “They don't know what they're 

talking about, they haven't been flooded!” so you got that sort of them and us 

attitude. [R.Ro10,113-115] 

 

It has already been illustrated that the experience of flooding is felt by residents to 

create a new knowledge, which can only be understood by those that have been 

through it. Even as a flood, affected resident herself, she was critical of the behaviour 

of others in the same situation. Another Robertsbridge resident comments on the 

„them and us‟ attitude as unwelcome reducing interaction: 

R: you know there is nothing anybody can do, you know, but it's the 

acknowledgement that something quite big has happened to you and I, because 

I've had a lot, I've had a lot of bereavement in my life, it felt like that, you 

know, people who couldn't come up to you and say something and 

acknowledge it, because often that was all you needed, that's all actually you 

want. [R.Ro20, 61-63] 

 

This resident wanted some acknowledgement from others of the experience she had 

been through. She again felt the lack of knowledge of the experience among 

unaffected residents had made them self-conscious about approaching her. Overall, 

residents expressed both positive and negative effects on the interaction among 
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residents within the localities.  They felt, that with time, the effects faded with perhaps 

the exception of individual friendships.  

 

The additional disruptions to everyday life in residents' family relationships, personal 

and others health were attributed to the flood experience that involved disruption and 

dislocation from their house and „home‟. The everyday routines of daily life were 

disrupted and new routines were established.  These however, were viewed as 

temporary in the same way as residents viewed their situation as temporary. Family 

relationships, health and interaction among residents, when disrupted, could also 

disrupt everyday life and often lay outside the physical confines of the house. This has 

implications for the construct of ‘home’, which will be discussed, in Section 7.1. 

 

4.7 ‘Home’ in a threatened environment 

For those residents who had experienced flooding for the first time, their everyday 

lives had been disrupted over a long period of time during which their houses had been 

transformed into a threatening place. They longed to return to a renovated house so 

that they could continue the everyday lives they had had before the flood. The 

following section illustrates that, with the continuation of the threat of flooding, a 

transformation had taken place in residents' everyday lives and with it in the meanings 

associated with ‘home’.  

 

Initially, on returning to their house, a few residents expressed a feeling that their 

house was no longer the „home‟ they had left. The house had a new, albeit similar, 

interior and lost possessions had been replaced. As already illustrated (Section 4.4), 

residents were sensitive to these changes and expressed emotional detachment from 

their new house and possessions. At a more general level, a few talked about a loss of 

an association with the „home‟ as a safe place. This Robertsbridge resident expressed 

all of these feelings: 

 R: I wanted to be at home, and I think that it's losing that confidence in your 

home, home is meant to be where you go when everything else is wrong, and 

home is where you feel safe and you lose that, you lose that security in being at 
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home.  I still had that sort of longing feeling 'I want to go home' but I wanted it 

(pause) to not be somewhere that was a worry and dangerous and (pause) I 

think that was the biggest problem, as you lose that feeling of safety at home.  I 

don't think I feel it so much now, you do sort of settle back in, very peculiar 

when we first came back in, took weeks and weeks really to settle down, 

because it's home and it's not home, everything was all new and different, the 

same but different, which was peculiar. [R.Ro15, 319] 

 

A place where „everything was all new and different, the same but different‟ was a 

sentiment felt by most residents towards living in their houses again. In common with 

other residents she described how, even with the restoration of items in the house, 

although physically the same, they were not the same for her. „Home‟ as a place of 

refuge and of order and safety, had been lost after the flood. A „settling down‟ period 

was suggested where, with time, new emotional attachments would be formed.  This 

was not the same „home‟ she felt she had had before (she would „sort of settle back 

in.‟) and consequently, a redefined „home‟ had become established. 

 

4.7.1 A redefined ‘home’ through threat and preparation 

In both localities the threat of flooding remained at the time of the interviews. In 

Robertsbridge, hard mitigation measures had been agreed to protect the village but the 

residents had to face another winter before they might have been completed. For 

Waltham Abbey, no major mitigation measures had been agreed and the threat of 

flooding in the foreseeable future remained.  

 

In light of this threat of further flooding, all of the residents in both localities had 

undertaken some form of personal mitigation to protect their homes. When, however, 

asked directly if they had taken action, most said that they had not. Residents‟ 

accounts revealed some form of change which had occurred either in residents' 

behaviour or alterations to their houses. Behavioural changes included residents 

changing their route home from work so that they could check on the watercourses, or 

by keeping personal possessions upstairs. Alterations to their houses included tiling 
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the floors instead of laying carpet, making attachments for flood doors and having the 

airbricks located higher during the house refit. One Robertsbridge resident (R.Ro14) 

had chosen his new furniture so that it was lighter and had made fittings for planks that 

would fit across the room to raise furniture above floodwater. He had also installed a 

kitchen made of solid timber rather than chipboard so that it would dry out without 

warping. His high degree of change or adaptation was the exception and was perhaps 

in part a result of experiencing many floods over the last few years. He had also 

experienced great losses with his first experience of flooding. The „home‟ had become 

transformed from the „home‟ his family had first moved into before the flooding. He 

commented: 

R: It‟s just that we have thought about the whole house as a living entity if you 

like which we have to work with when we get inundated. [R.Ro14, 48-49] 

 

As a family they now accepted or 'work with' a house that floods. This is not to say 

that they do not mind it flooding, quite the opposite. This resident had devoted, and 

continued to personally devote, a great deal of time campaigning to resolve the 

situation for his and immediate neighbour‟s houses. It was interesting that his next-

door neighbour who had experienced the same flooding over an identical period of 

time had not taken the same degree of action: 

R: No! I think we should have done, but no, we haven't. I know next door, 

they've adapted totally. They've got, you know, kitchen furniture all the rest of 

it is, maybe if it happens again we would, but at the moment no, we haven't. 

Like I say, most of this we saved anyway because it was carried upstairs. 

[R.Ro10, 130-132] 

 

She had confidence in her ability to save things supported by her past experience. 

Other residents also had confidence in their abilities and knowledge of the 

watercourse. They judged the flood as an exceptional event which was unlikely to 

happen again. A few felt it was a matter of luck as this Robertsbridge resident 

commented: 

R: so I felt it was just my bad luck. And I just hoped that we wouldn't have 
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one. There we are, it was one of those things. [R.Ro12, 24] 

 

For all of the residents in both localities, if there was another flood it was, they felt, 

inevitable that the floodwater would enter their houses. The Robertsbridge resident 

who had completely adapted his house commented:  

R: I mean this sort of thing will not cater for a flood of October 12th but will 

for a flood that is normal hopefully that was very very exceptional. [R.Ro14, 

48-49] 

 

Having redefined their house as one that now floods this resident constructed flooding 

in terms of normal and exceptional events. Other residents, as in the case of this 

Waltham Abbey resident, felt that preparing was not possible:  

R: I'd like to know how you prepare for it. Short of building a moat or a wall 

right the way round your property, deeper than what any flood can, then, you 

know, you might stop it on one but if they don't do it they're still gonna get it, 

[R.Wa8, 192] 

 

In light of this and with the knowledge of what the flooding experience involved 

action was taken by residents to minimise losses and reduce the disruption that they 

now realised would be caused with a repeat of flooding: 

R: When it rained for quite a few days and I came down and we sat here 

making a plan didn't we, of what to move first, and the order to move things, 

and then I came and took photographs of all the rooms because we were 

convinced it was going to flood again. [R.Ro15, 215] 

 

This Robertsbridge resident made plans with her family for saving possessions and 

also took photographs in preparation for insurance claims and to refit the house. With 

the experience of flooding, residents now appreciated that flooding was associated 

with a permanent loss of material possessions and not just damage. They appreciated 

how flooding could disrupt their everyday lives over a long period of time and related 

to this, the emotional disruptions that could occur. As a result of this knowledge and 
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with the continued threat of further flooding, residents‟ everyday lives and „homes‟ 

had changed in preparation rather than prevention of another flood.  

 

4.7.2 A longing for the ‘home’ they once had 

All of the residents had chosen to continue to live in their houses following the flood 

and not move to another area. Residents explained that they had chosen to live in their 

locality because they had strong ties with the particular characteristics of the area, the 

local facilities such as schools, with neighbours and due to the close proximity of 

relatives. For elderly residents particularly a familiarity and secure association with the 

area, negated any ideas of moving house. For the residents in this research there was 

no question of moving house with the continued threat of flooding. One elderly long-

term couple in Waltham Abbey commented: 

R1: there's so many imponderables and then my biggest fear is neighbours, I 

mean we've got some lovely neighbours, so I've never had that problem with 

neighbours, but when you have the society of today, it frightens the life out of 

you, well it does me, anyway,  

 R2: No, we've been very lucky.  

R1: I'd be reluctant to move from here. [R.Wa8, 235-240] 

 

For elderly residents in both localities, the disruption of moving house in terms of 

illness and a fear of the unknown was felt by them to be a greater risk than coping 

with flooding. For all of these residents, meanings of „home‟ were strongly connected 

with the order and routines of everyday life associated with the locality. They were not 

just concerned with their houses. Even with the experience of multiple instances of 

flooding, the residents chose to attempt to preserve these meanings of „home‟ rather 

than to start all over again in a new house, and probably a new locality, away from the 

threat. 

 

Within the context of choosing to stay in their current house it was found that 

residents in both localities were dissatisfied with their redefined „home‟ and longed 

for the „home‟ they had before the flooding. Residents of the two localities, although 
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essentially with the same experience of flooding, had very different views of their 

future. In the short term the threat of flooding for both localities remained. In 

Robertsbridge, however, substantial flood mitigation for the village had almost been 

agreed. There was guarded optimism among the residents that the new measures 

would eventually provide the sense of security they had before the flooding:  

R: But it's all in the past now, and really, I think we now want to look ahead, 

get over it, and not, I said to my neighbour this morning, "I've decided never 

again to say I was flooded. I'm going to move forward and forget it, and start 

my life again." And that's, you can't keep looking back. [R.Ro12, 68] 

 

There was a sense, illustrated here, that once the threat of further flooding was 

removed, the experience of flooding which included the continued risk would also be 

removed. „home‟ would be re-established to how it had been before the flood and 

residents‟ everyday lives could restart. For a few younger residents, their everyday 

lives might have involved moving house in the future:  

R: when the Environment Agency sent round the letters they said obviously 

having the flood defence system will help with, sort of our house prices and 

the mortgage, the mortgage people, and insurers, that will all help, which is 

good anyway. [R.Ro18, 96-98] 

 

For these residents, the planned mitigation in Robertsbridge was viewed as a defence 

against future insurance and resale blight of their house. The residents of 

Robertsbridge were characterised by an overall impression of reserved optimism about 

their futures with the prospect of the mitigation measures. In contrast, the residents of 

Waltham Abbey, with no such promised mitigation assurances, gave an impression of 

insecurity and hopelessness regarding their long-term future:  

R: there's no physical action going on at all. And if they do do anything, it's 

going to take four or five years to come up with a scheme, and the way the 

weather's going, you know, there is no future, is there, really, not the way we 

feel, so you, really all you're looking, is hope your insurance is okay, and hope 

we can go through it mentally stable. [R.Wa8, 219] 
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 R: Couldn‟t stand it again (upset) [R.Wa5, 14] 

 

R: I look out there and out the back we have got sand bags ready to shove 

under the door, you know on the front porch, but this is how we're living now, 

you know (Cough), I'm having to live like this, I am frightened its going to 

happen again... 

 ...don't want to know (Cough) I don't think I could take another flood (Upset). 

[R.Wa9, 63 & 69] 

 

There were feelings that even if it were approved, any substantial mitigation would 

mean further years of coping with the current threat before it would be resolved. 

Residents expressed a sense of dread and inability to go through the experience again. 

In Waltham Abbey, there were similar feelings among residents after the 1987 flood 

(Tunstall & Bossman-Aggrey, 1988). The last long-term resident quoted commented 

that „this is how we're living now‟ which suggested that this was not the everyday life 

or „home‟ he wanted. The phrase referred back to a time when life was not like that. 

The redefined „home‟ was not the „home‟ they wanted and they longed for the „home‟ 

they had before the flooding. 

 

I will finish with one final quotation by a Robertsbridge resident that illustrated the 

tensions, that have been suggested throughout this chapter, between what the resident 

considered to be „home‟, everyday life and the experience and risk of future flooding: 

 R: you're worn out all the time, you argue all the time, you snap at each other 

over the stupidest little things, and you don't really realise that it's having that 

sort of affect on you, it's, you know, it builds up, and the affect gets worse and 

worse. So yes, I'd say it nearly split me and my husband up at one stage. It 

could easily have done so, but err, I think we refused to let it! In the end we 

thought it's not beating us, we're going to beat it. So we stayed. I mean, he 

wanted to walk out, I didn't. I said “No, this is my home. It's not my house, it's 

my home, and I'm not going anywhere.” And what annoys us is, annoyed us at 
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the time, was people, the council, the Environment Agency, they kept referring 

it to a house, as a house, but to us it's not a house, it's our home. Our kids have 

grown up here, she's been here since, I don't know how old she was, you know, 

she's been here since she was two, sort of thing, and it's our home. And I'm not, 

wasn't prepared to get up and just walk away. [R.Ro10, 80]  

 

4.8 Summary 

Residents constructed the experience of flooding as not only the inundation of 

floodwater, but a process also involving the subsequent phases of re-establishing their 

houses. Residents expressed surprise at the extent and prolonged nature of the 

experience. This was viewed by residents as a new understanding of flooding which 

they had not imagined before the experience. This was particularly true in the case of 

those residents for whom this had been the first experience of flooding. 

 

Throughout their accounts, residents attempted to convey their feelings of dealing with 

the unknown, a loss of control and gradual realisation of loss. Their houses became 

the focus of their attention and were transformed into hostile environments by the 

flood. The houses were not only invaded by the floodwater but also by strangers 

attempting to help the residents. The work required to renovate houses resulted in, 

what residents felt was, further destruction and disorder. All residents were surprised 

by the length of time it took before they were able to live in their houses again. During 

this period, residents expressed feelings of isolation, which were compounded by 

having to justify their experience, losses and concerns to others. Residents often felt 

let down by the perceived experts, which added to their anxieties. They constructed 

their flood experience in terms of milestones or stages in a process of attempting to 

regain their houses.  

 

Throughout the experience of flooding, the losses and disruption in residents‟ lives 

were revealed. Residents who had not experienced flooding explained that initially 

they were concerned with damage to personal possessions rather than with the 

permanent loss that was revealed to them later in the experience. With loss, the 
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emotional value of possessions was emphasised rather than their intrinsic financial 

value. Emotionally, personal possessions were found to provide connections between 

residents' past and their current lives.  For some residents, the severity of a flood was 

not defined by reference to its physical characteristics, but rather in terms of the 

emotional value of possessions, which have been lost. This deeper, emotional loss has 

been signified by replacement possessions, which although new and similar, created a 

refurbished house that was initially unfamiliar to the residents. 

 

With the inundation of floodwater, the house was transformed into a hostile place, 

which the residents either wanted to leave or decided to endure depending on their 

strategy for refurbishment. Whether they moved to temporary accommodation or 

remained in the house, major disruptions to residents‟ everyday lives were 

experienced. Through this disruption, meanings of what „home‟ meant to residents 

were revealed. Residents experienced disruption to family routines and the family 

could become fragmented not only by the dispersal of members but also emotionally 

by the pressures of the experience. With the loss of their houses (either functionally by 

remaining in the house or by living away) the meanings of „home‟ as a base for 

significant family events, security, familiarity and order were made apparent to 

residents. For most residents, the pressures of the experience suspended their everyday 

lives. The experience in itself was viewed as a necessity to be overcome before their 

everyday lives could continue. The flooding experience was found to exacerbate the 

pressures of other individual and family disruptions and vulnerabilities. Residents 

observed detrimental changes in family relationships, health and in broader interaction 

in the locality, which were all attributed to the flooding. There were mixed opinions as 

to whether the initial altruistic behaviour and divisions immediately after the flood had 

endured in the localities. There was, however, a common feeling among residents that 

new personal friendships initiated by the experience had continued after the flood. 

 

On returning to their houses, residents expressed a change in their feelings about their 

„home‟ in terms of a loss of security and „home‟ as a place of refuge. With the 

continued threat of flooding, all of the residents were found to have made both 
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behavioural and physical preparations or adaptations in response to the risk of future 

flooding. There were indications that the degree of adaptation by residents was 

dependent on their belief in ability to respond based on their past experience. All of 

the residents were resigned to the possibility of future flooding of their houses should 

the same situation arise again. Their efforts were directed at protecting possessions 

and enhancing the recovery of their „homes‟ rather than a belief that they would be 

able to prevent floodwater entering their houses again.  Prevention, however, was 

what they clearly wished for.  

 

All of the residents in the research expressed strong connections to the locality despite 

the continued risk of flooding. Moving was not felt to be an option particularly among 

the elderly who viewed relocation as possibly more disruptive than living with the risk 

of further flooding. Residents of the two localities differed in their attitudes towards 

the future. For Robertsbridge, where major mitigation was almost agreed, there was 

reserved optimism that the work would completely remove the threat. In turn, this 

would have restored the „homes‟ they had had before the experience and they would 

have been able to restart their lives. In Waltham Abbey no major work towards flood 

mitigation was apparent to residents. Residents‟ feelings were characterised by 

hopelessness and dread with a continued longing for the „homes‟ and everyday lives 

they had before the flooding. 


