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Author’s Note


I’ve walked an extremely fine line in these pages between authenticity and confidentiality. Nothing here has been invented or fictionalized. The stories and situations in these pages are all true. But whilst I have attempted to be faithful to the people who lived with us, at the same time I have tried to render them unrecognizable. I have changed minor details and the names of almost everyone except my own family and the livestock. I have also blended certain events, backgrounds and traits so that although someone might recognize themselves or a certain individual from a particular detail, some of the incidents in these pages did not involve the person they think they have recognized. I have done this to avoid rather than cause offence, and so that no one can read this book and say, ‘That’s me’; but I appreciate that this may cause confusion for the people concerned. I have also frequently felt obliged to draw a veil over events and conversations for the sake of confidentiality. I leave it to both the reader, and our guests, to decide if I have strayed too far either side of that fine line. 










Preface


‘I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life . . . and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived’ 


–Henry David Thoreau 


 


This book is the story of a woodland sanctuary in Somerset. My wife, Francesca, and I set it up with the sole purpose of offering refuge to people going through a period of crisis in their lives. We hoped to emulate a community we knew down in Dorset, a place that was a haven for those struggling with addiction, bereavement, separation, depression, penury, eating disorders, homelessness, PTSD and all the other ailments, illnesses and misfortunes that beset us in life. 


It’s over five years now since we came to live in the woods, and in that time there have been so many mishaps and miracles, so many characters and escapades, that it seems a lifetime ago. Those years have been gruelling, exhilarating, exhausting, uplifting, exciting, depressing, joyful, rewarding and, always, eye-opening. The learning curve has been so steep that it has often seemed almost vertical. Human nature is constantly fascin­ating, and over the years we’ve seen all sorts, from the very admirable to the far less so. When you have an open-door policy, the whole spectrum of humanity will roll up: rough diamonds and smooth talkers, the overbearing and the underwhelming. We’ve had fantasists and fundamentalists, seekers and plain attention-seekers, wanderers and wayfarers, hippies, heroes, dreamers, diggers, flakes and, sometimes, saviours. Normally, once guests have been with us for a day or two, our children give them a nickname: we’ve had Roadkill Kev, Inappropriate Ian, Trevor Whatever, Mary Poppins, The Busker, Marshmellow, Virginia Creeper, and many more – from a one-legged Dane wearing half a pair of leopard-skin tights to a seven-foot cross-dresser called Simone. We’ve had well over a hundred strangers living in our woodland shelter, some staying for just one night, but most for many months and a few for more than a year. 


There have been many misconceptions about what we’re doing, so it’s probably as well to dispel some myths at the start. I was born and brought up in Somerset; this wasn’t some urbanite’s romantic escape to an idealized countryside. If anything, it was the opposite: an attempt to help people put an end to incessant escapism. I’ve often thought that modern life is rootless, non-­committal and excitedly distracted by fleeting highs, and that part of an individual’s healing is about discovering rootedness, commitment and stability. In that sense, Francesca and I never felt we were retreating from the so-called ‘real world’ but engaging with it more deeply: all sorts of people – troubled soldiers, ex-offenders, victims of abuse, sex-workers, and so on – came to live with us and gave us insights into what life can really be like. We weren’t living in some protective bubble, trying to shut something out, but actually throwing our doors wide open. We weren’t living out some fantasy but trying to avoid fantasies. 


Nor were we looking for a better quality of life. It’s true that we yearned for an existence with more rugged simplicity and stillness, but the notion that living communally with tough, wounded characters could increase our comfort or quiet is pretty laughable. Quite often, visitors would look round the woods on a sunny June afternoon and comment on how peaceful it was, and how it must be wonderful to be so far away from the stresses of the city. I was usually pleased that they noticed some serenity but would try to explain that peace is exceptionally hard work, and that the pressures of farming and forestry can equal any anxiety generated by the city. 


People generally assumed that we were vegan eco-warriors who home-schooled our kids in an off-grid yurt. It’s true that we lived for years without a TV or a dishwasher and that we heat our home, and its water, with wood; it’s true that we’re concerned about the provenance of what we eat and produce a large proportion of our own food. We avoid noisy machinery as much as possible. But we live in an ordinary house made of bricks and mortar. Our kids go to local schools. We’re concerned about sustainability, but as much about the financial, emotional and psychological sort as the en­vironmental. We’re not obsessed with self-sufficiency, and are far more interested in interdependency than independence, more attracted by interaction than isolation. 


Another misconception is that Francesca and I are nobly helping the needy. It might be the case, I hope, that we’re reasonably generous, but we’ve received as much as we’ve given. It’s one of the mind-blowing aspects of open-door living that more is gifted than stolen, more offered than filched. I’ve attempted, in this book, to offer a corrective to the popular, bucolic image of communal living – where people hug in flower meadows and strum guitars around campfires – so I’ve never hidden the fact that it can be demanding, challenging and, occasionally, infuriating. But we’ve been extremely blessed by our guests over the years, and we’ve always made it clear that they’re helping us as much as the other way round. There’s no way we could, by ourselves, manage a ten-acre woodland, look after pigs, sheep, chickens, bees, a polytunnel, a glasshouse, raised beds, an orchard and children, as well as doing the cooking, cleaning, shopping and all the rest. Part of someone’s recovery is that they realize they’re indispensable: they’re needed, not needy, they’re caring, not cared for. There’s never a sense here that Francesca and I are the strong staff and that our guests are the wobbly clients. We are, I hope, well qualified to do what we’re doing, but we’ve always made it clear that we’re not professionals and have no medical or counselling backgrounds. If anything, what we do is deliberately anti-professional because we feel, like George Bernard Shaw, that professionalism is sometimes a conspiracy against the laity. We opened our house to those in crisis not because of a feeling of superiority, but because of identification. We’ve had quite a few crises ourselves: we could only afford to do this in the first place because of bereavements of our own, and I had a ‘lost year’ a long time ago that I’ve never forgotten.


Another common misunderstanding arises from the clichés and preconceptions about communalism. The concept is either demonized or idealized. We all know enough about Jim Jones and Georgetown, David Koresh and Waco, or Osho and Rajneeshpuram, to be aware that communities can often go slowly, but seriously, berserk. When individuals submit completely to a messianic leader, ‘community’ bleeds into ‘cult’, a place of slavish obedience and, often, of suicide and murder. That, perhaps, is why the notion of a ‘commune’ is held so low in the public esteem. Communes are considered to be conceited ghettoes. They are, it’s thought, places where like-minded lemmings gather to create homogenous groups that are at best doolally, at worst dangerous. If you’re in any doubt as to how bad the reputation of communalism is, try telling your next-door neighbour that you’re about to start up a community on the other side of their wall. Unless you’re very lucky, their eyes will widen as they take a step away from you, all the while imagining dropouts, drugs and sexual deviancy.


Yet at the same time ‘community’ has become one of the buzzwords of the political lexicon, offered as a soothing balm for the sores of contemporary life. Each time a village shop, a post office or a pub closes, each time there’s an iconic crime, robbery or riot, we’re told that lack of community is the cause. With the revelation (in both the 2001 and 2011 censuses) that 34 per cent of households contain only a single inhabitant, and with parts of the country struggling with mass immigration and a dwindling sense of identity, everyone seems to mourn the loss of ‘community’. It’s a word deployed to describe both a new kind of policeman (the ‘community support officer’) and a renamed quango (half of the ‘Housing Corporation’ has become the ‘Homes and Communities Agency’). People use ‘community’ to describe a workforce, or a religious group, or a bunch of people connected online who have never met. It’s a word that has become almost completely meaningless.


Our small community is neither a closed cult nor a loose label. But, beyond that, it’s extremely difficult to explain quite what it is. We don’t even really know what to call it ourselves: ‘commune’ sounds too hippie or dated, ‘community’ sounds like half a village and ‘fellowship’ is, for some, overly religious. We sometimes call it – rather a mouthful – an ‘extended household’, because it’s first and foremost a family home where we lay half a dozen extra places at the table and provide half a dozen extra beds. 


We’re doing it because we believe that communalism can be an antidote to many of the sadnesses and sorrows of modern life. Not just addiction, say, or homelessness, but also the issues that lie behind those more explicit ones; problems like loneliness or simply dismay at modern life. Communal living offers the chance to find belonging instead of rootlessness, commitment in place of impermanence, and purpose rather than despair. It allows a deeply satisfying, paradoxical combination of anarchism and traditionalism, of counter-culturalism and conservationism. Communal living has invariably been a form of resistance or defiance, a way to set yourself apart and offer a coherent, hard-lived critique of the so-called ‘real world’: from the Diggers (the agrarian socialists of the seventeenth century) to the Doukhobors (the persecuted, spiritual pacifists of Imperial Russia), any conscious congregation of humans living deliberately beyond the norms of society has been an act of dissent. But it’s also trad­itional because in living together and learning ancient crafts, you necessarily draw on centuries of accumulated wisdom and borrow from ancestors’ ingenuity and sagacity. Communal living, it seems to me, is an alliance with the past to critique the present in the hope of a better future. That’s one of its great attractions: a community is a gathering not just of people but of generations, a way to pass the torch from one age to the next. 


In contrast, I’ve often thought that the nuclear family is a problematic way to live. I’m not even sure that it’s a natural way to bring up children. That view might be the result of spending so much time in southern Europe, where – along with much of the rest of the world – families are often ‘extended’ and various relatives and different generations live side by side. In Italy it gives society a predictability and stability and means that, for better or worse, the social fabric is still tightly knit. My own parents were fairly unorthodox in having an open house, usually letting people stay for weeks or months and even inviting them along on family holidays. The memories of that exciting family home where intriguing people rolled up doubtless planted a seed and made the leap to full-blooded communalism far easier. Over the years I began to feel that the nuclear family is like a fortress. Home is no longer the place where charity begins but the castle with a metaphorical moat that holds the big, bad world at bay. And the idealization of the ‘perfect family’ causes melancholy not just for those who aren’t part of one (and, let’s be honest, who is?) but also for those who have a fairly happy family yet still feel that something’s missing. A nuclear family can sometimes be, I think, claustrophobic, frantic and defensive. 


That said, I can understand why a family might be defensive. It’s a dangerous world, and young children deserve protection. Inevitably, when people hear of our woodland sanctuary, the first thing they ask about is our three children, about whether it’s wise to expose them to all sorts of obvious and less obvious threats. Over the years, we’ve had to be pretty shrewd to ward off some insidious dangers. But the many advantages to our children of a place like this are another reason why we’re doing it in the first place. We noticed when we were travelling around various communities before setting up this refuge that the children who had grown up in radical, open-door groups were remarkably mature, eloquent and unfazed by the most weird or eccentric arrival. They were non-judgemental, but at the same time they were able to make some fairly sound judgements and appeared less susceptible to the seductions of drink, drugs and other temptations. A lot of the children we met didn’t discriminate against people, but they were discriminating in the old sense of being discerning. They had enjoyed pretty idyllic childhoods but were streetwise too. That, we thought, was how we wanted our children to grow up. It’s been an extremely delicate balancing act and there have been moments in which we’ve been very concerned about our kids. Not just because of the scariest possibilities but also because of the constant emotional turbulence created by distressed and disturbed guests. I’ve got to admit that after five years of living like this I can certainly see the attractions of being a nuclear family again. But we still believe it’s been great for our children: they share every meal with half a dozen others – recently arrived strangers or long-term guests – which gives them first-hand experience of the wonders and excitements, and the dangers and deceits, of life. 


 


About ten years ago I wrote a book called Utopian Dreams (to which this book is, I suppose, the hard-bitten response, a sort of ‘Utopian Realities’). Utopian Dreams was a quest to find the ideal way in which human beings might share their lives, money, meals, possessions and ideals. We visited and stayed in dozens of different communities both in Britain and Italy and were fortunate to find, in an isolated hamlet near the Dorset coast, a community called Pilsdon. Founded by a maverick Anglican priest and his wife in 1958, it’s a working farm that welcomes life’s walking wounded and those on the margins of society: anyone bruised and bloodied by bad luck or bad judgement. Twenty to thirty people live there, working the land and reflecting on their lives. There’s something about the rhythm of life that feels healthy and wholesome: there is hay to cut, there are cows to milk, logs to split, vegetable beds to weed. It’s exceptionally hard work, but somehow relaxing too. The mix of people living there at any one time sounds like an explosive cocktail of characters and yet it’s hard not to be blown away by the gentleness of the place. Although everyone is united by some kind of sorrow, it’s surprisingly cheerful, with a lot of banter and laughter. Nobody, I thought, felt like a ‘charity case’, even though people were working at gradually putting their lives back together. There’s a monastic simplicity there, with the day punctuated by bells for meals or for prayer. Its compassion is contagious. It’s a place where they believe in the survival of the weakest. 


Pilsdon’s founders, Percy Smith and his wife, Gaynor, had been inspired to start the community by the example of Nicholas Ferrar, the founder of Little Gidding in the seventeenth century. It was Little Gidding, of course, that inspired T. S. Eliot to write his famous poem of the same name, one of the Four Quartets. Ferrar himself had been persuaded to start his unusual household by the radical monasticism of the early Church. Throughout the twentieth century people did something similar, gathering together to work the land and offer hospitality to those in need: in Nomadelfia in Tuscany, at the Community of the Ark in southern France, as well as at the Bruderhof, L’Arche, Emmaus and Camphill communities. If you sit at the dining table at some of those places, the chances are you’ll be sharing the meal with all sorts: perhaps an asylum seeker, an ex-offender, a jam-maker from round the corner, a recovering addict or a wayfarer. You may well be sitting between a bricklayer and a bishop. There are very few places in Britain where you get that degree of inclusiveness and variety. 


There was something about Pilsdon and comparable communities that seemed ancient but also visionary. They offered a way of life that was ‘so old that it looks like new’. That was what, probably, attracted us to Pilsdon and to similar shelters. They were low-tech, sometimes deliberately Luddite, yet appeared strangely futuristic, because they were surviving with very little, and that, after this age of abundance, is what the future might be like. 


Ten years on, I’m not sure I agree with all the conclusions of Utopian Dreams. I’m distrustful of any theorizing or pontificating about communalism. The ‘crooked timber’ of humanity is so tricky to work with that each edifice will have its own strengths and weaknesses, its own idiosyncratic twists and knots and unusual grains. But writing that book introduced Francesca and me to a way of life that was breathtaking. It was anarchic and unconventional but also peaceful and creative. Over the years we kept going back to Pilsdon. I became a trustee there. We saw close up many of the classic issues with which all communities have to grapple: leadership, finances, boundaries, privacy, rules, inclusion, exclusion and, of course, the washing-up. 


We felt a very strong vocation to emulate Pilsdon. It wasn’t the stereotypical calling you might see in a film, with a booming voice or a bolt of lightning from the sky. But it was nonetheless a very precise summons, an insistent suggestion that we were expected to do something similar: to turn the Sermon on the Mount into a manifesto for life. Now, I know that I risk forfeiting the sympathy of the vast majority of readers if I confess a religious inspiration behind what we’re doing. And I know too that, over the years, many potential guests have been put off by our description of ‘traditional Christian hospitality’. But at Windsor Hill Wood actions are more important than beliefs, the fruits more important than the roots. We’ve had guests who are Muslim, Bahá’í, Hindu, Jewish, Christian, pagan, agnostic and, most commonly, atheist. Very rarely has anyone complained about our inspiration being from the gospels. We happily, though actually fairly rarely, talk about religion, but when we do it’s never with the intention of proselytizing. We don’t need to because those who live here already believe in what we’re doing. They understand it; they get it. And we share so much in our life together – money, silence, food, work, and so on – that the beliefs we don’t share are less divisive than they are intriguing. 


We wanted the refuge to be a woodland rather than traditional agricultural land for a variety of reasons, mainly, I suppose, because there’s something primitive and pleasing about living surrounded by trees. They make you feel cherished by giving you strong columns, speckled ceilings and floral carpets. They provide such an efficient shelter that even in the strongest rainfall you barely get wet if the tree is in leaf. They offer shade in summer and a windbreak in winter. The rustle of leaves in the summer is not unlike the soporific sound of breakers on the sand. The solidity and longevity of trees offer reassurance and rootedness; they offer continuity amidst the chaos of communal living. They have strength but flexibility; they’re immobile objects that sway easily in the wind. They’re full of energy but also stillness. It’s hard to think of a better counsel for human behaviour.


But as well as all that dreamy stuff there were practical reasons for looking for a woodland. I’m a (very amateur) green woodworker, using pole lathes, chisels and axes, so I liked the idea of sourcing wood from our own backyard. And I relished the chance to share quiet carpentry with people in a period of recovery because I was convinced of its therapeutic value. There’s something forgiving about working with wood: almost any mistake can be contained, accepted or corrected. It requires precision and concentration but also gives you an opportunity, when you’re doing something laborious, for mental freewheeling. It allows you to focus on the minutiae and, whilst you’re at it, to discern the bigger picture in your life. I had a suspicion that many people miss manual labour, the kind that is creative and communal. Basic carpentry, I thought, would provide it. A woodland, moreover, would allow us to meet our own fuel needs, as well as giving us free building materials for sheds and barns and the like.


The last reason we decided to embark on the project was the fact that my day job is slightly unusual: being a writer requires, I think, a lot of time away from the desk. I often find that decent ideas come when I’m chopping wood or doing some carpentry. Personally, I can’t write for more than three or four hours a day: not because of stamina but because I simply haven’t enough to say to the world and, even if I did, I’m not sure the world would want to listen. Managing a woodland refuge was intended to be the opposite of my writing life. One occupation was solitary, cerebral, vaguely solipsistic and definitely sedentary; the other was social, physical, altruistic and outdoors. The two jobs would dovetail well, I thought, and the contrast would make each an attractive escape from the other, just as, historically, monasteries have always combined manual and cultural labours. 


I never expected to write a book about the project. Managing the woodland was the antidote to my writing, not an extension of it. But over the years, as sad, amusing and sometimes mysterious things happened, people kept saying, ‘You’ve got to write a book about this one day.’ I wrote a column about our project for the Observer for six months, and that period proved that there was a large readership yearning to know about the nitty-gritty of communal living. And as the years went by I realized how many people longed to do something similar but didn’t know how. A vast number of questers sought us out and asked advice about how to create their own shelter or refuge. In a way, this book is the guide I wish we had had when we started out and I hope it will serve as one to others who share our calling.


 


The psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl once wrote that ‘success, like happiness, cannot be pursued; it must ensue.’ I’ve often thought that the same could be said of a sense of community: it only ensues. It’s not enough to long for social or communal cohesion. It comes only in the wake of a greater purpose. In our case, that purpose was offering refuge to people undergoing a period of crisis in their lives. We would offer people a peaceful place where there was a lot of work and a lot of rest. Through all the tough times of our first five years, the simplicity of that vision has never changed. 


But when I think back to the beginning of our communal adventure, we were rather wet behind the ears. We were naive and trusting. I have, I think, the dangerous virtue of always seeing the best in people. Looking back, it would have been better, sometimes, to perceive the worst in them too. Many people took us for a ride. Plenty of things went missing. More than a few of our guests fell off the wagon fairly spectacularly. People who weren’t at peace with themselves made sure no one else could be at peace either. Slowly, our initial enthusiasm and idealism gave way to a wistful weariness. We were, for long periods, on the brink of nervous exhaustion, compassion fatigue and financial ruin. 


It took years to understand how to build and sustain our community, and there were many rows and tears along the way. There were, inevitably, arguments about the washing-up and the workload, about money and leadership. Sometimes, it felt like being stuck in a lift with the same people day after day. Or it was like Christmas every day, with the same excitement and laughter, tension and arguments. If the narrative that follows feels a bit chaotic or contradictory, it’s because our tiny community itself was, at times, pretty chaotic and contradictory. There was no smooth, linear progression. If we learned lessons, we quickly discovered we needed to learn new ones. One visitor described our lifestyle as ‘the storm before the storm’. But we did, slowly, figure out what we were doing, and something wonderful started to happen. It just began to work. Around the huge chestnut table we had made there would often be ten or twelve people. On any one occasion there might be a monosyllabic man with a long beard, a talkative divorcee, a bipolar teenager, a thin, nervous addict in recovery, our three kids, my wife, me and a couple of others. We had created a micro-community and, quite often, it really was enchanting. Someone would roll up and teach our children the harmonica. Another person would make pink elderflower cordial. Someone would weave a basket out of the willow we’d just coppiced. We would swap stories around the stove. Having thrown our doors wide open, amazing gifts started to arrive: someone gave us a camper van, a woman donated half a tonne of pig food. Gifts just kept coming: everything from a truck load of pallets to surplus camping gear. We were breeding pigs, chickens and sheep, planting an orchard, coppicing hazel and willow, keeping bees, heating the house and water with wood, sculpting a cob oven, converting outbuildings, making chairs and creating our own charcoal. We were surviving together in the egg-shaped hollow of an old quarry, gradually turning a brownfield, post-industrial site into a working woodland. We began to see the essential facts of life that Thoreau alluded to in Life in the Woods, and we’ll never, as he warned, regret that we haven’t lived. 










Year One


‘All good men love an axe’ 


        – John Stewart Collis


 


We liked the name: Rock House. It sounded solid, a place with proper foundations. The name came from the fact that it was the old quarry-master’s house, where rocks were sorted and accounts settled. It was at the end of a bumpy track – the end, quite ­literally, of the road. There was a small stream to the left of the drive which then bent round in front of the house. The house itself must have been mid-Victorian. It had a diminutive fireplace in every room. It wasn’t large at all – just a kitchen and a sitting room downstairs, and three petite bedrooms upstairs – but it had a large annexe nearby, and in between was a rustic infill: a spacious room with thick beams, a large wood-burner and huge glass doors that looked out on to the woods. Our predecessors had called it the garden room, so we called it that too. It was the sort of room that made you feel as if you were still outdoors. 


Outside, there were two sheds, a workshop, a greenhouse and a couple more stone outbuildings. Behind the workshop, up a gentle slope, was a small meadow of long grass and wild flowers. The rest of the ten-acre site was a combination of woodland and clearings. Being an old quarry, it was all cradled in an area the shape of cupped hands. So although there was no great view, the place felt completely protected and sheltered. The steep sides of the quarry were scree and stone, but even they were covered with trees. 


It felt as if nature were slowly but surely taking back the land. If you kicked the ground as you walked around, you would scuff up nothing more than a gravel pit. But it was now disguised by a colourful carpet: there were wild strawberry plants all over the woods; their little serrated leaves covered the gravel and throughout the early summer they produced tiny red berries no bigger than a child’s fingernail. There were the yellow-and-red curves of bird’s foot trefoil, the hairy purple of heal-all. 


The woodland was a mixture of native broadleaves: ash, oak, hawthorn, hazel and a lot of goat willow, also known as sallow. None of it had ever been planted. It had merely colonized the quarry over the previous four or five decades through natural regeneration. That meant that there were often trees so close together you couldn’t walk between them. Some had even twisted into each other, so that a sycamore and an ash, or a hazel and an oak, seemed to be growing from the same stem. It was a dense, dark place, occasionally feeling more like a swamp: the trunks were covered with dripping moss or clothed in ivy and old man’s beard. Ferns uncurled on the ground, spreading out in all directions like party blowouts. It was a young, scrawny, completely unmanaged woodland. None of the trees was so mature that you couldn’t encircle it with two hands. 


We quickly realized that this was no bluebell-carpeted, ancient woodland. The site, like many abandoned quarries, had been used as a tip. Poking out between the moss and ferns were car bumpers, rusting prams, broken bricks, gnarls of concrete, smashed bathroom suites, bits of engines, plastic buckets and rusting beer cans. As we got more used to it, we could recognize, under the ivy, the shape of the tippings, like moguls on a ski slope: rounded humps of unwanted waste and debris that, however overgrown, looked unnatural somehow, too angular or unlikely. Soon after we moved in, I went out foraging for food and saw quite a few tall, thinnish fungi. I turned to the field guide, enthused that I was manfully about to provide my family with the natural gifts of the soil . . . only to read that the shaggy-inkcap mushroom usually grows by the side of roads and on rubbish tips. 


So the land wasn’t, clearly, virgin territory but a scarred brownfield site. Because of the quarrying, it wasn’t flat but had plateaus and dips and, all over the place, ruined buildings. There were walls in the middle of the woodland, steps and sidings and tunnels where you least expected them. There were even one or two caves, almost vertical fissures in the rock that went far deeper than the eye could see. With its huge boulders and ubiquitous gravel, it felt a bit like those 1970s sci-fi sets made of polystyrene. 


Nor was it in the most salubrious part of Somerset. It was just outside Shepton Mallet, a town with its fair share of social deprivation and rural poverty. It had been dominated until its recent closure by a lifers’ prison with stern walls and barred windows. The town used to be known for its breweries, and there’s still a cider factory here, with its iconic Babycham fawn outside. Half the premises on the single high street stand empty, unable to compete with the chains and supermarkets of the trading estates. One of the remaining shops – a friendly ironmonger – is called ‘Dredge and Male’, a name that sounds a bit like ‘Drudge and Bloke’. This, it’s clear, isn’t a particularly glamorous part of the world. 


But communities rarely occur in Georgian mansions or Palladian villas. Because they’re usually started by people who have more ideals than money, they take root in discarded or desolate spaces. Slab City in the States, an old barracks in the Colorado Desert, is just the most famous example of a community emerging on ‘the abandoned places of Empire’. I quite liked the fact that our beautiful woodland was a brownfield site; that after being a quarry it had clearly been used as a dump for the rubbish people didn’t want. We could use stuff labelled ‘rubbish’ by the less resourceful. Any time we were short of money we collected some of the metal and got twenty or thirty quid for it. And I liked the fact that nature was rapidly reclaiming the post-industrial landscape: that what was little more than a gravel pit for fly-tippers was being changed into a far more rewarding kind of wilderness. 


We were fond of the town too. It seemed like a land of the underdog, a place of derelict buildings, abandoned quarries and disused viaducts. Once you got away from the high street, there were many narrow alleys and surprising footpaths. It has, I’m told, more listed buildings than the nearby, and far smarter, city of Wells. Like many slightly deprived towns, Shepton is a warm and welcoming place. Because there’s a lot of social, and affordable, housing, it has – by Somerset standards – a surprising ethnic diversity. And the surrounding countryside is remarkable. The rolling hills and windswept plateaus of the Mendips, overlooking the levels, are stunning. There’s something earthy and honest about Somerset. It’s a place where environmentalism – care for the soil, for wildlife and livestock – isn’t a fashion but, for many, a traditional way of life. Somerset is arguably one of the centres of English alternative living, a place of rugged hippies and agricultural idealists, the home not only of the Glastonbury Festival but also of the Green Scythe Fair and plenty of deep ecologists (envir­onmental philosophers). This was the county where I grew up and I was absurdly content to return.


It sometimes felt, that first summer, as if we were in one of those Disney films where a character finds themselves deep in the wood surrounded by hundreds of animals. There were rabbits calmly bouncing around the clearing outside our house that would occasionally stop to sit and nibble before bouncing some more. Quite often, there would be roe deer too. The beautiful, lean beasts would saunter up to our front door to look inside at the human imposters. We began to recognize their light-brown bodies watching us nonchalantly from between the trees and the way they would suddenly bound away, scampering and jumping at the first hint of danger. The noises, too, were wonderful: the drilling of a woodpecker, the hooting of wood pigeons, the various whistles and warblings of dozens of others. At dusk you could see the playful waddle of badgers as they cautiously emerged from their setts. At night it became even noisier: great shrieks and squawks and scratchings. 


There were only four of us to begin with. Francesca, my wife, is from Parma in northern Italy. She’s the opposite of the stereotype of the boisterous Italian: self-contained and self-controlled, she seems to have a Zen-like detachment that some people mistake for aloofness. But she can be short with nonsense and hot air, a quality that would come in useful. She has a look that can stop people in their tracks. She’s usually the one who tempers my idealism with realism, chuckling when I come up with a crazy plan. ‘Are you mad?’ is one of her most frequent questions to me. She’s a very generous and wise judge of character, and has a great sense of the absurd, often getting the giggles when she’s done or seen something ridiculous. 


Francesca always insisted that Windsor Hill Wood had to be first and foremost a family home, not an institution. She had sensed a lack of homeliness in many of the communities we had seen, a feeling that nobody cared much because those communities belonged to everyone and to no one. She wanted our home, as much as the woodland and its guests, to be cared for, for it to feel like a homestead, not an asylum. I think many visitors here, expecting a disorderly or down-at-heel place, were surprised to see some Italian panache amidst the simplicity. It was Fra who made the place stylish and warm. She cared about towels and sheets, candles and tablecloths, not because of bourgeois petty-mindedness but because they were signs of hospitality, all part of a visual presentation of ordered generosity. She was also in the midst of life and death. She had recently lost her father, and was still grieving for him, and for the fact that she hadn’t, until the final days, been in Italy when he was dying. She was also pregnant with our third child.


Our first, Benedetta, was called Benny by everyone. Ever since birth, Benny had been full of grit. She had learned to speak extremely early, and it was invariably to assert herself. ‘Hear me,’ she would say, like a town crier, when she wanted an audience. She was a toddler’s parody of a diva: demanding, ebullient and incredibly determined. When Emma, her younger sister, came into the room crying, Benny would follow quickly behind, saying, ‘I didn’t kick her.’ Aged four at the beginning of our communal experiment, Benny could already hold her own in any conversation with an adult. She would talk knowingly about an agapanthus or the vegetable she called ‘Swiss charge’. It might have been her Italian heritage, but she was obsessed by clothes, usually wearing pantomime frocks from the dressing-up drawer. She loved making things, especially a mess. She could get through miles of sticky tape as she created a pretend robot or a microphone. She made up songs and dance routines that usually involved her getting a fit of giggles when she tried to perform them. She was just at that age when her curly blonde hair was going darker and straighter. Her chunky toddler’s frame was becoming slim and lithe. 


Emma was two. She had huge eyes that were green-brown, and many freckles across her nose and cheeks. She looked Italian and was still muddling up both languages, talking lovingly about ‘Cinderbella’ and watering plants with what she called an ‘acqua can’. She was extremely good-natured but an absolute drama queen, wailing, ‘Blood everywhere!’ if she got the tiniest scratch. She too was aspiring to appear grown-up, sitting with her legs crossed and saying, ‘Look, I’m swapping my legs.’


In those first few months, we laid some solid foundations. We made vegetable beds and fruit cages and, since my old man was an experienced beekeeper, got a couple of beehives. Friends and I constructed a big tree-house on a three-stemmed sycamore overhanging a bank, so that it felt much higher than it really was. We agreed a decent management plan for the woodland with the Forestry Commission. We installed a wood-fired boiler in a large kennel at the back of the house, which we used to heat our home and its water. There was a real satisfaction in using a fuel that we had personally felled, cross-cut, split, stacked, stored, loaded and lit ourselves. It made us appreciate the warmth more, and made us more cautious about just whacking up the thermostat or leaving doors and windows wide open. As a writer, it felt great to produce another, much more literal, kind of hot air.


Whilst Benny was at school, Emma and I would pootle around outside: we got two goslings and Emma used to bend down in the grass and hand-feed them. We got four chickens and built a small coop. We decided against fencing them in, and just let them wander around wherever they wanted. Emma named one, rather surreally, ‘Fluffy Blue Pencil’. They would strut around the site, scratching out a dust bath and perching on any chair or branch they could find. The house was rather overrun with mice, so a neighbour gave us a kitten to deal with the problem.


But those months were slightly eerie. We were at the end of a long, bumpy track, surrounded more by wild animals than human beings. Looking at the enormity of the task ahead, I began to wonder whether we hadn’t bitten off more than we could chew. Ten acres sounded great on paper, but on the ground there was so much to do. On the one hand I couldn’t wait to get started, but on the other I was paralysed by the enormity of the task. A couple of wise back-to-the-landers we knew had urged us to do very little for the first year: ‘Just watch the four seasons in situ,’ they said, ‘and only then decide where to plant and thin, where to put the livestock and orchard, and so on.’ And when Leonardo was born shortly after we moved in, I was happy simply to be a dad, and postponed for a few more months the task of setting up a small community. Having waited years to get started, we were waiting once more: walking and watching, and waking at night to the sound of the human dawn chorus. 


Another piece of advice we were given was to think big but start small. The first bit was far easier than the second. It meant that, to begin with, we just laid one extra place at the table. It was more frightening to think small. It felt less impressive, more of a test. But if we couldn’t live with one person, we would obviously struggle with half a dozen. We made the best room in the house available: the annexe, with its old beams, a gallery, large sash windows and its own bathroom. Many people had heard of what we were up to – either through word of mouth or the odd interview or article – and there was a steady trickle of visitors. Most were day-trippers and weekenders, intrigued to look round and see what was going on. 


We were still explaining, rather than realizing, our vision and it often felt we had many of the disadvantages of an open house – people rolling up unannounced wanting to be shown round – and few of the advantages that came with people sharing the load. There was Isobel, a Pilates teacher in her flowing gown with its flamboyant purple hem; an eighty-year-old geologist interested in the quarry; a woman struggling with her own strict community; a young mother who had split from her husband; a student with mild existential confusion. There was Alex, a guy referred from social services who was sleeping rough and was a compulsive sniffer, constantly snorting, as if trying to clear his mind. He would stutter too, like an engine that wouldn’t start. There was Arnold, a chap who had checked himself out of a psychiatric hospital and giggled as he told us the paranoid reasons why he had stopped taking his meds. Some stayed a few nights, but none for more than a week. It was sometimes hard to know why they turned up at all. A few were scouting for a solution to their housing problem, or looking for work, or wanting advice about how to do something similar.


We were still unsure of so many things. At that stage, we were simply a family home and we didn’t have any legal structure. Windsor Hill Wood was not a charity, or a social enterprise, or a community interest company, or anything else. I could tell visitors all our theories about communal living, but it was still just chatter. We hadn’t decided how long people could stay, or on what terms. Our aim was to resolve those issues in conversation with guests, not impose them from the outset. We wanted to let the place evolve naturally and allow those questions to get settled in due course. That’s the way I’ve always worked, whether it’s on books, with groups or in classes: it’s inefficient and painful, but it allows order to emerge, slowly, from chaos. Years later, it made the place surprisingly stable, I think, because every good idea was absorbed and accepted. Everyone who came was able to contribute their ideas, and that made them feel part of the place, an integral component. But back then, at the outset, it made people think we were underprepared, if not in fact rather capricious. 


Of those who shared their ideas about how the place should work, some were aggressively forthright, others simply asked suggestive questions. But it did mean that over those first twelve months we took some key decisions that have never really changed. We knew we had to become a dry house, meaning there would be no alcohol on site. I had volunteered at a couple of recovery communities where people who lived in dry houses were still allowed to get hammered off site, and it made recovery very difficult. If we were serious about helping people battle addiction, we knew there could be no alcohol off site either, meaning none of us could head out, have a drink and then roll up back here. The same went for all non-prescribed drugs. The third golden rule was no physical or verbal violence. 


Being a drink- and drug-free house also, I think, sent out a message to everyone who suspected we were whimsical hippies or junkies: this was a serious and safe place. All communities require that something be relinquished. It was one of the first questions I used to ask myself when I visited places: what are they giving up, what are they sacrificing? To us, alcohol seemed a small sacrifice, missed more, if anything, in food than in a glass.


There were other important resolutions. We decided to run a common purse to pay for food, each person contributing thirty quid a week, and kids paying half. It meant nobody had their own shelf in the fridge or the larder. All food was communal, and people could eat whatever they wanted. As we were beginning to have people with eating disorders spending time with us, we all ate together, sharing every meal and making it clear that attendance wasn’t optional. Apart from that contribution, however, we decided we would never charge rent. There were two main reasons: we had seen, in many communities, that people paying rent are, understandably, reluctant to do communal work as they feel they’ve already paid up; and we wanted to make Windsor Hill Wood as accessible as possible. We had visited plenty of well-heeled places, full of wealthy visitors and with a slightly exclusive atmosphere. We wanted somewhere that was open to those who had nothing, and we created a hardship fund so that people unable to pay for food could still stay with us. 


It became clear, pretty early on, that quite a few locals had already become heavily reliant on us. There was a lad in his twenties called Max who slept in a caravan on wasteland nearby and often spent most of the day with us. He was a big, loping man, over six foot tall, with curly hair and mutton-chop sideburns. He had Asperger’s, and his ruddy face and red eyes suggested he enjoyed too much cider and spliff. He spoke slowly, narrowing his eyes in concentration as he tried to say the simplest things. One night Max was happily sitting beside the fire, and making no move to go. Fra told him it was 9 p.m. and that we were shutting up. Max looked at her and then at the ground, turning his head sideways as if studying a really complex issue.


‘But what,’ he said in a rich Somerset accent, ‘if I need some cheese?’ 


The last word was drawn out, and we couldn’t help laughing. It was as if he were a human mouse and we were the only dairy operation in Somerset. It became one of those phrases which Fra and I repeated to each other occasionally to remind ourselves that we couldn’t meet everyone’s needs at all hours of the day and night.


The 9 p.m. watershed became a lifeline for us as we came to understand the importance of privacy. We decided that anyone not living here had to be off site by that time, and that no one would ever go in anyone else’s room without permission. Everyone had their own sanctuary. There was a door they could shut. Likewise, guests would never come upstairs into the children’s rooms. Francesca and I also decided that we would close the door to our side of the house at 9 p.m. Over the years it was one of the things that kept us sane. If there was an emergency, obviously, people were welcome, but apart from that it was a rigid, vital boundary that meant we always had somewhere to which we could retreat after a chaotic, exhausting day. 


 


It’s autumn now. The last orange beech leaves are clinging to the thin branches. All other leaves have fallen and the woodland looks suddenly sparse and bare. In the summer you can scarcely see more than a few metres in each direction, so dense are the leaves, bushes and brambles. At this time of year, though, you can see straight through the columns of trunks to far beyond. The ground is sodden, squelching each time you sink a boot. The gales have torn down dead branches which now lie on the woodland floor, gradually rotting. The birds, almost invisible all summer, are our neighbours again, standing like commas on the naked branches. The deer are conspicuous too, staring at you boldly through the trunks until they bounce skittishly away. The chickens look drenched in the rain: they appear half their size as they gather under the coop like damp mops. The woodpiles seem to have always been there: the long trunks are mottled with white fungi and spongy moss. We need to bring them under cover now and let them season in the dry. The place feels forlorn and dank somehow, mourning the loss of the summer, with all its energy and warmth. The glittering frosts and glamorous snow still feel far away, so we light bonfires instead to mark a baptism in the pond, and All Souls’ Day, and the autumn equinox. Emma calls them ‘bumfires’, which makes us laugh. Tools emerge as the undergrowth gives up its hidden gifts: rusty pliers, long-lost trowels, an old sledgehammer. Everything seems to be receding – including my patience with people who don’t put tools away. 


I spend one blissful afternoon in the autumn sunshine collecting hazelnuts with Benny. We have already seen quite a few hollow shells on the ground and realize we need to harvest fast if we are going to beat the squirrels to the rest. We stand beneath the branches on the fringes of the wood, looking upwards for those familiar clusters in their characteristic green hats. The hazel gets its name from the Anglo-Saxon haesel, meaning ‘cap’.


Always a bit of a bruiser, Benny gleefully pulls down the branches with a long stick and yanks off the nuts. Doubles and trebles are most common, but occasionally there’s a foursome. We compete to see who can spot the largest clusters.


The hazel used to be a vital part of the woodland economy, coppiced to make baskets and hurdles, thatching spars and sticks, charcoal and faggots. But now it’s invariably overgrown and overlooked. It’s more a shrub than a tree and it has none of the magnificence of an elderly oak or a sturdy beech. And yet hazel was, for the ancients, one of the most important trees, thought to promote healing and wisdom.


There’s a lot of lore around the tree: that carrying a double hazelnut in your pocket prevents toothache; that hazel twigs used for divining should be cut on Midsummer’s Eve; that entwined in a horse’s harness they keep it from being enchanted by the fairies; and that positioning the tree’s catkins (also known as lamb’s tails) around the kitchen fireplace at lambing time helps keep the births trouble-free. Both Mercury and Hermes had staffs of hazel, and pilgrims were so attached to their hazel staffs that they were often buried with them. 


Within an hour Benny and I have harvested almost a kilo of nuts. We go back inside, proudly showing everyone our collection. Benny enjoys the noisy revelation of cracking them open, whilst I put my hands around the shells to stop them ricocheting all over the kitchen. Once open, some yield huge, pointy white nuts, more milky and soft than you would expect. Others have only a tiny white drop in them, as if the nut never quite knew it was supposed to grow.


We find a recipe for hazelnut bread and try it out. Emma and Fra go out to get an egg from the chickens whilst we reduce the nuts to a creamy dust and mix it with self-raising flour; then we add some salt, some sugar and the egg, beaten in milk. It’s a fairly basic recipe, but we chuck it in the oven and wait half an hour. 


The result is surprising: probably because of the egg and sugar, it tastes more like cake than bread. We offer it to the sophisticated Italian palate of my wife, whose gives the judgement insipido (the much-repeated Italian phrase meaning ‘not enough salt or flavour’). 


‘But,’ asks Benny, who has an allergy to nuts and thinks she’s missing out on their mystical properties, ‘do you feel any wiser?’ 


 


The most important job we did that first year was to create the chapel. There was a sturdy stone outbuilding a hundred yards from the house that we had been told was ‘the explosives chamber’. It was, apparently, where they kept the explosives for the quarry. Since those days, a vaguely ecclesiastical stone window, perhaps pilfered from a church ruin somewhere, had been cemented in. The explosives chamber was little more than a shed full of the accumulated junk from previous owners: old sinks, broken tiles, rusty bikes and wonky ladders. We used it to store chicken feed, so it was covered in chicken shit too, as the free-range birds would wander in and out to pick up the scraps. The place felt decidedly solid, but humble.


A friend and I had felled an ugly Lawson’s cypress and planked it up into four-inch slabs with a guest from Warminster. We carried three of them into the explosives chamber, setting each one on two upturned tree stumps. The three ‘pews’ were then arranged in a small horseshoe around a table with a candle and a rusty cowbell. Calling that rustic arrangement a chapel sounded fairly presumptuous, and we toyed with other, less religious descriptions: ‘the Meditation Room’ or ‘the Quiet Space’. I particularly liked ‘House of Silence’, as one of our models for an inclusive, sacred space was the House of Silence at Neve Shalom, also known as Wahat al-Salam (which mean, in Hebrew and Arabic respectively, ‘oasis of peace’). It’s a village in Israel that tries to usher in ‘peace, equality and understanding’ between Arabs and Jews. But everyone here in Somerset, from committed Christians to convinced atheists, thought those fluffy labels rather absurd, and insisted that we stop bending over backwards to be ecumenical and just call the chapel a flipping chapel. So that’s what we’ve stuck with. We meet for a quarter of an hour’s silence at 7.30 a.m., the same at 12.30 p.m. before lunch, and for compline – the lullaby of the liturgy – at 9.15 p.m. Nobody is obliged to come. But what was obvious almost immediately was that many of our guests were yearning for silence. Not everyone came, of course, but plenty did. Differences became irrelevant in the periods of silence. As Pierre Lacout, a Carmelite monk turned Quaker once wrote, ‘Words scatter, silence gathers together.’ 


That first year was the calm before the storm, and from then on our woodland community would often be extremely noisy or turbulent, so busy that it felt as if a flock of birds were pecking at you, constantly wanting a piece of you. There were always demands, questions and accusations. But the discipline of observing even those very short periods of silence gave us an internal redoubt to which we could retreat. It was a way to put some distance between ourselves and the unremitting disturbance. It meant we weren’t always buffeted and bruised. It gave us a background silence to the day, offering equilibrium and stillness in a place that was often neither stable nor calm. 


It also changed, very subtly, the way we spoke. After those short, elective silences, the tongue started to seem extremely powerful, so easily able to wound. For the first time in my life I began to be reticent rather than loquacious. I enjoyed rereading the chapter ‘On Being Taciturn’ in The Rule of St Benedict, and began to understand why even the kindest people in the communities we had visited seemed to be a bit gruff or self-contained. Keeping my counsel became a way to maintain a degree of distance, or precious privacy, in what was often a pretty claustrophobic setting. 


Many guests, though, couldn’t face it. Some came and found it, paradoxically, too traumatic or noisy, as if the quiet were a dangerous vacuum filled by the voices in their heads or the diversions in their hands. They were so used to distraction and movement and restlessness that really stopping threw them. They didn’t know how to sit still, to listen to their breathing or the sound of the wood pigeons. The quietness could be unsettling for many, even rather frightening. One woman said she couldn’t sit still for that long. Another guest came and spent the whole time desperate for distraction, constantly looking at the screen of her mobile phone.


‘I find it unnerving,’ she said to me afterwards.


‘What’s unnerving?’ I wondered.


‘The way you all sit there in a trance, not saying anything.’ She looked at the chickens that were pecking the ground around her ankles and shrugged.


‘I thought you were entranced too,’ I said.


‘Wasn’t. I was checking my phone.’


She left soon afterwards. 


 


That autumn a burly man called Crisp came to stay. I had met him a year before in a woodland I was visiting, and we had laughed a lot together. He looked like he had walked out of an Amish community, with his big beard, wide braces over a woolly jumper and a backpack full of axes and knives. An itinerant carver, he had a ‘pedlar’s licence’ that allowed him to sit on any street corner and carve away whilst trying to make a few sales. He was an artisan obsessed by wood, picking up bits along canal footpaths, in inner cities or from ancient copses where he kipped at night. He would talk about wooden objects being able to ‘spread the love’ in the world. 


Crisp was one of the most charismatic and unusual men I had met for years. Everyone who came here was enchanted by his eccentric appearance and by his obsession with wood. He could make anyone laugh and was able to discuss ancient tools and techniques for hours. He seemed to have stepped out from another time, a distant era when a wandering woodsman was nothing unusual. People were instinctively drawn to this romantic, playful pauper with his cheeky smile and flirtatious quips. He loved teaching and would show the kids tricks that would invariably leave them wide-eyed and shouting, ‘Again! Again!’ His catchphrase, repeated each time there was a mini-disaster, was simple: ‘Everything’s going to be fine.’


By his presence alone he made the place feel like a working woodland, a place of slow labour from a bygone era. He had a big heart and an even bigger appetite: ‘Sweet,’ he would say as he piled food on to his plate. He would ‘water down’ a double chocolate cake with double cream. He liked to drink pints of coffee throughout the day. Unlike many recovering alcoholics who had been through a twelve-step programme, he hadn’t discovered his ‘higher power’ – he was an adamant atheist – but he always joined us in the chapel for our periods of silence.


Crisp put his finger on what, I suppose, had always attracted me to wood as a material: it’s so simple, so common and democratic. It’s not exclusive, like silver or steel, or even ceramics. Anyone can find it and work it. He would sit on the floor for hours each day, creating a pile of shavings that fell on to his Buddha-like stomach and the floor all around him. With a few deft cuts, he could whittle a branch into a smooth, slim implement: a spoon, or a butter knife, or a spatula. He would hold the bowl of a spoon in one hand and the handle against his chest as he drew the knife over it, changing the shape in a matter of minutes. He would look at it, turn it round, and go back to carving. There were always shavings, like a young girl’s blonde ringlets, attached to his clothes. When he put someone’s initials on a piece, he did it by hand with a pick-knife, creating an immaculate bevel and extravagant serifs. Each night Crisp pulled on his woolly hat and headed out under the stars. He was more at home in the woods. He used to string up a tarp between a couple of ash trees and kip out there.


It was soon obvious that we needed to create more accommodation, so Crisp and I decided to convert an old railway building in the woods into a hut where he could sleep in more comfort. It wasn’t beautiful – a concrete block two and a half metres by three, with no floor and no ceiling. There were four large ash trees growing in the middle of it and dozens of others nearby: some fallen and rotting, resting on the thick walls; others growing through what would be the window and the door. It took many weeks to turn it into a monastic cell. We felled the trees, put on a turf roof, fitted a window and a new wooden floor. Everything, of course, took longer and cost double what we had expected. It had been dark and cold out there and every day one of us would say, ‘Oh’, as we realized with horror that we’d been screwing something in back to front or upside down or hadn’t thought about something incredibly obvious. 


‘It’s like watching monkeys use tools for the first time,’ Crisp joked one day as he watched me struggle to hang the door.


By then it was almost finished and beginning to look beautiful: unexpectedly cosy and rustic. There was no electricity in the woods, which was fine: we had an old paraffin lamp and a lot of candles. But it needed warmth. So we went to a nearby reclam­ation centre and picked up a stove. It was tiny and cylindrical, but wonderfully efficient. It burnt twigs and sticks which you fed in vertically and it gave off great heat and had space for a kettle on top. Someone donated several metal drainpipes, and a local forge outside Wells put a couple of kinks in them to get the flue out of the wall. We put a cowl on top and suddenly the concrete ruin looked like a rustic retreat: a grassy roof, smoke puffing out of the black flue, a window facing south over the elders and cherries. The warm, welcoming cabin looked like a mini-monument to self-reliance. We decided to make a sign for the place, so planked up a bit of ash and painted it black, then carved out letters which looked, in contrast, creamy: ‘The Abode’.


 


Even then, at the very start, we were beginning to feel slightly overwhelmed by visitors. Since I had started writing a column about Windsor Hill Wood, twenty or thirty people a week were getting in touch, eager to come down and see what was going on. If we weren’t careful we could spend our entire time making tea and chit-chatting round the fire. We were having to down tools every time a new arrival turned up wanting to be shown round. So we decided to designate a regular day of the week as a ‘volunteer day’. It suited us to have one day in which to concentrate all the visitors, and they too preferred it that way. Most came here not because they wanted a cuppa but because they wanted to get their hands dirty. They wanted to do, as much as see, something. We chose Wednesday because it wouldn’t attract weekenders but instead those needing a bit of company or purpose, probably the unemployed and the retired. In return for lots of tea, biscuits, soup and homemade bread, people could come and look round and muck in. It kept our project rooted in the local community too. We were receiving emails from all around the world, and we had had guests from Germany, Israel, Sri Lanka, Pakistan and, obviously, Italy. We enjoyed that multicultural feel but were keen also to serve those within a few miles. Over the course of the next few months, volunteer day really took off as we built up a network of regular, local volunteers. Some were hardy and handy, able to do all sorts of tasks, and others were more like tender outpatients, visiting for the companionship and informal counselling. We had everything from teenagers who had dropped out of school to bereaved widows. Often they had nothing in common, but they would find themselves side by side as they chopped logs. 
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