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The people of Clyro are still sufficiently Welsh to be suspicious of strangers, and an Englishman would probably not be thoroughly liked and trusted till he had lived for some years in the country. But there is not in Radnorshire the same hostility and bitterness of feeling that is shown towards the Saxon in many parts of Wales. In fact the people, as a whole, are singularly civil, courteous and obliging, and this pleasant characteristic is not merely superficial, for to those who are kind to them they are demonstrative and really affectionate.
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Reverend Francis Kilvert





Born near Chippenham, Wiltshire, on 3 December 1840, Robert Francis Kilvert was educated under his uncle’s tutelage at Bath and later at Wadham College, Oxford.


The son of a vicar, he served a brief stint as curate in his father’s parish in Langley Burrell, a few miles from his birthplace, before becoming curate of the village of Clyro in Radnorshire. In 1872, after seven years in the Welsh borders, he returned to Wiltshire. Four years later he was back in Radnorshire as vicar of St Harmon, before taking up the living of Bredwardine in Herefordshire the following year.


In August 1879 he married Elizabeth Ann Rowland, but only one month later, with the wedding decorations still hanging in the trees, Kilvert died of peritonitis. His body lies close to the banks of the River Wye, in the graveyard of Bredwardine’s parish church.


In early 1870 Kilvert began keeping a diary, the many volumes of which would pass to his widow and, later on, to a niece. After some judicious censorship by his relatives, a collection of his journals came into the hands of William Plomer half a century after Kilvert’s death. Plomer, a young editor at Jonathan Cape, published during 1938–40 an edited version in three volumes. A single-volume abridged edition, Kilvert’s Diary, 1870–1879, appeared in 1944.


In 1948 the still-flourishing Kilvert Society was established with the aim of fostering future interest in the acclaimed Victorian diarist and the rural life he wrote about so fondly.

















UNDER THE TUMP























Introduction







We sat to take our luncheon upon the turf of the Beacons beside a tinkling rivulet … A sweet fresh wind was moving upon the hills and brilliant gleams of green and purple cloud shadows were flying upon the great landscape. In the narrow green sunny lanes the nuts still hung from the hazel tree and a small farmer driving a herd of fat red oxen put us into the right way with the beautiful courtesy of Radnorshire.


Kilvert’s Diary, 14 September 1874





‘Don’t wait there. Knock and come in,’ the farmer’s wife says, her tone both forthright and welcoming. ‘You’re in Radnorshire now.’


I step through the doorway of her hilltop farmhouse, my arms bubbling with goose pimples from the cold. It is our first day in her holiday cottage and I sense her appraising me.


I was thinking about going for a jog, I tell her, standing there in my running shorts and trainers. Could she recommend a possible route? Her bemusement intensifies, my question sending her eyebrows arching upwards. The effect is discomfiting.


‘You know we’re on the top of a hill?’ she says. I do, I tell her. ‘Like running downhill, do you?’ I nod. ‘And uphill?’ No, uphill I’m less keen on, I have to admit, and we both laugh, which helps break the ice and bring her eyebrows back down.


A few minutes later, I am heading along the road at the end of the farmyard with a sketched map in my hand. After a gradual descent, I bear off down a narrow country lane that is barely wider than a car. A thick hedgerow lines its bends and blind corners, its back and sides clipped by tractor flails into a mile-long crewcut. The luge-track road has no verge and I silently pray that no vehicle comes the other way.


The height of the hedges restricts my view of the surrounding countryside. I have to wait for the farm gates to catch glimpses through the gaps, although, with my fitness levels not what they should be, I am mostly focused on just keeping going. Having grown up in the flatlands of East Anglia, hill-running is an unwelcome novelty. We don’t do steep.


I am a mediocre runner and ten minutes in I am struggling. After the initial descent, the road began to climb. So far, it hasn’t stopped. My legs are heavy, my chest tight, my heart pounding.


My body wants to stop. This same urge creeps up on most runs, although seldom so close to the start and rarely with such insistence. I really, really want to stop. The road peaks about 400 yards ahead. I’ll rest when I get to the top, I tell myself. With leaden steps, I stagger on.


There, at the crest of the hill, I stop. Bent over, hands on my knees, I gasp for breath. A gusty wind generously tries to revive me. Not until I straighten up do I realise how strong it is. The hilltop is exposed on every side, the hedgerows stopping further down the slope. I glance down at the map, which reveals a sharp corner, next to which is etched the somewhat chilling pair ‘Cold Blow’.


‘You’ll guess it easy enough,’ the farmer’s wife had said. Leaning on a nearby fence post, I think I’ve located it.


My lungs still straining, I look around me. In the foreground, fields of billiard-baize green stretch out on every side. The weather in the Marches is flighty. Gun-grey and inclement one moment; cloudless, azure skies the next.


The one constant is green, the colour of hope, of spring, of new life. Almost every type of green imaginable is on show. The greens of grass and leaf, fern and lichen, weed and shrub, moss and plant, all woven together in a chlorophyllous patchwork without stitch or edge.


Each field houses its own population of sheep, woolly white cue balls unruffled by the wind. To my left, in a sag just below the ridge line, the sheep are sharing their quarters with a herd of pedigree Hereford cattle, handsome brown-suited creatures with white tabards fastened to their chests.


Riding the thermals above is a fork-tailed red kite, its feathered limbs spread wide, on its aerial prowl for lunch. As I watch it swirl and turn, my eye is drawn to the backdrop behind it, where a spectacular crescent of corrugated escarpments frames the far horizon, a jagged zip-fastener binding earth to sky.


The mountains sweep upwards from the east, a surging wave of rock and scree erupting from the languid seabed flats of the Wye valley. Having scurried to the top, they cruise for a while, creating a knobbly plateau that continues for several miles. Then, as though the ancient river were calling them back, they tumble downwards to the rich grasslands below. Today the Black Mountains are dressed in cerulean blue. 


After a short sprint across the lowlands, the Black Mountains give up the chase. On the muddied banks of Llangorse Lake, under the gaze of Afanc, the horse-headed Monster of Llyn Syfaddon, they hand over the reins. Seizing their chance, the Brecon Beacons take up the race and bound off to the south in a denture-shaped arc. Poking up through the mountains’ rocky skin, the stubby tips of two tiny milk-teeth jut upwards. Corn Du and Pen y Fan, the highest points in southern Britain.


The wind is blowing directly in my face and beginning to make my eyes water. I turn to gaze out in the opposite direction, where the hills are closer yet more outstretched, as though anxious to get away and beat a rolling retreat into the heart of Wales proper. Each hill folds into the next, gently heading westward in a lapping tide towards the country’s watery edge.


These are the Radnorshire hills, bare-backed and weather-smoothed. Down in the nearest valley trough below, an ancient line of Celtic outposts clings to the banks of the Bachawy brook. Rhosgoch, Llanbedr, Painscastle, Bryngwyn. Villages of sturdy homes built in ashlar stone, accustomed to damp and shy of the sun.


On the higher land, signs of human habitation are scant. The dark smudge of a farmstead occasionally blots the hillside. Otherwise, it’s open fields and barren moorland tops, mile upon mile of heather and sedge and sheep. Endless sheep. Noses always downward, diligently strimming the earth one patch at a time.


I turn right and set off westward from the cloud-high crossroads. The wind is on my back and almost straight away I am plunging downwards along a steep slalom slope to the Bachawy below. At the bottom, another back road takes me north towards the village of Newchurch and the prospect of English soil underfoot.


I keep a steady pace for a few miles, the residual charge from the mountain views bringing a modicum of life back to my legs. Before I reach the border, I take a turning off to the right beside an abandoned phone box, which has me doubling back up a vertiginous pitch to the farm where I started. It is a cruel climb to end on. I check the map, now smeared with sweat. The ‘X’ marking the farmhouse still looks a fair way off. I will have to walk.




*





Some weeks later I buy a map of the immediate area. Unfolding it on the table of our hillside rental cabin, I trace my finger along the route I ran that first afternoon. I locate the farm and Cold Blow, Rhosgoch and the fearsome final slope.


Lured by the open space on the page, I imagine alternative routes further afield. The names of hills perched above narrow contour squiggles speak of a wild hinterland: Aberedw, Glascwm, Rhulen, Llandeilo, Gwaunceste.


The designation Tumulus appears next to each. The term is both italicised and capitalised, as though its subject is special yet somehow in doubt. Other similarly shadowy references dot these roadless voids. Words like Castell and Standing Stones and Pillow Mounds. Princelings’ forts and Druids’ rites fill my imagination. It would be months before I put on my trainers and braved any of these hill-strewn wastelands in person.


I continue drawing a line northwards until I reach the top of the map. It finishes after about fifteen miles, near a farm called Bwlch-y-cefn Bank. The isolated hill farm neighbours another farm called Bwlch-llywn Bank, which is just above another settlement called Bwlchau. I study them closely. Balch and Bwlch. I wonder if our paths might have crossed before.


Ten or fifteen miles beyond the edge of the map lies the Ithon valley. Fast and plucky, the River Ithon takes its name from the Welsh eithon, meaning ‘talkative’. A major left-bank tributary of the River Wye, it rises in the uppermost reaches of Radnorshire, in the saddle between the Kerry Ridgeway and the wonderfully Tolkeinesque Hill of Glog. From these mythological beginnings, the Ithon twists and chatters its way south towards its broad-banked parent and the ebbing tides of reality.


Close to the mouth of the Ithon, a few miles from the riverside village of Llanbadarn Fynydd, is a large, square-jawed house called Pen Ithon Hall. It stands on its own at the end of a long driveway lined with sycamore sentries. My parents first took me there when I was six months old and I have been back on holiday every year since. As young children, my brother and sister and I would spend our days roaming outside in the sprawling grounds, making dens and building dams, kicking cowpats and flying kites. Now I look on as my own two boys, Seth and Bo, aged five and six respectively, do the same.


It is the landscape of rural Radnorshire that I had foremost in mind when my wife Emma and I decided to move. We had left London for Argentina shortly after we were married, setting off in search of something new, determined to spread our wings before they were clipped by jobs and mortgage payments and rush hour on the Northern Line.


We told ourselves we’d go for just a year. We ended up staying seven. Throughout that time, Argentina constantly veered and wobbled, as is the country’s wont. At a personal level, however, life remained good. We travelled, we made friends, we bought a house, we had our two boys. It’s true that we mostly lived hand-to-mouth, but we kept our outgoings low and our responsibilities were few. In the round, there were far more years of feasting than famine. It helped that the sun shone and the music played, of course.


Then, very naturally, it felt as though our adventuring abroad had run its course for the time being. The boys were approaching school age and I realised I wanted them to experience something of what I had known as a child, with the white Christmases and changing seasons, the FA Cup Saturdays and Sunday walks to the pub.


This urge to return came with a conundrum. Where exactly to move back to? Our work is such that we can live anywhere as long as we have a phone line and internet access.


Going back to where we had grown up – Yorkshire in Emma’s case, Essex in mine – would have been the most obvious choice. But neither of us had lived there since leaving school almost two decades ago, and we had few friends left in either area.


That wasn’t always the case. At primary school I knew everyone my age in our village. Then, when I was nine, I got sent to a private school in a nearby town and everything gradually changed. I clung on to a few of my old friends for a while: Nick Middleton on Queen’s Street, whose mum was friends with my mum; Simon Ashby on Tey Road, who won a racing bike in a raffle and whom I’d go on cycle rides with.


Then, aged thirteen, I went to boarding school and my ostracism became complete. My friends in the village became fellow exiles returning home from various educational outposts with their social lives packed into their school trunks, padlocked shut, ready to be resumed with the start of term. I am still in touch with several of them today, but they are scattered all over the place now. Just as we were then.


Our parents continue to live where we grew up and, friends or no friends, I liked the idea of our boys being close to their grandparents. Yet Essex and Yorkshire are half a country apart, and choosing one would inevitably mean rejecting the other. The potential for a snubbed set of grandparents seemed high.


Other question marks hung over returning to our childhood homes. In the case of my parents, it was their proximity to London. Being within an hour by train from the capital put house prices way out of our budget. For Emma, it was the weather: she wasn’t sure she could face another Yorkshire winter.


Added to the mix was an urge that had been slowly growing in me for a change of scenery. I had lived in cities ever since leaving school, and so much brick and concrete was getting to me. I fancied living somewhere with open skies and fresh air; somewhere I could strap on my walking boots and head out for a hike; somewhere alive to the sound of birdsong rather than bus exhausts. I envisioned the same for the boys. Growing up in wellies and with muddy knees. Weekend camping trips. Swimming in the river. Somewhere like Pen Ithon.


In this respect, Yorkshire’s empty enormity fitted the bill far more closely than the overpopulated flatlands of Essex. This attraction to the countryside and the outdoors is more mine than Emma’s, however. I could see us living in a remote spot in Nidderdale, say, or on a protected patch of moorland in the Cleveland Hills. Emma’s natural inclinations are distinctly more urban. She feeds off cities and their endless possibilities. Buenos Aires, with its sleepless nights and its creative madness, kept her well sated.


There is much that Emma and I disagree on. Yet on the big-ticket items, the stuff that really matters in a marriage, we’re of one mind. One of our core mutual convictions is that an interesting life beats a secure one. Life is short. More than half our three score and ten is already behind us. We’d rather risk the unknown than keep to the same. That’s what excites us, pushes us to grow, keeps us learning.


It’s for this reason that I felt I could moot the idea of Radnorshire and harbour a modicum of hope that Emma might agree.


I brought up the subject casually, all the same. And with various caveats too. For starters, instead of the relatively restrictive confines of Radnorshire, I proposed Powys as a possible location.


Long and chunky, Powys’s eastern frontier runs beside the perimeter fence of the English border. Officially, the uncluttered bulge of Radnorshire, squashed between flat-pan Herefordshire to the east and coast-bound Cardiganshire to the west, was subsumed into this larger administrative unit in the mid-1970s. Bundled in along with it were its neighbours Montgomeryshire and Brecknockshire. Today, Powys’s far-reaching boundaries cover much of what is popularly referred to as the Welsh Marches.


Remarkably, Emma proved receptive to the idea. Despite having a Welsh grandmother, her emotional ties to the country are almost non-existent. The pull is all mine. Yet to her, Powys represented a completely blank canvas. That was its great virtue for her: an opportunity to start afresh, to invent anew.


The Welsh word for Wales, Cymru, derives from the Brythonic term combrogi, meaning ‘fellow-countryman’. For all my strength of feelings towards Radnorshire, my actual genealogical kinship with Wales is no stronger than Emma’s. Our nearest fellow countrymen both lie at least one generation removed on our maternal side. Her grandmother was from Cardiff while my mother’s paternal ancestors hailed from the market town of Abergavenny, which likes to champion itself as the ‘Gateway to Wales’. Today, my ancestors are all resting together just outside the town, beneath dilapidated gravestones in Llanfoist village church.


The Steels were mostly medical folk. It was Owain Steel, my mother’s grandfather, who made the big move north from Monmouthshire to Radnorshire. He landed a job as a doctor shortly after the Great War. The post was based in the remote but beautiful Ithon valley. My brother carries his name, although my parents opted for the anglicised version, Owen. He never uses it nowadays, preferring his second name, Robert, or his childhood nickname, Bo.


It is to Owain’s son that I owe my lifelong connection to Pen Ithon. As a young officer in the Royal Artillery regiment, Eustace Steel met and married an elegant young visitor to the Haig estate. Her name was Patience Bell, known to everyone (for reasons lost in time) as Perd. She was from a coal-owning family in Northumberland. Today, the couple lie buried together in an overgrown patch at the back of Llananno churchyard. They abut the Ithon’s bank, listening to the gossip of the river as its gabbling waters rush by. Or so I like to think. 


It would be too much to say that my grandparents called me back. Yet knowing that their remains lie on the Silurian rock of Radnorshire eased our transition from Buenos Aires to the Welsh countryside. It robbed the idea of its randomness. In some small way, too, it felt as though I was reconnecting, retreading old ground. For me, this was enough.


Having quickly assimilated the prospect of Powys, Emma made the idea her own. She surfed all the relevant property websites and quickly identified three possible houses. Two were holiday lets deep into mid-Wales. Another was an old worker’s cottage in a village called Clyro, located on the easternmost fringes of Radnorshire, a mile outside the market town of Hay-on-Wye.


We spoke to my parents. They were heading down to Pen Ithon the following month and agreed to visit the three potential properties on our behalf. Their verdict was less than positive. The holiday lets were too small and too remote, they said. Clyro they thought a better option. The village had a small primary school, a shop, a pub, a community hall. The downside was the house. Four hundred years old, it was showing its age. The roof buckled and the rooms smelled of damp. Needed a lot of work, my dad reckoned.


An appealing factor of the Clyro cottage was its proximity to Hay-on-Wye, or simply ‘Hay’, as all the locals call it. With around 1,800 residents, this miniature market town is more than twice the size of Clyro. Even so, it feels more like a township than a town. A rural hub, perhaps.


Hay’s size may be small but its ambitions are not. Today, this small border settlement enjoys an uncontested reputation as the nation’s ‘Town of Books’. The title owes its origins to Hay’s penchant for second-hand bookshops, which first began springing up in the mid-1960s and which today number more than two dozen.


In the late 1980s, Hay embarked on its very own book festival. Over the decades, it has grown into an annual literary love-in. Every town seems to have a book festival these days, but Hay’s ten-day jamboree stands out as one of the country’s largest and most iconic. With each passing year, the town’s bookish status becomes that bit more cemented.


Emma and I had been to Hay once before. As with many other visitors, it was the festival that drew us. We had only just started dating and were too wrapped up in one another to pay much attention to our surroundings. The vague recollections I had of the town were all broadly positive: bright sunshine, stripy deckchairs, fresh-cut grass, new books, second-hand books, young novelists, old novelists, first love.


Having Hay on the doorstep appealed especially to Emma. She needs the movement and energy that busy conurbations bring. In Radnorshire, such opportunities are slim. Even by Welsh standards, the now defunct county is judged ‘out-of-time’, to quote the biographer and academic Peter Conradi. As with frontier states the world over, it suffers from being neither in nor out, neither one thing nor another. ‘[It’s] ignored or forgotten by the English as too remote, and by the Welsh as too English,’ Conradi writes. Its demographics seem to back this up: at 26,000 people, its population is a mere one per cent that of Greater Manchester, despite both covering an equal area.


Given our respective tugs towards the rural and the urban, Clyro struck us as a rare middle ground. Removed, but not too removed. One foot in the countryside, one in a town (of sorts). 


A steady flow of new arrivals has found its way here over the centuries. First came the Marcher lords, sent by William the Conqueror to quell the troublesome Welsh. Then the hill farmers and the drovers, the merchants and the landed gentry, the artists and the hippies. Folk ‘from off’, as the vernacular has it. If the area remains true to its past, we wouldn’t be the only new guys in the village.


A few background enquiries reinforced our expectations. Although Hay’s name derives from haye, the Norman word for ‘enclosure’, it sounded like the kind of place that would be open to fresh faces. In the months before we moved, Emma’s hesitations about rural life were further alleviated by her close reading of Life in Hay, a well-informed blog by an idiosyncratic local bookseller. The site includes a profile picture of the author in historical re-enactment garb as well as links to websites such as Hay Feminists, Brilley Buddhist Retreat and Cosy under Canvas.


Aside from the desirability of Hay and Clyro, Emma liked the house, which she thought quirky and brimming with potential. It once belonged to Adaš Dworski, a Croatian ceramicist of Polish descent, a memory kept alive in the first line of its address: Pottery Cottage. Some of the potter’s glazes still adorn the exterior wall; a twinkling star, a colourful jester, a crescent moon.


The house sits beside the Hay road amid a cluster of mostly modern houses on the eastern fringe of the village. Immediately opposite is a heavily wooded hillock, home hundreds of years ago to a defensive fort. Locals, we’d later learn, refer to it as the ‘castle tump’, or simply, ‘the tump’. Today it’s overflowing with brambles and nettles and trees of all types; oak, ash, sycamore, yew, hazel, rowan, alder, beech, field maple. From the back garden of the cottage, it looks as though a jungle is sprouting through the roof.


Despite the work it would require, Emma’s mind was set. As part of the renovations, she reckoned we could make an office for me out of the garden shed. I was sold and we started packing.




*





Several months after we move, I receive an invitation to contribute to an evening discussion at The Globe in Hay. A former Congregational church on Newport Street, the venue is now reinvented as a popular spot for live music and cultural events.


The topic for debate centres on the impact of digital communications technologies on rural communities. Are they welcome? Do we need more or less of them? On the platform with me is the local Welsh Assembly member, an academic in urban studies from Cardiff University and a film-maker for a media firm specialising in rural issues.


We meet backstage in a temporary yurt, where a young assistant fusses over our clip-on microphones and briefs us on the format. As he speaks, we surreptitiously weigh one another up. I feel distinctly ill-equipped. Removing myself from my fellow panellists, I find a seat to the side and go through my notes. They are sketchy but I hope their underlying argument is sound.


The main thrust links to the idea of belonging and place, two themes of abiding interest to me. The American novelist John Updike captures my thinking best. I’d been listening to the radio before leaving Argentina when a clip came on from an interview Updike had given in 1970. He was discussing the arrival of his second child and his subsequent decision to leave New York, the advantages of the Big Apple ‘counterbalanced’ by his new responsibilities. So the couple sold up and moved to Ipswich, a small coastal town in upstate Massachusetts.


The scenario felt familiar to me. You leave college, go to the big city, get a job, live it up, fall in love, make a home, tell yourself, ‘This is it, this is us.’ Then kids arrive. Your job gets tougher. And slowly everything begins to change. The nights out become more infrequent, your friends begin to spread out, your world begins to shrink. Somehow, time shortens; your days are spent chasing your tail, bemused, fraught.


If your income allows it, then you can sail through. You have a nice house in a safe neighbourhood with good schools nearby. For you, city living remains good. If not, if every spare penny you earn is going on childcare and the only green space you have is littered with dog mess, then it’s demonstrably worse. Soon you’re thinking it’s so much worse that anywhere might be better. The burbs. Upstate Massachusetts. Even the countryside.


Surprisingly to me, Updike didn’t lament leaving the big city behind. The throb of the streets, the energy of the crowds, the thrill of the new: their appeal seemed to weaken as this leading light of American twentieth-century intellectualism stumbled on something else. A replacement, just as rich and seductive, yet almost unknown to urban life.


He had found a place where people knew each other, he explained in the interview. Not just to share a ‘hello’ at the bus stop or a smile at the newsagent’s. People who really knew each other. Knew one another’s name and the names of their dogs. Knew where one another lived, where they took coffee, what they did at weekends.


This information came to them not because they spied on one another or because they were busybodies. They knew it because the residents of Ipswich, MA, numbered in their hundreds rather than their tens of thousands. Their paths crossed more often. And when they did, they’d stop and share the time of day, asking about friends or Aunt Maud’s operation.


A few of Updike’s phrases had struck a particular chord with me and I’d scribbled them down. Now, transposed into my notebook, I reread them as I sit in the yurt. The first quote runs:




It’s a kind of community really in what I take to be the classic sense. In that if your child has a toothache on the weekend, you can call up the dentist you personally know. There’s that kind of knit.





This idea of ‘knit’. It resonated with me powerfully. I loved Argentina, loved it passionately, but I was never fully part of it, and it dawned on me that I probably never would be. It was the little things that made me realise. The subtleties of topical jokes that I didn’t quite catch, the children’s TV shows I had never watched, the football chants I could never remember. These kept us on the margins. Embraced, but never quite integrated.


This didn’t bother me especially. I accepted it as inevitable. What’s more, I found it immensely liberating. The ties that bound us back home – the cultural mores, the family expectations, the relational obligations, the social pressures – undid themselves. At the same time, we weren’t beholden to their equivalents in Argentina. We could make our own rules, chart our own path. If we wanted to take the kids out to dinner with us at midnight, we could. No one would scowl. For seven sweet years we were footloose, unencumbered, floating free.


The more my mind turned to the prospect of returning, the greater the appeal of Updike’s picture became. I liked the idea of finding a place where I could truly belong. It would be good to be on the inside for once, to be a thread or stitch in the social fabric. I wanted to live somewhere I could walk down the street and know the grocer and the postman and the café owner. If it turned out to be claustrophobic or insular, as well it could, then we could always move on.


Updike’s observation didn’t end there. In the interview, he went on to elaborate on the benefits of this ‘knitted’ community that he had stumbled upon beside the sea. As the next quote in my notebook read:




And also you’re exposed to people that aren’t in your game. In the city I think there’s this temptation to see only people who are very likeminded. In a sense for a writer, it’s good to live between a widow and a plumber, and in a sense love your neighbour and know your neighbour in the old, old sense.





The five words, ‘people who are very likeminded’, are underlined in red. It is this phrase that had stopped me short when I first heard the radio clip. Within it is a subtle yet clearly discernible criticism. But of what? Surely building a friendship group around people you like and who have the same broad outlook on life is the most natural thing in the world?


To a certain extent it summed up our social circle in Buenos Aires. We had what might be called a ‘crowd’, a gang of friends with whom we got on well and who got on well with us. We had a lot in common; similar ages, similar education, similar politics, similar incomes, similar worldviews. All of us worked, although none of us in conventional office jobs.


We lived in the city’s less salubrious, more edgy neighbourhoods, making sure to shop in the corner store where everyone else shopped, to drink our café con leche in the pavement cafés where they drank, to ride the same cramped and creaking buses that our neighbours rode.


More important than where we lived or what we did, we desired to integrate. We wanted to speak the language, imbibe the culture, make friends. In truth, the latter is no great trial in Argentina, as gregarious and generous-spirited a nation as you can hope to find, a country of much cheek-kissing and unexpected kindnesses where it’s never difficult to fill the house for an asado or bag a weekend invite.


Even so, without family links or cultural ties, I couldn’t escape the feeling that we never quite fitted. Alongside thoughts of moving home, I became increasingly beguiled by the notion of living in a genuinely enmeshed community. The Spanish have a word for this kind of social interweaving, convivencia, which literally means ‘together-living’. The emphasis in Spanish is on the ‘con’, the together part.


It suggests a mindset as much as a place; an attitude of being that opens people up to mixing together, talking together, drinking together, gossiping together – fighting together, even. Whatever the activity, the point is that they do it together. It’s this sense of togetherness – of life being a social exercise rather than a private pursuit – that so captures my imagination.


The problem comes when this togetherness is forged through our own selection and bound by our own terms. A community that rests on mutual similarity and mutual likeability is certainly a good foundation for a life well lived, but maybe, just maybe, it falls short of the best.


For the gain of shared understanding is offset by the loss of diversity and difference. Conversations in such milieus serve to affirm existing beliefs rather than challenge them. Surprises are thus fewer and opportunities for learning more scarce. It is the friendship equivalent of always reading op-eds from the same newspaper; a means of entrenching the engrained, not opening up to the new.


I don’t doubt that ‘together-living’ in its truest sense is no easy task. If it were, the burgeoning worlds of gated communities and immigrant ghettoes would not exist. Such phenomena are far from new, of course. Today’s retirement complexes and bijoux beach communities serve the same purpose as the monasteries and garrison towns of antiquity. They create protective fences, establish rules of entry and design codes of common behaviour. In doing so, they help us stay safe and keep us from feeling threatened.


Yet to live in such a place is to inhabit a demographic desert where everything is homogenous, monocultural, the same. We had moved to Argentina in part to seek out an alternative. Could we try to do the same now we were moving back? When Updike spoke of rubbing shoulders with plumbers and widows, he was thinking primarily in his capacity as a writer. But surely the knock-on benefits go beyond art. Could they not flow into the living of our everyday lives as well?


I was ready to bet they could. Or at least that they might.


Of all the factors that made me think the Welsh Marches might work for us, this idea of convivencia was the most compelling. It was not an especially good time to return to Britain: the economy was flatlining, the government’s deficit cuts were at full tilt, the weather was as bad as ever.


The possibility of finding our own Ipswich, MA, kept me upbeat and excited. The little we had gleaned about Clyro and the surrounding area gave me encouragement. The population was small enough to be familiar, but large enough to harbour all sorts. The area was remote, although not cut off. The culture we could only guess at, but we hoped it would be open and friendly.


This hope also forms the backbone of my argument for the evening event. The community experience I have come in search of depends on real-life interactions. People have to be out and about, calling in on one another, shopping in the local stores, filling the same spaces, attending the same functions.


An internet-based society would mean the end of all that, I tell the audience. Everyone would stay at home and start shopping online. Kids would disappear into their rooms to game with their Minecraft buddies in Hanoi or Snapchat their pals in Hamburg, while parents would be glued to Netflix or Skyping far-flung family. People would be on their phones constantly. Scrolling, Tweeting, messaging, WhatsApping, searching, crushing candy. Anything but talking face to face, anything but living cheek by jowl.


I fully expected this to land me in the minority. Faster internet connections will revitalise small businesses locally, the other panellists were bound to say. Inner Mongolia has faster dial-up speed than the Marches. Becoming properly wired-up would enable us to engage the world, to stretch our horizons, to overcome the limitations of rural life. And they would be right, of course, I admit, getting my retaliation in first. 


But at what cost to society? The whole social media circus perpetuates the likemindedness point that Updike disliked about cities. Only with Facebook, Twitter and so forth, the effect is amplified exponentially. If someone posts something we disagree with, we defriend them. If a Twitter feed starts annoying us, we mute it. The digital ‘echo chamber’, the Financial Times’s Gillian Tett calls it. The result is the virtual gathering around us of friends and followers whose views we approve of, whose jokes we laugh at, whose lives we recognise. People, basically, who are just like us.


In case a mauling awaits me, I’ve brought back-up. The Reverend Francis Kilvert or, more specifically, his diary.


Published as the nation was on the verge of war, the simple Arcadia evoked within was lapped up by British readers. Kilvert’s Diary quickly became a minor classic in the flowery canon of Victorian pastoralism.


Read today, the entries remain fresh and compelling, skipping as they do between anecdote and history, reflection and fact. A Romantic man in a Romantic age, Kilvert would take himself off on long all-day walks into the hills, returning in rhapsodic mood to share with his diary the sound of the year’s first yaffingale ‘laughing in the dingle’ or the sight of fawn-coloured turkeys ‘mourning in the stubbles’.


Emma had bought me an abridged copy of the Diary shortly after moving to the area. It covers the years 1870 to Kilvert’s premature death in 1879. In sympathy with its contents, the cover of my edition carries the sun-dappled image of a rustic church. Beneath the branches of an ancient chestnut is a wooden lychgate, which gives way to open fields beyond. A brown heifer stands alone, grazing. In the foreground, a mother with three girls, all in Victorian frocks, sit around a picnic basket in the long grass of the graveyard.


I devoured the Diary greedily, particularly the Clyro sections. Kilvert’s descriptions of the landscape speak forcefully across the centuries, but it’s his depiction of village life that totally absorbed and entranced me. The Clyro women who ‘stride about the village like storks’. The industrious blacksmith who chinks away at his forge night and day. The ‘harvest man’ absented by grog. The mole-catcher drunk on folklore.


Equipped with a university education and a common touch, the affable curate was uniquely positioned. Every layer of society lay open to him, and he submerged himself in each. One minute he’s sitting in a pauper’s hovel, the next he’s playing battledore and shuttlecock at Clyro Court. The result is a pen portrait of remarkable breadth and intimacy.


Eccentric and ordinary, rich and poor, old and young, characters of all colours spill from the page. Real people. People with future hopes and worldly worries. People who mourn and sob as readily as they sing and feast. People, above all, who inhabit a vital, interwoven, living community. Not a perfect one by any means. Poverty and privilege were too common. But a living community without doubt. And one not at all dissimilar to the one I had envisioned for ourselves.


In preparation for this evening’s debate, I have bookmarked a passage that I hope will offer a flavour of the above. Intentionally, I have steered clear from overt ‘community’ events, of which there are many. Such as Easter Sunday, say, when children in new clothes ‘bright as butterflies’ filled the churchyard, or Clyro Feast Ball, when Kilvert sat in his lodgings listening to the ‘scraping and squealing of the fiddle’ and the ‘heavy tramp’ of dancers’ feet.


Instead, I have selected a passage from an unexceptional Thursday in the village. The morning sun had decided to flash a rare springtime smile, but otherwise the entry captures nothing out of the ordinary. It is as typical a day about the parish as I could hope to find. I read it in conversational style, in the way I imagine Kilvert would have written it.




… A heavenly day, lovely and warm, real spring. People busy in their gardens planting and sowing. Everyone rejoicing in the unclouded splendid weather, and congratulating each other on it in their greetings on the road. The roads lively with market women riding to Hay. A woman on a cream coloured horse with black mane and tail riding past the school and alternately in sunshine and the shadow of the Castle clump …





By ‘clump’, Kilvert meant ‘tump’, which I have no time to explain since the moderator is keeping strictly to the clock. Still, I say most of what I want to say, which cheers me. Less encouraging is the look of puzzlement on some of the faces in the audience. Their sympathies definitely fall more with the other panellists, whose claims that countryside dwellers are being ‘left behind’ and that our youngsters are being denied opportunities hit home with enviable effect.


Legitimate though their positions are, their efforts to contrast the lot of the countryside by portraying city-living as some sort of wired-up, interconnected nirvana strike me as somewhat exaggerated. I do my best to burst this bubble. Has anyone read Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone? Are they aware of the staggering levels of depression and loneliness in the atomised cities of today? Do they really believe the adverts for The Gap that show all those young hipsters hanging out in happy interracial harmony? A few heads nod. One or two grimace. In general, the audience remains unmoved. Their minds are set.


On the drive back, I play over how it went. As I pull into the driveway, a wave of gut-wrenching doubt pours over me. I sit in the car for a moment, gripping the steering wheel tight. Am I fooling myself? This ‘knit’ that Kilvert experiences so tangibly and that holds such appeal for me, is it still obtainable in twenty-first-century Britain? Or is it an anachronistic fantasy?


Calming myself, I remove the key from the ignition and step out. As I walk towards the house, it occurs to me that I have forgotten something. I turn back, unlock the door and reach over to the passenger seat.


Retrieving my copy of Kilvert’s Diary, I clasp it close and head inside.
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Locals
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The Clyro Tour







In the afternoon Mrs. Bevan, Mary and I drove to Clyro. As we passed along the old familiar road that I have journeyed over so many times a thousand memories swept over me. Every foot of Clyro ground is classical and sacred and has its story.


Kilvert’s Diary, 23 March 1874





The village tour leaves from the steps of the Baskerville Arms pub.


We number about twenty in total, an even split between women and men. Most of the women are wearing dark glasses against the glare of the Saturday afternoon sun. The men are dressed uniformly in plain, long-sleeved cotton shirts, staples of their working wardrobes now redeployed for retirement. They are white-haired and stiff-gaited.


But they are all smiling. For the members of the Kilvert Society are a contented, amicable bunch. And, with the curate’s former stomping ground beneath their feet and a steel blue sky above, today is a happy day.


Of the nine years covered in Kilvert’s Diary, only the first two and a half encompass the young curate’s time in Clyro. Yet it is during these years that we find him at his happiest and most effusive. A zesty, enthusiastic tone courses through his earliest entries. 


The images he paints carry a palpable vividness. The clamour of geese, twinkling leaves, old-fashioned September fog, keepers’ cottages, orchard banks, freshly dug red potatoes, crimson ball sunsets, melting hoar frost, trees thickening with bursting buds, dazzling snow, cider presses, purple grasses billowing like the sea.


The scenes feel very different from the output of a disciplined diarist who sits down at the end of the day to set down with diligence what’s gone before. They are too bright and bubbling for that, too sprinkled with the present.


It’s as though he has dashed to his desk direct from sleep, pen working furiously, grasping at the lucid fragments of a dream as they swirl around his head before the dawn light swoops in and snatches them away.


Kilvert’s world-view leans undeniably towards the rosetinted and poetic. Even accounting for his florid style, the picture he paints of Clyro is enticingly dreamy. A rural idyll tucked away on the Welsh borders, protected by the mountains and cushioned from the present, a private garden of calm in tumultuous times. As a reader, it is difficult to resist the enchantment of it all.


The tour group moves off in a north-easterly direction along the sinuous main street that divides the centre of the village.


Behind us the square stone tower of St Michael and All Angels rises above the pub roof, the bronze of its cockerel weather vane transformed into dazzling gilded foil by the sun. A bank of low-ceilinged cottages huddles around the churchyard’s outer wall. Scattered among them is a collection of newer brick buildings, which grow in number as the village spreads outward.


Two primary features define the topography of Clyro. The first is the precipitous hill at its back, which rises with a slag heap’s sudden steepness directly behind the church. The hill is lush and green and populated by grazing sheep. Along its western flanks, a brook cuts down through Pen-y-lan Wood before coursing wilfully through an array of villagers’ gardens.


Halfway up the pitch stands a pair of wizened oak trees, their upper sections bent over in a courteous, wind-blown bow. At either end of the village, two narrow country roads wind off into the hills; one to Cold Blow and the heart of Wales, the other to Newchurch and the fertile soils of Herefordshire.


The village’s second defining detail is its bypass. Built in the late 1950s to divert traffic from the centre of Clyro, the now busy extension road cuts a straight path along the village’s eastern edge. In Kilvert’s day, open fields would have stretched out beyond it all the way down to the River Wye and the bridge into Hay.


Shortly after the bypass’s arrival, an enterprising local farmer saw the opportunity to sell off some of his land for development and now two small housing estates occupy the far side of the road. The effect has been to divide the village between old and new.


Pottery Cottage finds itself on the new side despite being one of Clyro’s oldest properties, an anomaly of uneven stone and timber amid an abundance of right-angles and red brickwork.


Across the bifurcating bypass, back in the heart of the village, the main street is quiet enough for us to ignore the pavement and stroll along the tarmac road. An archivist from Llandrindod Wells, a sprightly man with rolled-up sleeves and a knapsack on his shoulder, is leading the way. 


He stops briefly by the pub car park and points out where the blacksmith’s workshop would once have been. The smithy’s fire and anvil are long gone, replaced by a square of asphalt and a pub garden with picnic benches and a child’s slide.


I fall into step with a gentleman called John, a retired English teacher who lives in Bristol. Bespectacled and pale-faced, he sports a wispy white goatee beard and the whiff of academia. To quote the society’s current chairman, John is the group’s ‘star turn’.


We had met briefly at the annual general meeting several months beforehand. The event was held in the timber-framed chambers of the Radnorshire Arms hotel in nearby Presteigne, a historic market town further up the border.


John had delivered the keynote lecture, a lengthy exposition of Kilvert’s interest in mineralogy. It went down a storm with his fellow Kilvertians. He tells me he is currently putting together a paper about the diarist’s religious beliefs, and touches the side of his nose. He is, I should know, a ‘bit of a controversialist’.


The main body of the group has drifted off ahead. To the left of us is a row of bungalows, single-storey toadstools at the foot of the towering grassy bank. To the right is a short modern terrace and beyond it a collection of new three- and four-bedroom homes built where an orchard once stood. They are all inhabited by newcomers to the village. At the rear of their neat fenced-in gardens runs the busy bypass.


After about 400 yards, the village proper runs out, splitting between the hilly back road to Newchurch and the main road to Hereford. A clutch of brave cottages cling to the slanting sides of the former, which is known locally as Thomas the Cutter’s Pitch, or simply Cutter’s Pitch. The name is a throwback to a Mr Thomas, who used to live at the bottom of the hill and who earned a living as a castrator of rams and bulls.


A little way up the steep slope, the road is joined on the left by a threadbare tarmac track that wiggles back above the village and then away into the distance along the contour of the hill. The lane leads up to the ancient farmhouse of Penlan, which sits on the ridge line almost directly above the church. A whitewashed aerie, it is one of Clyro’s most striking buildings.


Our friends Mary and Chris Bird live there now. They have two boys, similar in age to Seth and Bo. Mary grew up in the house, which was a working farm for generations until her father retired and passed it on to his son. He then sold it to Mary, who, like many young people born and brought up in the area, had moved away in her twenties. She worked as a nurse on film sets before returning home to start a family. Chris is a Londoner and a lighting technician for television and films. They met on location.


From Penlan’s eagle vantage point, Pottery Cottage seems squashed and flat, an oblong waymarker dug into the ground at the exit to the village. Beyond, the rumpled bedspread of the Wye valley expands in sandstone lumps and bumps before ceding to the pretty pillowed foothills of the Black Mountains and their arching headboard peaks behind.


Kilvert often admired the view from here too. Once, while visiting ‘old Meredith’ in Bird’s Nest Cottage a little up the way, he found himself taken back by the ‘sublime spectacle’ of a white and golden cloud on the far horizon, before checking himself and realising that the cloud was actually the ‘long white rampart’ of the mountains, their slopes bathed in snow and lit up by the setting sun. The snowfall so stilled the countryside that the church bells in Hay could be heard from across the valley.


I like looking up to Penlan almost as much as down from it. The farmhouse’s square front is so intensely white and the grass around it so strikingly green that it stands out with the stark intensity of a lighthouse on a cliff. Kilvert recalls waking up and admiring how the sun’s early rays ‘struck red’ against its whitewashed walls.


At the bottom of the pitch stands another white, square building. This used to be the New Inn, a notorious drinking spot until its licence was revoked in October 1871. Between the Baskerville Arms (which Kilvert insisted on calling by its former name, the Swan) and the New Inn, Clyro was not without its night-time rowdiness. More than once, he observed a parishioner the morning after with a cut lip or swollen eye.


The tour group stands across the street from the former New Inn in an untidy semicircle as the archivist recounts a story about the gipsy Henry Warnell, who once ran cursing and blaspheming down this same stretch of road. A poacher from up on Clyro Hill, Warnell had recently been jailed for six weeks’ hard labour after kicking the New Inn’s publican in what Kilvert prudishly describes as ‘the bad place’. The fast-moving innkeeper had moved just in time to save his corduroy trousers from being torn.


Today, the New Inn is a private home. The Baskerville Arms remains open for business, although it’s far from the drinkers’ pub it once was. A steady flow of ploughman’s lunches and bed-and-breakfast guests makes up most of its trade nowadays, not barrels of beer or whisky shots. To drum home the point, the publican often calls time at nine o’clock. 




*





The group turns on its collective heel and makes its way slowly back to its starting point.


There is much chattering. To my right, a gentleman in a light flannel blazer remarks on the fine weather. ‘Uncle Francis smiling down,’ a man with a West Country drawl replies with a chuckle.


Behind me, a pair of elderly ladies are trying to recall the parish to which Kilvert was assigned before Bredwardine. Despite their best efforts, the name escapes them. One declares herself to be having a ‘senior moment’. The other, who says she has always had a terrible memory, gets as far as ‘St Something’. John cannot restrain himself. ‘St Harmon,’ he tells them, his tone paternal as though instructing a young child. Their faces shine with glee. ‘Of course, of course.’ John’s stature as the society’s Kilvert expert edges up a notch.


Soon we are back at the Baskerville Arms. Our attentions are directed not to the pub but to an austere, awkward-looking three-storey building across the street. Set back behind low metal railings with looping paper-clip tops and a narrow front garden, Ashbrook House stands withdrawn behind a rash of ivy stubble. Four stone steps curve up towards a gunpowder grey door. The property is empty.


We wander through the gate and poke around. To the right of the house, beside a little lane, runs Clyro Brook. It gushes noisily in joyous infant bounds. On the other side is a lawned garden with thick hedges that provide privacy but steal the light. The building’s most remarkable feature is set within the north wall, a huge Gothic window once thought to have graced the village church.


I’m presuming we have permission to be snooping on private property, but it’s possible we may not. A wealthy London couple own it, according to Ted, an accountant from Buckinghamshire who retired to Clyro about a decade ago. He references a dispute that upset the neighbours. It involved a rampant Russian vine, apparently.


The editor of the society’s journal chips in. He too has found them awkward. The Interiors section of The Sunday Times recently ran a feature on the house and he is hoping to republish some of the photos from the shoot. Gaining permission to use the images is proving devilishly difficult, however. The society’s members tut censoriously.


Our trespassing, if that’s what it is, has its reason, for this is where Kilvert lodged during his seven-year sojourn in Clyro. The house was called Ty Dulas back then, John explains to me. Kilvert had the two corner rooms on the north-west angle.


He sketches out the household at the time: Mrs Arabella Chaloner, the widowed landlady; her invalid daughter Elizabeth; Catherine Wiles, a young live-in maid; and Arthur Clark, a fellow lodger who worked at a solicitor’s firm in Hay and who vexed Kilvert with the smell of his tobacco smoke. There was also a house cat called Toby.


Kilvert doesn’t refer to the lodging house very often. When he does, it’s invariably from the perspective of looking out, rather than in. The hooting of the owls ‘across the dingles’. The merry tunes of the volunteer band as they practised. The nattering of housewives on their way back from the market. Kilvert would not have taken well to the modern introduction of soundproof windows.


Life inside Ty Dulas isn’t entirely shrouded in darkness. Despite the size of the house, every indication is that the home was a modest one. Insulation was minimal, a layer of single brick behind the grey stone exterior. Bare floorboards ran through most of the rooms, a mix of oak and deal. The house lacked a central meeting place and the bachelor clergyman appears to have taken his meals alone.


In comparison with the living conditions of many of his parishioners, Kilvert had it good in Ty Dulas. Downstairs there were two lodgers’ sitting rooms, the scene of his diary-writing and thus a hallowed space for the society.


Above, he had his own living room. I imagine the gentle-spirited churchman sitting here daydreaming by the fire. Perhaps a much-leafed compendium of William Wordsworth’s poetry open in his lap, the Bard of Rydal Mount’s soft lyricism wafting up off the page, intoxicating the devoted admirer with its pastoral fumes.


His private bedroom was located in the attic, through the window of which swallows would occasionally come ‘dashing … and rustling round the room’. There was no bathroom in the house, a fact borne out one chilly Christmas Day when Kilvert trudges outside with his towel and discovers his bath frozen over. He breaks the surface and climbs in, bravely ignoring the sharp edges of ice that continue to jut out from the tub’s sides ‘like chevaux de frise’. Even by the standards of Victorian grit, Kilvert has to admit that the experience was ‘not particularly comforting’.


Such hardships did not put off a keen Kilvertian from taking up residency in the same house a century later. Mr A. L. Le Quesne, a schoolmaster from Jersey, had stumbled on the Diary in a second-hand bookshop during a lonely posting in Hobart, Tasmania. For the homesick teacher, Kilvert’s beatific descriptions proved ‘one of the shaping encounters’ of his life.


So much so, in fact, that a little over a decade later, Mr Le Quesne, by that time a teacher at Shrewsbury School, decided to actually move to Clyro. His timing was well chosen. The year was 1970, exactly a hundred years after Kilvert started his diary and thus the marker for a number of centenary celebrations.


As serendipity would have it, he found Ashbrook House on the market. The avid Kilvert fan took a look round but was left sadly disappointed. As he recorded in his own diary, he found the property ‘big, grim [and] shabby’. Still, the temptation to follow in his hero’s footsteps proved too great and he bought it all the same.


Le Quesne ended up staying several years, an experience he recounts in an intriguing book called After Kilvert. In it, he spends much of his time tracking down places referenced in the Diary and the account is at its best when he’s sniffing around old cottages or retracing Kilvert’s routes across the hills.


All is not what it was, he quickly discovers. Buildings have been lost, paths ploughed up and woodlands cut down. Yet he pursues his quest earnestly and with great enthusiasm, and the result is a touching homage from one diarist to another.


Le Quesne’s encounter with present-day Clyro lacks the passion he harbours for yesteryear’s version of the village. His disaffection starts with Ashbrook House, which he quickly realises is in even worse repair than he first thought. The plumbing is primitive, the proportions ‘all wrong’ and the air damp. ‘Awkward looking’, ‘desolate’ and ‘socially abnormal’ feature among his summary adjectives, with the best he can dredge up being the house’s ‘fascinating varieties of level’.


He is no less disappointed by the village as a whole. Far from the rural Arcadia conjured up in the Diary, he judges Clyro bereft of either coherence or character, ‘a ragged street of odds and ends’ in which nothing relates and the buildings ignore each other.


Revealing a latent snobbery, the public-school educator looks with particular distaste at the sight of retired Birmingham businessmen moving into the area and building themselves ‘lavish, suburban-looking bungalows’.


Although Le Quesne couldn’t have known it at the time, these incomers from the West Midlands were but the early pioneers of an urban exodus that would see Clyro’s boundaries spread. Today, the electoral roll abounds with surnames ‘from off’, names unheard of in the parish until now. Januszewski, Littlefair, McNamara, Doyle, Balch.




*





Leaving Kilvert’s lodgings behind, the group begins to drift off along the road in the direction of the church. Opposite the little side lane beside Ashbrook House stands Bridge Stores & Post Office. Petite and pokey, it occupies one end of a twin-roofed stone cottage. Notices advertising plumber services and dog trainers fill the large square window at the front. A ‘Closed’ sign hangs on the door. It won’t be open again until Monday.


Mrs Hood, a stalwart of the Women’s Institute and fount of information about all local goings-on, has run the shop for close to thirty years. Every weekday morning, at about ten minutes to nine, a cluster of old ladies gathers on the doorstep. Ostensibly they come to buy their daily newspaper, but the ritual is really about sharing news among themselves. For some, it may be the only interaction they have all day.


Despite their loyal custom, business is slow these days. There’s a Texaco filling station on the bypass road that now stocks newspapers as well. Mrs Hood is an indefatigable woman but retirement inevitably looms. When that day comes, Clyro’s only shop will almost certainly close and the ladies will lose their excuse to meet.


I stroll along at the back of the group. Immediately on the right, beside the pub, a road leads up the hill along the bank of the brook to a small close of about six family homes. One belongs to a young couple with children. The rest are occupied by retirees ‘from off’. Back down on the village’s main strip, there are a few stone cottages pressed up against the road. They are similar in style to our place; thick walls, small windows, squat roofs, bombproof.


Behind the last is the wooden lychgate into the churchyard. The wych elms under whose splayed boughs Kilvert would have passed thousands of times are no more, replaced by an entry guard of tall, stiff-backed yews. Close-pressed and unwavering, they man the initial section of the pathway towards the church.
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