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The  Artisan
Nelson

Antony Beevor
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When I was a small boy in east Kent in the 1950s,
my hero was a woodsman called Nelson. Today,
of course, he would be called a tree surgeon. He

had white hair, a smiling, cherubic face and clear blue eyes. He
was one of the kindest people I had ever met, as well as one
of the bravest, working high in the branches of tall trees. In
those days, there were no hydraulic towers and nobody wore
hard hats.

My mother was the same age as Nelson and
remembered him from her childhood. Nelson, the only son
of a young widow, had been sent to the village school dressed
as a girl. My mother told me this detail years later after she
had heard a programme on the wireless. Apparently, in
certain parts of the countryside, a belief had persisted up to
the First World War that fairies would snatch a solitary male
child. As a result, fearful mothers tried to pass their sons off
as girls until the time they reached puberty. I immediately
wondered whether my childhood hero had been teased or
bullied at school. He certainly would have been hounded
today in any urban playground. But in the real countryside
community, one still finds a spontaneous kindness and
tolerance of eccentricities unimaginable in city life. Today,
fortunately, nobody would be frightened by superstition into
sending a boy to school dressed as a girl, yet peculiarities still
tend to be cherished. Even difficult characters are spoken of
with a grudging admiration, if only because they provide
endless food for conversation.

The pace of change – technological, economic and
above all social – has been bewildering for everyone, yet up
to now, the family and community has suffered far less
disintegration in the countryside than in the city. But now the
economic basis of farming and the traditional rural economy
are in mortal danger. The attitude in Whitehall seems to be,
‘Well, in the 1980s it was coal mining and the old heavy

THATCHERS, SOMERSET

© W.P.Andrews
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hearing the call of the mistle-thrush, the green woodpecker
and the all-too-rare cuckoo. We love discovering the rich
hedgerow harvest of berries, fruit and butterflies. Some of
our hedges are wild and struggling, creating warm fields,
sheltered from the wind with their own microclimates. I feel
sorry for those people who have ripped out their hedges or
who, obsessed with tidiness, trim them before the fieldfares
and redwings have taken the berries.

Winter was when my late father, Charlie, would lay the
hedges with Jim on a rotation of seven or eight years.They
were days of great laughter, skill and woodsmoke.
Now, my old hedge-laying friend Badger Walker arrives and
we ‘play’ at hedge-laying. Badger wins prizes and loves his
hedges –  in fact his love has grown so great that he has

abandoned his ‘real’ job as a computer expert to become a
professional hedge-layer.We both regard it as a considerable
step up the social ladder.

Short straw? I’ve changed my mind. I didn’t draw the
short straw to write about hedges; it has been a privilege.
Long may the hedge be part of the traditional English
farming landscape – a landscape that should put people back
in touch with nature, farming and beauty.

DRY STONE WALLING

© John Randle

CABINETMAKER

© Andrew Gilpin

POTTER

© Ken Wheller

DRY STONE WALLING (OPPOSITE)
Dry stone walls have been a feature of the British
landscape for hundreds of years especially in upland
farming areas where they replace hedges and fences as field
boundaries. Known as dry stone walling from the
technique of building without mortar to bind the stones,
they typically consist of an outer layer of large stones
concealing a core of smaller stones or earth.

Dry stone walls are built in the local available stone, such
as limestone in the Cotswolds or slate in Cornwall, and
there are also different regional styles, due in part to
working in these different materials.

This ancient craft is now returning to many parts for
economic as well as environmental reasons. Built well, they
can last for hundreds of years with little maintenance, and
their strong visual appeal is also increasingly popular with
landscape gardeners.

Robin Page writes the fortnightly 'Country Diary' in The Daily Telegraph and
has written for the Spectator. He is author of The Decline of an English Village;
The Fox and the Orchid; The Wildlife of the Royal Estates; A Peasant's Diary;
Gone to the Dogs and Vocal Yokel. He presented the BBC's One Man and His
Dog and in 1993 founded the Countryside Restoration Trust. He stood for the
Referendum Party in the 1997 General Election.



10 11The Artisan

A Living Countryside
Jeanette Winterson

The typical English village, with its pub, church, shops
and crafts, is more of a fantasy than a reality, but it is
a fantasy we are reluctant to give up, perhaps because

few of us are as well adapted to modern life as we would
like to believe.

The modern world is a twenty-four hour emergency
zone, where human beings are pressed for time and space,
working longer hours, sometimes for more money, but with
very little sign of content.When we are not working, we are
shopping, and when we are not shopping, we are jumping in
the car trying to entertain ourselves. One of the saddest
summer sights is the clogged motorways jammed with
people ‘having fun’.

The decline of vigorous village life is a complex layer
of cause and effect with a long history.We could reverse that

decline, but that would take radical changes at every level.
Within our gift, right now, is the chance to prevent further
decline. By supporting rural jobs, whether craft, profession or
labour, we allow people to stay on the land and connected
to it.This is vital for the maintenance of our countryside, and
something else, just as precious: we need a living countryside
for the sake of our souls.

The farmer, the farrier, the dry stone waller, the reed-
gatherer, the thatcher, the gamekeeper – make your own list
– do the invisible work of the countryside, and allow us to
enjoy what we think of as quintessential England. Often
these people are not well paid, and don’t own their own
houses; what they stand for is a way of life where money is
not everything, and where other values are still held to be
important.

SMOKY FARRIER

© W.P.Andrews
BENDING HORSE SHOES

© Samantha Lewis
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GOING, GOING, GONE

© Rona Campbell

Part of my love for the countryside is that it has always
been, for me, a source of food and I love food. Eggs
tasted better in childhood when hunted for in the

barn where the hens laid, blackberries tasted better picked
from autumn hedgerows and milk straight from the cow. As
a town child all these things were magical. Today I believe
that one aspect of our beleaguered way of life that is
progressing is food. True – thousands of people still eat
ready meals from supermarkets and devour burgers that we
wouldn't feed our dogs; true the governments of the time
stitched us up over BSE and the horrors of foot-and-mouth
disease (wot no enquiry!) but on the other side of the coin
the huge growth of Farmers’ Markets is, to me, a constant
source of pleasure.

Back in the 1980s when Henrietta Green was the only
person carrying the banner of real food, and supermarkets
stalked the land like dinosaurs with their horrid unsafe
imported food, all seemed lost. Then in 1997 the first
Farmers’ Market opened in Bristol, and a new era was born.
In Winchester I learn the housewives now all plan their
dinner parties around the week of the Farmers’ Market,
rather as our 18th-century ancestors planned them around
the date of the full moon, known as the ‘parish lantern’.

The impact of the Farmers’ Markets is that new
schemes are now bringing real food to the public. At Tebay
service station on the M6 there are produce shops making
real meat, vegetable and dairy products available to the
passing public. I recently spent three days in Basingstoke to
promote the new permanent food emporium. From
Wednesday to Saturday you can buy real meat, fish,
vegetables and bread.

Borough Market, which Jennifer and I opened in 1997,
makes my heart swell with pride every time I visit it. It is a
London market in the best tradition – where pickled lemons
from Morocco and Batargo from Spain rubs shoulders with
Somerset cider brandy or Cumbrian wild boar. Dear Peter
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GENTLEMAN’S FACE

© Martyn Potter

SHEARER

© Rose Hubbard

SOW’S EAR

© Martyn Potter

ROUND BALES

© Neil Buchan-Grant

Gott sells bacon that satisfies even my desire for fat bacon,
(I am Jack Sprat’s wife in such matters). I eat the only burger
I will eat from Jan MacCourt, whilst buying his lovely old-
breeds meat. Borough Market is where Ginger Pig's photo
page shows a group of Saltersgate Farmers, and is where a
producer of real chickens will even sell you carcasses for
stock.

When my great hero the Duke of Buccleuch began, at
the height of BSE, his brilliant scheme of selling his tenants’
beef direct to the restaurant market, he shot an arrow
whose trail could be seen in all the farm-to-fork meat
schemes. For example, I recently met a woman who sells
her whole black-faced lamb crop at a premium on the

On the Farm

internet as ‘Heatherlamb’. Hugh Cavendish at Holker,
recognising the value the French put on pre-sale lamb,
marketed his tenants’ entire salt-marsh lamb herd of 1300
beasts at a premium in London and the nor th west.
Schemes such as these are a great help to farmers in these
difficult times.

Farmers have always survived because they possess
determination, stubbornness and ingenuity. The public, with
their urban fear of death, are becoming more aware that
what they put in their mouths determines their future
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WAITING

© Lesley Smith

PIGLET

© Jason Dawson

HOSING DOWN

© Becky Griffiths

On the Farm
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To Farm or not to Farm
Frederick Forsyth

BULLOCK IN SUNSET

© Neil Buchan-Grant

Good, nutritious, fresh British food from British farms
on British tables at an affordable price. A 
pipe dream or a possibility? I believe it is the latter,

but only on condition that farmers and Government accept
the inevitability of root-and-branch changes.The disasters of
BSE and then foot-and-mouth disease were beyond doubt
major contributory factors to the virtual collapse of British

farming in recent years: ‘collapse’, that is, as an industry, a
career and a job able to offer a fair day’s wage for a damned
hard day’s work. But these were not the real causes; what
happened has been on the cards for years. Successive
governments, right back to the 1980s, bureaucracy varying
from the tyrannical to the spineless, and abysmal farming
industry leadership have all played major parts in the

CONTEMPLATION

© Neil Buchan-Grant

On the Farm
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HAPPY PIG

© Pauline Rook

KNIT ONE, PURL ONE

© Sally Mackenzie

FROZEN CHIPS

© Pauline Rook

health, and that the world from which our Government
imports cheap food is increasingly dangerous, unstable and
expensive.

I, whose intrinsic good health comes from a lifetime of
golden butter, beautiful meat, vegetables grown without
supermarket practices and bread baked not steamed
(remember the weight comes from the gin lake I consumed)
will only be happy when everyone in the nation has joined
me. It is now a light I can dimly see through the clouds.

Clarissa Dickson-Wright was born in London but from the age of ten
recognised that her soul was happier with country people and country
practices. After a lifetime dedicated to good food (and for a lot of it drink as
well) she now finds herself in her fifties marching for Liberty & Livelihood,
returning to the saddle to hunt and planning the catering for her friends when
we all end up behind bars. In her latest TV project – Clarissa and the
Countryman – she joins her lifelong friend, sheep farmer Sir Johnny Scott, to
pay homage to rural Britain, sharing their passion for field sports and traditional
country activities.
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A Family of Pheasants

Edward Enfield
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Ialways think a pheasant in the garden raises the social
tone of the house by a degree or two. Peacocks are all
very well, but noisy and a bit over the top. A handsome

cock pheasant conveys a certain cachet as he struts about
the lawn, which puts one way ahead of the Jones’s without
any vulgar ostentation.

So when a cock pheasant arrived, naturally I took
steps to feed him so that he would stay around. He quickly
grasped that he was on to a good thing and brought his hen
friend along, and we would watch the pair of them
wandering about the garden as if they owned it. Then the
hen seemed to make herself scarce, until one day I came
across her about two yards from the front door, right up
against the wall of the house, nestling among some
rockroses and looking rather nervous at the thought that I
had spotted her. I tiptoed away, and when I next noticed her
I found that she had been sitting on ten eggs.We would pass
and re-pass a few feet from her nose; the postman and the
newspaperman came and went; she never moved. A 
number of visitors came to look at her but she sat as firm as
a rock and looked right back at them.

ENGLISH HARE

© John Eveson

MOWN GRASS, HASELBURY PLUCKETT

© Pauline Rook
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EAGLE OWL

© Tony Shaw
FROG IN WATER

© Mark Fairhurst

BROWN HARE

© David Mason

Although not native to Britain, hares were introduced at least 2,000 years
ago for hunting purposes and feed mainly on grass, roots, bark and the
produce of farms and gardens. Unlike rabbits they live in the open, and rely
on their keen senses and great speed to evade predators.

Some of their elaborate mating rituals in the spring have led to the phrase
‘as mad as a March hare’.When a female is rebuffing an amorous male, the
pair often appears to be taking part in a boxing match.

A major survey in the late 1990s estimated the current population at just
750,000, unevenly distributed with the highest concentration in East Anglia.
Concern over declining numbers led to the inclusion of the brown hare on
the list of vulnerable species for which a UK Biodiversity Action Plan was
written in the early 1990s.

BIRD ON WIRE

© E. M. Liddon

My pheasant-shooting neighbour explained to me
that when the eggs hatched she would take the chicks to a
supposed place of safety, whereupon magpies would eat
them. “I’m not having that”, I said, and built a sort of aviary
round her out of old wire shelving. She looked decidedly
anxious, but stayed put.

In the course of time, eight eggs hatched. The chicks
emerged from under the hen and rushed around like mice,
falling in the water bowl or sitting in the chick crumbs.They
learned to fly surprisingly quickly and performed tiny
aerobatics in the aviary.When I pushed some bean sticks in
for perches, they sat on them at once. All in all, as pheasants

go, they seemed quite intelligent.
When they were six weeks old they were pronounced

to be magpie-proof. We had a large, fox-proof, unoccupied
chicken run at the bottom of the garden so we clipped their
wings and moved them. When their wings grew back they
started to fly out, so my neighbour suggested I should make
pop-holes in the fence so that they could pop back. They
were not intelligent about the pop-holes, preferring to walk
up and down the wrong bit of the fence in a despairing
manner, and I spent some time shooing them back.

Still, it all settled down. They came and went. There
were five cocks and three hens, plus the mother, and having

Wildlife
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CUMBRIA

© David Stephenson

FEEDING WASP

© Mark Fairhurst

DORMICE

The word dormouse probably comes from the French verb ‘dormir’
meaning ‘to sleep’.Weighing about 20 grams and measuring less than 7 cm,
the common dormouse is a strictly nocturnal animal and spends about three
quarters of its life asleep. Mainly found in southern England, they have been
in steady decline for decades due threats such as habit fragmentation and
climate change.

half minutes – and there is nothing anyone can do to stop
the slaughter.

Finally – hedgehogs. Harmless though they look, they
can be very destructive – for instance they destroy sea-bird
colonies by eating their eggs. Yet hedgehogs have a
tremendous human fan-club. Early in 2003, when Scottish
Natural Heritage announced that it was proposing to trap
and kill 5,000 of them on the Hebridean islands of North
and South Uist and Benbecula, there was not merely a
national but an international outcry, fwith demands that the
animals be saved and transported to alternative locations
on the mainland. The cull for this year closed at the end of
May, after only 66 hedgehogs had been killed, a little over a
quarter of SNH’s target of 200. Animal rights’ groups
apparently rescued 140 hedgehogs and transferred them to
the mainland.

Again, it is a question of managing wildlife sensibly –
and surely SNH is right to decide that the dunlin, redshank,
snipe, plovers and oystercatchers which have inhabited the
islands for generations should have priority over a species
introduced only 30 years ago.

Duff Hart-Davis is the author of some 35 books, including Fauna Britannica
and Monarchs of the Glen, a history of deer-stalking in the Scottish Highlands.
From 1986 to 2001 he contributed the ‘Country Matters’ column to The
Independent. He lives in a 17th-century farmhouse on the Cotswold
escarpment.

RIP VAN & WINKLE © Sam Clark
Three dormice found hibernating in Somerset 2003



8786

DONKEY LADY OF CLOVELLY

© Victoria Hunt

When I was 16, I worked at Lord’s Cricket
Ground, and lived in London for a year and a
half. It was the only time I’ve lived in London.

I found it impersonal: a world away from Yeovil, the small
town in Somerset where I grew up, and where I knew
nothing but open air and empty roads and fishing the river
Yeo in summer.

Now that I’m older and living with my own family in
North Yorkshire, I take rural existence less for granted and am
constantly inspired by it. I spend so much time in aeroplanes,
hotels or foreign cities that when I have time off, all I want to
do is to be at home in the country. My grandchildren spend
their days in the fields, or on their quad bikes, coming home
to feed the pheasant chicks in the woods and scanning the
lake for fish in the evenings. Local loyalty is strong: we know
if we are away that someone will keep an eye on our home.
I have never found the same sense of community concern in
cities.

There is so much that is beautiful in our countryside,
but I believe strongly that we do need to understand that so
much of it is managed by the people who live and work in
it. They keep the banks of rivers clean and build up fish
stocks. They look after fields, hedges and woods.Those who
don’t understand the British countryside need to see it
operate throughout the changing seasons, see it managed by
people who have intricate knowledge of it and have spent
generations creating an extraordinary natural landscape.

Ian Botham OBE was a world-class cricketer who captained England 1980-81.
His ability with either bat or ball was best seen in the 1982 series against
Australia, when he effectively won two matches single-handed. His recreations
include shooting, salmon and trout fishing.

From Yeovil to Yorkshire
Ian Botham

CROCK OF GOLD

© John Eveson

VILLAGE TEAM

© Peter Glenser

Village Life
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The Sea, The Sea

Simon Schama
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OYSTER FARMING

© William de la Hey

My earliest childhood memory is of my father
standing on the other side of the French doors,
which led from our grandiose sitting room out into

the garden, lighting fireworks for Guy Fawkes’ night. Beyond
there were Catherine wheels and Roman candles but for
the four-year-old me there were just sparklers. The next
memory, though, is of the sea, infinite, steely grey, with
washes of green, and the smell of it too, iodine strong with
wracks of weed, which draped the beaches between
Southend and Leigh-on-Sea.

It was one of my father’s intermittent periods of
prosperity, handsome enough to allow him to buy the big

OYSTER FARMING

Large European native oysters were eaten across Scotland during their
heyday in 18th and 19th centuries. They were so plentiful and cheap that
many recipes demanded up to 60 oysters per dish. The beds became
polluted and over-fished, and were almost wiped out by mid-20th century.
Their revival is down to farming commercially-cultivated – predominantly
gigas – oysters although some farms are now experimenting with natives in
sheltered sea lochs on the Scotland’s west coast. Lochs must have shelter
and be pollution-free with a rich supply of natural nutrients. The young
seeds are placed in mesh bags which are put on wooden trestles at the low-
water mark, or on plastic trays stacked on the sea bed. They are usually
harvested after two to three summers’ feeding.


