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            Introduction

         

         [image: ] The first edition of The Decline of an English Village was published on 25th March 1974. According to my computer it was a Monday; a strange day to publish a book, so it seems. It also seems to be a long time ago; it was a long time ago – my third book at the age of thirty-one. The original book was not meant to be an autobiography, and this update forty-five years later is not meant to be autobiographical either although events have been interesting, even exciting, and have shaped my views on life and conservation.

         I have developed a keen love for Africa and a deep distrust of our politicians, and I have scraped a living with the pen since the age of twenty-six. I have been arrested as many times as I have stood for parliament and, to be perfectly honest, I am amazed to still be alive. Asthma, cricket balls, bulls on the farm and even bullets in a war zone have all played their parts in focusing my mind from time to time.

         As I write, another long-term subject – Britain’s place in Europe, or out of the European Union – still has not been decided by our inept Members of Parliament. My desire to leave the political system of the EU is simple – the democratic deficit in the design of the European Commission and the European Parliament is massive. Too many people benefit from it, however, to allow for reason.

         But my life-long passion has been the countryside – the home, farm, parish, wildlife – and the people, locally and beyond.

         How I remember the call of the cuckoos and the turtle doves of my childhood, and how I miss them now – in those forty-five years since The Decline appeared, they have disappeared. But something almost sinister has crept into country-life, if you are a countryman like me. As Britain has become increasingly urban and industrial the views of country people and the needs of the countryside have been increasingly ignored. That great American farmer, writer, philosopher and poet, Wendell Berry sums it up in his essay of 2001, ‘The Prejudice Against Country People’. Those people who want to live in the countryside, make rules for the countryside and even develop a sentimental love of the countryside and its wildlife, regard themselves as socially, intellectually and culturally superior to bumpkins and rural natives like me. Those who work in fields, forests and farms – who are shepherds, gamekeepers and foresters – are assumed to know less about the needs of modern life than those who sit at computer keyboards or who work in the metropolitan media. Discrimination is more than class, colour and religion – its other parts are accent, education, income and lifestyle.

         My life has gradually turned into a struggle for the countryside, its wildlife, its farms and its people. I helped to start the Countryside Restoration Trust in 1993, which was the first charity formed to fight for wildlife-friendly farming. It has been a tough battle as even some conservationists and politicians are reluctant to hear our message.

         There was a view that the new final chapter for this book should be incorporated with the addition made fifteen years ago. But it seems to me that the element of time is important in the way the countryside is being used and abused today.

         Fifteen years ago, the threats posed by ‘growth’ and ‘progress’ on a huge scale were ‘plans’. Now they have arrived in the countryside like an industrial tsunami – houses, development and people on a scale never before seen in Britain – so we have two chapters. At a time when over-population in the world is considered to be one of the greatest threats to our climate, our seas, our food production and our people – the population of Britain, and England in particular, has leapt beyond all sense and reason courtesy of two of the worst prime ministers in British Parliamentary history. During this time most of our ‘conservation practitioners’ and politicians have remained absolutely silent – restrained by a cocktail of social fashion, political correctness and ignorance.

         It is a remarkable time: huge areas of rural Britain and many of our attractive towns and cities are being trashed as the Technological Revolution repeats the mistakes of the Industrial Revolution – ‘growth’, ‘progress’, ‘wealth’, ‘health’ and happiness. The same old values and political clichés of 1870 are alive and well today. The City of Cambridge, just beyond the boundary of my parish, was once one of the most beautiful cities in Europe, but in my view it is being trashed.

         On the jacket of the first edition of The Decline my publisher wrote: ‘This is a partisan book, by a countryman, written with regret for the passing of places and people for whom time had little significance. But, as Page demonstrates, the people still survive, tied by the roots of an ancient existence – the Secret People of Chesterton’s famous lines, “that never have spoken yet”.’ I am still trying to speak for them – but whether anybody is listening in the twenty-first century is entirely another matter.
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            Home and Farm

         

         [image: ] As the Second World War moved towards its grand finale, so the situation on mainland Europe grew ever more bloody. Mobile and efficient means of inflicting death were being used with greater accuracy and skill, and still more sophisticated methods of destruction were being put into production. It was a time of horror, havoc and change.

         The atmosphere in rural England, however, made a complete contrast, and apart from the blackouts and the patriotic duties of ‘Dad’s Army’, life went on untroubled and at the same pace as it had for generations. In fact the only real difference between war and peace was that financially conditions were much better while hostilities lasted; for it was, and still is, a belief held by the farming community, both man and master, that ‘they’ only care about farming during a war – a view that is not entirely without foundation.

         Farms were still a mixture of small fields and copses, of arable and pastoral, of horse power and manual labour. The technical advances that had been made to mete out death had not yet been translated into new ways of relieving the burden of work and combating the elements.

         It was on a typical farm in south-west Cambridgeshire that I was born in 1943; the result of a union between a butcher turned farmer and a farmer’s daughter turned teacher. I was delivered blue and crying – having tried to enter the world side-ways – not in a farmhouse, but in a small semi-detached cottage, where I joined a sister and a brother.

         Our water was pumped by hand, outside the scullery window, and the bucket lavatory was across a small concrete path, a journey which to a small boy on a raw winter’s night was not just cold but frightening. The garden was like most country gardens at that time, with daisies flowering in the lawn and a vegetable patch near the back door where marrows seemed to swell to gargantuan proportions. Silver birch, apple and plum trees grew in abundance, as well as a caterpillar tree that every summer attracted hordes of black and red hairy caterpillars. Hens scrapped busily at the bottom of the garden, where large elms stood like guardians of the peace.

         The house was a happy place, the natural projection of a romance that had started when my mother was twelve and my father thirteen. The exchange of love letters, sweets and stolen kisses had grown into the setting up of a home and the rearing of a family.

         Mother, at four feet eleven and three-quarter inches, had energy far in excess of her height and all day long she bustled here and there, cooking, sweeping, collecting eggs, singing hymns, and humming.

         Fine old country smells wafted through the house – chutney, jams, pies and sometimes home-made bread – and not a scrap of food was wasted. During her childhood Mother had experienced hard times; fatherless at the age of ten, she had been brought up to count the pennies. Every spring while at school she had taken daffodils into Cambridge to sell for extra money and had even sold bunches of snowdrops at school. Because of this she had a real fear of poverty, but fortunately hard times were past and all was well.

         God had been good to her and now her simple faith dictated that she should show her gratitude by working for him during her mortal life. Consequently, from dawn to dusk she would effervesce with an uplifting religious zeal, looking after the home, doing odd jobs on the farm, taking meals to neighbours who were old or sick, and comforting those in distress. She was invariably in a rush, but despite her sedulity, she always made time for her children as we were the ones who would carry on her good work after she had departed this life; departed, she believed and hoped, to a world full of song and love, where white-clad figures would teach her to play the harp.

         The order of life would sometimes be disrupted by a dispute or a disaster, but she could always cope. Scuffles would develop over the possession of a military pedal-car, which had a large American star emblazoned on its bonnet, and the guilty party would be sent with slapped and stinging legs to sit on a chair. Disasters were different and were always treated with understanding and sympathy. The pump, to me, was always a fascination, the curved dripping spout, the handle on which I could swing, and the water, clear and cool, appearing iridescent as it fell through sunlight to be caught in mouthfuls and spat out again in miniature fountains of liquid ice. Fascinating, that was, until one morning, without warning, a bumble bee fell dead and soggy from the spout. It had obviously been lurking there for me, or had been sucked up from the very centre of the earth, and, screaming, I fled into the house where, sure enough, Mother reassured me and without a great deal of difficulty managed to keep my panic at bay.

         Brother John also had a memorable moment of terrifying confrontation with a wasp. Father’s hands were hard and horny from physical labour, and during the summer he would demonstrate this by crushing wasps with his thumb. The victim, dead and quivering, would then automatically plunge its sting into his skin. Feeling nothing he would lift his prey aloft, hanging by its sting from his thumb. One morning John crept up on a wasp that was battering itself on a window pane, and, to show his manhood, he dealt out a similar death. It worked, but so too did the sting, and he stood screaming as he held up his prize.

         Disruption of a different kind came shortly after the war in the form of a television set. It had a nine-inch screen and had been bought for my paternal grandmother who lay bedridden with arthritis; but she, a quiet, philosophical woman, refused to watch it. Consequently it came to us, and we had the dubious distinction of being the first family in the village with ‘a telly’. To some it was a miracle of communication, to others it was the work of the ‘very Devil himself’, but whatever it was we enjoyed it, and every so often the house would fill up with people wanting to see the Cup Final, the Boat Race or Trooping the Colour.

         Life became one continuous adventure; a tank, home from the war, turned round in the road outside the house, and every day gave some fresh experience or heralded the awakening of a new awareness. Summer mornings wet with dew, shafts of orange sunlight drifting through the gossamer threads of a spider’s web; a row of dead and headless hens after a visit from a fox; the visit of the doctor after Father had put a garden fork through his foot; and the old lady next door, her wrinkled, crumbling face balanced on the top of a long black dress and surrounded by lace, all contributed to an ever changing tapestry of life.

         But the greatest adventure of all was a visit to the farm just along the road. There were animals to watch or chase, puddles in which to splash or fall, and if we were lucky we would get a ride in Grandfather’s pony and trap. Grandfather, a successful businessman, had moved into the farm several years before after starting out in life as a shepherd boy, and then becoming a butcher. In his early days he had soon realised how money was made, but also saw that it was more sensible to make money for himself rather than for an employer. His modestly started butchery enterprise had quickly grown into a miniature meat empire, with a factory, delivery vans and several shops; ‘Page’s sausages’ became a household name locally, and were eaten in the humblest working class homes as well as at the lavish banqueting tables of the colleges.

         It came as a surprise to me one day to learn that we were to move into the farmhouse. Grandfather had apparently gone off ‘to be with Jesus’ and wouldn’t be coming back, and the whole family had to move to take his place. A trailer was loaded up with furniture, tables, beds and chairs, perched precariously on top of each other, and a spluttering Fordson Major tractor pulled us in style to our new home.

         The farmhouse was old, built about 1470, covered with thatch and full of rooms with low ceilings. An old lady in the village could remember visiting it at the turn of the century when there had been no upstairs windows and the occupants had gone to bed through a hole in the living room ceiling, bed being a pile of straw on the floor. Up in the roof the wooden beams were stained with soot, from a time when there had been no chimney, and the whole house felt as if it had grown up out of the ground on which it stood.

         It was a fine house, giving security and shelter at times, and at others providing mystery and discomfort. On still, dark nights the beams would heave and send out long low groans and there was said to be a large open fireplace and an old bread oven sealed up in one of the walls. During hot weather the rooms would remain pleasantly cool, but during cold they would freeze and the wind would seemingly blow straight through the walls. Log fires would burn vigorously in the grates, throwing out considerable heat when not really needed, and then, when required, they would smoulder and die, sometimes filling the rooms with choking clouds of smoke. It soon acquired the atmosphere of the old cottage, however, and with a coke-burning Aga in the kitchen, the pedal-car parked under the living room table and a newer even larger garden, it was quickly established as home.

         Father was now a farmer in his own right. He had always wanted to be one, but nobody had taken him seriously and he had trained for the life-long task of cutting up carcasses and counting money. He had also wanted to become a veterinary surgeon, but this, too, was considered an unworthy ambition for someone with business at his feet and in his blood. At school he had studied for business, in readiness for his rightful place in the family firm; he had learnt book-keeping and accountancy and had gone through the butchery trade from bottom to top. He had scrubbed benches, made sausages, killed pigs, boned gammon and made brawn. He had then got married and announced that he intended to become a farmer. He had lived on the farm as a boy, and as Mother’s roots went back into the land for several generations, spreading out into the Fens, the idea appealed to both of them. It was not seen as a means of making money, but more as a way of life; a part of the eternal struggle for survival, which possessed far more dignity than selling mutton chops over a counter, or sitting in a director’s chair.

         In wanting him to become a butcher, his parents had failed to take into consideration that their marriage (my grandfather’s second, as his first wife had died), linked together two most extraordinary and independent families. Among their ranks had been abstainers and brewers, radical free-thinkers and blue-nosed Tories, churchmen and atheists, labourers and layabouts, and Father had inherited idiosyncrasies from nearly all of them. The fact that he should insist on becoming a farmer against all their wishes was therefore not really in the least bit surprising.

         He was a strange but likeable mixture of diligence and dilatoriness, tolerance and turbulence, wisdom and wilfulness. He castigated his brother for being a member of the Conservative Party, but at the same time announced that it was impossible to be both a Christian and a Socialist. He referred to freemasons as ‘the forty thieves’ and condemned profit; yet at the same time he joined the Country Landowners Association and lived by selling his milk, eggs, and corn for as much as he could get. He admired Oliver Cromwell but insisted that you could not mix religion and politics, and his Christian philosophy was in a constant state of flux, leaping the chasm from liberalism to fundamentalism and vice versa with amazing regularity and ease.

         But to me, as a child, his contradictions went unnoticed; he was my Father, a man respected, feared and admired. He taught me how to feed young calves, collect eggs without being pecked by broody hens, play cricket and bowl ‘spinners’, receive a new baby sister into the family, and by his example he showed me how to respect life. During times of disease or maternity he would sit for hours with the animals, helping, healing, and encouraging, and he would demonstrate patience and understanding to them that he would not give to men. In fact, his whole mode of living was quite remarkable, for in effect he had virtually opted out of conventional society. He seldom went into Cambridge, he rarely had money in his pocket, appearance and prestige concerned him not at all, and, because of this, as I grew older I ceased to see him as a father-figure, but as a friend.

         Life on the land was hard, requiring patience, resourcefulness and brute force. During a hot dry summer the thick grey boulder clay, which seemed to descend to unfathomable depths, would set as solid as rock, its adamantine crust blunting implements, wearing out horseshoes and causing frustration and despair. If ploughed late it would dry out, forming countless clods of varying sizes from marbles to footballs, and elsewhere it would crack, the heat from the sun drawing out the moisture, leaving the crops struggling for survival. In contrast, winter would show the full fickleness of its nature and it would become a squelching, glutinous mass, turning the farmyard into a sea of mud and making land work impossible; work was confined to ditching or hedging with hands numb with cold, cutting kale with clothing soaked by the chilling leaf-held water, repairing buildings, or shovelling out ‘muck’ from the cowshed and the stable.

         Dolly and Diamond were housed in the stable; two fine cart- horses, one the colour of burnt sienna, the other a dark chestnut. They were said to be a Clydesdale and a Shire, but time and hot blood had allowed other strains to creep in. Their confidence, bearing and strength, a living tribute to their ancestry, made them not only able and willing workers, but also valuable companions in the never-ending struggle with the elements. But, sadly, as they stood at their manger, snorting and stamping, proud and content, they were unaware of the significance of the blue tractor standing silently in the shed nearby. It needed no care when not working, its hunger was for toil not sustenance, and it was strong, adaptable, and reliable. The adoption of the Fordson Major marked the beginning, and the end, of an era.

         Because of the tractor, Dolly soon left, sold to a dealer who in turn sold her again, probably to a factory in Melton Mowbray where she would disappear inside tins of catfood, or to be exported to Belgium, destined for a butcher’s shop in Bruges. When I was eight, another lorry arrived, this time for Diamond, and she too was loaded up and whisked away. It was a miserable day on the farm. Two tractors now stood in the shed and the stable was empty, save for memories and the smell of the past. I would have no more rides on that broad brown back, clinging with trusting arms to her shaggy greying mane, and she would pull no more cart loads of water along the road for the cows as they grazed languorously in a nearby meadow. The harsh facts of farming life meant that she had to go. She had worked willingly and well, but her coat was losing its lustre, her muscles were tiring and her reactions were slowing. The faithful horse that had toiled for hours in the fields, shifting tons of corn and earth, was finished, and her large mournful eyes seemed to know this. Father could not hide the sense of betrayal he felt in sending his helper to the knacker’s yard; a helpmeet who had aided him in bad times and good, and whose crime was that of old age. Apart from her age she had only one minor failing; an almost uncanny sense of time. Regardless of her task, whether she was hoeing, ploughing or drilling, as soon as it was time to stop, her time, not her master’s, she would turn at right angles and head for home. Now she would be returning home no more.

         Father felt that same sense of betrayal and guilt when he sent cows to market to be sold for slaughter. For ten or twelve years he would feed them and house them, in winter mixing their food with a shovel on the floor of the barn, turning over and stirring the multi-coloured mound of different meals like a builder mixing cement, and in return they would give him milk and every year deliver him a new calf. Then, as soon as their yield dropped or they became barren, they were sold off and killed. The economic facts of life did not allow for sentiment, and the saddest sound on the farm was that of the cattle lorry as it revved up and moved off to Cambridge.

         He felt nothing for the pigs, however – greedy, screaming and often brutal animals that would turn on the weakest of their number, sometimes leaving it streaming with blood and literally quaking with fear. He felt nothing, either, for the bull, standing in its pen looking cunning and malevolent. Its life alternated between periods of lust for the cows, when it would breathe heavily and bellow out a message of virility, and periods of distrust when it would snort with anger and paw the ground at its human adversaries. The bull’s humour was worsened by the fact that around the farm buildings and some of the fields, the animals were kept in by an electric fence; a thin strand of wire through which an electric current passed every second. We normally kept well away from it, hating every time we accidentally received a shock, but greatly enjoying the sight of an unsuspecting visitor taking hold of it. The bull disliked it, after allowing the chain from his nose to become entangled with it and then retreating backwards, only for another strand of wire to send a shock rushing up his tail.

         The wire had hardly any effect on Father who would casually take hold of it, to check that it was not shorting, with no apparent discomfort. When moving the wire one morning, to allow the cows to get at some new grass, he was watched by several children, including an innocent boy from the High Street: ‘Get hold of that end for me will you, Paul?’ he asked. Paul picked it up with both hands; his eyes blinked in amazement, his mouth opened, and every time the current passed through him his whole body jolted. He was so surprised that he just stood there pulsating and bemused until Father told him to let go.

         Every day, twice a day, the cows had to be milked, at first by hand, and then by a new milking machine that pulled and sucked, faster and more efficiently than the human hand. The churns had to be lugged and manhandled to the dairy and then to the roadside for collection, the pigs and hens had to be fed, and in addition the land had to be cultivated.

         All this could not be done by one man alone and Father had two full-time workers to help him, and sometimes three. Jim and Percy were the regulars, one a countryman born and bred, the other a townsman who would have been more at home delivering milk or repairing pavements. Percy was out of place on the land, for he was unacquainted with the laws of nature and could not understand the animals. Land work had been for him a stop-gap, taken up when jobs were difficult to come by, but he worked happily, if fitfully, and used such words as ‘shite’, the meanings of which we were supposed not to know.

         Jim was completely different, a small, one-eyed, well-meaning countryman, who could read the condition of the land or the seasons of the year like others read a book. His father, grandmother and great-grandfather had all been tenants of the same farm and were from that ancient yeoman stock which had formed the stable backbone of English society for generations. Men of resolution and reliance who had farmed and fought with a resilience and a determination that had made them an asset to any cause, and who, when Oliver Cromwell had represented Cambridge in Parliament, flocked to his banner to overthrow what they saw as injustice and tyranny. Jim had maintained that tradition, and, in 1914, he too had responded to the call of duty and went to do battle in northern France. After just six months of active service he had returned home with honour, but also with a shrapnel wound in his right eye. He lost his eye, but gained a view of the French that time never changed and which, to him, the Second World War endorsed. The French were, he said, incapable of fighting, they were dirty and stupid, and France itself was not worth fighting for. ‘If I had been a bloody Froggie,’ he asserted, ‘I’d have given the bugger to Jerry.’ But he was proud of his sacrifice and even had a begrudging respect for ‘the bloody square- heads’, who were, he admitted, good soldiers and workers.

         His father had been turned out of the rented farm when the land had changed hands, and as there had been no security of tenure Jim had not been able to become his own master. But this did not worry him unduly, and with a cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth, and his one eye guiding him almost as well as two, he returned to the land as a worker, where he progressed with ease from horse to tractor, from harness to sparking plug, and became master of both.

         Not surprisingly, after generations of independence and struggle, he was a Tory, who looked upon Socialism as a malignant cancer that ate into stability, freedom and self-respect. At the mention of certain politicians he would take off his cap, scratch his greying head in exasperation and recommend that the offending wretch be placed ‘head first in a barrel of runny cow muck’, or that a ‘hedgehog skin should be wrapped around a pitchfork handle and stuffed up his bloody arse’.

         Apart from his love of the land and his hatred of Socialism, his one abiding passion was cricket and he could talk for hours on the game, sounding like an encyclopaedia of all the great names of the past. He spoke of Hobbs and Sutcliffe, at Lord’s and Parker’s Piece, and recalled many memorable occasions on local village greens where amazing feats of batting had taken place, and where, on other occasions, teams had been skittled out for less than ten.

         Charlie, Father’s third helper, would occasionally arrive on his bicycle to work part- time. He was a signalman on the railway who rested while at work, and worked while he should have been resting at home. In his signal-box he could doze until roused by the warning bell, and at home he kept pigs, cultivated a large garden, as well as a plot of ground, and still had time to help out local farmers. At hay cart and harvest, others too would come for casual work or would be borrowed from neighbouring farms, so that the work could be speedily finished.

         It was harvest time that we children liked the best, the sun always seemed to shine and there would be picnic teas ‘down the harvest field’. There, Jim would drive the tractor, Father would sit on the binder, and the corn would be cut and tied into sheaves. The sheaves were carried, one under each arm, into groups of ten or twelve, and stood up on end into shocks. (In many other areas called ‘stooks’.) Diamond and the tractor would then be used for carting; the tractor pulling its load easily and quickly, Diamond, towards her end, struggling, straining and sometimes slipping. Once roped on, the loads would lurch and sway as the trailers were pulled along the rough cart tracks, and we children would conceal our fear with laughter as we rode on top.

         The men worked long hours to get the harvest home and would finish each day tired and hungry. But the smell of corn being cut, the creak of horse and harness, the feel of stubble on bare legs, the sun, rabbits being shot as they ran for cover, and Mother, forgetting briefly the evils of alcohol, buying quart bottles of cider, made it the best season of the year for us. The insects in the sandwiches, the horseflies droning menacingly in hungry search, and the fatigue of those working were of little consequence.

         The other time of real excitement was in autumn or winter when the threshing tackle trundled up to thresh the stacks of corn. A large drum would arrive, a tractor, a baling machine, and a gang of brawny weathered men. They would set up the machinery, shouting and joking, taking life easily, and then, when all was ready, their torpor would be transformed into urgent industry. Two or three men would throw sheaves onto the drum. Another would cut the strings and feed the straw into the hungry machine and others would heave sacks of corn onto trailers or struggle with large bales of straw. The drum itself was a large throbbing hulk, covered with wheels, pulleys and belts, like a wild wooden animal, spewing dust and noise in all directions, and tethered to the tractor by a large drive belt. At one end the corn, threshed and separated from the chaff, flowed into comb sacks, which for wheat, when full, weighed eighteen stone, and at the other the straw fell into a baler which pounded out large wire-tied bales. (‘Comb’ – pronounced ‘coomb’ – which for field beans was 19 stone, oats 12 stone, and barley 16 stone). The chaff was blown out of one side, and the ‘ol’ boy’, usually a youth fresh from school, was given the task of keeping it in an orderly heap. It was the worst job of all for which nobody ever volunteered, and all day long he worked in a mantle of dust, the irritating husks getting into his hair, up his nose, in his eyes, inside his clothing and down his wellington boots.

         For the men it was hot and sometimes heavy work, but for we children and the dogs it was a time of high adventure. As the stack got lower and the sheaves were moved, mice and rats would scamper in all directions. We would rush about in hot pursuit, brandishing large sticks, and each gnawing spoiler of corn would have to run a gauntlet of snapping jaws and flailing clubs. Weasels, too, would sometimes be disturbed, but they were not willing to accept death meekly and the dogs would often cry out in pain as razor sharp teeth sank into their flesh. Sometimes, in a fit of blind, furred fury, a weasel would fling itself at the neck of a dog and stay hanging in a stream of its victim’s blood, until killed mercilessly and brutally in a frenzy of anger and desperation.

         Even those mice that did escape to the comparative safety of the surrounding stubble or plough land were still not safe, for the noise of threshing attracted other more noble predators; ones, who over the years had never been properly mastered by man and whose primeval wildness was still reflected in their savage brown eyes. The kestrels would hover in air on quivering wings, watching and waiting for life and movement. Then, without warning, they would fall like stones, the feathered projectiles of death, immediately crushing life away.

         Each year it was the same threshing tackle that appeared on the farm and the men spent the whole of their winter travelling from farm to farm with the machines. One man, with a red face, a cap perched on the side of his head, and a smile on his face, was called Happy. Another, older man, with a wooden leg, looked like a pirate, and when out of earshot we called him Peg Leg. One day as the stack got lower, my brother and I, together with a crowd of other children, eagerly swarmed onto the stack in search of mice. Several times Happy and Peg Leg asked us civilly to get out of their way, and each time we soon returned, to try their patience to the limit. ‘Go on, get off. That’s the last time you’ll be told,’ the older man said finally. ‘Why?’ I replied, standing near him defiantly, ‘It’s not your stack – Peg Leg’. With that he swivelled round on his stump with surprising speed, catching me as he did so across the seat of my trousers with a stick. Happy’s smile broke into a laugh, the other children retired discreetly and I fled homewards with hurt pride and a stinging seat. This proved beyond all doubt that Peg Leg was really a pirate and Father had to be told; yet all he said was: ‘It serves you right,’ and he thought it was funny too.

         The other seasons of the year also brought their own distinctive features which dictated both work and play, and each one was welcomed in its turn. Shortly before corn harvest it was a time of plum picking, tree climbing and bark-grazed knees. Boxes full of Early Rivers and Czars, with each plum bearing the bloomed finger prints of its picker, were piled onto a trailer and taken to the small railway station a mile away, to be loaded into trucks and sent to Liverpool and Manchester. It was a sleepy little station with just a few trains passing through each day and one occasionally stopping. Whenever we children were on the railway bridge and a train passed beneath, thundering, hissing, and belching out smoke, it was considered to be a great event. Some days, hours would be whiled away, dropping stones, or spitting at the rails from our lofty position, hoping that a train would come. The railway also served another purpose, for whenever the trains could be heard loud and clear in the village, it was a sure sign of rain, and just as accurate as a watery sun or a halo around the moon, and a far more reliable guide than the BBC weather forecast.

         The orchard itself was old, only an acre in size, but full of large plum, apple and pear trees. In spring the undulating tree tops, florid and bright, appeared as fragrant peaks of freshly fallen snow, seemingly incandescent in the regenerative heat of the sun as it ascended higher in the sky towards its summer solstice. Gradually, as the blossom melted away, bees searched elsewhere for sweetness, and new green foliage gave movement to the wind. At this time it was a place of peace, dappled shade, goldfinches with moss-lined nests, the occasional woodpecker probing and penetrating the flaking bark, and solitude. Later, as the leaves dulled and the fruit swelled, so the breeding pigs moved around their summer quarters with more enthusiasm. Sows would rootle in the grass for fallen fruit, their snouts sucking and searching noisily, and on finding a plum or apple they would smack their jaws together in a state of sensuous bliss. The boar, fat and indolent, would spend most of his time in the corner, lounging half-submerged in a black pool of stagnant, stinking mud; his appearance seemed to reflect his innermost thoughts. Regular visits were made to the orchard at this time to check the ripeness of the fruit, and green hard plums would be pelted at the pigs, or one another, until finally, when the plums were blue, or the apple pips rattled, pockets, as well as stomachs, would be filled to bursting point. The other major happening in the orchard took place on 5th November. Then, a bonfire would blaze, and after fireworks had been lit and an effigy of Guy Fawkes burnt, any remaining apples would be picked and baked in the embers.

         As soon as the harvest fields were emptied and the stacks of corn thatched (called ‘ricks’ in some areas), a change could be detected not only on the land, but also in the air. Damp would linger on the grass until well into the day and mist would hang on the hedgerows until mid-morning. It was a time when swallows assembled, uneasy and voluble, on the telephone wires, and the trees and bushes seemed to absorb some of the rich, fiery opalescence of autumn sunsets. 

         Mushrooms larger than saucers could be found in the meadows, where the cows grazed away the last of their pasture, and everything seemed to be suspended in a state of indecision, between the life and vitality of summer and winter’s quiescence.

         It was at this time that Jim would don his old army greatcoat of faded khaki, and with his bag containing cold tea and sandwiches, his ancient twelve-bore shotgun, and the farmyard spaniel, Peter, at his heels, he would swing start the tractor and spend his days ploughing. I would sometimes ride at his side as he ploughed a seemingly never-ending furrow, while Peter watched patiently from the edge of the field, lying next to a bucket of grease and the gun. Lapwings would stand one-legged, looking bored or apprehensive, their wings glowing with a metallic green sheen, and seagulls would home in on the freshly turned soil and follow the plough, wheeling and stalling, climbing and diving, feeding and fighting, like thistledown in a whirlpool of wind.

         At seed time, too, rides could be had during drilling; with Jim driving the tractor and Father on the drill behind, ensuring that the seed was properly sown. It seemed to me that the corn was put on far too thickly, but Jim would say sagaciously: ‘Four seeds you have to sow. One for the rook and one for the crow, one to die and one to grow.’ Often, even as he said it, gangs of rooks would drift silently down, looking sleek and pompous. Once landed they would stroll about sedately and ponderously, like old men in black satin dinner jackets after a heavy lunch. Father always seemed to drill later in the spring than neighbouring farmers, for he believed another old country saying, so he said, that no barley should be sown ‘until you can sit down in a field and the soil feels warm to your naked bottom’. Yet despite that conviction, I never saw him test the temperature of the land in that way himself.

         When we children grew tired of watching the work, there were plenty of other pastimes to pursue with our friends. Clambering over rooftops, watching mosquito larvae in water butts, playing football and cricket, or ranging over the nearby fields and spinneys. The farm was an ideal place on which to live.

         Life did not revolve entirely around the farm, however, for both Mother and Father came from large families, and as a result there were always numerous aunts and uncles to be visited, or various relatives would drop in on us. When in Cambridge, which in term-time was full of pallid, spotty youths wearing gowns and riding bicycles, we would often call in at the main butcher’s shop. This was in Mill Road, a busy thoroughfare dissecting a large area of narrow streets and terraced houses that contrasted sharply with the elegant houses and large gardens elsewhere in the town, which belonged to college dons. The shop had sawdust on the floor, meat hanging in the windows, and behind was the small factory where there was always warmth and the smell of newly baked meat pies. Below, in the cellar, sausages were made, and we would watch intrigued as a happy, balding great-uncle would allow a long sausage, cold and slippery, to slither snakelike from the nozzle of a sausage machine. Then, with a series of skilful twists and flicks, he would turn the one long sausage into a string of smaller ones.

         Father’s two half-brothers both worked in the butchery business; they occasionally wore the traditional striped and bloodstained aprons of the butcher, wielding knives and saws to cut joints for customers, but usually, with pens behind their ears and worry on their faces, they delved into wads of paper, peered into filing cabinets, and seemed inseparable from the office furniture. He also had three half- sisters, all several years his senior; they were big, buxom, laughing women, who mothered him, and smothered us with their benevolence.

         Alfred was his younger brother, to whom during childhood he had been very close. Uncle Alfred was pale, bald, ‘with a head like a bladder of lard’, and jovial, who had an efficient wife, a liking for business, and bad eyesight. His trouble was that his eyes continually wavered to and fro, very slightly, and although the condition was hardly noticeable, it prevented him from focusing properly on anything. Life for him without glasses would have been like living in a world of swirling sea mist, and even with glasses he could not see well enough to drive a car and had to take up riding a bicycle. During the war, much to everyone’s surprise, he actually managed to pass a medical examination and join the army, but fortunately he was then called up before a doctor who knew him and shortly afterwards was discharged. Apparently it was considered that with a gun in his hand, even with his glasses on, he would have been a greater danger to his own side than to the Germans.

         Mother’s brothers were completely different and all worked on the land, two of them for my grandmother, Mrs Crow, on a farm some six miles away at Gills Hill, and the other self-employed. Jack was the eldest and to my young eyes was a rough, tough, surly man, but to those of his own age he was popular, likeable and naturally gregarious. Although on leaving school he had worked for my grandmother, he later started an agricultural contractor’s business, with a large caterpillar tractor and heavy drainage equipment. He made a lot of money, but, as he lived life to the full, he spent all he earned, and sometimes more. He rode a horse, and one winter’s day he terrified me by galloping up and down the road cracking his long leather whip. He also rode motorbikes, which became his main obsession in life, and as his bank balance grew steadily smaller, his bikes became progressively bigger, better, and faster; he raced them all over the country, collecting silver trophies by the dozen.

         Eventually he decided to give up racing and planned to ride for the last time in the September Grand Prix on the Isle of Man in 1951. But even then he almost failed to arrive, as he had run out of money. Late on the evening before he was due to leave, he called on Father to explain his position, and was paid a cheque for some ploughing that he had done. The money was promptly banked and he left as planned. When lying eighth in the race he crashed into a brick wall at ninety miles an hour and was so badly smashed up that the doctors dared not remove his helmet. The following day he died.

         The other two brothers, Cyril and Roy, I liked, and visits to or from them were always welcomed. Cyril was a tanned sportsman, a keen cricketer and good with a gun, who, because of his Cambridgeshire drawl, was often mistaken for an Australian. He was married and lived in a small farm cottage a hundred yards away from the large red-brick, grey-tiled farmhouse where Uncle Roy lived with Grandmother. Uncle Roy worked and courted hard, but was worried by the fact that his hair had started to fall out. Between them the two brothers farmed extremely well.

         We enjoyed visiting the farm, as it had ponds, turkeys and a tall Dutch barn, but we did not like the farmhouse. It was an ugly building, austere on the outside, dark and gloomy on the inside, with attics full of Victorian bric-a-brac, and landings where there were glass cases full of gaudy stuffed birds. Great-grandfather, bearded and severe, also lived there for his last few years, and was not amused one day when I asked Mother why he had straw growing on his face. He spent hours with a couple of old cronies sitting on a wooden bench at the roadside, close to a small spinney, and, convinced by the mischievous tales told by my cousins, I firmly believed until I was eight or nine years old that all woods were inhabited by sinister old men. Consequently, I would never go into even the smallest wood alone, and once Cousin John and his sisters amused themselves greatly by deserting me in the middle of the spinney where the cronies were said to live.

         Like the items in the attics, Great-grandfather was a typical product of Victorian England; a puritan, a sabbatarian and a teetotaller. His beard had resulted from the fact that he refused to shave on Sundays, he considered shaving to be work, and as he visited the corn market every Saturday, arriving home too late in the evening to use his razor, he stopped shaving altogether. Occasionally, when his eyes or gums played him up, one of his old friends would take a selection of false teeth and glasses, acquired from departed relatives and acquaintances, to the spinney seat, and invariably a set of teeth or a pair of glasses was found to overcome his difficulties. Another strange habit he had was that of disappearing into a small outbuilding for what seemed like hours on end. That too was of red brick, with ivy climbing up the sides and a wall in front which prevented us from seeing what occupied him inside, and in summer it was surrounded by flies. One day after we observed him leave that strange building and make off towards the spinney we cautiously looked inside, and there, to our astonishment, was a large wooden lavatory. Two seats were joined together over a deep pit that bacteria never allowed to fill, and a pile of newspapers was in the corner instead of a toilet roll. We could not imagine why our aged relative should use this place when a flush toilet had been installed in the farmhouse, neither could we understand why there was more than one seat, for surely two people would not go to the lavatory together, sitting side by side?

         The inclusion of that disreputable place in the farmhouse garden seemed strange, especially in view of the prim and proper manners of my grandmother. She was an extremely able woman, who after her early widowhood had run a farm and brought up her children with care and affection. In addition to her farm and household duties she helped run the local chapel, collected money for missionaries, supported an organisation that aided sailors in distress, went ‘Christmas singing’, and, as if that were not enough, she spent hours doing tatting and crochet. Lace-like shawls and tablecloths would grow as her spools and hooks worked speedily and skilfully, pulling and tying the thread, and creating intricate patterns of great complexity and beauty. Credit for the way in which she coped was attributed to the after-dinner sleep that she insisted upon having every day, which was a deep- rooted family custom.

         Until the age of twenty-five, when she married, grandmother had been protected from all evil thoughts and deeds by her parents. Indeed it was not until after her wedding that she discovered that babies did not arrive in the doctor’s bag; she then had five children in quick succession. She was also a very determined woman and was a non-swimmer until well over forty, when, while accompanying us on a holiday to Cromer she decided to learn to swim and managed easily. Before entering the sea, she would kneel at the water’s edge, her water-wings already in place, and splash herself until cold enough to take the full plunge.

         Every Christmas the whole Crow family would join together at the farmhouse for its annual get-together. The reunion would start at dinner time when all the brothers, sisters, in-laws and offspring would sit at a large table and devour a goose, a cockerel, mounds of vegetables, a variety of sauces and a Christmas pudding smothered in burning brandy.

         After the meal, the children would run off its effects outside, while the adults fell asleep around a large log fire; an enormous tea, with crackers, would follow, after which there would be games in the drawing-room. The climax of the evening was always charades, in which we were all expected to take part, and which were considered as much part of Christmas as the Christmas dinner.

         The last such festive gathering took place when I was four or five years old. Cousin John, older and bigger than me, knew that I was easily frightened, and not satisfied at deserting me in the spinney during the afternoon, proceeded to antagonise me for the rest of the day. Late in the evening as the adults were preparing to leave for their respective homes and were collecting our coats, we children were left waiting by the fire. Because of the lull John decided to have some more entertainment; he put the poker into the fire, until it glowed bright red, and then holding it near my face he threatened to burn me. I screamed, much to his delight, and this routine was repeated several times. Finally, he tired of his sport, and while his attention was elsewhere, I picked up the still glowing poker and ran it down his right arm. Bedlam followed; it was his turn to shriek, at real not imaginary pain, and as anxious adults tried to soothe his simmering burns, I pleaded, without much success, a case of self-defence.

         Shortly after that, Uncle Cyril and his family moved into the farmhouse, Grandmother moved into his cottage, and that was the last time the season of peace and goodwill was spent at Gills Hill.
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