
[image: cover missing]



HUMBLE BY NATURE

Life, lambs and a dog called Badger

Kate Humble


First published in 2013 by Headline Publishing Group

This edition published in 2021 by Aster, an imprint of

Octopus Publishing Group Ltd

Carmelite House,

50 Victoria Embankment,

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.octopusbooks.co.uk

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

Text Copyright © Kate Humble 2013, 2021

All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Kate Humble asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

eISBN 9781783255122


About the Author

KATE HUMBLE is a writer and presenter. Her most recent television credits include Volcano Live, Orbit: Earth’s Extraordinary Journey, Lambing Live and the long running popular wildlife series Springwatch and Autumnwatch. She is a qualified commercial diver and is the second woman to be appointed President of the RSPB.

Kate and Ludo launched their business Humble By Nature in 2012. Based on a working farm in Monmouthshire, they run courses in food, rural skills and animal husbandry. They live nearby on their smallholding with Badger and Bella, a hive of bees and various other hoofed, furred and feathered livestock.

www.humblebynature.com

 @katehumble


[image: images-missing]

For Willie Wormald

Always marvellous for his age and without whom no part of this adventure would have been possible.


[image: images-missing]


Acknowledgements


Writing a book is something I’ve wanted to do for a very long time, but never quite had the nerve to start. Thank you, Rosemary Scoular at United Agents, and Wendy Millyard, for your unwavering belief that I could find 80,000 words and string them into something that made sense.

To Sarah Emsley and all the Headline team, thanks goes to you, not just for believing Rosemary, but also for your invaluable support and encouragement along the way.

I owe a huge debt to Polly Morland, my friend and neighbour-across-the-river who was just finishing her wonderfully titled book The Society for Timid Souls as I was starting mine. She had an unerring knack of sending a funny email, bolstering text or invitation to the pub at just the right time.

My husband Ludo has spent the last year realising what it is like to be married to someone trying to write a book. Ludo, I don’t know how or why you put up with me, but you know I couldn’t have done it without you, and in my defence, my mum did warn you …

And finally to Badger and Bella, without whom this book would have been written much more quickly, but who always provided welcome distraction.

Kate Humble

February 2013





[image: images-missing]



Chapter 1

Itchy Feet

We didn’t want to buy a farm. We only wanted a field. Or even part of a field – just a few more acres. We had thought that the four acres we got when we moved to the Wye Valley in the winter of 2007, to a house that sits on a Welsh hill overlooking English woods and fields, was enough. In fact, at the time, it seemed a daunting amount of land for which to be responsible. We had come from London and twenty square feet of terraced garden, hemmed in and overlooked on all sides, and although we had both grown up in the countryside, this was the first time in our adult lives that we had owned a piece of land that we couldn’t walk around in less than a minute.

We had no connection with this part of the country and knew no one. In the minds of a lot of Londoners Wales is ‘too far’ – another country with not enough motorways and a language with no vowels and unpronounceable words. We had braved the ‘wild west’ a few times before, crossing the border at the Severn Bridge and winding through startlingly pretty countryside to places like Crickhowell and Brecon to walk in the Black Mountains and the Beacons. Having grown up in rather flat, manicured Berkshire, the wild, stark grandeur of mountain scenery was bewitching. I loved – I still love – the breathless climbs that bring you puffing and grinning (quite hard to do at the same time) to a summit that reveals another whole range of tracks and peaks and possibilities. Like our tireless mongrel Badger, I could walk all day.

In those days Wales was the place for an occasional visit; it had never crossed our minds that we might live there. But as the years went on in London it became harder and harder for me to find any good reason to carry on living there, apart from the boring, practical necessity of work. I have a theory, backed up by nothing scientific whatsoever, that if your roots are in the country, if your childhood was like mine, one that involved making camps, climbing trees, horses, bike rides with Marmite sandwiches, permanent bits of sticking plaster and scabs, swimming in rivers, it is that – that sense of space, of freedom – more than location, that eventually, inevitably draws you back.

I had moved to London when I was twenty. After leaving school I spent a number of months living in a store cupboard in a house in Oxford, working in a hospital during the day and a pub at night and at weekends to earn the money to go to Africa. I had no plans to go to university; Africa, I thought, would serve me rather better, and it did. I returned after a year with a disintegrating rucksack and a wealth of traveller’s tales, with a notion that a career in television might be what I did next. With the help of a friend’s brother, I moved into a squat in Camden. London became my home for the next twenty years. Ten probably would have been enough. I became increasingly restless. I married Ludo, a clever, funny and endlessly patient man who I had quietly held a candle for since I was sixteen, and we moved from our respective rented rooms to a little terraced two-up, two-down in Shepherd’s Bush. Two years on, the first democratic elections were held in South Africa. Mandela had been released from his long imprisonment and everyone was expecting what only a few years before had been unthinkable and unimaginable. South Africa would have a black president.

‘I have to go back!’ I said to Ludo. The country was still ostensibly in the grip of apartheid but there were rumblings and mutterings, protests and marches, not just from the black community, but from whites too. Something was happening, change was coming. We could be part of that change.

‘We can’t,’ said Ludo. ‘We have a house, a mortgage, we’re freelance – if we leave we might never find a job again.’ At this time he was making children’s programmes for ITV. I was just starting out; making a lot of tea and doing a lot of typing for very little money and not much sense that this was a career that was going to go anywhere.

The pull to go back to Africa was insistent. ‘Well, I’m going.’

Given little choice, Ludo gallantly agreed to my madcap plan and we flew to Cape Town in October of 1994. Our work permits had been turned down that morning, but by then it was too late. We’d rented out our house, sold our car, said goodbye to our friends. We moved to a little rented place with no furniture in a Cape Town suburb. Our neighbours were black. The new South Africa. We tried to work, tried contacting production companies back in Britain to offer programme ideas or help if they were planning shoots in South Africa. We were spending more of our meagre savings than we were making. ‘This is ridiculous,’ said Ludo one morning. ‘If we want to work in television we should have stayed in London. We’re in Africa. Let’s make the most of it.’ We gave up the house, bought a Ford Cortina pick-up with a yellow ‘go-faster’ stripe and a gear stick that would detach itself from the rest of the car when changing between second and third, and headed north.

We left South Africa, crossing the border into the newly independent Namibia with its long, straight, dirt roads and other-worldly vegetation. We discovered an abandoned mining town almost swamped by the shifting sands of the desert. We scrambled down a vertiginous path to the bottom of Fish River Canyon, envying the soaring eagles and the sure-footed little klipspringer antelope that skipped effortlessly down an almost sheer rock face and disappeared into the shadows. We climbed giant dunes, marvelled at the cruel majesty of the Skeleton Coast and narrowly missed being swept away in a flash flood. We drove through Etosha National Park, where giraffes stalked across the landscape, lions lazed in the shade and hyena skulked at the edge of the waterholes, scattering warthogs and making the antelope snort and stamp. We travelled the length of the Caprivi Strip, pausing to let marching columns of elephants cross the road in front of us.

Passing briefly through the border with Botswana we went on into Zimbabwe and the romance of Matopos (now Matobo) National Park, the final resting place of Cecil Rhodes, and the mysterious ancient site of great Zimbabwe. On Christmas Day, camping near Lake Kariba, we were woken by a herd of buffalo filing past our tent and later got a magical glimpse of a rare wild dog as it raced across the road in front of us in pursuit of an unseen prey. In Harare we applied for visas to Mozambique, newly emerged from decades of civil war. We went to the AA office to ask how much petrol was available in Mozambique and whether we would be wise to take our own supply.

‘We don’t advise our members to go to Mozambique at all,’ said the woman in the office.

‘OK,’ I said, ‘but we are going, so can you tell us whether we can buy petrol there?’

‘We don’t advise…’

We climbed a mountain while waiting for our visas to come and then headed across the border to a desolate land devoid of almost all wildlife. The roads were rutted and broken, the few towns we passed through were a dilapidated jumble of disintegrating buildings, blocked drains and hastily set-up stalls selling Johnny Walker Black Label and contraband cigarettes. Food seemed in desperately short supply. We camped on beaches beside the hot brown waters of the Mozambique Channel, sweltering in our tent from the tropical heat and unforgiving humidity. We drove south and then turned to the west over the border to Swaziland and our first shower for a fortnight.

Three months and 30,000 kilometres later we were back in Cape Town where we picked up a message from Ludo’s old boss. He had had a series commissioned that would go into production in a couple of months’ time. He was offering us both a job. We sold the pick-up, used the proceeds to spend the two intervening months on the extraordinary island of Madagascar and returned to Shepherd’s Bush, penniless but employed.

We moved house a few years later, buying an uninhabitable wreck in Chiswick and living first with one friend, then another, then, with almost all our possessions in various garages and attics and our essentials in a few plastic bags, alongside the dust and the builders in the hope that that would encourage them to get on with it. Finally they moved out and we could move in, by which time my tentative flirtation with city life was well and truly over. I didn’t want to be there.

‘Perhaps,’ I said to Ludo, ‘we could rent or buy a little place in the countryside; somewhere we could go to at weekends or between contracts?’

In the early ‘Noughties’ – 2003 and 2004 – little places that were within striking distance of London and did not necessitate beginning and ending every weekend with several hours in stop-start traffic on a motorway were few and far between and hundreds of thousands of pounds more than we could afford. With increasing desperation, I pored over the Road Atlas of the British Isles. The home counties were way beyond our financial reach, although we did go and see a tiny, thatched curiosity, a sort of medieval hobbit house, which appealed because it was so romantic and unusual. However, as Ludo pointed out, neither of us could stand up straight in any of the rooms and it looked out on a soulless cul-de-sac of modern, red-brick horrors. ‘There is nothing romantic,’ he opined, ‘about stooping and having the sound of other people’s lawnmowers constantly whining in the background.’ Valid points, both, so I turned to another page of the map book to scan the villages of Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire, Wiltshire and Dorset.

‘The problem,’ said Ludo, as we sat in static Sunday traffic on our return from another fruitless search, ‘is that the little stone shack that is in your head – the one in the middle of nowhere, with no neighbours, magnificent views and honeysuckle around the door – either doesn’t exist at all, is never going to be for sale, or is half a million quid.’

It had been a particularly depressing weekend. We had ‘discovered’ what we thought was the perfect area – pretty villages, still with pubs and post offices, sweeping open countryside and lovely walking. ‘This would do,’ I said, as we walked into one particularly pretty village. The landlord at the pub was friendly; the cider local and delicious; the ham in the sandwiches home-cooked and thick-cut.

‘Madonna was in here yesterday,’ said the landlord nonchalantly, as he waited for Ludo’s beer glass to fill.

‘Really?’ I said, trying not to sound incredulous. ‘What was she doing in this part of the country?’

‘Oh, she lives here. She and that Ritchie bloke bought a big mansion outside the village. Pops in quite regularly, actually. Likes a pint. Tiny, she is, can barely see over the bar.’

‘Wow,’ I said, dully, realising that our ‘discovery’, our ‘no-one-will-have-ever-heard-of-this’ place had almost certainly appeared with tedious regularity in Hello! magazine. ‘That must have pushed the house prices up.’

‘Through the roof!’ said the landlord, cheerily.

Back to the map for me.

‘That’s where I want to be,’ I said wistfully. ‘Look! There are hardly any roads and most of the map is brown and green; big areas with mountains, sheep and no pop stars.’

‘Wales is fine for the odd weekend,’ said Ludo, as we crawled a few metres in second gear and came to a halt again, ‘but we wouldn’t want to do it every week. It’s too far. I thought we wanted to keep the journey time to under two hours.’

‘It’s taken longer than that to get back from Wiltshire,’ I said sulkily, and at that moment realised that all this schlepping about the countryside was a waste of time. I didn’t want a ‘weekend’ place, which even in the ever-more unlikely event that we did find the perfect hideaway was going to be another thing to worry about, another place that would need cleaning and fixing, another lot of council tax and bills. And worse than all those things would be the interminable hell of endless Friday nights and Sunday nights spent in a traffic jam. However sweet-smelling the honeysuckle, however heart-lifting the view, I could already envisage the time when neither of us could quite face the journey, when we would make the excuse of a stressful week, or something unavoidable or unmissable that would keep us in London. The dust would start to settle, the honeysuckle would be swamped by ground elder, the gutter would leak unnoticed and our rural retreat would metamorphose from idyll to chore.

‘Why don’t we just move out of London altogether?’ I suggested, as Ludo, with a sigh of relief, left the motorway for a brief respite from the traffic, before promptly joining another jam on Chiswick High Road.

‘And do what? Neither of us wants to commute and as far as I know there aren’t any television production companies in the Black Mountains. I make TV programmes. I’m freelance. I need to be in a place where there are enough possibilities of finding work. It’s different for you. You could live anywhere, because when you’re working, more often than not it involves you being away anyway, but it’s not the same for me.’

He was right, of course. Unless either or both of us were to consider making a career change – and we were both in the unusual and privileged position of enjoying our jobs – London seemed the only obvious place to be. My hunger for the countryside would have to be slaked by walks in the Chilterns and the occasional weekend away. So we stopped searching. I refused to let myself trawl the property websites and instead tried to settle and to make the most of Big City Life. ‘We live’, I told myself repeatedly, ‘in a great house, in a nice area, with neighbours we love and friends, a bookshop, a deli, a butcher and greengrocer all within walking distance. There’s a farmers’ market on Saturdays, I can go running along the river and we have an allotment. Life is good.’

And it was good. It just wasn’t right.
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Chapter 2

Wales, Via Ethiopia

‘Phone me as soon as you get this,’ said the text message from Ludo. It was April 2006 and I had spent the day underground, deep beneath the Welsh hills experiencing the dubious pleasures of caving. I was making a programme about underground Britain. We had started in a relatively tame cave system that winds beneath the rolling North Yorkshire countryside. Hours spent in dark, damp tunnels and squeezing through sometimes alarmingly tight spaces were rewarded when we emerged, muddy and ecstatic, into the open shaft of Alum Pot. With its dripping vegetation and a waterfall falling in a silvery curtain from the ground 100 feet or so above, it felt like we had walked out onto a set from Lord of the Rings. From North Yorkshire we had travelled south to the Mendips, and the great rushing, watery rollercoaster that is the Swildon’s cave system. Challenging and a little bit frightening for a novice like myself, it was, nonetheless, exhilarating.

Well it was, until we came to Sump Number One. A narrow but high-ceilinged tunnel had led us into a chamber and what to my inexperienced eyes appeared to be a dead end. ‘We carry on through there,’ said Tim Fogg, my instructor and guide. He was pointing at a pool at the far end of the chamber. ‘There’s a short tunnel under the water, that brings you out into another chamber,’ he explained in answer to my perplexed expression.

‘So you …?’

‘Get in the pool, breathe out and empty your lungs, so you sink, and make your way through the tunnel until you get to the other side. It’s quite tight, but it’s not smaller than anything you’ve done before and there’s a rope to guide you and to pull yourself through with.’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘Easy.’ My heart was going like the clappers. The water was horribly cold. I put my face in and spluttered.

‘Go on!’ encouraged Tim. ‘You’ll do it easily.’

I grabbed the rope, shut my eyes tight and submerged myself in the muddy water. I pulled myself along but then WHACK! My helmet hit rock in front of me. Whack! Above me. I was trapped. There was no tunnel. ‘Don’t panic! Don’t panic!’ I said to myself, over and over again, as I tried to pull myself backwards, desperate to get back to Tim. My helmet kept bashing on the rock. I wanted to scream, I wanted someone, anyone, to realise I was helpless, stuck, lost, running out of air, and come and rescue me. Then suddenly I was out, gasping and shaking, trying incoherently to explain to Tim that there was no tunnel, that it was just rock, or a tunnel so small a goldfish couldn’t get through it. Tim, ever calm, explained that the wetsuit and overalls that make up the glamorous get-up of a caver were very buoyant. ‘You didn’t get yourself far enough beneath the surface to find the tunnel. It’s there. I promise. And you’ll have no problems getting through it.’ I bit my lip, nodding with a conviction I didn’t feel. I lay down in the water, breathed out and sank. I felt Tim give me a helpful shove and this time I didn’t hit rock, but pulled myself through, emerging the other side, relieved and triumphant until I realised the only way back was the way we’d come.

The biggest challenge of the Dan-yr-Ogof system, which snakes from the head of the Swansea Valley in an intricate series of tunnels and passages under the Brecon Beacons National Park, is a section called the Long Crawl. It is a misleading name, given that it takes what feels like a very long crawl just to get to the start of what soon becomes a long slither. The passage is so narrow it is too small to traverse on hands and knees and I inched my way along on my belly, using my elbows and toes to propel me. ‘Why does anyone do this?’ I asked myself, as the rock closed in, ever tighter, around me. ‘And we know this leads somewhere. Imagine being the first person to come down here. What if they discovered after 100 metres, 200 metres, that it was too small to go any further or to turn round. Then what would they have done?’

I pressed on, deciding it was better not to give it too much more thought, until the tunnel ended, suddenly and without warning, in a sheer drop. Some thoughtful lunatic had miraculously managed to squeeze a ladder, or perhaps the component parts of a ladder all the way to this point, assemble it and screw it to the wall of the descent. I climbed down into a much higher, wider chamber and gasped. In the light of my head torch I could see the first of the glittering, delicate formations that make the long crawl so completely worth the effort. Known, appropriately, as ‘straws’, they are delicate hollow tubes of calcium carbonate formed by the water seeping through the dripping roof of the cave. I made my way along the tunnel until I reached a chamber that was entirely encrusted in these luminescent spikes, so that it resembled a light shop displaying hundreds and hundreds of chandeliers.

Heady with the excitement of our subterranean adventure, I dialled Ludo’s number. ‘Sorry, I didn’t ring before,’ I gabbled. ‘We’ve just come back to the surface.’ And I proceeded to give him an excited account of the day.

‘How would you like to live in Wales?’ he said, finally able to get a word in.

My heart stopped. ‘What did you say?’

‘I’ve been offered a job in Cardiff. How would you like to live in Wales?’

He came up to meet me at the end of the shoot and we drove from Brecon along the Heads of the Valleys Road towards Abergavenny. ‘I’ve been looking at the map,’ said Ludo, ‘and I think we want to find somewhere between Chepstow, Monmouth and Usk. That way we will be in easy reach of the motorway to get to Cardiff, or to Bristol, which will be good for you, and it will only take a couple of hours to get back to London to see our friends.’

‘Or for our friends to come and see us,’ I said, brightly.

‘Mmm,’ said Ludo, a noise laden with doubt and the knowledge that most people in London think of Wales as being Very Far Away. I do remember once travelling to a filming job in Snowdonia and the drive taking longer than a flight to New York, but the scenery was so spectacular I frequently had to stop the car and phone Ludo to tell him. It is certainly true that bits of Wales are Very Far Away, even from other bits of Wales, because of its gloriously chaotic topography and lack of roads that allow for speeds of anything over thirty miles an hour. But like Dan-yr-Ogof’s Long Crawl, the rewards almost always outweigh the dearth of high-speed motorways and service station Little Chefs. And Chepstow and the Wye Valley, deemed in the eighteenth century to be the very epitome of author William Gilpin’s idea of the picturesque, are really only separated from Bristol by the turbid waters of the River Severn and the relinquishing of a fairly hefty sum of cash for the toll bridge.

Ludo’s BAFTA-winning triumph, The Choir, had prompted the BBC to offer him a job. He had made many series for the BBC, but had stayed stubbornly within the independent sector, suspecting that big corporation life wasn’t really for him. But now an opportunity presented itself that would not only be professionally challenging and exciting but would also allow us to leave London. ‘It’s only temporarily,’ Ludo warned. ‘Just a year’s contract. But we can get tenants into the house in London, rent down here and see if we like it.’

It sounded simple enough, but there was one, not inconsiderable, complication. The BBC wanted Ludo to start in a month. In a week I was leaving for a major diving expedition in the Pacific. I would be living on a boat and largely out of contact for six weeks. For Ludo to be able to accept the job, we had to at least find a house before I left. And even if we managed to do that, Ludo would have to find a tenant for our house, pack everything up, organise and supervise the move without any help at all. ‘We can do it!’ I said, racing down Monmouth High Street to another estate agent. We had seen a couple of houses to rent already that afternoon but they hadn’t been quite right. We had stipulated unfurnished without realising that, unlike London where unfurnished tends to mean ‘we’ll leave you the curtains, a cooker and the white goods, but you’ll need to bring your own sofa’, in Wales unfurnished means ‘stripped of pretty much everything that can be removed’. In one house, the estate agent opened a door with a flourish and announced: ‘The kitchen!’ There were a couple of bits of Formica attached to the walls and that was it. ‘We would literally have to bring the kitchen sink,’ muttered Ludo.

I paused in my mad dash down the hill and turned back to see why Ludo wasn’t keeping up with me. He was walking, rather slowly, down the pavement, apparently deep in thought. ‘Quick!’ I was about to shout, ‘we’ve only got five minutes before they shut!’ But then I saw the look on his face. I walked back up the hill and stood in front of him. ‘We can’t do this,’ he said, his face grey with tension, his shoulders hunched. And much as I wanted to seize him by the hand and jump up and down and say, ‘We can, we can!’ I knew that I would be lying; because it wouldn’t be ‘we’. In a couple of days I would be off to the other side of the world, leaving him to deal with everything on his own. It wasn’t fair, and I knew it. If we were going to try living in Wales we had to be able to give it the best chance. We shouldn’t just rush to move into the first available place and live like refugees, camping with our few bits of furniture, cooking on a Primus stove with sheets over the windows in lieu of curtains.

I tried to offer some reassurance. ‘If the BBC want you now, they will want you in a year.’ Ludo looked at me doubtfully. ‘Come on,’ I continued, ‘we’ve got no kids, so we can move without all that worry of trying to find schools which puts a lot of people off. You’ve got loads of experience making the type of programmes they would love to see made in-house rather than by an independent, and you’ve got a big shiny doorstop called a BAFTA. How can they resist?’

He gave me a weak smile. ‘I suppose I could ask,’ he said, ‘take a London job in the meantime and give us the chance to really explore where we want to be and find somewhere that maybe includes some kitchen equipment in the rent.’

The thrill of house-hunting palls quite quickly. Mercifully viewings were never available on a Sunday, so we would cram in as many as we could on a Saturday and then spend the rest of the weekend getting more familiar with an area we might, one day, call home. Armed with Ordnance Survey maps we tramped long sections of Offa’s Dyke and the Wye Valley walk. We discovered that the ruin of Tintern Abbey, a victim of Henry VIII, is as captivatingly beautiful in the rain or the mist as it is in the soft, golden light of the early morning. We wandered through the arch and down the hill along Chepstow’s high street, past the shops and the banks and the houses until a gap in the buildings revealed the surprisingly substantial remains of its castle, which appear to grow out of the limestone cliff on which it stands, overlooking a sweeping horseshoe bend in the River Wye. We climbed the Sugarloaf and the Skirrid, tasted the intoxicating delights of perry – cider made from pears, a local speciality – and, on the way to register with yet another estate agent in the small market town of Abergavenny, got sidetracked and gloriously diverted by its quirky art shop and gallery. ‘Come on,’ said Ludo, pulling at my coat, ‘there’s no point imagining paintings on a wall when we haven’t got a wall yet.’

As Ludo gave out our details to the estate agent I stood by, reading the details of a house that wasn’t for rent but would be within our price range if we sold the house in London. It was an old stone house, with roses and trees and a view of the mountains. ‘It even has a paddock,’ I whispered, reverentially.

‘Excuse me!’

I snapped out of my reverie. ‘Yes?’ I said to the man, who was looking at me eagerly, his hand tightening on the handle of his plastic carrier bag.

‘Are you Kate Humble?’

I’m always unsure what to do in situations like this. I find myself apologising – ‘Er, yes, sorry, I am’ – and blushing furiously like a hapless teenager. I did it again now.

‘Really?’ he said. ‘Really it’s you?’ I nodded. ‘Hold on! Please hold on!’ and he dived for the door, thrusting his head outside. ‘I was right, love, it IS her. Yes, yes, come in, come and see for yourself.’

A woman – I assume his wife – bustled through the door with her shopping bags and gave me a huge smile. ‘So it is!’ she exclaimed. ‘He said he’d seen you coming out of the art shop, but I said to him, don’t be ridiculous. What would Kate Humble be doing in Abergavenny?’

‘We’re going to live here,’ I said, and as soon as the words were out of my mouth I knew it was true, that after all those restless years I’d found a place I felt happy to settle in.

‘Oh, well, that’s wonderful! You’ll be very happy here. Good luck. Come on love,’ she said to her husband, ‘we mustn’t miss the post office.’

‘This renting lark is going to be very expensive,’ I said to Ludo as we walked away from yet another house. Sitting in the middle of a field, looking out over a nicely ramshackle collection of farm buildings and more fields, it should have been perfect. Newly painted and carpeted, with more space than we could possibly dream of, it had no cooker, no fridge, no curtains – not even lampshades. ‘It’s crazy!’ I said, shaking my head. ‘We’d have to buy all the things we have in London and will be expected to leave there for our tenants, for a house that isn’t even ours. Even if we went to Ikea and got the cheapest of everything it is still going to cost a fortune and what do we do with it all when we move out? If we sell it, we’ll get a fraction of what we pay for it. It’ll be such a waste.’

Ludo nodded in silent agreement.

‘We could,’ I said tentatively, as if it was the first time I’d thought about it, ‘perhaps look at places for sale – small places, places that we could afford to buy without selling the London house. Then if it works out, we’ve got a home here and if it doesn’t we could maybe keep it for weekends or let it out.’

Ludo sighed. ‘I’ll do the maths and see what we can afford.’

I looked at the figures on the computer screen. It wasn’t much but we thought we might be able find a little one- or two-bedroom cottage tucked away down a quiet lane with a bit of a garden. House prices may not have reached the ludicrous levels they had reached in London in 2006 and 2007, but the pickings in our price bracket were slim and those that we liked and could just about afford needed lots of work that we couldn’t.

‘We can’t sell our house,’ said Ludo. ‘The BBC said there might be a job next year, but they couldn’t promise anything, or make a firm offer. And if we sell in London now, we’ll never be able to afford to go back there.’ I gave him a look of stubborn determination that he knew only too well. He continued, undeterred. ‘There’s not much point in us moving lock, stock and barrel out here if we don’t have any work. And if you get work,’ he added quickly, ‘which I’m sure you will continue to do, you’ll be off somewhere filming blue tits or something, and I’ll be left on a wet Welsh hillside all by myself, with no friends and no job.’

I couldn’t argue. We may have been getting to know the area, but we still didn’t know any locals.

Jennifer changed all that. I was away again, filming and ringing whooper swans in Iceland, and Ludo had gone to Wales for a couple of days with our old friend Richard. They had decided to find a new B&B, closer to the little town of Usk, and look at houses slightly further afield. I phoned Ludo from the hotel in Reykjavik to see how they had got on. ‘I’ve fallen in love with another woman,’ he announced. ‘You’ll fall in love with her too. She’s called Jennifer, she owns the house we stayed in and she’s wonderful. We’re booked in to stay when you get back. Richard and I have found some houses you might like the look of …’

Something had happened while I had been away. Whether Richard’s enthusiasm for the area made Ludo look it at afresh, or whether meeting Jennifer – who I did, indeed, love as soon as I walked into her kitchen – made him realise that moving here wasn’t necessarily going to condemn him to a life of lonely isolation, I don’t know, and I didn’t ask in case he should re-think and change his mind. But whatever it was, it had caused a seismic shift; the estate agent details Ludo handed me as we drove back down the M4 were all for houses that we could only afford if we sold our house in London. A couple of them Ludo had already seen with Richard, most of them we would both be seeing for the first time and one Ludo had seen only from the outside because the estate agent hadn’t had the keys. ‘That’s the one I like the look of most,’ he said.

It was a pretty stone cottage with an ugly conservatory (‘we can always get rid of that’), five acres of land and a trout pond. I looked at the picture. It seemed extraordinary to me that we might be able to swap life in a Victorian terrace, with neighbours on all sides and the constant roar of traffic, for this. By the time we got to the Severn Bridge I had mentally moved in. From the floor plan I’d worked out where I’d put our sofa and which bedroom would be ours and I was already transforming the small room behind the kitchen into my dream, book-lined hideaway, with wood-burning stove and a dog or two spreadeagled on the furniture.

Later that weekend, just before our appointment to see the cottage, my phone rang. It was the estate agent. ‘I’m afraid we’re going to have to cancel the viewing because the property has been sold,’ he said.

‘What do you mean, sold? It can’t have been! It wasn’t even under offer.’

I was indignant, furious that someone might have had the nerve to buy ‘my’ cottage. We were at the end of our third day of non-stop viewing and we’d seen nothing that felt right, nothing that had that inexplicable, intangible quality that made it feel like home. We were exhausted and a little dispirited but we hadn’t quite been despairing because there was always the cottage-with-the-trout-pond, which we had left, on purpose, until last. Now ‘somebody from London’ had come along and paid over the asking price to ensure it was taken off the market. ‘Bloody Londoners!’ I yelled as I hung up the phone, making Ludo laugh and remind me that that was exactly what we were too.

‘Not for long,’ I muttered under my breath.

‘Oh-my-God-have-you-seen-this?’ I garbled, heart racing.

‘Yes,’ said Ludo wearily. ‘Look at the price. We can’t afford it.’

We had gone back to the little computer shop on the Usk high street to sit at its lone computer and begin another mindless trawl around the Rightmove website, looking at anything in the area that was for sale. I had put in £5,000,000 as the top price. Ludo raised his eyebrows. ‘Now you’re just being silly.’

‘It’s worth looking out of our price range just to see if there is something we’ve missed. People are willing to negotiate, you know.’

‘No one is going to drop their price by over four million quid …’

The house was stone, with strangely tall chimneys, standing out against the blue sky of the photograph. I clicked on the details. A seventeenth-century Welsh farmhouse, four bedrooms, a barn, four acres.

‘I’m going to call the estate agent.’

‘There’s no point.’

But I was already dialling.

‘It’s got to be close to here,’ I said, squinting at the OS map as we bumped down another narrow lane. I had impressed on the estate agent that our budget fell well short of the asking price; that by allowing us to view it, she was either saying that the owners were willing to negotiate – a lot – or that they didn’t mind a couple of nosy parkers coming to have a poke around with no intention of buying. ‘See you at ten o’clock on the fifteenth,’ she said. We would have to wait for another week before we could go and see it because the owners were on holiday – ‘But,’ I said to Ludo, ‘we could always go and have a look from the outside, just to get an idea …’

The car turned off a lane onto a forestry track. It was midsummer. The beech and oak trees cast thick, dappled shade over the rutted gravel road. We kept going, climbing through the woods, our Mini juddering and bouncing over the potholes.

Ludo broke the silence. ‘What are you thinking?’

I was looking out at the trees, imagining this as the way I would always have to come to get home and wondering how to describe the route to people who had never been here before.

‘I’m writing directions to our friends.’

He smiled, swinging the car around another switchback and upwards towards the first glimpse of stone through the thick summer foliage. We stood, our backs to the house, looking out, over the patchwork of woods and fields, over the valley, the river hidden by the dips and curves of the voluptuous landscape.

‘Can you imagine ever living anywhere else?’ I asked.

‘No,’ said Ludo, ‘I can’t.’

The next few months were exhausting; an emotional fairground ride that lurched us from one extreme of feeling to another. Our first offer on the house was turned down, and we had to think hard and fast about whether we could afford to offer more. Every envelope was covered in scribbled sums, equations and hypotheses, as we agonised and rationalised the pros and cons of giving up or pressing on. In the end we phoned the estate agent, offering our absolute, full-stretch limit. We waited. One day; two days. Nothing, no word. It was agonising. I felt hamstrung, unable to think or concentrate on anything else. Finally, on the afternoon of the third day we got our answer. ‘They’ve accepted your offer.’

I was jubilant. This was it. The unattainable was suddenly within grasp. Home would no longer be a place of pavements, parking metres, traffic fumes and wailing sirens. We wouldn’t wake every morning to the revving diesel engine of our neighbour’s van which he always managed to park outside our house and not his own. There’d be birdsong and crowing cockerels instead of thumping car stereos and the appalling, ear-splitting trumpet playing of the kid who lived over the back fence. ‘We’ve got to sell our house first, remember,’ warned Ludo, but I had no qualms. This was 2007. Houses in London were selling almost before they went on the market, certainly before any details were published. Sure enough, ours sold in three days for above the asking price to a bloke who wanted it as a buy-to-let. It was ridiculous, but we didn’t care. We were moving to Wales.

A couple of weeks later we drove west to see the house again, partly to reassure ourselves that it really was as special as we remembered it, and partly to spend a bit of time with the owners learning about things like septic tanks and how their slightly eccentric heating system worked. Ludo talked boilers, electricity supplies and water tanks with the man of the house, while his wife showed me the garden, agreed to leave all the downstairs curtains and asked if I’d mind looking after their chickens and possibly their cat until they got settled. We came out of the kitchen door to see Ludo and her husband standing by our car. Ludo had a strange expression on his face. I gave him an enquiring look.

He didn’t speak, but the husband did. ‘It’s just … we might have changed our minds. We might not want to sell after all.’

I looked at him, aghast, speechless. ‘But you can’t,’ I said, trying to keep the desperation out of my voice. ‘You can’t. We only sold our house because of this, because you agreed, you accepted our offer.’ He said nothing. His wife, looking awkward and embarrassed, broke the silence that hung heavy in the air. ‘It’s fine. Of course we’re selling. It’ll be fine. Don’t worry. It’s fine, really.’

We sat, shell-shocked and numb, in the pub at the bottom of the hill. ‘I think he wants more money,’ said Ludo, gloomily. ‘I think it’s a ruse to make us pay more.’ I wasn’t convinced. They had taken on the house when it had been pretty much a ruin, with crumbling walls and only part of a roof. They’d rebuilt it, raised a family there; I suspected it was more an emotional response to the realisation that the house would no longer be their home, but somebody else’s. It didn’t really make any difference which one of us was right; suddenly there was a thick blanket of doubt hanging heavy over our new life.

The estate agent was all cheer on the following Monday. ‘Everything go well?’ she asked, breezily.

‘Err, not exactly,’ I said and told her what had happened.

‘Well, they haven’t said anything to me. It’ll all be going ahead, don’t worry.’

But as the weeks went by and we exchanged with the buyer of our London house, our solicitor was getting increasingly restless. ‘They haven’t sent back any of the paperwork. We can’t proceed with the exchange until the documents are signed and returned.’

I phoned the estate agent who promised to chase them up. ‘They’ll go in the post this afternoon,’ she reassured me, but they never materialised. More phone calls, more reassurance, still nothing.

‘At this rate we’re going to be homeless,’ said Ludo. Completion had been set for our sale in mid December, barely six weeks away, and still we hadn’t had the paperwork to allow us to exchange on the Welsh house. I had to press on as if we were definitely moving, finding removal firms who could come up with a way of getting our stuff up a very steep, narrow lane and then forestry track which no full-size truck would be able to manage. I needed to order things like a fridge and cooker because the buy-to-let man wanted to buy all our kitchen goods. Then there were the letters to write to the utilities companies and the final bills to pay. All this while I was also making frantic preparations for a filming trip which would take me to a remote region of Ethiopia, leaving a month before our moving date and returning, thanks to a last-minute change of plan, on the very day of the move.

‘You do understand,’ I said to the producer, ‘that I absolutely have to be back on that day, as that is the day we’re moving house?’ I was assured that I would definitely be back early on that morning.

Ludo was also desperately busy, finalising the edit of a programme for delivery that day. He would almost certainly be working late. So our plan was that our friend Richard would pick me up from the airport and we’d race down the motorway to be at the Welsh house in time to greet the removal van. Ludo would finish everything off in London and come down that night. But that was only if the sale had gone through by then and still there was no sign we were going to exchange.

My bag was packed and by the front door. I’d packed up most of my office too, and was sitting amidst a pile of cardboard boxes checking the enormous list I’d left for Ludo of people to ring, orders to confirm and letters to post as soon as the exchange happened. The phone rang. ‘The exchange has gone through, with the completion date set for 14 December 2007. Congratulations.’ I had no time to celebrate or take a last look around my old home. The taxi was outside waiting to take me to the airport. I slammed the front door, posted my key through the letter box and left London. The next time I saw Ludo would be in our new home in Wales.

The middle of nowhere is an overused phrase and really, is there anywhere that is nowhere? I was in the middle of somewhere, but somewhere remote, inaccessible, hot and dusty with very little means of contacting the outside world. The Danakil region of Ethiopia is famed for its inhospitable landscape and climate and, according to Wilfred Thesiger, who travelled there in 1930, a tribe of people who will remove your testicles first and ask questions later. I spent a month there, trying to learn and understand how people live and survive in this, the harshest of environments. Perhaps because of my lack of testicles I had found the Danakil tough and uncompromising, but ultimately hospitable, though it was a difficult, sometimes heart-breaking few weeks, with little sleep and a diet of Vache Qui Rit processed cheese and the occasional goat. Much as I love Africa and all the conflicting emotions it evokes, I was desperate to get back to the UK and to the start of a new life.
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