



[image: Cover Image]









Unforgettable Walks


[image: image]


Julia Bradbury


[image: image]







First published in Great Britain in 2016 by Quercus


This edition first published in 2016 by
Quercus Editions Ltd
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


Copyright © 2016 Julia Bradbury


The moral right of Julia Bradbury to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


Ebook ISBN 978 1 78429 883 8
Print ISBN 978 1 78429 884 5


Every effort has been made to contact copyright holders.
However, the publishers will be glad to rectify in future editions any inadvertent omissions brought to their attention.


Quercus Editions Ltd hereby exclude all liability to the extent permitted by law for any errors or omissions in this book and for any loss, damage or expense (whether direct or indirect) suffered by a third party relying on any information contained in this book.


Illustrations and maps © Nicola Budd, Howell Illustration
Pictures © Julia Bradbury


The poems and blog posts on pages 207, 231, 235 and 241 are reproduced by kind permission of their authors – Mark Proctor, Michael Bradbury, Ian McMillan and Lynne Rowbottom.


The tweets on pages 123–4 are reproduced by kind permission of their authors.


You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk




 


I don’t have a cat, so this book is for my children.


Thank you to my loves, family, friends, colleagues, advisors, agents and confidantes who make it possible for me to be me. I am very lucky to have people in my life who help me get through every day and allow me to pursue my dreams and passions. And to be a bit of a twat sometimes. You know who you are. I love you.




Introduction


Brief Encounters of A Countryside Kind
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Best Walks With A View – a new TV series of beautiful, bracing walks all across the country, fit for all the family. An enticing offer for any broadcaster, surely? Well, this one anyway. As the legendary Mae West once said, ‘I generally avoid temptation, unless I can resist it.’ And this – it’s a no-brainer.


I’ve done a lot of things on the telly – from laying hedges with Prince Charles to having the late, great Robin Williams nibble at my stilettos (yep) – and I’ve spent a considerable amount of my telly life climbing mountains, romping across weather-beaten fields, chatting up shepherds and even burying cow shit (while investigating biodynamic farming), but out of everything, Wainwright Walks, a series commissioned with possibly the smallest of expectations, is the thing that has probably had the greatest long-term impact on my life and career.


Filmed for the BBC, the series was a particular highlight for me because: a) I love hiking and have done ever since my dad used to lead me out like a puppy; and b) it was completely different to anything I’d filmed before. I had developed a niche in consumer and factual programme-making and when we starting talking about the Wainwright series, I was presenting Watchdog on BBC1, alongside Nicky Campbell. The walks were a complete antidote to that kind of programme and they were a ‘break-out success’, which basically means they were low budget, didn’t have marketing back-up – but lots of people watched them anyway.


If you don’t know who he is, Alfred Wainwright (who also features in this book prominently) is a walking hero who fell in love with the Lake District and wrote lovingly about it in the 1950s and 1960s. His pictorial guides have become somewhat biblical for outdoor types. I’m probably his complete opposite, but following in his footsteps is a recipe that seemed to work. So, after that, we made more walking programmes – and not just Wainwrights.


I’ve now hiked across swathes of the Great British Countryside and been as far as South Africa, Germany and Iceland. Canals, railways, rivers – I’ve hiked a fair few, but it’s actually been about eight years since that original series (a lifetime in telly), which is why I’m so excited to be back out here, this time doing my own unforgettable walks with unforgettable views. And, perhaps more importantly, there’s always a good pub along the way for that important ‘pie-and-pint’ moment at the end of a hard slog.


Throughout my life, walking has been important to me. Although I now live in London, I spent my childhood in Sheffield and Rutland, so grew up living and breathing rugged green valleys and undulating hills. But my real passion for the countryside comes from my dad, Michael, who was born in the Peak District and, nearly 75 years later, is still a great devotee. Our walks together, which were usually just the two of us, began my lifelong love affair with walking and inspiring landscapes. My mum, Chrissi, couldn’t be described as the outdoor type herself – her Greek ancestry has created an aversion to cold wet environments – and, perhaps oddly, even though I love stomping around hills and fields, I’ve inherited that from her. But Mum would provide iron rations and logistical support by meeting us at an agreed venue – usually a pub for Dad’s benefit.


What I vividly remember from those childhood days with my dad is the huge satisfaction of reaching the end of a walk, often tired, wet and muddy, but certainly very content and also that feeling of great euphoria directly linked to the great outdoors. And, once you’ve experienced that, it’s hard to let go. At heart, I guess, I’m a country girl and will always have an abiding passion and appreciation for our countryside and green spaces. That’s something that I’m keen to pass on and this book, with its eight great walks, allows me to do just that.


I’ve chosen these particular walks because they represent the diversity of our countryside – from the pretty and picturesque (the Cotswolds and the South Downs), through to the rugged and wild (Cumbria and Edale). Inevitably, people will feel some places have been overlooked and, of course, they have. It’s simply impossible to include every place and every type of landscape, so Scotland, Ireland and all those other corners, please forgive me. I can only say ‘next time’!


I chose Derbyshire because that is where walking began for me, with my dad, and my heart will always skip a beat when I set foot in The Peaks. It’s also at the root of our story as a walking nation: the mass trespass on Kinder Scout ignited our right to roam and cemented our passion for the countryside. The Jurassic Coast is such an iconic landscape, and a great place still to fossil hunt. It’s also the only place in the world where 185 million years of the earth’s history are sequentially exposed in the geology of the dramatic cliffs – and those are years too good to be ignored. And really, what would a selection of walks be without a visit to the Lake District? Castle Crag may not be an obvious choice, but when you feel it’s magic you’ll understand why this diminutive fell deserves its own story.


Best Walks With A View has been a very different experience for me because I put on the hiking boots as a mother of three, something I still can’t quite believe. After my little boy, Zephyr, was born four years ago, I had this deep longing to give him a brother or a sister – pretty much as strong as the urge to become a mother in the first place. I was 40 when I gave birth to Zeph and Number Two proved to be a bit more difficult to achieve. However, after a tricky ascent and a few stumbles along the way, I am now the proud mama of twins, two girls, Zena and Xanthe. I have often been curious about families heading up into the hills with a horde of kids in tow, especially as soon I’m going to be one of those parents. And the magnificent walks featured in this book are suitable for families and are less than 16km (10 miles) in length. Some have particularly personal resonance, as I walked them with my dad when I was a child, and now I look forward to walking them with my own children, probably with dad in tow.


The book that follows is based on a series that I filmed for ITV and I have a television crew in tow. People often ask me about the business of being filmed while I’m walking and remark that it must be hard work for the camera crew to walk and film me at the same time. Of course it is. As the well-known quote about Ginger Rogers dancing with Fred Astaire goes: ‘She did everything that he did but backwards in high heels.’ It’s the same for Jan, my cameraman, minus the heels. Add rough gritty tracks and precipitous cliffs into the mix and things get really interesting.


So the crew are with me every step of the way. Without them pulling together we couldn’t get the programmes made (or drink as much tea). Eric, the executive producer of the series that goes with this book, is a warm, lively Liverpudlian who, in his own words, has a mouth ‘as big as the Mersey tunnel’. Eric’s also a keen walker and a proud father to three lovely girls. We’ve worked together on all my walking shows, including the original Wainwright Walks series, which he created, so I’ll be mentioning him, along with Jan, Colin, the soundman, Josh, the series editor, Holly, my photographer and online content producer, Alex and Fran, producer and researcher and my beloved sister, Gina, who pulls all the information together, as well as pulling me together at the beginning and end of each walk.


From the start, I wanted this book to be more than a walking guide or travelogue; yes there are eight cracking walks on the pages, but this is also an opportunity to rediscover the kind of people who love our green and precious land and live in it. In the following pages, we’re going to meet some fascinating characters and inspirational and extraordinary people, such as: adventuring legend Sir Chris Bonington, now in his eighties, who has climbed some of the world’s biggest and most terrifying mountains, but loves a little pip of a mountain as much as any; Robin, a wood-crafting genius who has single-handedly revived the art of creating wooden bowls by hand globally; the Rudds, who have a fourth-generation family business making handsome rakes by hand; and Annabelle, a tax accountant-turned-blackmith, who is continuing on a tradition long associated with men. There are artists, authors, shepherdesses and fell runners, too . . . all people who keep the countryside alive and who have their own particular stories to tell.


In the end, the countryside is a great leveller. Meeting people ‘out here’ you have no idea who or what lurks beneath the layers. We all wear the same dodgy fleece, anoraks, walking trousers (although I’ve opted for some on-trend leggings this year), so you really can’t tell the bankers from the bakers, the rich from the poor. The countryside is like a huge outdoor church welcoming us all – from city traders attempting to break out of the green mile for the green valleys, to the families camping with their kids for the weekend and the thousands of good-hearted people who walk great lengths for charity every year. So, come on everybody! Let’s rejoice in the greenery, celebrate the beauty of our land and nature and delight in that glorious fresh air. If God is a DJ, in the words of Faithless, then this is his huge super club. So, come join it and see what it’s all about on these beautiful, extraordinary, unforgettable walks.
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Dorset: The Golden Cap Walk


‘I’m a dinosaur, hear me roar’
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My first walk for this brand new series takes me back in time. The last time I was on the Jurassic coast, it was off the scale windy and I was filming for BBC’s Countryfile series with well-known local fossil hunter and geologist Paddy Howe. As we combed the beach, Paddy shouted at me, ‘Keep your head down and your eyes peeled. I’ve been here in all weathers and you never know if this is going to be a big day, but you won’t find anything if you’re on your phone.’ Good advice, indeed.


[image: image]


On any one day there are hordes of people doing this very same thing along this coastline, as this is true fossil-hunting territory. The beaches are sometimes so full it’s a bit like Supermarket Sweep, except all the products are well past their sell-by date – by about 185 million years. Amazingly we found a fossil, an ammonite, the ones that look like coiled ram’s horns.


This glorious part of Britain’s coastline is Dorset, a county full of iconic places and a favourite location for millions of visitors every year, from fossil hunters to anyone who sat on the edge of their seats through Broadchurch, the gripping crime drama, and anyone in between. In this walk, I’m going to wander along the cliff tops where the secrets of our planet’s past have slowly been unearthed over the centuries, as old dinosaurs have literally tumbled from the crumbling rocks. I will wander through beautiful valleys and explore small windy lanes, revealing picture postcard villages.


Those are the random thoughts buzzing through my head as the car slowly pushes west out of London, crawling in the early morning rush-hour traffic through Shepherds Bush. Cradling a coffee, I try not to think about the children back home. I’m missing them already, but this is the first day of filming, and, after ten months at home, it’s time for me to be away (briefly) from my new baby girls and my little boy. And I need to converse in dialogue that extends beyond, ‘Ooo yoooor soooo booooo–ti–ful. Look at yoo–ooo–ooo. Bah-bah-bah-bah–bah! Brrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr. Buuuuuhhhh.’


This coastline – never mind Dorset itself – is full of wonderful treasures, beautiful views and awe-inspiring sights. I especially love this walk for its combination of different elements: the little overgrown lanes, with chocolate-box cottages hidden away; villages that appear to live in the landscape around them, rather than having been plonked on top; the gentle, rolling hills and steep-sloped cliffs, where all kinds of animals – rabbits, foxes, badgers – may rustle in the undergrowth, while gorgeous sea-going birds soar and dive overhead; all with a history that reflects our nation’s struggles at birth. I can’t think of a better way to start this journey – it’s a perfect introduction to the pleasures of walking in Britain.


I have had a fitful night’s sleep at The Bull in Bridport, a small but lively market town. It’s my first time in a strange bed after months of being at home, first pregnant and the size of a rhino and then, later breastfeeding the twins at all hours of the day and night (think British Friesian hooked up to a milking machine – that’s what feeding twins is like). During the night, I kept hearing weird noises and thought it was the girls crying out. Despite this, this morning I’m raring to go, especially as now I’m out hiking again I can treat myself to a sausage sandwich. I feel as if I’m still carrying an extra little parcel of ‘chubby’ around the girth, but the next seven weeks of hiking should take care of that.


We’ve been warned to expect some cloud later on but it’s a beautiful clear September morning. For a walker, cloud is no bother; for TV purposes though it’s not great. We want the amazing views at the end of the walk to be at their best, so we need to reach them while the good weather holds. And that means an early start. Which I hate. But the light can be better earlier and the routes ahead are usually fairly clear for us, so we’re not dodging scores of other walkers. Some of the places we are going to walk in the series are very popular. The Dales walk we do later in the book, on a summer’s day, is said to be like Cup Final day at Wembley, it’s so busy – and that’s not too enticing when you’re walking, let alone seeing it on telly.


A walk in these parts is never ordinary because as I said, you’re walking through time – through the geological phases of the Triassic, Jurassic and Cretaceous periods. This is the spot where the 2m (6.5 ft) skull of an ichthyosaur was found by an exceptional 12-year-old girl, Mary Anning, back in 1810–11, a discovery that arguably sparked the long fascination that geologists have had with this coastline, which continues on to this day. Mary is also said to be the ‘she’ they’re talking about in the irksome tongue-twister ‘she sells seashells on the seashore’. And that’s exactly what she did. The daughter of a local carpenter, Mary and her siblings, her brother, Joseph, in particular, helped their father collect and sell fossils to wealthy summer visitors and collectors. Fossil collecting was in vogue in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries in England, at first as a hobby, but over time the science behind the fossils came to be better understood.


A few months after finding the skull, Mary discovered the rest of this ancient crocodile-like creature, in the end assembling an almost complete skeleton. She sold it to a rich landowner but it eventually it made its way to London’s Natural History Museum, where the skull remains to this day. It was an amazing find and Mary discovered many more such fossils over the next twenty-five years. She is often referred to as the ‘greatest fossil hunter ever known’, but sadly, she was overlooked because of her sex and social class. In a society dominated by wealthy men, she was prevented from fully participating in the scientific community of early nineteenth-century Britain. Over her lifetime, however, Mary became very well-known in geological circles around the world, and yet, as a woman, she was not eligible to join the Geological Society of London and she was never published (a true sign of credibility), apart from when she penned a missive to a natural history magazine questioning one of its claims.


Paddy Howe points out: ‘To make the discoveries she did, she must have been out in some terrible storms, and after landslides when the cliffs had been disturbed. She had a huge amount of determination and is a great inspiration to me.’


It must have been very frustrating to be Mary Anning in 1800s England. A bit like being David Attenborough today, with nobody listening. These bony discoveries were quite stunning to the nation back then. Most people in Britain still believed that the earth was only a few thousand years old and that species neither evolved nor became extinct.


‘The world has used me so unkindly, I fear it has made me suspicious of everyone,’ Mary lamented. She died of breast cancer in 1847. By the time of her death, geology had at least become a recognized science.


Now you might have thought that after 200 years of geologists scouring these beaches, this area would have given up most of its fossils, but this is the coast line that just keeps on giving. See these headlines:




In 2014: ‘Gold rush: Jurassic Coast is packed with treasure hunters after ichthyosaur skeleton worth £15,000 is discovered during a Boxing Day walk.’


And in 2008: ‘Dinosaur fossil most complete found in UK: A dinosaur skeleton believed to be the most complete found in Britain has been unveiled before it goes on public display later this month.’





Maybe I’ll be lucky on my walk today and find more than a tiny ammonite this time round? As the crew set up, I suspect my mind won’t really be on fossils for much longer. This is the unspoilt western edge of Dorset on the south-west coast and I’m heading to the highest viewpoint on England’s south coast – the deliciously named Golden Cap. Just a little reminder – this is England’s only natural World Heritage Site. And let’s not forget Broadchurch.


Like the rest of the nation, I was absorbed by Broadchurch when it was shown on TV, hooked into the tense unfolding of its mystery, shocked at the revelations in the final episode and drawn into the bracingly beautiful scenery of its setting. Oh those beaches. I met some of the cast members at the National Television Awards at the O2 Arena back in January 2014. Jodie Whittaker (Beth Latimer) and I compared bumps – well, the Daily Mail compared our bumps anyway. Jodie ‘showed off’ her bump, while I apparently ‘proudly paraded’ my ‘expanding belly’ which didn’t sound quite as glam to me. ‘I’m carrying two,’ I reminded myself the next morning. Throughout the night I tried to prise out details of the second series from Jodie and the others, but the cast were all very discreet and of course I couldn’t ply them with alcohol otherwise we’d have made different headlines.


We begin the day in the village of Symondsbury. Sometimes when a camera crew turns up in a small village, people come out to stare, wondering who’s there and why they’re bothering to film in their little home town. Not in this case. Symondsbury is so pretty and picturesque, so crammed with history, that the locals are more than used to cameras there. In fact, it’s so lovely that I wouldn’t be surprised if they stop people who don’t have their cameras out, wondering what’s wrong with them.


I should mention the crew because they’ll be with me every step of the way and I may talk about them every now and again. I’m with Eric today who’s directing this episode for the walking series – and there’s nobody better because he’s local and knows the walk and the surrounding area like the back of his proverbial hand. Eric has a shock of white bouncy hair and a thick scouser accent. If there’s ever a potential situation we always send him in to disarm everyone with his amiably sunny disposition. Jan’s a big, hairy, lovely cameraman of Polish descent, sporting a lovely moustache. And Colin, the soundman, carries the big fluffy thing, the boom or microphone. Fran is the researcher who puts in all the hard recce work finding locations and writing up notes on everyone and everything, so I know what I’m talking about. By current TV standards we’re a fairly compact team. One day Jan and I will be one person. Of course I could film the whole series with a smartphone on a selfie stick, but it would look rubbish.


The pretty village of Symondsbury gets a mention in the eleventh-century Domesday Book. Like most of us, I know a bit about it from my schooldays – how William the Conqueror – William 1 – after his invasion of England in 1066, wanted to record the possessions in his new kingdom and so commissioned a complete survey of the kingdom of the lands, compiled in one big fat book. It’s a fantastic record for social historians, a piecing together of the layout of our country from almost a thousand years ago. Of course, William didn’t undertake it for that reason – he wanted to know how much tax he could raise from his new subjects. I don’t suppose he got much money from Symondsbury, or Simondesberge (‘berg’ meaning a hilly barrow), as it was known then, where there were only thirty-one houses in 1086. Nowadays it’s a bit larger, with a population of over 1,000, a lovely old school, a gorgeous thatched pub and some beautiful Georgian manor houses and idyllic cottages, but it’s still surrounded by the same undulating hills that King William’s surveyors would have seen.


I wander into the little churchyard, and take a peek into the old parish church of St John the Baptist, which is well over 500 years old. It has that evocative musty smell you get in country churches. I grew up next to one in a village in Rutland in the East Midlands and we used to play hide and seek behind the altar, so I know that smell well. I walk out towards the building that lies just along the lane to a nice looking café in a converted tithe barn, which Fran scouted out during her recce. It fulfils that wonderful ‘two-in-one’ duty – we can get food here and we can film here. I pick up a picnic lunch, and some tasty chocolate brownies to keep me going on the walk.


Chaz, the person who greets me and asks what I’d like, doesn’t have a West Country accent at all – she sounds as if she grew up next door to our director, Eric. A smiling lady in in her forties, Chaz tells me about the village and the estate it’s built on, while I sip my coffee. I’m particularly interested in the things I’ll see on my walking route, so she tells me something of the history of Colmer’s Hill, my first objective. It’s named after the Reverend John Colmer, rector of the church in the nineteenth century. The infamous pine trees planted on the hill top, which make it so recognizable, weren’t, in fact, planted by Colmer, but by the Colfox family, who held the estate for years and planted the trees during the First World War.


I’m interested in why Chaz, a girl from Liverpool, is so far from home.


‘I came here with my best friend after her mum saw an advert for a summer job in the Liverpool Echo, and packed us off,’ she tells me. ‘I think she wanted to get rid of us. I fell in love with the place, met my future husband and never went back. I stayed because of the place more than my husband to be honest. My best friend went home and she’s still there.’


It’s a familiar story: people fall in love with a place and never leave. Not just from other parts of this country, but from other parts of the world. In this particular enclave of Dorset, though, there aren’t that many immigrants because there aren’t a lot of jobs. It’s quite an ageing population and there are lots of second homes which has caused a whole set of other problems for rural communities, when locals get priced out of their own neighbourhoods.


It turns out, from what Chaz tells me, that I’m in the hub of the Colfox estate, which still owns most of the land round here. They’ve been clever as they not only offer walkers a chance to get supplies before heading off on their walks, but they’ve also created this shorter walk which I’m about set off on, which picks up the main route just to the back of the café. I wave goodbye to Chaz and go on my way, my rucksack now bulging with goodies for later (mostly chocolate brownies, I admit). It’s time to face my first uphill climb and I’m looking forward to the effort.


As every walker knows, you have to respect the owner’s rights on the edge of the paths and lanes you walk along in the English countryside, but some definitely treat walkers better than others. Walkers rely on the landowners or their tenants to repair stiles and fences; but equally, it’s important that walkers remember to abide by the rules and shut gates behind them and stick to the path, as much as possible, as much for safety as anything else. I’m glad to say that in this part of Dorset, the Colfox estate has looked after the land – and us walkers – very well.


Colmer’s Hill is a well-known landmark, a proper classic hill formed by a quirk of local geology, thanks to its distinctive shape and the trees atop it. It can be seen from Bridport High Street and even out at sea, so it’s no surprise that locals tell me that when they’ve been away, they know they’re nearly home when they can see the hill in the distance.


People have been climbing Colmer’s Hill for centuries. It’s a bit of a steep climb to get to the top, but there’s a perfect winding path here through the ferns . . . and what a great reward. There’s a trig point in among the pine trees – and the view at the top, even though we’re only 127m (417ft) high, makes the hike well worthwhile. You can see far across the Dorset countryside, over the surrounding fields to Bridport in one direction and out to the English Channel in the other.


While we’re setting up for the shot on top of Colmer’s Hill, Jan, the cameraman, seizes the opportunity to take one of his power naps, lying flat out next to the trig point, cap pulled down over his eyes, walking stick possessively clutched in his arms. He gently hums as we all discuss the next sequence. It’s hard work lugging a huge camera round up and down mountains (even if you’re Jan who is a big sturdy fella) – almost as hard has having a small child in your Bush Baby backpack. The camera fidgets less at least.


It’s so perfect, I’m sure people must photograph and paint the hill and its view regularly – and, sure enough, we find two locals who do just that. Former postman and mackerel fisherman Doug Chalk is wearing a battered old Barbour that looks as if the pockets might be stuffed full of poached trout (of course, that’s not the case). He’s got a flat cap on, covering his baldness, and his two protruding front teeth have a gap in between them, resulting in what looks a permanent smile. Doug has been visiting the area since the 1980s and finally moved here about sixteen years ago. He lives in an old pub with his partner of twenty years and they apparently haven’t changed a thing. There’s still a pool table and a bar downstairs.


He readily admits he’s obsessed with the hill and photographs it almost every day from his deck, as well as from other perspectives, He’s even produced a calendar of his photographs, which he’s brought along to show me. Doug spent a year photographing the hill, showing it in almost every kind of weather, sometimes with rainbows framing the hill (there’s yet to be a drought in Dorset; this is England after all), and he tells me that he’s made some changes to the garden so as to have the perfect view of the hill:


‘When I first moved here I removed quite a few weed trees from the garden just so that I could have a clear view of it,’ he explains. ‘Now I have a viewing deck and can even see the hill when I’m sitting in my bath – and when I’m having a wee, I have a photograph of Colmer’s on the wall and I can look directly out of the window at it too.’


I laugh out loud with Doug. ‘You are a bit obsessed,’ I joke. He’s extremely passionate about Colmer’s – but then most of the locals seem to be that way about this hill, as are the people who flock here every year. And it’s not just photographers who have loved coming here. This iconic hill has also been painted thousands of times over the last few hundred years. Here at the top, I’m meeting up with local artist Marion Taylor, who’s published a book, Colmer’s Hill – One Artist’s Obsession, of works by twenty-two artists who’ve adored this mound. I hardly need her to tell me why, what with these amazing views, but I still have to ask: what’s so special about it?


Marion is sketching away and, while she does so, she explains why the hill and its surrounding landscape so fascinate her. She first visited this area twenty years ago and never left. She has a background in textile design, but now prefers to paint Colmer’s Hill: she’s painted it almost 200 times. Marion appears to be reassured and almost nurtured by the hill. Maybe it’s the familiarity?


She turns out to be a dream interviewee (or ‘contributor’ as we call them in telly), responding naturally to every question and comment I make to her. Overly nervous contributors can be tricky and it’s difficult to know if people are going to be any good when you shove a camera in their face. It’s the researcher’s job (Fran, in this case) to interview them over the phone and make a judgement call as to whether or not they’re going to make good telly, but a telephone call usually doesn’t faze people in the way a camera does. Thank God for editing. Marion, though, is a natural, happily ignoring the huge camera lens and fluffy boom overhead, attached to Jan and Colin, the soundman.


‘The boom’s in shot,’ growled Jan.


‘How wide are you?’ asked Colin, referring to the size of the shot.


‘I’m that wide.’ Jan’s big arms stretched out.


‘Well, where am I meant to put the microphone?’


‘Not bloody well there!’


‘Ladies – calm down!’ I chastise.


Marion explains the fascination that she and other local artists have with Colmer’s Hill. For her, it’s the trees that make it something special. She tells me that when the trees were first planted, the gardener on the estate used to carry full buckets up the hill to water them for the first month.


‘Oh, it’s not easy growing things up here, is it?’ I say.


‘No,’ she responds quickly. ‘And nor is it easy carrying buckets of water up here!’


As I leaf through her book, Marion talks about the paintings she especially adores and how the bracken turns a particular kind of rusty red in the autumn. I don’t know much about art, but I definitely prefer contemporary work: David Hockney, Mark Rothko, Andy Warhol, Keith Haring. I adore most of British–Indian sculptor Anish Kapoor’s work and, as it turns out, I like Marion’s too. It reminds me of Hockney’s Yorkshire Wolds collection.


It strikes me, as I sit with the lovely Marion on top of her hill (her grandchildren call it ‘Nana’s mountain’), that this must be one of the most painted mounds in the country. And it’s only little. I know there are hundreds of hugely popular landscapes from the Lake District through to Constable Country that have been painted innumerable times, but is there a single hill anywhere else that has garnered so much artistic attention? Prominent artists Paul Nash and Fred Cuming have both painted Colmer’s Hill, and their work appears in the book alongside several of Marion’s own pieces. Of course, compared to Kim Kardashian’s bum, Colmer’s Hill is a drop in the ocean, but for one dinky mound to have made such an impact is quite impressive. It’s definitely a favourite of mine now and I think it’s largely to do with the distinctive pine trees planted at the top of the classic dome shape.


As I’m sitting here, thinking how nice it would be to bring my kids up the hill one day, I think what a lovely grandma Marion must be (and I have to make it clear that my own mother, Chrissi, is a fantastic grandmother, or YiYi in Greek). She doesn’t look old enough to be a grandma: her dark hair has only flashes of silver threads running through it. She seems content and warm, with a sense of fun about her and her grandchildren see her every day; they run into her studio yelling her name, arms outstretched for a hug.


As I get up to leave, Marion casually mentions, ‘When there’s a full moon, a group of us have a shamanic fire ceremony on top here, and we throw our arms into the air and thank the universe for this beautiful spot and the nature around us.’ I won’t lie. It’s a surprise. I didn’t have Marion down as a shamanic worshipper. But then, what does one look like anyway?!


I’m genuinely sorry to say goodbye, it’s been fascinating to talk to her, I’d love to stop and take a bite of my sandwich, but there’s no time to linger – it’s onwards and downwards! – so have to leave her there sketching away. I’d love to try those shamanic rites sometime, I guess I’ll have to come back for the next full moon. This hill clearly has its own very special magic.


An old friendly looking golden retriever barks at me as I lean over a gate to peer nosily at an unfeasibly beautiful garden located at the bottom of the unnervingly named holloway, Hell Lane. A powder blue shepherd’s hut sits in one corner, surrounded by potted plants; the spinach green lawn is trimmed to perfection, while dozens of handsome mature trees and bushes frame the vibrantly colourful flower beds. If this were at the Chelsea Flower Show, it would win Gold for Best English Country Garden. The pretty thatched cottage to the left looks as if Hansel and Gretel might be in residence.


‘Hi there!’ I call over the gate. ‘What an idyllic spot – do you mind if I intrude?’


‘Not at all,’ comes the softly spoken reply. ‘Come and have a cup of tea.’


Tim is one of those gentle souls with a yielding voice and kind blue eyes. He’s a born-and-bred Dorset man, who’s lived in this cottage for 20 years. He bought it from a friend of his father’s. It’s nice that it didn’t get sold as a second home to be rented out or as a weekend place for an out-of-towner. That’s common and also how communities lose their identity, with no one local living in them. Mind you, this is a bit more rural than I’d choose. There’s no mains electricity and Tim tells me that he’s just about to update the shed roof – to become solar powered, charging batteries by running off photovoltaic (PV) panels. The cottage has its own water source, a well, which Tim and his wife, Collette, use for showering and to flush the toilets.


‘I think that’s why my first wife left me . . . she got fed up with the shower running out of water,’ Tim jokes. He and Collette have been married for three years.


As I chat to Tim in their gorgeous garden, taking in the incredible views across the valley, Collette leans out of the kitchen half door listening in, looking very like a character from The Darling Buds of May or – actually, remembering I’m in Dorset – a Thomas Hardy novel. The thatched cottage, which is in the process of being repaired, has no top windows. ‘You’d better hurry up Tim, it’s nearly October!’ I joke.


‘I’m a builder and we always do our own jobs last,’ he comes back.


The cottage was apparently originally used by smugglers who would come up from the coast at Eype in south-west Dorset, bearing their illicit goods, using Hell Lane as a secret route to get away from the excise men intent on arresting them. Tim shows me a book published last year, The Holloway, all about the lanes in this part of Dorset. Before I leave the cottage, I ask Tim what I should expect.


‘Well, it’s ancient and has a magical mysterious mood about it, but you should just go and see it for yourself. Ferns growing up the banks; it’s all shady, it’s nice. There’s high-sided cliffs that are a bit precarious, they just crumble away, so watch out for the landslips – oh, and the graffiti etched into the walls. Faces, and strange things. There’s an indent in one of the banks and a little shrine there to the Virgin Mary, with trinkets ’round it.’


Leaving their idyllic garden, I feel as if Tim has thrown me to the wolves. I start to negotiate my way down this narrow, dark lane moving towards a mysterious underworld – an ancient drovers’ route which was the main road west before horse and coach travel came along. It’s been used for centuries and the bottom of the lane runs deep below the level of the surrounding ground, thanks to the soft sandstone being eroded by floods and the footfalls of farmers, smugglers and pilgrims heading to the great shrine of St Wite in the village of Whitchurch Canonicorum. I can really feel the ancient feet that have tramped here before me – it’s like some kind of ghostly fairytale pathway into the unknown. And I can picture the smugglers carrying their rum and other contraband under the cover of these trees and dense hedges. Just enough light leaks down through the canopy above to make out the ancient graffiti and funny carvings on the walls that Tim mentioned. Some prankster has notched the word ‘HELP’ next to claw marks scraping down the wall . . . Ha ha! Very funny.
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