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An expert in the flavours, aromas and culinary and medicinal properties of long-forgotten British plants, Alysia Vasey works with some of the most accomplished chefs in the world. She is a forager and supplier of all things wild. She has been featured in a number of magazines including Good Housekeeping, Chef magazine and Savour magazine. More recently she has made guest appearances on Countryfile and James Martin’s Saturday Morning cookery show.
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‘Alysia is at the top of her game, she’s always there for any advice or knowledge when we need it’
Paul Leonard, The Forest Side
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‘Alysia’s passion for the foraged world is absolutely infectious.’
Colin McGurran, Winteringham Fields
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‘Foraging is a unique skill that Alysia has mastered, it takes time and a deep understanding of the land, sea and, most importantly, the seasons.’
Nigel Haworth, Northcote
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‘What Alysia doesn’t know about the hedgerows of the north isn’t worth knowing! She has a knowledge of the edible weeds and flowers to feed many palates, be they home cook or Michelin starred.’
Andrew Pern, Star at Harome


[image: Illustration]


Alysia’s passion and respect for her field really makes our job easy.’
Mark Birchall, Moor Hall
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‘A true forager.’
Michael Wignall, The Angel at Hetton









About the Book


Alysia Vasey’s earliest memories are of walking alongside her grandfather as they explored the West Yorkshire moors that they called home. As an adult, this love of wild things stayed with her, even as she learned that her family’s knowledge of edible plants was borne of a heroic struggle to survive during the darkest days of the Second World War.


After leaving Yorkshire in search of adventure, Alysia was eventually guided home by her motto: ‘Be true to yourself and you will become the person you were meant to be’. Leaving traditional paths behind her, she embarked on a far wilder journey, establishing one of the UK’s most successful foraging businesses, which now supplies some of the greatest chefs in the world and the best restaurants in the country. Her achievements are the result of a bit of luck, a lot of knowledge and a huge amount of self-belief.


In The Yorkshire Forager, Alysia shares not only her story, but also her vast knowledge of UK plant lore. Brimming with tales of her family’s adventures and misadventures as they search for top-quality ingredients, this wonderful memoir is as entertaining as it is informative.
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CHAPTER ONE



FIRST STEPS
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‘WHAT’S THIS “four-ageing” then?’


‘It’s called foraging, Grandad,’ I said, ‘but it’s just a trendy word for getting something to eat from the woods, like we used to do.’


Some of my earliest memories are of wandering through the woods and over the moors around my Yorkshire home with Grandad. All through my childhood, my little brother and I spent our weekends following him around the countryside as he searched for plants, nuts, mushrooms and fruit. Depending on the season and the weather, we’d come home with basketfuls of mushrooms, sorrel, young dandelion leaves, wild garlic, bilberries, blackberries, the woodland raspberries that were his favourite, or sweet chestnuts and beechnuts.


I was always more interested than my younger brother Adrian, and though I don’t remember Grandad teaching me exactly, I copied him, and by doing what he did, I began to learn just like my mum Barbara had when she’d been a child. Sometimes my mum’s brother would come with us too. Robert is only ten years older than me, so he was still a teenager when Adrian and I were first going out for walks with Grandad. My favourite times were going bilberry picking up on Norland Moor above my Nana and Grandad’s house. We’d walk up a green lane between centuries-old stone slabs set on edge as a primitive fencing for cattle pastures. Grandad’s border collie, Doogle, would keep bounding around us and plunging into every one of the stone troughs set into the walls, fed by the ice-cold water trickling from the underground springs.


Eventually we emerged on the open moor. It had something of a grim history. The Ladstone Rock there was said to have been used by druids for human sacrifices, and Gallows Pole Hill was named after the public hangings that took place in the bad old days when you could be condemned to death for stealing a loaf of bread.


I’m glad to say small children were spared such tales and I loved being up there. I’d play hide and seek among the boulders and caves, and chalk my name on the Ladstone Rock, though the next shower of rain would always wash it away. When my little legs got tired, Grandad would hoist me up on to his shoulders and I’d ride there as he picked his way through the cotton-grass bogs and strode over the peat and heather in his shirt and tie – Grandad belongs to that generation who always dress quite formally. I’ve never seen him in a pair of jeans. He’d head for the place where the best bilberries grew, in the old quarries where the stone to build the houses dotting the valley had been dug and blasted out centuries before.


We always knew when the berries were ripe because we’d see flocks of wood pigeons descending to feast on them. We’d clap our hands and a pink and grey cloud would rise suddenly from among the bushes and fly away, carried by the winds. When any of them flew down and landed in the garden, their poo would be bright purple, and if Grandad saw that, we’d be straight up to harvest our share before they scoffed them all. Even when I was quite small, I was happy picking bilberries for hours with my pudgy little fingers. I probably ate as many as I put in the plastic ice-cream tub that Nana had washed out for me. My hands, fingers, lips and face were bright blue by the time we went back home and it would take days for the colour to disappear, but I didn’t mind, it was worth it.


Grandad’s ninety-five now. He speaks in broad Yorkshire, but with his native Polish accent often breaking through, and he has fine features and thinning hair, which my mum still trims round the sides for him. When he’s relaxed he has a serious, almost frowning expression, but there are laughter lines in the corners of his eyes and when he smiles it makes us all smile.


When we got home from the woods Grandad would cook something or make a salad with what we’d found. Back then, Grandad loved to cook, though he wasn’t the best chef in the world.


He liked to make everything the day before and then reheat it, so food had often been cooked two or even three times before it reached our plates. Nor had he ever forgotten his Polish roots. I grew up thinking that the accompaniment to the traditional British roast beef Sunday lunch was not Yorkshire puddings, roast potatoes, peas and carrots, but gherkins, pickled cabbage, sauerkraut and maybe a bit of piccalilli as well: fifty per cent British and fifty per cent Polish.


Saturday teatime at Grandad’s was closer to a hundred per cent East European: a Polish buffet, with Ukrainian bread and a whole range of salami and kabanos, pickled onions, tomatoes and lettuce, with Polish biscuits to finish. You were always expected to clear your plate, because he hated to see food wasted.


Grandad isn’t tall, though he seemed so to me when I was little, because back then he was very strong, with powerful forearms that made light work of digging the heavy clay soil in his garden. His large hands made my tiny ones seem to vanish inside his as we walked along. They felt rough to the touch, callused by a lifetime of manual labour, but they were surprisingly gentle. I remember him stooping to pick up a tiny frog from the grass verge at the edge of the road and carrying it down through the woods. He set it down at the edge of a small pond and we watched as it sat there for a moment, taking in its new surroundings, and then jumped in, disappearing in its muddy depths. We used to see a lot of frogs and newts back then. Sometimes Grandad let us take frogspawn home so we could fill the old sink in the garden and watch the tadpoles develop; it was always fascinating to see their little legs begin to sprout.


When I was old enough to take in more, Grandad would announce, ‘Right, I’m going to take you out to the woods today.’ He’d stop by a tree and ask, ‘Do you know what sort of tree this is, Alysia? And what sort of nuts are they?’


He’d wait for me to take a guess and then put me right. ‘Actually, it’s a beech tree and these are beechnuts.’


‘How do you know?’ I’d ask, and he’d launch into a long explanation about how you could tell by the smoothness and colour of the bark, the shape and tint of the leaves and what the nut and its casing looked like.


‘And can you eat them, Grandad?’


‘Yes, they’re tiny little nuts and they’re quite soft-shelled, so you can just pick them up, peel them and eat them. They taste good too. Here, try one.’


He was right, they were delicious. In fact I became quite obsessed with them when I was a kid. I passed a group of beech trees on my way to school and in late summer and autumn I’d pause there for ten or fifteen minutes every morning, stuffing myself with all the nuts I could find; the squirrels must have hated me. Picking them off the ground probably wasn’t the most health-and-safety-conscious thing to do, because a murder of crows – I love that collective noun for a group of them – used to roost in those trees and covered everything with their droppings. I never caught any terrible diseases though, I just made sure I only ate the clean ones.


Having identified and eaten quite a few, we’d move on.


‘Now these are ash trees,’ Grandad said. ‘The wood is easy to split and it makes good firewood when it’s dry, but like most woods, you can’t burn it green because it’s too full of water, so it spits, steams and crackles and makes too much smoke. These are its seeds, they’re called “ash keys” because they look a bit like a key, don’t they? And in spring, round about May-time, when they’re young and green, you can eat them. They’re lovely pickled, which is how we used to have them at my home in Poland when I was a boy. They’re not that nice raw but you can eat them if you have to.’ They also made great fly whisks: a fat stick with a bunch of ash keys on it was a really good wafter.


As he took me out and about, he gradually taught me the names and uses of everything we came across. I’ve built on that basic knowledge over the years, but that grounding was all down to Grandad. He has always known everything about those woods and moors, even down to where the best, most berry-laden trees for Christmas decorations grew. When we sat down to our Christmas dinner, we always had holly that was smothered in crimson berries and mistletoe as well, if we had managed to climb up for it, though it was often too high in the trees. I still fill my house with freshly picked holly at Christmas now – I love it in hanging baskets – although there’s not as much mistletoe around these days.


Thanks to Grandad, by the time I was seven or eight years old, I could identify every tree, plant, flower, animal and bird that we came across. I knew which plants, nuts, berries and mushrooms were safe to eat and which had to be left alone. I don’t think it ever occurred to me at the time that there was anything unusual in such a young child being able to do that; I think I just assumed that everyone knew that stuff.


It was only later that I discovered how exceptional it was. None of my school friends knew the names of anything and, as I found out one autumn day, my teacher at primary school was equally in the dark. It was conker season and our teacher had organised a competition to see who could find the biggest and best one, so she took us out to collect them from the woods at the bottom of the hill, by the river. When we got there, she pointed to a tree and said, ‘OK children, see who can find the biggest conker.’


At once the others started rummaging through the fallen leaves or throwing sticks up into the branches, trying to dislodge the nuts, but I stared at the tree for a moment and then put my hand up. ‘Please, Miss,’ I said. ‘That’s not a conker tree.’


‘Yes it is, Alysia.’


‘No Miss, honestly, it isn’t.’


‘Yes it is.’


Had I been a little older and wiser I might have left it there, since embarrassing a teacher in front of the class is never a good idea, but I was young, innocent and headstrong, and I knew I was right. ‘Miss, my grandad knows everything about trees and he told me it’s a walnut tree, not a conker tree.’


Although conker, sweet chestnut and walnut casings are all much the same size, Grandad had taught me that they’re easy enough to tell apart. Conkers have slightly knobbly casings while sweet chestnuts have a spiky outer skin and walnuts are really smooth. You definitely need to know which are which, because inside, sweet chestnuts and conkers look quite similar, except that chestnuts have a ‘tail’ on them and there’s a double nut inside when you open them. The distinction is important, because while you can eat sweet chestnuts – they’re delicious, with a warm, earthy taste that to me is a little like a sweet potato – horse chestnuts, what we call conkers, are poisonous. Strangely enough, you mustn’t eat the flowers of sweet chestnut trees, because they are poisonous. Don’t ask me how a poisonous flower can produce an edible nut, but it does; it’s just one of the tricks that Nature plays.


My teacher was rapidly losing patience with me. ‘I’m telling you they’re conkers, Alysia.’


‘No, Miss, honestly, they’re walnuts.’


‘No, they’re conkers. Here, I’ll show you . . .’


She picked one up and dug her nails into the outer skin. After a few seconds’ work she had exposed the nut inside. There were a few beats of silence while she looked at it and then, avoiding my eye, she called out, ‘These are walnuts, children. Now, who can find me a conker tree?’


I could have done that easily, but the look she directed at me suggested it would be better to keep quiet and let someone else find it. I was walking through that wood recently, almost forty years later. The tree is still there, and they’re still definitely walnuts.


One time when Grandad, Adrian and I were out in the woods, Grandad pointed to the trunk of a tree and said, ‘Look closely. Do you notice anything?’


I couldn’t see anything unusual about it until he showed us the outline of a moth, so beautifully camouflaged that it was virtually invisible against the bark.


‘Nature’s like that,’ he said. ‘The harder you look, the more you see.’


He would also show us some of the more intriguing natural curiosities like the mushroom – a lurid boletus – that he picked one day. It had a reddish yellow cap and looked perfectly ordinary until he drew his fingernail across the top of it, whereupon it instantly went a vivid electric blue colour – the same shade as Lady Diana’s eyeliner. At the time Diana was all over the magazines and papers looking very glamorous, and I couldn’t wait to get into my teens so I’d be allowed to buy an electric blue eyeliner of my own. Now I know that the change of colour is caused by a chemical reaction, as compounds in the mushroom are oxidised when its cell walls are broken and exposed to the air, but back then it just seemed that, on top of all his other talents, Grandad was a magician. He used to bend his right thumb and put his left one on top of it, making it look like he’d broken it in half. He was good at doing things like that to make us laugh.


*


I CAN REMEMBER asking Grandad, ‘How do you know all this?’ but all he said in reply was, ‘I learned it when I was young.’ He fell silent then, staring at the ground, though it felt as if it was not the earth at his feet that he was seeing. I waited, feeling anxious without really knowing why, while he remained motionless, his expression clouded. Eventually I tugged at his sleeve. ‘Grandad, are you all right?’


I shyly slipped my hand into his and he gave it a squeeze, and when he looked down at me again, the familiar twinkle was back in his eyes. ‘Now let’s find something to eat, shall we? If you learn what I learned when I was young, you’ll never go hungry, because if you know where to look and what to look for, Nature will always take care of you. Here, let me show you.’ He gave me a broad smile and then we were off again, deeper into the woods and up on to the moors, with Grandad pointing out the edible plants – and the poisonous ones – as we walked along.


Many years passed and I was an adult myself before I discovered what he had been thinking about that day, and how he had learned that Nature would provide.










CHAPTER TWO



WEEKEND BREAKS


[image: Illustration]


THE PLACE WHERE I grew up is the Ryburn Valley, a narrow, steep-sided offshoot of Calderdale, one of the heartlands of the Yorkshire wool trade. The valley’s flanks are covered with deciduous woods and above them is wide-open heather and bilberry moorland – the ‘tops’ as we call them in Yorkshire – studded with peat bogs and marshes.


My dad had joined the police as a cadet straight from school and risen through the ranks to become a sergeant. He was the local bobby in the pretty village of Ripponden and we lived in a house on the edge of the village with the police station attached. It had an outside phone for emergency use and in those days, when there were no mobile phones, on many a Saturday afternoon the lads from the football pitch ran across the road and used it to summon an ambulance for the latest team-mate to have broken his leg. When we were little, Mum was at home looking after me and Adrian, but before she had us, she had worked in a carpet factory designing colours for the patterns. Ours was navy with multi-coloured spirals – she was really proud of that.


In early 1979, our idyllic childhood came to an abrupt halt. Dad had a heart attack one Friday night. My mum used the station phone to call an ambulance, but by the time it arrived, the village doctor, who lived just a few doors up, had already pronounced him dead. I was seven years old and Adrian only six. Dad was just thirty-one. He drank endless cups of coffee, mixing it with water from the hot tap, and smoked a couple of packs of cigarettes a day, but was a really fit man. However, he had always told my mum that he’d die young, because his parents and a few other members of his family had done so, and sadly he wasn’t wrong.


I remember that day only too well. Like most weekends, we had been dropped off at Nana and Grandad’s. Mum and Dad usually had a night out on Fridays, so Mum got ready while Dad did the honours and drove us there – he had a new car, so he took every opportunity to be out in it. Excited to be going to Nana and Grandad’s, we kissed him goodbye, not knowing that it was the last time we would ever see him.


The next morning, to keep me occupied, Nana had given me a shoe box, a Littlewoods catalogue, some white glue and a pair of scissors, and asked me to make a living room out of it for her. I was in my element, spending ages cutting pictures of standard lamps and sofas out of the catalogue and pasting them on to the sides of the box, complete with carpets, rugs, curtains and furniture. Then Mum arrived, tear-stained and ashen-faced, and my world changed forever. I can still remember Adrian sitting on the floor, surrounded by bits of his train set, trying to understand what had just happened.


APART FROM the trauma of losing him, my dad’s death left us struggling to get by. He died just after the ‘Winter of Discontent’, when almost every group of public sector workers in Britain had been on strike. It had been a winter of electricity rationing, and I remember Mum keeping lots of candles in the cupboards and us having to get dressed under the covers because there was no heating. Sometimes Mum even put the gas oven on in the kitchen to keep the room warm. The strikes paved the way for Margaret Thatcher to become Prime Minister on a pledge to rein in the power of the unions, and one of the first things she did was to give the police a huge pay rise – she knew she’d need them on her side if she was going to take on the unions and especially the miners – but my dad had died a couple of weeks before it came through, so my mum was left with only a small widow’s pension. We were so short of money that there was no question of us ever having elaborate toys, doll’s houses or bikes; the woods were our playroom and we improvised most of our toys and games from what we found in them, but we weren’t unhappy, you don’t miss what you don’t have.


We were surrounded by open country, with a wood behind the house and another across the road. The one behind us was less thickly planted, with open fields among the clumps of trees, but I’d guess that it was much older than the other one, because there were more huge trees and more goosegrass among them, usually a sign of ancient woodland. There were oaks, beeches and birches growing there, and although birch trees are not particularly long-lived, there were really big beeches and oaks that must have been there hundreds of years, and some huge yews that might well have been even older.


Just along the road – a very steep, cobbled track – a dark tunnel led beneath the canopy. Dating from the days when goods were carried on packhorses, it was so narrow that you would have struggled to get a cart down it, let alone a car. At the bottom you could wade across the river at the old ford, or cross it on a little iron footbridge. A bit further on there was another bridge over the old railway line that used to run right up the valley. Its closure long pre-dated the infamous Dr Beeching’s cuts of the 1960s, because it shut to passenger traffic way back in 1929. Although my mum can remember waving at the trains going past when she was a little girl, it closed to goods traffic as well in the late 1950s and Nature soon re-colonised it. Leaf mould covered the ballast and trees self-seeded at the edges of the track, but enough local people walked along it to maintain a path.


With Adrian in tow, I could walk through the woods along the old railway line all the way to Nana and Grandad’s house three miles away in Norland. Instead of the boring road with cars and lorries whizzing past, which felt like it took forever to get there, we were deep in among the trees and it was never boring in there; we always found something to look at and do. It would seem like we’d only been in there for five minutes when it might have been an hour or more.


Much of the line ran in a cutting – you could still see the marks of the navvies’ chisels and drills on the sandstone bedrock they had cut and blasted their way through – but there were other places where it emerged into the open and there were views through the trees out across the valley. A series of bridges over the line, built from beautifully dressed stone with elegant, wrought iron balustrades, led to Victorian houses deep in the woods. We gave each bridge a number so at any point we always knew how far we were from our house and from Nana and Grandad’s.


My brother and I were pretty much left to our own devices and I relished our independence. We played outdoors all day, every day, but then all the kids did back then and every trip into the woods was an adventure. Once, Adrian found a half-buried medieval sword complete with a rotted leather scabbard. I can still remember our excitement at finding this extraordinary prize. We played with it all afternoon, imagining ourselves as knights of the Round Table battling enemies and rescuing damsels in distress – I was always a knight, never a damsel.


We eventually got bored with it, of course, and just dropped it and wandered off. The chances are it’s now in a museum somewhere, but I’d love to go back and try to find it. I might also come across the three bottles of vodka left over from a family party many years later, that Adrian and I stole when we were teenagers and hid under a tree somewhere. We never found them again either; I hope that someone did and had a great party with them.


Quite understandably, my mum had her hands full trying to cope with her grief at my father’s death and earning enough money to keep her young family, so my brother and I had to become much more self-reliant. Fortunately Mum had already taught me to cook. When she and Dad first got married, Mum’s cooking was not the best and Dad encouraged her to go to catering college. He might have regretted it when he found himself eating puff pastry horns stuffed with grapes and chicken in a wine sauce, and various bizarre desserts, but she became a really good cook. She was really proud that she was able to pass this on to my brother and me, when she’d learned something at college she’d always show us how to do it when she got home. So for a while after Dad’s death, I did a lot of the cooking, though at first we pretty much had to live on ratatouille because that was one of the only things I could do; I couldn’t pronounce it, but I could make it.


I managed to learn how to make chicken liver pâté as well, using The Police Wives’ Recipe Book that had been given to Mum when she got married. She had also been presented with a knitting pattern for a pullover that, like all police wives then, she was expected to knit for her husband. Graciously, the police gave the lucky wives the right coloured wool and although she’d never knitted in her life, Mum gave it a good go, with guidance from Nana who was an expert knitter and always had a baby outfit on the go, whether there was a baby in the family or not.


IN THE AFTERMATH OF our dad’s death, the lifesaver for us and probably for Mum too was that Adrian and I went to Nana and Grandad’s every weekend. We went there straight from school on Friday afternoon, stayed Friday night, all day Saturday and Sunday morning and then went home again on Sunday afternoon. On Saturday we went shopping in Huddersfield with Nana and chose something for lunch, and then in the afternoon we would sit on the sofa with Grandad watching the wrestling on the TV. He absolutely loved it and genuinely seemed to believe that Big Daddy, Giant Haystacks and the rest of those larger-than-life characters really did hate each other’s guts and were actually going at it hammer and tongs, rather than just following a well-choreographed routine. He’d be on the edge of his seat, red-faced with anger and shouting abuse at the telly, although he never swore, but then nobody did apart from Nana, when she was really mad. If you heard her say ‘Shit with sugar on it!’ you knew to keep well clear till she calmed down again.


As their house was only a small cottage, with the exception of the Saturday afternoon wrestling, whenever the weather was half-decent we’d usually be out of doors, either in Grandad’s garden – he grew a lot of the vegetables they ate – in the woods or up on the moors.


My nana and our Aunty Dora, who lived at the other end of their terrace, were always in their kitchens, cooking and baking. Aunty Dora wasn’t a real aunty, that’s just what we called her. Her father had built the row of three houses in 1905 after a win on the horses. They are tiny, stone-built two-up and two-downs, with just a kitchen and a living room on the ground floor. Dora’s father had built one each for his three children, but by the time I was a child there was only Dora still living there. Grandad would give Aunty Dora fruit and things that he had picked or grown in the garden, and she would make them into these delicious chutneys and jams. She had lots of raspberry canes and made the best raspberry jam, even though she was still using a 1930s cooker. Grandad always complained about the pips, but he still ate boatloads of it.


WE LOVED BEING OUT in the woods and would often be gone for hours on end, having our adventures. We didn’t care that we were stung by nettles and thistles, chased by swarms of wood wasps and bees, got splinters in our hands from every tree going and were attacked by all sorts of bugs and insects. Although when one afternoon I stepped into mud after watching a John Wayne movie on TV when he’d got stuck in some quicksand, I was so terrified that the mud would do the same thing to me that I abandoned my new wellies and ran for it. Mum had to come back with me, carrying her shovel to dig them out again. Luckily she saw the funny side.


We had endless cuts and scrapes, and were in and out of the A&E department with monotonous regularity, getting stitched up after falling down cliffs or out of trees, but none of it put us off. There was no ‘health and safety’, nor the helmets, knee- and elbow-pads with which kids are cosseted now. It was only ever ‘How far can you get up that tree?’ or ‘Bet you can’t climb that cliff-face over there’, stuff that kids don’t seem to do any more.


When he was about fourteen Adrian found an adder warming itself in a patch of sunlight. When he spotted it, he grabbed hold of its tail, whereupon it turned round and bit him on the knuckle – the only truly poisonous snake in Britain, and he’d managed to get himself bitten by one. His arm swelled up like a balloon and he was in intensive care for a few days until his body had worked the poison out of his system and his arm had deflated enough for him to be allowed home. There was no bedside vigil, we all just left him to it until he was well enough to come home again; it never crossed our minds for a second that he wouldn’t.


He was pretty accident-prone. He was playing ‘throw the javelin at each other’ in the garden one day with his friend, who managed to skewer Adrian’s foot to the ground. I remember Adrian coming crying into the kitchen, but his only concern was that Mum would ‘do him’ for putting a hole in his brand new trainers.


I often used to make him crouch behind a wheelbarrow at the bottom of the garden wearing a motorcycle helmet, so that I could shoot empty baked-bean tins off his head with an air rifle. I’m not sure what he got out of it but the main attraction for me was that he could replace the tins himself, ready for the next shot, and save me having to walk down the garden to do so. Luckily I was a very good shot, so I never hit him and it was tremendous fun, though it brings me out in a cold sweat to think about it now.


We ate a pretty healthy diet, with lots of home-grown veg and plenty of wild food too. We got covered in muck and must have swallowed plenty of it as well, so our immune systems were probably supercharged, whereas kids today, who live in environments where every surface has been wiped down with an anti-bacterial cleaner, seem to be vulnerable to every passing bug, al-lergen and food intolerance. We got the typical childhood diseases: measles, chicken pox, mumps and glandular fever – all the nasty stuff – but I don’t remember us ever having colds or flu, or stomach bugs, probably because we were out in the fresh air all the time. I inconveniently got chicken pox when we were on our annual holiday, staying with my Aunty Marilyn at her house in Blackpool, but it was no bother. Mum simply got a paintbrush out, painted me from head to toe with pink calamine lotion, then tied my hands to the deckchair on the beach to stop me scratching the spots off – very practical is my mum.


WHETHER WE WERE near Nana and Grandad’s or at home in Ripponden, we could be found damming streams, climbing our favourite trees – horse chestnuts because they had branches that hung low enough to the ground for us to reach – and building dens in the undergrowth or among the rocks. Then we’d hide inside them and eat the jam sandwiches we’d brought with us. We’d made them ourselves and weren’t really supposed to have them, but things always seemed to taste better when they weren’t allowed.


Practically everything in our pantry had been hollowed out. Jars of jam looked full but we had tunnelled down the middle of them; Mum’s giant tubs of glacé cherries were only a single layer thick on the outside of the tub, because we had eaten all the ones from the middle. The same went for the lemon curd and orange marmalade.


When we weren’t stuffing down jam sandwiches, we were trying some of the things that Grandad had shown us were good to eat. On a sunny spring day there was nothing nicer than to perch on a tussock of the goosegrass that thrived on the steep slopes and boulder clay of the woods; it looked wiry but was soft to the touch, and even when the ground was wet, the raised humps it formed gave a dry place to sit. It was also good to eat. As the name suggests, geese eat it, and when they need to eat grass to help them digest their food, pets and especially dogs always choose goosegrass over anything else, suggesting that it must have good digestive properties. I loved it too; I’d pull one of the long, dark green stems from its sheath and nibble on the end. The sweet, tender, new growth seemed like – it was – the taste of spring.


Sometimes, when I was out early enough, it was still a bit foggy, the kind where it hovers just above the ground but can still make all your clothes a bit damp. Fog always meant wellies, as the dewdrops saturated the grass and normal shoes would be swamped. I loved the spring when you could smell the bluebells as you walked through them. The bluebell stems slipped easily from their sheaths and you were allowed to pick them in those days, so we would go home with an armful. They looked fabulous for about three hours but then drooped, as all hollow-stemmed flowers do. The tops might have looked barren and deserted to a casual glance, but in spring and summer they were alive with movement and sound. The white tufts of cotton-grass waving in the breeze showed us where the ground was boggy and we could pick a drier course among the tussocks of heather and peat. Red grouse were so beautifully camouflaged as they crouched in the heather that you could almost step on them before they burst out of cover, flapping away in front of us. They skimmed away, hugging the contours of the ground in the flight that earned them their local nickname of ‘low flyers’, before settling back among the heather, giving their harsh call, which sounds to me like the gobbling of a very distressed turkey. The one-note peeping of the golden plovers on their nests was almost as strange a sound, and was always eerie when the cloud came down, shrouding the tops.


In spring I would often see hares ‘boxing’ as they battled for mates. It used to be thought that the combatants were males battling for supremacy, but recent research has revealed that one is always a female, testing the male’s strength and fighting skills before deciding whether to mate with him.


The moors were covered in wild bell heather, with deep purple flowers and the odd patch of white. If I walked through it in late summer, when the heather was in bloom, clouds of pollen would rise from it, so dense it was like a mist, but one carrying a beautiful, intense scent.


I never thought about it then. I took it all for granted; it was part of our lives. Only now, as I wander through those very same places, do I take the time to reflect on how lucky I was to grow up surrounded by such beauty.










CHAPTER THREE



BRANCHING OUT


[image: Illustration]


THE DEATH OF MY FATHER was the first of a series of tragedies that shaped the way I saw the world. In rapid succession, my Aunty Lorraine, aged just twenty-four, died in a car accident, one of my best friends was knocked off his bicycle and killed, and then my first boyfriend had a terminal brain haemorrhage after being hit on the head by a softball. My friend Glen bought a motor scooter to do his paper round, but didn’t load it evenly. As he took a bend, the unstable scooter skidded off the road and fatally crashed down the steep hillside. Four of my friends then drowned in a freak accident when they went surfing and were sucked under by a giant wave and swept out to sea by the undertow. Being made so aware of death at such a young age made me appreciate life. I wanted to pack as much stuff in as possible, and I believed I could.


No one I knew – apart from Nana and Grandad – seemed to live long, making me believe that I had to get out there and do everything I wanted to do fast, because I was not likely to have much time on this planet, but it took me an age to discover my true vocation.


So, when I was still only thirteen, I lied about my age to a local café owner and got a part-time job as a waitress to help Mum with the family finances. By then I had already tried and failed to get one at the Borough Market in Halifax; looking back, it probably wasn’t a good move to offer the interviewer a sherbet lemon as a bribe. I loved working much more than being at school, and had quite a few waitressing jobs throughout my teenage years.


One of my favourites was in Ripponden’s posh, silver service restaurant, Over The Bridge, which was run by a wonderful, exuberant character, Ian Beaumont, and his partner. It closed a while ago – it’s now a bed and breakfast – but back then, its regulars included some of the stars of Coronation Street and we thought that definitely made Over The Bridge the place to be seen. Unusually for those days, the restaurant had an all-female chef team – head chef, Sue, and Lindsay – who were quite at the cutting edge of food 1980s-style and although the portions were minuscule – it was the era of Nouvelle Cuisine, after all – they were exquisite. It gave me my first experience of fine dining and I fell in love with it.


I can still remember having my first taste of pheasant there. The freshly shot birds had been plucked and hung in the game cellar until they were green. Sue and Lindsay then wiped them down, roasted them in copious amounts of butter and served them with game chips and mangetouts with almonds: delicious. Mangetouts were very new on the scene then, provoking struggles with the pronunciation among some of the local greengrocers. I remember overhearing one of them, a stout, florid-faced man with a very broad Yorkshire accent, trying to explain this curious new vegetable to a sceptical Halifax housewife. ‘They’re called man-ji towts, love,’ he said. ‘It’s French for “leave nowt”.’


Like all teenagers, I was finding my own way. Busy with work and all the other things teenagers do, there wasn’t time for strolling through the woods looking for things to eat with Grandad or going out on the moor picking bilberries. That’s not to say I didn’t still walk through the woods, I’ve never stopped doing that, but back then I was more likely to be marching up a hill to walk off my anger or something that had upset me than to look for something to eat.


On my nineteenth birthday I got engaged to a budding pig farmer – it seemed like a good idea at the time – but it proved to be short-lived; I was dumped about four days later. It was probably just as well, given my growing interest in good food, because the meals his mother served and that he wolfed down all seemed to consist of beef mince cuisine.


Nonetheless, getting dumped was a bit of a shock to the system, and on the spur of the moment, partly in search of adventure and a chance to see the world, but mainly just to get away from Yorkshire to somewhere – anywhere – else, I went and joined the Royal Navy. I was not exactly overqualified. Partly as a result of nicking off from lessons so often, I’d left school with a single GCE – in Art – though the school wasn’t the best either and, being the 1980s, there were more strikes than lessons. So I had to sit an aptitude test at the Royal Naval Recruitment Centre in Leeds before they’d accept me as a recruit. I always knew I wasn’t stupid but when I scored ninety-six per cent on the test, I felt vindicated. As a result, I would be given a choice of jobs once I’d completed basic training.


In February 1991 I arrived at Plymouth train station – more than 300 miles from home – wearing jeans and a bright green Benetton jumper with an appliqued parrot on the front, having signed on for twenty-two years. Basic training was held at HMS Raleigh at Torpoint, a sprawling base covering several square miles, which was only accessible by a small ferry across the river. Looking back, I believe this was on purpose, like the old days at the navy hospital – where sailors could get better, but couldn’t escape.


I didn’t particularly enjoy being there. Not many enjoy basic training, but then I suppose it’s not meant to be enjoyable. However, I’m not a quitter, so with gritted teeth, I completed my six weeks. Then of course I had a choice, and I fancied trying Cornwall, somewhere I’d never been. So after the training I was assigned to the Navy’s Met Office at RNAS Culdrose down at Helston on the Lizard peninsula, which was like Butlin’s in comparison.


The landscape was a complete contrast to home and I went walking all the time down to the Loe Bar on the coast, or cycled across to Porthleven. Cornwall’s climate can be subtropical and I was intrigued by the plants, so many of which – like wild gladioli – I had never seen before. But within a few weeks, bored by the work and unimpressed by the short skirts, blue eyeshadow and pink lipstick that seemed to be de rigueur for all the Navy’s ‘weather girls’, I requested a transfer and became an apprentice helicopter engineer. I travelled to HMS Daedalus in Gosport, Hampshire, for another helping of basic training, which we did on Wessex helicopters, even though we were going to be working on Sea Kings as soon as we graduated. Apart from the rotor blades, literally every single thing on a Wessex is in a different place from a Sea King, so it was a bit like learning how to put a motorbike together and then being let loose on a tank, but it must have made sense to someone.


Having completed the training, I was back to RNAS Culdrose to work as an engineer on Sea Kings, in that era still a very unusual role for a woman. I served for almost five years at Culdrose and I loved being at sea and travelling the world. I got my medal for the UN peacekeeping force in Bosnia, though in truth we were a giant offshore airport, providing vital reconnaissance missions and medical evacuation, so we didn’t see much of the action.


In time I moved away from the base to a small village called Pendeen on the St Just peninsula, just a few miles from Land’s End. It was glorious. From my bedroom window I could see cargo ships loaded with shipping containers making their way out through the south-west approaches to the Atlantic Ocean, heading for ports all over the world. On a bright clear day I could sit on the wall in my garden and if the notorious Pendeen fog wasn’t in full swing, I could make out the Scilly Isles about thirty miles away. The local lighthouse had a wondrous foghorn which seemed to sound daily throughout autumn, winter and spring. It was eventually replaced by an electronic squealing version. The original one was much better but I think the locals have got used to the new one now.


Pendeen was where I learned about all the wonderful things there are to eat near the seashore, and where I fell in love with coastal foraging. I got to know George Cass, the landlady of the local pub, the Radjel Inn (‘radjel’ is Cornish for a fox’s den or lair) and we walked our dogs together. I had a German shepherd called Padstow. When I got him I’d been planning to get a bitch and call her Demelza, which is the name of a village in Cornwall, but I’d ended up getting a male. On the way home from collecting him, we passed Demelza and then Padstow, the coastal town in north Cornwall now best known as the home of seafood chef Rick Stein. So my German shepherd puppy became Padstow. The name did prove a bit awkward once when he ran off in Padstow and I was running round the town calling his name. Eventually I got a tip-off and found him in a pub being fed pork scratchings.


George was very knowledgeable about plants and we would often walk parts of the coastline together having a good look at everything. Because Cornwall is a largely coastal county, with a very different terrain, bedrock, soil and climate from Yorkshire, I found that it was full of plants I wasn’t that familiar with. There is always someone else who knows more, and constant learning is the key thing with foraging. You get a good level of knowledge but you’re always aware that however much you learn there is still a lot more that you don’t know about. George was very good at identifying the plants and nearly all of them were new to me, so I listened and learned. Pendeen had been a tin mining village, and mining had long ago stripped all the trees from the moors, leaving a lot of heathlands, so there wasn’t much to forage up on the tops, but when we got down into the woods, and valleys, and along the coast, it was a different climate – quite subtropical – and there were lots of different plants to find and forage.


Portheras Cove was about a mile away down a long lane with a row of terraced houses at the end, painted white and reflecting the midday sun. When you got down to the cove there were three beaches, one where the tourists went and two others which were a bit trickier to get to but when you did you more or less had them to yourself, and the cliffs were full of sea anemones, thrift, rock samphire and pennywort.


Loads of pennywort grew out of the cliffs and granite walls surrounding us and my garden was full from top to toe with the stuff, which was just as well, because I ate it by the ton. It’s a wonderful plant with rounded, succulent leaves that look a bit like nasturtium leaves and taste really fresh and lemony, and these big, phallic prongs of purple flowers rising out of them. Pennywort is also a real favourite with chefs, but I’ve never been able to find any in Yorkshire and it turns out that they only really thrive in Cornwall, a bit of Devon and a handful of other coastal areas. The gentler climate there may well have something to do with it, but I suspect that there is something else, perhaps some mineral in the granite bedrock that they thrive on, and if that’s not there, they don’t grow well. You do get floating pennywort elsewhere, but that’s not the same stuff at all – it’s on the DEFRA list as a ‘nuisance species’, because it grows on the surface of rivers and ponds and spreads so fast that it chokes them of oxygen.


I met some real characters in Cornwall. There was a guy who lived in a hut on the beach. He did a bit of fishing in summer and doubled up as the local coalman, and whenever he’d finished his coal round, he used to wash in the granite trough fed by water from the village well – it was big enough to sit in and have a proper bath. You’d see him sitting there, stark naked and quite unselfconscious about it, washing himself down to get the coal dust off. No one thought anything about it, you’d just stroll along, and call out, ‘Morning!’ as you passed by. I’d often come down with Padstow and pass the time of day with him and I usually either bought or bartered fresh fish from him. Sometimes it was a bit tricky walking back up with a very enthusiastic German shepherd on a lead in one hand and some equally enthusiastic live mackerel in a carrier bag in the other.


After I had been in the Navy a few years, Mum had moved down to Cornwall too. Like me, she had fancied a change of scene and had moved to Four Lanes, a village south of Redruth, which is a bit further east than Pendeen. One of my favourite memories of mine and Mum’s time in the southwest was a night when we got the chance to join in with a traditional Cornish pastime. There had been a big storm and a boat had been wrecked on the nearby cliffs. The word went round Pendeen like wildfire: stuff was being washed up on the beach. It was pure Poldark, or that old Ealing comedy Whisky Galore, except that sadly there was no whisky involved. The ship had been carrying a mixed cargo, and each bay along seemed to be getting a different consignment, depending on how far the various packages had floated. Newquay was treated to a load of kids’ trainers; the next beach along got industrial rolls of clingfilm, and we got bales of tobacco, so we probably had the best of it.


When I heard the news I was straight on the phone to my mum: ‘Mum, you’ve got to get down here quick; we need to go wrecking together!’


Mum is always up for an adventure and came racing over. We got the biggest rucksacks we had – massive, sixty-six litre ones – and walked through the blue fog that was hanging over the cliffs. We could hardly see our hands in front of our faces, but the air was heavy with the smell of tobacco. As we went down the path, we met a steady stream of people coming the other way, all staggering under the weight of their spoils in every kind of bag and container they could find.


When we got down to the beach, the entire population of the village seemed to be there, but there was plenty for everybody. The sand was covered with big white bales of pure tobacco leaf, and we could see masses more bobbing about on the incoming tide. There was so much of it that they wound up using most of it as mulch on their gardens. I bet the village shop didn’t sell a single cigarette for the next decade.


The bales were so tightly wrapped we couldn’t get into them. In the end, in desperation, Mum gave Padstow and her German shepherd, Tiggy, the job. They were used to digging up roots and things in the garden, and made short work of it. As a show of community spirit, we then lent the dogs to some of the other villagers while we packed our rucksacks with as much as they would hold. Then we trudged back up the cliff path with them on our backs.


It was only when we got back to the house that we started to think about what we were going to do with it all. We didn’t even smoke. Following the advice of locals who could remember similar hauls in the past, we put it in the bath in batches and soaked it with some cheap port, to remove any possibility of sea tang, if salt water had somehow penetrated the wrappings. We then dried and packed it off to my brother, who went round all the pubs and clubs in Halifax and flogged it as rolling tobacco. You can’t keep a good forager down.


NOT LONG AFTER Mum had moved down to Cornwall, I decided it was time to pick up where I had left off with my education, so I left the Navy and enrolled for a foundation year at Camborne College. As Four Lanes was closer to college I moved in with Mum, which she was really pleased about as she’d been living on her own.


Having completed the foundation year, I secured a place at the University of East Anglia, studying law and politics, with the inclination and hope of becoming a barrister. Mum was really disappointed to see me move away, but I knew by then that Cornwall was a place to retire, not one to build a life. I was ready for a whole new chapter in a whole new place.


East Anglia provided me with another new landscape, and even while I was at uni, I would still collect wild food if I happened to see it while I was out. I could go down by the lake in the middle of the campus and pick a couple of varieties of wild mushrooms that I was confident I could identify. My friends there used to think that was amazing, and even more so when they discovered I could cook them too. What with Mum passing on her love of cooking and my days waitressing in posh restaurants, I’d become a bit of a foodie, so I was able to knock up some pretty spectacular dishes.


In my final year at uni I answered an advert for a vacation job at cruise company P&O as a port presenter and destination researcher. I had to go around researching destinations where the cruise passengers could either go on excursions or take part in a whole host of activities, then present them to the passengers in the onboard cinema. Despite the long hours and the need to keep a smile pasted on my face, it seemed like the perfect fit for me as I still loved being at sea. But for some reason P&O kept sending me back to Norway, until it reached the point where I swear I’d sailed into every fjord, seen every reindeer and replica Viking longboat, and ridden on every cable car and steam train in the country.


Towards the end of my degree course I entered a competition run by The Times entitled ‘Tomorrow’s Lawyer’, which was a search for future legal talent. To say I was quite pleased when I was chosen to be a finalist would be an understatement. But ironically it ended up leading me in the opposite direction. Going down to London for the prize-giving ceremony was an eye-opener for me – I instantly knew I wasn’t going to fit in. I seemed to be in a world full of cloned cardboard cut-outs of people. I didn’t even look like any of them, and with my dulcet northern tones, I certainly didn’t sound like any of them. It wasn’t an inferiority complex, it was just a case of thinking, ‘Nope, not for me.’
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