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For my mother and father:

two champion growers


• Preface •

During the writing of The Far Corner I made an agreement with myself in a bus shelter in West Durham that the next book I wrote would not necessitate hanging about out of doors on days so cold that itinerant dogs had to be detached from lamp-posts by firemen. The next book I wrote would be about the summer. I had a slight problem with this, however, because although I associated the winter with football, I associated the summer with something much less distinct. When I thought about summer the overwhelming feeling I had was of being in an atmosphere made stuffy with the odour of trodden grass, of light filtering through canvas, of women in hats, of a faint humming and a pronounced animal smell. I thought at first that this had something to do with my school open days: the marquee, the mothers, the fathers snoring through the ex-pupil’s speech, adolescent feet. Thankfully, it wasn’t open days which sparked this sensory nostalgia, it was Egton Show in North Yorkshire. The humming came from sozzled bees in nectar-rich lime trees, the animal smell from the animals.

I had visited Egton Show regularly as a boy, and Stokesley Fair, too. The show at Stokesley fell on the final Saturday of Fair Week. If I had ever taken the trouble during childhood to compose a list of my ten favourite events, Stokesley Fair would have finished somewhere near the top – below Christmas and my birthday, but well above Hallowe’en. (Hallowe’en was always something of a disappointment to me. My friends and I would make turnip lanterns and go round the houses of the village, knocking on doors and asking, ‘Have you got any money for Hallowe’en?’ If people had any money the idea was that they should give it to us. Invariably, though, they simply said, ‘Yes, thanks,’ and shut the door in our faces. We were lucky if we broke even on the turnips.)

Stokesley Fair was held in mid-September, two weeks into the school autumn term. Throughout the dog-days of summer it stood out as a beacon of light in a dark future of long division, hymn practice and overcooked cabbage. At Stokesley Fair all this horrific mundanity was put aside. There you could fire air rifles, throw darts, be spun around at high speed until you were dizzy and eat a hot dog with fried onions, ketchup and brown sauce. When I recalled Stokesley Fair I got a warm feeling in my chest, a mixture of nostalgia and heartburn.

I decided that this would be my summer book. I would go off to shows and fairs and write about the swollen vegetables, the waltzers, the Welsh cakes and the prize-winning cattle and sheep. Here, though, I hit a slight snag, because by some huge effort of will I had managed to live in the country for nearly twenty-five years without learning anything whatsoever about farming in general and farm animals in particular. I think part of my reluctance to know anything about livestock again came down to my schooldays. At my school there were two types of boys: farmers’ sons and us. The farmers’ sons were a breed apart. They were level-headed, rooted in the earth, seemingly untouched by dreams of glory or glamour. Their rooms were decorated not with posters of Charlie’s Angels or Charlie George, but with pictures of Hereford cattle and combine harvesters. They didn’t like football or take any interest in music. When they defaced a school desk it was with the words Charolais or Massey-Ferguson rather than Slade or LUFC. Asked to name the car you would most like to own we said Ferrari, Lamborghini, Lotus; the farmers’ sons said Volvo. As a consequence I came subconsciously to associate a knowledge of farm animals with the collapse of all ambition. Livestock were commonplace and seemingly unworthy of my attention.

Nowadays I feel differently. The revelation came on a train in Belgium. Passing through a commuter village near Brussels I noticed that in the back gardens of several of the neat bungalows there were tiny herds of miniature Oriental deer. So excited was I by this sight that I pointed it out to the man sitting opposite me, a gaunt Flandrian businessman. If I had demonstrated to him that I could wiggle my fingers and toes simultaneously he would have shown more interest. ‘Of course,’ he said, without looking up from his newspaper. Often it is the things we take for granted the most which are the strangest of all.

Thus were the seeds of this book: because I wanted to know something about the world in which I grew up; to return to a few of the things I had enjoyed as a child; and finally, but most of all, because I wanted to be warm. I have tried to organise my chapters thematically, but some subjects refuse to be so easily confined. You won’t, for example, find sheep only in the chapter on Masham Sheep Fair. As is their nature, the sheep wander everywhere.

For the germination and fruiting of the book, bright rays of insight and the gentle patter of summery anecdotes were supplied by: Oliver Armstrong, Catherine Barraclough, Annie Coulthard, Tracey Curwen, Karen Lloyd, William and Caroline Pym, Claudia Rankin, Percy Telfer and Hugh Walton.

The plant rooted in a rich bed of farming and specialist literature, the most important elements of which were: A Short History of British Farming by Ralph Whitlock; Kenneth Hudson’s Patriotism with Profit; The Travelling People by Duncan Dallas; Cornelius Walford’s Fairs, Past and Present and Animals on the Farm by Judy Urquhart.

Responsibility for the over-liberal top-dressing of horse manure is the author’s alone.
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• Beginnings •

Stagshaw Bank Fair

Winter dragged on. Rain the colour and consistency of cuckoo-spit splattered the windows, turned the slop-green fields to ooze. The wind moaned. Daylight was a chalk stripe on charcoal cloth; spring a rumour. And word had it that the sun had run off with the cricket season and opened an antique shop in Marbella. The doors and curtains of the north country were firmly closed. Nobody went out if they could help it. Even the youths with the scrunched-up faces and the warm-up coats who loitered around the bus stations, cans of superlager welded to their fists, fags clamped between their teeth as if they were the noses of mortal enemies, had stopped at home. Even the girls who giggled with them and stuck rigidly to crop-tops though hail was pitting the pavements and cracking the paint off pillar boxes had gone to bingo with their mams. Even the Geordies were wearing jumpers.

It was cold. Not that early-winter-late-autumn aesthetically pleasing cold. Not that say-are-you-listenin’ pre-Christmas cold, when frost stains the barley stubble the colour of pewter, beads of dew freeze in cobwebs and glint in the pale morning sunlight like pearls, and you crunch the icy pavements with a smile on your face, a song in your heart and a massive wad of credit card receipts in your pocket. No, this was back-end cold. This was post-turkey-all-the-toys-are-broken-and-that-puppy’s-piddled-on-the-carpet-once-too-often cold; time-to-pay-the-bills cold. This was the kind of cold that wormed its way in through keyholes, slithered under draught-excluders, slipped up jumpers, slid between buttons and seeped through your skin until your knees creaked, your ankles popped and your knuckles felt like they’d been replaced with ping-pong balls. This was a cold that prised open your psyche and sat on your subconscious like a black toupee.

Outdoors you wore so many layers of clothing that you could not bend your limbs. Farm labourers and dog-walkers clumped forwards out of the drifting greyness, pale-faced, arms outstretched, stiff-legged, like zombies from The Night of the Living Dead. Indoors, condensation clouded the windows, and dogs steamed by radiators giving off a stench of stagnant swamps. Damp garments hung from every hook and hand rail; clothes horses buckled beneath the weight of drying laundry and had to be humanely destroyed. Fires flickered in grates, burning off the oxygen in sealed living rooms until the heavy atmosphere hung from the inhabitants’ eyelids and they became as torpid as tortoises. No one said much. No one did much. No one moved. This was winter in the north; a time for contemplation, for reflection, for taking stock, for… zzzzz.

In late February there was a respite. The sleet stopped and the sun peered blearily from behind a cloud. Song thrushes cleared their throats and crocuses raised their heads nervously from the earth, like soldiers during an uneasy truce. No one was fooled. This brief lifting of the trap-door happened every year. It was the northern equivalent of the halcyon days, that lull between the winter storms when, the Greeks believed, the kingfisher, or halcyon, laid its eggs in nests of twigs built on the Mediterranean waves. In fact, of course, the kingfisher lays its eggs in spring, and does so in a muddy burrow in a riverbank that smells of rotting fish. Acknowledging this would, however, have detracted from the radiant loveliness of the bird, and the Greeks are a romantic people who prize beauty above all. How else can you explain Demis Roussos?

As a pennant of blue sky unfurled over the Pennines, we jimmied open our windows, unbolted our doors, shovelled out the old air and laid in some fresh, shook crumbs of stale conversations from the clip rugs and stood around blinking in the sun like moles. A couple of hours later, still reeling slightly from the heady cocktail of oxygen and natural light, I was standing on Stagshaw Bank, where the red light on the radio transmitter flashed and the russet-and-blonde plaid hills rolled down into the green of the Tyne Valley. Now the land was crossed by tarmac roads, partitioned by dry-stone walls, but once it had been one vast and open field, a common grazing ground: site of the biggest fair in northern England.

No one is exactly sure when Stagshaw Bank Fair began. Certainly it was before 1200; in all probability long before. Stagshaw Bank was close by a customs gate on Hadrian’s Wall, adjacent to Dere Street, the main Roman highway linking north and south. Corbridge, once a large Roman settlement, lies in the valley a few miles below. Like hens and dormice and the thumbs-up gesture, fairs are part of Rome’s legacy to Britain. The rural Roman worked for eight days and took the ninth off. (Later Jehovah would undercut this with a six-and-one deal which effectively wiped out his pagan rivals. Jehovah clearly had a good grasp of human psychology. I mean, who’s going to work two extra days a week just for the right to make human sacrifices to a gnarled tree?) Nundinae was the day the agrarian population came into town to hear the laws proclaimed and the decrees of the people announced; it was a feria, a holiday. It was also an opportunity for them to sell their produce, though according to Macrobius, the busiest trade was in sexual favours. Whether these were particularly cultivated in the countryside, perhaps as part of some early crop-rotation system, he neglects to say. Nevertheless the image of a Roman landowner pointing to a field and saying, ‘Next year, Quintus, I want this all turned over to frottage’ to some burr-headed peasant is too appealing to be ignored.

Originally Nundinae was held only in Rome itself, but gradually the tradition spread throughout the Empire, wherever there were citizens of sufficient power and privilege to be granted licence by the chief magistrate to hold such festivals. Impromptu markets would have taken place too, particularly in areas like those close to the wall, where border controls funnelled people together and dealers and merchants regularly crossed paths. These more-or-less spontaneous gatherings must have offered too opportune a target for the order-conscious Romans to miss. Outlawing them would have been troublesome: recognizing them allowed for legislation and restrictions; the establishment of special courts called fora to deal with the misdemeanours that inevitably occurred when travelling salesman, hucksters and the rural population met; taxation, censuses, passport checks and numerous other things to delight the hearts of the bureaucrats. The Romans were keen on bureaucracy, and the Roman army, like all armies, was keener on it still. The wall was a military zone. This might have been the outer edge of the Empire, but things here were still done by the book. Further west, on the crags near Housesteads Fort, there is a milecastle. Hadrian and his generals had decreed that all milecastles must have a gate opening north and south, and this milecastle is no exception. However, any soldier or civilian stepping out of the north gate would have found himself treading air above a sixty-foot drop. A pointless, not to say dangerous, aperture, but orders are orders. Compromise here, and the next thing you knew the legionaries would be going native, wearing socks under their sandals and turning up their noses at garlic.

The Brigantes, the Celtic tribe of the Pennines whose lands the wall sliced in half, would, I think, have come to the fairs and markets that sprung up around the customs posts. The Celts were great stockmen. Beef from their fierce white cattle which roamed, semi-wild, in the thickly wooded hills, scaring the living daylights out of passersby; milk from their short-legged, black dairy herds and mutton from their sheep – a tiny, brown creature similar to the modern Soay, with horns that curved outwards from its head like the handles on a space-hopper – all would have been in great demand at the garrison posts. On the days designated by their putative rulers, the Celts drove their herds to the fair sites, met up with friends and relations from ‘across the border’, exchanged news, traded livestock and grumbled about the weather and how cheap foreign imports were ruining their livelihood. There would have been stalls selling herbs and spices, sweetmeats, beer and wine, and, in all probability, traditional crafts.

Have you noticed that there are some nouns that never appear in the English language without a particular adjective or pronoun attached to them? Bread is unfailingly ‘crusty’, peas are ‘garden’, ice-cream is ‘dairy’ and crafts are always ‘traditional’. You might think that there are some crafts which are non-traditional – bond-dealing, perhaps, or partition-walling, or air-brushing pictures of large-breasted Nordic maidens on to the bonnets of Firebird Trans-Ams – but I wouldn’t be so sure. Some years ago in the Lake District I chanced upon a display of ‘traditional crafts’ and was delighted to find that one of Westmorland’s most ancient pastimes was the weaving of leftover green wool into the shape of octopi. The fashioning of these cuddly cuttlefish, their large felt eyes slightly crossed as if an attempt to stare at their own beaks had caused them to lock tragically, are, of course, a folk custom that stretches back to the Middle Ages, when great herds of squid roamed the Pennines, cropping the heather, squirting ink at curlews and filling the night with their plangent mating calls. In those days, to preserve their sheep flocks from attack by rogue cuttlefish, the Cumbrian shepherds would fashion decoy octopi from fleeces dyed with bracken juice, and lure them to their deaths in cunningly concealed squid pits, the remains of which can still be seen on the fells between Melmerby and Brough. Alas, the days of the great squid herds were numbered. Over the next century they would be hunted to extinction by groups of ruthless horse-borne aristocratic octopus-hunters with nets, specially trained spaniels, and cuttlefish calls made using the very beaks of the beasts themselves. One or two sad specimens survived in captivity until the eighteenth century, kept by itinerant musicians who discovered that by applying different degrees of pressure to the octopus they could provide a sufficient range of notes to play jigs, pavans and other simple tunes. Then someone invented the bagpipes and even these last few were lost. Now all that remains of this once common creature is a fragment of an old Cumberland ballad, ‘Lord Egremont Did A-Squid-Hunting Go’ (‘Lord Egremont did a-squid-hunting go. With his stallion and his spaniel and his squid net-o’), and the traditional craft of making woollen octopi.

All of which has nothing whatsoever to do with the Celts, but, to be frank, I was getting a bit bored with them anyway.

Despite the stringent efforts to hold things together, the Roman Empire eventually imploded and the barbarian invaders steamed in. Most of the things the Romans had brought to the north – central heating, warm baths, communal toilets, little bone devices for cleaning the dirt out from under your fingernails – were swept aside. All that remained of Rome among the native inhabitants, apart from a latent desire to wear sunglasses on top of their heads, were the fairs. Commerce remains long after civilisation has collapsed.

Early Christian societies incorporated the fairs into their religion much as they did other pagan entertainments that were simply too much fun to jettison, such as Christmas, harvest festivals and painting your erogenous zones blue at Michaelmastide (Derbyshire only for that one, obviously). Northumbria had been established as a Christian kingdom on the day the Saxon King Oswald routed Cadwalla at nearby Heavenfield in AD 635. The Saxon name for Stagshaw was Burgheat – the market place.

Throughout the Dark Ages, fairs came to be more and more closely linked with religious festivals, until in the years following the Norman Conquest they were frequently indistinguishable from them. Often they were associated with the feast taken on the dedication of the local church, so that they fell each year on that church’s Saint’s Day. These, it should be said, held greater significance in the Middle Ages, not just because of the relative importance of religion in the everyday life of the people, but because the calendar was constantly being altered. As if being a medieval peasant wasn’t confusing enough, what with a landlord who spoke French, a priest who spoke Latin and, judging from contemporary illustrations, some unwritten law that all farm work had to be undertaken wearing stockings, a frock and a bathing cap, without the powers-that-were tinkering with time itself. Months were renamed, inserted, scrapped; days could be added or taken away at a moment’s notice and even New Year’s Eve shifted about like an anchorless ship in a choppy sea of dates. When you literally didn’t know where you were, chronologically speaking, from one week to the next, Saints’ Days were something you could hang on to. A fixture. Stagshaw Bank Fair was held on the eve, day and day after the feast of St John the Baptist.

It was during this period, too, that the fairs gradually increased in economic importance. In Charlemagne’s Frankish Empire, the great fairs of Aix-la-Chapelle and Troyes were central to the commercial system. Perhaps the greatest proof of this is that the name of the latter lives on in the troy ounce.

At this point you might well be asking yourself what exactly the difference is between a fair and a common-or-garden market. The answer is that many fairs continued to have the legal element established by the Romans – the fora being replaced by the so-called pie and powder courts (a corruption of the French pieds poudrés – dusty feet). From their association with Saints’ Days, they had become linked with religious holidays, and, again as in Roman times, fairs could only be established by a prescription, or grant, from the sovereign. These three elements served to distinguish fairs from wakes or markets. Despite these common factors, fairs were by no means all the same. Along with the large, northern livestock fairs of Stagshaw Bank, Aptrick (Appletreewick) in Yorkshire, Carel Fair (Carlisle) and Brough Hill in Cumbria, there were various mop, statute or hiring fairs, usually held at Whit and Martinmass, and specialist events such as the Wool Fair at Doncaster, the Chester Cheese Fair and the Dish Fair held annually in Micklegate, York, at which the selling of crockery was accompanied by the ritual persecution of stray dogs. Really.

By the Middle Ages, Stagshaw Bank Fair – now being held twice yearly, at midsummer and Whitsuntide – was well established, principally as a market for ironwork, much of which, in the form of horseshoes, horseshoe nails, weaponry and armour, promptly headed northwards with the King’s armies. The Scottish wars and the subsequent period of more or less open guerrilla warfare came to an end with the Unification of the Crowns, at which point Stagshaw Bank Fair mushroomed. By the 1700s it was the biggest livestock sale in the north. In a large modern mart, such as Longtown in Cumbria, a principal day sale might consist of 10,000 sheep. At Stagshaw Bank Fair in the eighteenth century, over 100,000 head of sheep, cattle, horses and swine were traded over three days. The animals came from all over the north and Scotland. They trickled down from their steadings in the hill country, converged at dale and glen villages and reached full spate in the flat pasturelands of the broad river valleys. From across the Pennines and beyond the Cheviots and North York Moors, this great flood of animals reached their confluence at Stagshaw Bank. There were broad-horned, shaggy black Kyloe cattle from Skye, which earlier in the year had been swum across the Kyle of Lochalsh to the mainland; their brindle and ginger cousins from the Highlands; stocky, dark milking cows, descended from the original Celtic breeds, tens of thousands of them chivvied by active piebald dogs and drovers who played bagpipes to their herds to make them march faster, shod them with wood to protect their feet on the hard roads and sang hymns in Gaelic praising Brigit, the patron saint of cattle (St Brigit didn’t look after the interests of all the cattle – those of the western isles had St Columba all to themselves). There were chocolate-and-white speckled Longhorns from the Durham and Yorkshire dales; mighty Shorthorn oxen from the East Riding and Lincolnshire; belted stirks from Dumfries; mighty Teeswater tups with fleeces like mop heads; jowly, pompous-looking Cheviots; chunky grey Herdwicks and lugubrious Leicesters. There were hunters and drays; bays and ponies and plough horses; red-haired hogs, saddle-backed sows and prick-eared, pointy-nosed pigs; Northumbrians in their shepherd’s checks, Yorkshiremen and Cumbrians in blue-grey smocks, Highlanders in the feileadhbeag, bonnets the shape and colour of cowpats on their heads, smoke-scented gypsies and roaring gangs of Irish reapers over for the harvest hirings – the whole lot wheeling and dealing in their disparate voices and dialects, in English and Gaelic, Romanes and Shelta, spread like a leaderless host across the hillside. A seething, chaotic, muddy mass that stretched for miles in either direction, took weeks to assemble and to depart, and filled the air with tumultuous noise, smoke and powerful animal odours. It’s hard to imagine quite what it must have been like, but if you’ve ever attended a large open-air pop festival, or seen the film Woodstock, you can probably hazard a guess.

While the main business of Stagshaw Bank Fair was livestock trading, that wasn’t its only attraction. Families from isolated farms and hamlets came down to shop. In the days when each town had its specialist trade which it fiercely protected and shops were usually owned by those same tradesmen, the fair acted as a mobile mall. Cobblers came down from Alnwick, ropemakers from Rothbury, the Gypsies brought earthenware, the Tinkers linen and lace. Traders came out from the seaports carrying nuts and oranges, spices and sherbert. There were stalls selling gingerbread and claggum, caps, gloves and sickles. Huge drays brought in barrels of tar, which the shepherds would mix with butter and paint on their flocks as protection against ticks and scab. Local publicans set up beer and spirit stands and the recruiting sergeants stood close by, offering the shilling to any man desperate enough to trade his freedom for an afternoon of drunken oblivion.

Wherever fairs took place people gathered in large numbers, and wherever there were large numbers of people there were always the showmen. In an age when country folk rarely went out into the world, these travelling entertainers brought the world to them. It was a warped and weird version of the world, admittedly; freakish and tinged with sleaze and danger. Many rural people must have felt that if this was what the rest of the world was like, they’d best stop at home – a state of mind which persists in some to this day, largely as a result of watching Oprah. We will meet the showmen again later. Suffice it to say here that their influence on the development of the fairs was to be huge, and, at times, disastrous.

At its peak, in the 1790s, Stagshaw Bank Fair was a place of business and leisure, a temporary township that drew in people from miles around. Within its sprawling boundaries a smallholder could sell a heifer and buy a length of blue ribbon for his sweetheart, listen to the song of mechanical birds, marvel at a ‘double cow’, a stuffed sea elephant and a seven-footed horse, get drunk on gin and ale, guffaw at the double entendres of the ballad-singers, bet on the wheel of fortune (‘Penny a trial, no blanks, all prizes!’), and blow the remainder of his money on a good hiding at the vinegar-soaked hands of the teak-hard old prize-fighter in the boxing booth. Such good times just couldn’t last. Even as it reached its zenith, the economic and agricultural circumstances that formed the foundations of Stagshaw Bank Fair were shifting.

Droving was the key. With no other means of moving livestock, farmers simply had to entrust it to men who would walk it to market. During the latter part of the eighteenth century 100,000 cattle, 750,000 sheep and similar quantities of pigs, poultry and pack-horses made the trek to Smithfield alone. And many of them travelled an awfully long way. The drovers’ routes followed a fixed pattern. Coming from the Scottish Highlands, they might call first at the Falkirk Tryst and from there head south to the great northern fairs, of which Stagshaw was one. From here they progressed down into the Midlands, where they were joined by drovers from Wales and Ireland. Some headed east to the huge St Frith’s Fair outside Norwich, selling their stock to graziers, who fattened it on East Anglian pasture before driving it to the city themselves the following spring. Others turned south and took their herds direct to the capital. A few might sell their stock at Barnet Fair; most went straight to Smithfield. More than 10,000 head surged down the Holloway Road and Upper Street, Islington, every day. Cars may do more long-term damage to the planet, but when it comes to ravaging footwear you can’t beat the aftermath of a huge herd of nervous bullocks. It was little wonder that sandals fell out of fashion.

For a brief moment the life of the drover, spending the summer months tramping the hills and dales of a Britain largely untouched by industry, his collie (from the Gaelic coallean, or ‘little dog’) as his companion and a ram’s horn full of lethally strong whisky at his belt, sleeping ‘neath nature’s bejewelled canopy and answering to no orders save his own, seems an idyllic one. And then you look out of the window at the plotching rain, recall that they existed almost totally on a diet of oatmeal and onion porridge, and remember that holiday you had in Ireland in the caravan with the chemical toilet, and think, well, maybe not. The drover’s life was a hard one. Aside from the difficulty of controlling the herd and making his own rudimentary sanitary arrangements, he was beset with problems and anxiety. Cattle and sheep theft was still prevalent, while disease could decimate a herd. Even after selling off his charges, the drover was in danger. Walking across Georgian England with a huge wad of cash in your wallet was not a recipe for inner tranquillity. Highwaymen still lurked and rural crime was rife. And we are not talking about four spotty youths in a stolen Ford Escort: disbanded soldiers, first from the Seven Years’ War, and later from the Peninsular and Waterloo, embittered, hungry and armed to the teeth, roamed the land. Policing was non-existent, street-lighting unheard of. To travel at all was dangerous; to travel back from a large cattle or sheep market was practically on a par with wearing a T-shirt bearing the legend: ‘My Pockets Are Full! Why Not Rob Me?’. If the drover made it through with the herd and back to the farmer with the money, he stood to make between two and five shillings per head of livestock. Droving was a high-risk, low-gain business, less so than being the court correspondent of the Catholic Herald during the reign of Henry VIII perhaps, but only just.

By the end of the eighteenth century the droving life was beginning to lose its essential place in livestock farming. The enclosure of common land had made pasturing the herds increasingly difficult, while road taxes levied to repair the damage wreaked by the drovers crept upwards all the time, making the job less and less profitable. Coupled with this was a growing dissatisfaction with the standard of beast being delivered. It does not take a master butcher to work out that a beef cow that has walked 600 miles to market is going to be a good deal thinner when it arrives than it was when it set off. Disease, picked up and spread as they travelled the country, also lowered the quality of the drovers’ herds. The work of breeding and fattening livestock had by tradition been viewed as two totally separate skills, but now the southern graziers began to wonder if it wouldn’t be worth their while to combine the two. It was. The effect on the Scots, Welsh, Irish and northern English livestock farmers was disastrous; the result for the drovers catastrophic. Soon, the arrival of the railways that would revive the fortunes of those farmers would kill off the drovers more or less completely.

The man largely responsible for the railway boom, George Stephenson, was born in Wylam, a dozen or so miles east of Stagshaw. Even before the onset of the sweeping changes brought about by his engineering genius, the economic preeminence of the fairs was under threat. With the industrial revolution, the population of Britain had begun to shift towards the towns and cities, and the main market for livestock shifted with them. By the time Stephenson’s Rocket chugged out of Stockton Station, even the most basic feasibility study would have concluded that Stagshaw Bank Fair, equidistant from Newcastle and Carlisle, and convenient for practically nowhere, was, businesswise, in totally the wrong place. Specially-built livestock marts began to spring up in and around the rapidly expanding urban centres, stripping the rural fairs of agricultural business and robbing them of their central role. Cast on the economic scrap-heap and totally losing their sense of purpose, like men hitting the social club the day they are made redundant, the fairs embarked on a period of wild, perhaps even desperate, hedonism. Victorian England was not, in all honesty, the wisest place for such a wanton display. They would be made to pay for it later.

Fairs dedicated exclusively to pleasure were not a new phenomenon. Bartholomew Fair in London, begun as a cloth market, had, since the Restoration, been noted as a place of merriment: a fair ‘not so much for merchandise and the supplying of what people really want: but as a sort of Bacchanalia to gratify the multitude in their wandering and irregular thoughts,’ as one rather sour visitor observed in 1685. Fairs had always been associated with crime and bad behaviour. The showmen were often blamed, but while some were not averse to earning a little extra by running dodgy rackets such as the three-card trick, in truth it was probably more a case of trouble, quite literally, following them around. For just as the crowds at the fair attracted the showmen, so too they attracted criminals. Large bodies of people, strong drink, gambling, and little or no lighting were an incendiary mixture. Add a sprinkling of swindlers, conmen and gangs of travelling pickpockets, and the result was positively volcanic. Violence could and did erupt on the slightest pretext, ranging in scale from the kicking to death of a gingerbread-seller, such as occurred at Stalybridge in Cheshire, to the full-scale riots that led to the suppression of Southwark Fair in 1760. While the fairs maintained some financial importance, these outbursts were tolerated on economic grounds; once it was taken away, the fairs became nothing more than a dangerous nuisance.

By Victorian times, increased crime and a general lowering in the standard of entertainment had led the middle class to desert the fairs more or less completely. Music halls and theatres were now a feature of even the smallest towns; transport into the cities to visit the newly fashionable public zoos was quick and easy. Travelling circuses further undermined the importance of the fairground. Unable to match their competitors for quality, the showmen sought to maximise their one true advantage: unlike the theatre owners, they were unlicensed, hard to control and almost impossible to censor. Abandoning restraint, they plunged ever further downmarket. Ballads became lewder, the mountebanks and comedians ruder and the exhibits in the freak shows leaned more and more towards the lurid, the horrific and the macabre. An atmosphere of danger and sexual titillation prevailed. The bourgeoisie, ever concerned for the mental wellbeing of the lower orders, feared the effect all this unedifying fun must be having on them. The moral consensus of the time was that all sinfulness was generally corrupting, and that sensual excitement and law-breaking were inextricably linked. Whether a surfeit of toffee apples might lead to murder, or armed robbery result from a glimpse of a woman’s ankle, were not questions that vexed the Victorians. The answer was clear: yes, they would. In 1871, to deal with the menace, Parliament passed the Fairs Act. This granted the secretary of state the power to abolish any fair that was the cause of ‘grievous immorality’ as reported by local magistrates.

Over half a century later, on 5 July 1926, Stagshaw Bank Fair was held for the final time. On 5 March of the following year, it was abolished under the Fairs Act. What grievous immorality went on is unrecorded, but an event older than Christmas had gone for good. Twice a year throughout the centuries it had echoed with the sound of spielers, the calls of pie-men, the mellifluous language of the Highland drovers and the pootering tunes of steam organs. Now all that was heard on Stagshaw Common was the pastoral chorus of Northumbria: the high-pitched cry of a lapwing, the bleating of wandering sheep and the thunderous crash of Fl-lls heading to the bombing ranges at Otterburn.

***

A few days later the fine weather disappeared as abruptly as Stagshaw Bank Fair. The people of the north country went back indoors and waited, and waited, and waited, for spring.
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• New Beginnings •

The Northumberland County Show

It was a sunny Monday morning in May. Cornfields rippled in the gentle breeze; the dewy meadows, sequinned with buttercups and daisies, winked and sparkled. The River Tyne jinked around shiny-pated rocks and meandered between tousled grassbanks entwined with campion and forget-me-not. The hedgerows frothed, the cotton-wool lambs frolicked on the hillside and the air was heavy with the scent of purple verbiage. I was sitting in the corner of a sports field in Corbridge eating a doughnut.

Around me the Northumberland County Show was getting under way. Immense pieces of machinery, with broods of red-faced sales reps clucking fussily around them, shimmered; barrel-chested Clydesdales were being rubbed down like boxers; two men in caps wrestled with a Vendeen tup whose rubicund cheeks and flourishing sideburns put me in mind of Noddy Holder. There was a smell of frying onions and trodden grass.

A balding man in a mauve, terry-towelling polo shirt was walking a miniature schnauzer in preparation for his appearance in the showring. The dog, salt-and-pepper coated, with an Edward VII moustache and eyebrows that suggested stern moral rectitude, was tugging in the direction of a copse of silver birch saplings. ‘What are you wanting to go there for?’ the man asked. ‘You know you’ll only cock your leg.’ He pulled on the lead. The dog turned and, from beneath his beetle brows, fixed the man with the fierce stare of an ageing and old-fashioned maths master who has just spotted a lazy pupil plotting a graph with a biro. The man stared back. It was an uneven contest. A few seconds later, the schnauzer was staking a canine claim to a tree-fringed riverside site, to add to his already impressive real-estate portfolio.

I bit into the doughnut. A spume of cinnamon squirted down my chest. My shirt looked as if it had contracted some kind of fungal infection. It was my fifth doughnut. They were irresistible: they came from a red and white van operated by a West Yorkshireman. I had been to it twice already. ‘I can’t keep away,’ I said above the thrumming of the generator. A mixer whirred and doughnuts flipped mechanically out of the deep-fat fryer and shuffled chubbily down the counter towards him.

‘The secret’s in the sugar,’ the doughnut man said, tucking two fat little rascals into the bag. They mooned goldenly at me. ‘I get it from a mate who’s a Colombian drug baron,’ he added, dusting the doughnuts with cinnamon.

The Northumberland County Show was in only its twentieth year. It had sprung from the wreckage of a much older event organised by the now defunct Newcastle Agricultural Society, one of the oldest in the north.

The agricultural shows and the societies that organise them have their roots in the mid-eighteenth century, when the huge social changes that followed the industrial revolution set testing new problems for British farmers. During that period Britain changed from an agrarian to an urban society. In the late 1700s, 75 per cent of the population lived in the countryside, but the balance was already shifting rapidly. Prior to the upheaval, the bulk of British farming had been done by smallholders, cottagers and crofters. It was subsistence farming, the mainstay of a peasant economy. Most Britons had been, to a greater or lesser extent, self-sufficient when it came to food. They kept geese, a pig and possibly a milking cow or goat; they had a share in a communal flock of sheep and grew their own vegetables. Now, sucked in to serve the manufacturers, living in the hastily built cities, in cramped houses in narrow streets where a bit of moss growing on the slates constituted a roof garden and the only livestock was likely to be hiding in the mattress, they could no longer feed themselves. The good news for landowners was that these recently converted urbanites had just about enough cash to pay someone else to do it for them. Which would have been easy enough had it not been for the fact that, amid upping sticks and heading for the dark Satanic mills and the roaring flames of the foundries, the population had somehow found the time to double itself. For close to 10,000 years farming had evolved as slowly as the rest of society; now the sudden acceleration of social change demanded a swift and thorough response from agriculturalists. It got one. At the forefront was a cadre of radicals who were determined to foment a farming revolution in Britain. Oddly enough, one of the leading firebrands was the ruling monarch, George III. Farmer George, as he was nicknamed, imported merino sheep to Britain from Spain, formed the Board of Agriculture and put royal land at Windsor, Kew, Mortlake and the Old Deer Park to work. For, as he observed in an article in the Quarterly Review, ‘The ground, like man, was never meant to be idle; if it does not produce something useful it will be overrun with weeds.’ It is a philosophy embraced wholeheartedly by his descendants to this day.

The patronage and interest of the reigning monarch, even one as obviously German as King George, had its effect on the attitude of the British aristocracy. Once, it had gone without saying that farming was no occupation for a gentleman, but now gentlemen couldn’t get back to the land fast enough. Powdered periwigs, velvet pantaloons and patent leather pumps were tossed aside as London society hurled stout boots, corduroy breeches and waxed rainwear into the back of whatever constituted the eighteenth-century equivalent of a Range Rover and headed off to their little places in the country for a spot of rural living. The Duke of Bedford set up a model farm at Woburn and organised ploughing matches; the Earl of Egremont turned part of Petworth House into an agricultural college, deforested his great deer park so it could be turned over to tillage and put new selective-breeding techniques to such good use at his stud farm that his horses won the Oaks and the Derby more frequently than those of any other breeder; Lord Townsend took an obsessive interest in root crops, earning himself the sobriquet ‘Turnip’ in the process, and Thomas Coke, Earl of Leicester, transformed the estate at Holkham Hall from one for which tenants could not be found, even at a rent of just five shillings an acre, into one of the most productive and profitable in Britain. The part played by the aristocracy in altering British farming practices was large indeed, but it was dwarfed by the contribution of the third-from-last word in the previous sentence. For by far the most influential figures in the agricultural revolution were those that appeared on the end-of-year balance sheet. A new breed of businessman farmer was emerging.
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