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Introduction


The idea for this book came when I was sitting on the veranda of the house belonging to some friends just outside Devizes, with the Kennet and Avon Canal at my back and a side of Roundway Hill, the site of Oliver Cromwell’s gun battery in that part of the world, which I had never seen before, watching the sun set. It was very beautiful and I suddenly thought that I wanted to write a book about my England. This is not an exhaustive book; some counties are longer than others because I have spent time there or I am very fond of them and some are shorter because I haven’t had the experience of them. It is a personal book, although it contains history and references to food and all the things that you would expect from any book by me, but it is really my love affair with my country. I had been to almost every country in the world by the time I was forty when I got sober and those that I haven’t been to I have no particular desire to visit; moreover I have seen the destruction that mass tourism can bring in its wake in places like the Costa del Sol and the Costa Blanca and even parts of Italy. But until then I hadn’t really started looking at my own country. Since that date I’ve spent hours driving thousands of miles around England for filming or for pleasure or for field sports or to support field sports. I’ve been to rural shows and I’ve been to great conurbations. 


Some of the counties reach right back into my childhood and some of them I only discovered as an adult. I hope you will enjoy travelling them with me, either in the comfort of your own armchair by your own fire, or perhaps as some sort of guide for holidaying at home and not going abroad. Many of you, having read your county, will turn round and say why didn’t she mention this or why did she leave out that. The answer is probably because I haven’t been there or because there wasn’t room or because, as with some places, there’s not a lot to say however beautiful they may be. So enjoy this and don’t be too unkind to me when you see me at one of the shows because I’ve left out your bit. Indeed I have left out both Surrey and Middlesex because to me they form part of Greater London and I may one day write that book.
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Kent 


Historically, it seems, everybody comes from Kent. One of the many Roman invasions came through Dover; Hengist and Horsa, those two Jutes of unforgettable names, came to Kent. It is in Kent that they were offered a piece of land that could be covered by an ox hide, and by cutting the hide into infinitesimally thin strips they consequently managed to enclose a fairly sizeable area of land. 


Christianity, in the form of St Augustine of Canterbury, came through Kent inspired to convert its people. Indeed rather entertainingly, St Augustine came to Ebbsfleet, which is one of those places that you have probably never heard of, where he landed and was welcomed by King Ethelbert and Queen Bertha. Queen Bertha was the first person in Britain to be baptised by Augustine, who was sent to this country by Pope Gregory I, because he had seen fair little Saxon children in the slave markets in Rome and had made the comment, ‘Non angli, sed angeli’: not Angles but angels. Augustine went on to Canterbury and to glory. 


William the Conqueror missed Kent by a hair’s breadth, landing at Pevensey Bay near Hastings in East Sussex, of which more later, but people continued make landfall in Kent. In 1216 there was a landing by a French fleet to support the rebellious barons against King John. In 1457 the Marquis de Brézé sacked the town of Sandwich in order to support Margaret of Anjou, the wife of poor, mad Henry VI. It is said that Margaret actually gave de Brézé, who was a personal friend of hers, the plans of the Bay of Sandwich in order to help him. The Mayor of Sandwich to this day still wears a black robe to commemorate the murder, by the de Brézé landing force, of John Drury the then mayor. In 1255 the first elephant in captivity in England landed at Sandwich as a gift from the King of France, Louis IX, to Henry III. To this day most of the immigrants coming into England still arrive in Kent on the ferries, some of them attempting to enter illegally by hanging on to the undercarriages of lorries, or indeed hiding inside the lorries themselves, where they run the risk of suffocating. The Eurostar travels through Kent and I understand that one of the simplest ways for illegal immigrants from those parts of Europe not in the EU to enter the UK is to get on the Eurostar, buying a ticket from Lyon to Paris, and just stay on board. Kent may be the gateway to England but it is rather an insecure one.


People worry about Kent. In the 1930s there was a great deal of anxiety that Kent would become the ‘Black Country’ of the south due to its extensive coal mining and the subsequent industries that arose around it. In the 1960s people worried that the Channel Tunnel would turn Kent into a suburb of little houses. People also worried because imports of Golden Delicious apples from France and apples from the Antipodes were leading to the grubbing up of the Kent orchards. Kent, which since Tudor times had been known as the Garden of England, was home to a great many apple and pear orchards, along with plums and cherries and of course the Kentish cobnut. 


But Kent seems to survive everybody’s worries. The oast houses that were built for drying the hops have now been converted into homes for the professional classes and, far from the county becoming a suburb of little affordable houses, those houses that remain fetch extremely good prices due to the easy commuting time to London. The growth of interest in home-grown food produce is seeing the replanting of the fruit orchards. New methods of storage – chillers and the application of gas – are increasing the length of time for which pears can be kept and they are beginning to come back into fashion. Previously the problem with pears, probably our native fruit rather than the apple, was that their shelf-life was very short, and they went off after only a couple of days of perfect ripeness. Perry, the pear equivalent of cider, once one of our very common national drinks, is likewise coming back into fashion. In the second series of The Great British Food Revival on TV, in which I took part in 2011, Michel Roux Jr was championing the pear and was filmed in Kent, while Yotam Ottolenghi, another chef, was talking about the revival of the Kentish cobnut. This is eaten when it is green and soft and you can just peel off the skin with your fingers, but then as it matures a nutcracker is needed to reach the kernel. Now even nut oil is being produced from it, which gives an interesting flavour to salads and suchlike dishes. Nobody, as far as I know, is as yet producing milk from it. Nut milk in the Middle Ages and Tudor times was a popular alternative to milk from ruminants and I would have thought could be particularly good for people who are allergic to dairy products; perhaps it will come one day. 


Since the Middle Ages, hops were an essential ingredient in the production of beer, which had replaced ale as the nation’s drink, and the Kentish hop fruit had to be picked by hand. Charabancs of cockneys would pour out of London for the hop picking, staying in the same huts that their parents and grandparents had used for generations. The children would play about and generally have a splendid time in the fresh air. Food would be provided by the hop farmer, and when the day’s work was done there would be singing round campfires and no doubt the sampling of some of the previous year’s produce in the form of beer. A nice time was had by all and it was probably a lot healthier than flogging off to the Costa del Sol and risking horrendous stomach upsets and sunstroke, to say nothing of skin cancer. Most of the hop fields have now gone and most of those that remain are picked by machinery, but looking at those old pictures and listening to the stories of the hop pickers one cannot help but regret the passing of a different age. The side shoots of hops are pruned off in the spring to help the fruit to grow more intensely, but can be eaten as a vegetable. I was sent some hop shoots few years ago to try – and very good they were too. Chefs who are forever seeking new delicacies to adorn their menus might well look to hop shoots, which nowadays are mostly just burned. 


Oddly enough, Kent is also a county that has produced a great number of rebels. Whether this is because of the continual changes in population with the different waves of immigrants, or its proximity to London, or a combination of both, I don’t know. Although the revolts of 1381 started in Essex, Wat Tyler’s Kentish revolt began shortly after with the sacking of Rochester Castle. The rioters, let by Wat and his colleague John Ball – a failed priest who was responsible for their theme tune ‘When Adam delved and Eve span, who was then the gentleman?’ – marched for London where they encamped at Blackheath. They broke into the Tower of London and killed Simon Sudbury, the Archbishop of Canterbury of the day. The revolt came to an end when the young King Richard II rode out with the Lord Mayor of London and others to placate the rioters and he promised them a better world. The Lord Mayor, a fishmonger, stabbed Wat Tyler who he thought was attacking the King. His dagger can be seen to this day in Fishmongers’ Hall in London. The rioters believed the King and, cast down by the loss of their leader, returned to their homes where they were heavily persecuted. 


The second rebellion, in 1450, was an outburst against Henry VI and his unpopular Queen, Margaret of Anjou, and was led by another man from Kent, Jack Cade. The rebels set off for London, which they looted, but were defeated in a battle on London Bridge. The King had fled to Warwickshire, but issued pardons for the rebels. Jack Cade also called himself Mortimer and received his pardon in that name, which particular untruth allowed him to be hunted down and killed as Jack Cade. Margaret was so angry with Kent that she said that she would turn the county into a deer park so that no people could live there. 


 The gentry of Kent were fairly rebellious too. One family in particular, the Wyatts of Allington, were deemed treasonous for three consecutive generations, the first of which was Sir Henry Wyatt’s. In the reign of Richard III he protected the treatment of the little Princes in the Tower, quite rightly, so it would seem with the benefit of hindsight, and was thrown into the Tower where it was decreed that he should starve to death. Sir Henry was particularly fond of cats and he befriended a cat that was walking the lead roof outside his room of incarceration. The cat would bring him, so the story goes, pigeons, which he would pluck and cook over the fire that he was allowed, and he and the cat would share the birds. This was what kept him alive until Richard or perhaps Henry Tudor released him. His son, Thomas the poet, was imprisoned for his supposed involvement in the shenanigans with Anne Boleyn; he was reputed to be one of her lovers and certainly was one of her familiars. Finally Sir Henry’s grandson, Thomas Wyatt the Younger, was also imprisoned in the Tower for treason and executed. After that the Wyatts went into soldiery and carried on their campaigns abroad. It is possibly the same rebellious streak that had led to the appointment of the Dutch scholar Erasmus as the incumbent vicar of Allington. This may have caused some difficulties, as Erasmus spoke very few words of English and, while he could conduct his services, I doubt he was much of a pastor to his parishioners. 


One of the other great families in Kent was, of course, the Boleyns who lived at Hever Castle, now carefully restored with American money in the twentieth century. Anne Boleyn is one of those examples of how even in our historic times, when men totally dominated, a woman could still alter the course of history. Had she been allowed by Wolsey to go off and marry the future Earl of Northumberland, she would probably have ended her days quite happily lording it over the north, but as it was the steel entered her soul. We might never have had the transference from Rome to the Anglican Church without Henry’s determination that he would have the one person who refused him. We certainly wouldn’t have had the greatest Queen that England has ever known and arguably one of its greatest monarchs. The curious outcome of the whole Boleyn story is that her sister Mary, set aside by Henry VIII after having delivered him two living children, a boy and a girl, was then allowed to marry for love and retired to be the wife of an Essex squire. As we know, Anne and her brother George both went to the block and the Boleyn fortune went to the only remaining sibling, Mary. I don’t know why I love that story but I do.


If we travel north to the Thames-side towns that were once such an important site for the shipbuilding industry and for tending to the vessels that traded in and out of the Thames, we come to another story of a strong woman whose life ended tragically. Buried at Gravesend, so called because it was the last place where you could put people ashore to bury them if you were on the outward journey and they died suddenly, or you buried them on the inward journey, is Pocahontas, the daughter of the Red Indian chief Powhatan, who fell in love with the early English settler John Smith. According to the story, he was due to be clubbed to death at Powhatan’s order by the braves of the tribe when Powhatan yielded to his daughter’s entreaties and saved his life. Twice more Pocahontas saved the lives of colonists: once when they were starving and she persuaded the tribe to give them food, and once when she ran through the woods at night to warn them that there was going to be an attack and this allowed them to prepare and fight it off. John Smith returned to England having suffered injuries as a result of an explosion, and the settlers, not wanting to lose the support of Pocahontas who was probably their only advocate, told her that he had died. In her grief and despair she was persuaded to marry another of the settlers, just to keep her onside, one suspects. 


Eventually James I said he would like to meet her, so she was brought to England. She arrived at court to discover John Smith alive and well and burst into floods of hysterical tears: ‘They told me you were dead.’ History doesn’t relate what happened between John Smith and Pocahontas during her visit but when she was being shipped back to America she died before the ship had left English waters. I often think that this was as a result of a broken heart, and I always think that it is one of the saddest stories. I remember my father taking me down the river and explaining to me the former importance of the various towns along that stretch of the river and finally coming to Gravesend and showing me Pocahontas’s grave. Those towns on the river are rather uninspiring, it has to be said. Chatham, once the site of the mighty naval dockyard, with the remains of the biggest rope walk – that is a building in which you twisted your ropes for the hawsers for the ships and for other rigging and so forth – was destroyed by fire in the eighteenth century, and it is now mostly a rather depressing suburb. 


What does Kent mean to me, personally? One of the parts of it that I love very much is the Romney Marsh. I knew nothing of the Romney Marsh until towards the end of my drinking career in the 1980s, when I was working for an agency that sent people out for one or two weeks at a time to act as cook/housekeeper to clients whose cook was perhaps on holiday or for some reason needed extra help. In this case it was an elderly gentleman whose wife had been taken into hospital and he really couldn’t cook and look after himself, for no other reason than that he was a man of his generation. He lived just down the road from Sissinghurst Castle. Every day for a fortnight we would go in the morning for him to visit his wife in hospital, and while he was there I would do some provision shopping for the evening; afterwards we would set forth into the Romney Marsh. It was an area in which he had spent most of his life and loved very much and he took me to various places which I could share through the eyes of someone who was not only knowledgeable but caring. I remember going to New Romney, which I thought would be something like Harlow New Town so I wasn’t particularly keen, and was astonished to discover that the church was Norman and that the town was very old. On the pillars of the church you could see the rope marks from ships that had tied up in medieval times during periods of flood and very high water. 


The Romney Marsh is the home of the Romney Marsh sheep, a breed supposed to have been brought to England by the Romans and which has the advantage of not getting foot rot when living in wet and marshy areas. These sheep taste delicious as they graze on the marsh herbs, which give them a distinct and unique flavour. With the coming of the railways the sheep, which would have been shipped to the London markets or sold locally, suddenly became a much more valuable asset and could be put on the train and sent up to Smithfield much more quickly and were much sought after in Victorian times for the quality of their mutton. Today we eat lamb rather than mutton and very often we eat hogget which is a beast that is between one and two years old and to my mind doesn’t have an awful lot of flavour, not even the sweetness of lamb. Good quality mutton properly cooked is a delicious thing. Prince Charles has tried hard to promote it and bring it back, but in order to cook mutton properly it requires long, slow cooking, which is really an anathema to the chefs who pervade our food scene today. Mutton is only appreciated and bought by the West Indian, Indian and Pakistani communities. So the Romney Marsh sheep crop out their days happily waiting for a revival of mutton.


The other great food associated with the Kent marshes was wildfowl. In the spring and autumn the marshes are alive with migrating ducks and geese of all different varieties and the wildfowlers would go out and build decoys and lay nets and gather them up. They would be shipped mainly to Leadenhall market, where they would be hung in their hundreds for people to buy. To this day great swathes of the Kent marshes are owned by the various Kent wildfowling groups who look out for the birds, ensure that their habitat is secure and protected and take what is now a very small percentage of the huge number of wild birds that come in and out. It is quite fascinating when you go shooting on the marshes on the north Kent coast because on the other side of the Thames is the huge oil refinery at Thamesport and you see the birds coming in against its lights which makes for very good night-time shooting. There is a large heronry in the north Kent marshes which is the only bit that is owned by the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB). Heron is not now, of course, part of our diet, although it was a popular feature on medieval and Tudor tables, and as the RSPB refuses to control the birds, they are proving to be something of a nuisance, taking the rare wild carp that have lived in the streams of the marshes since time immemorial. There is also a new migrant, the strange frog from the Camargue region of France, which trills like a night bird and is busy populating the marshes, probably, as is so often the case, to the detriment of our native newts and frogs.


There is an area of the north Kent marshes called the Isle of Grain where it is believed that the Romans grew substantial amounts of grain to feed their troops. When, after the Second World War, the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) tried to reintroduce grain crops to the area, two problems were discovered. The first was that the area was riddled with ergot. This is a fungal parasite which you will sometimes see if you look in the hedgerows; it looks rather like mouse droppings attached to the stalks of grain, and is a dangerous hallucinogenic. St Vitus’s dance, that odd disease that led people to dance themselves to death, is supposed to be ergotism, and the reason for the strange case of the Mary Celeste is reputed to be because ergot got into the flour used for making the bread and the crew just went mad and leapt over the side. The second problem was that generations of flooding had affected the flocculation, the process whereby the molecules of earth are held together, so that when they took heavy machinery on to the marsh the ground just gave way and the tractors and harvesters sank up to their engines. 


The marsh also contains the remains of gunpowder works which were in active service until the second half of the nineteenth century. But most famous of all in the area are the fever graves that appear so poignantly in Dickens’s Great Expectations. These are where whole families of tiny children are buried with their parents in these curious little graves, marked by small gravestones beside the parents’ larger one. Marsh fever was malaria and it is a curious thing that Johnny Scott and I helped save the Isle of Grain from becoming the third London airport quite by accident. When we were filming Clarissa and the Countryman there we came across a man in a barn collecting something, and being nosy we went and asked him what he was doing. He told us he was looking for the larva of the anopheles mosquito which historically had caused the marsh fever. The mosquitoes were still in evidence but due to the fact that there was no malarial blood available for them to transfer the malaria virus from one person to another, there was no longer any malaria. We filmed this because we found it interesting. The people who were campaigning to stop John Prescott putting the third London airport there recognised at once that having people coming in from countries where there was malaria would have started the whole cycle all over again, and they built a successful case against the presence of the airport. It felt good to have helped in some small way to protect this unique part of England. 


On the landward side of Romney Marsh stands the Lympne Escarpment. The sea would have reached this point and the marsh would have been submerged. Where once you would have looked over the rolling waves, today you look over the beauty of the Romney Marsh, a strange, wild place where in Edwardian times people came to appreciate Port Lympne House, built by the dilettante and very rich Sir Philip Sassoon, a relation of mine by marriage. In an age where it wasn’t acceptable he was openly gay and hosted lavish and extremely elegant parties at the house, which was designed by Sir Herbert Baker. A little to the north, near Canterbury, is another house which I believe was also commissioned by Philip Sassoon called Howletts. Howletts is now a zoo which respectably fronts the children’s television series Roar. In its heyday it was the home of the well-known gambler John Aspinall, who kept a private zoo there and was leader of a debauched, extremely rich, set of friends such as Mark Birley, who founded Annabel’s and various other nightclubs, and Lord Lucan, ‘Lucky’ Lucan. There are rumours suggesting that the reason Lucan has never been found was that he died there, possibly of a heart attack, and the lions devoured him. Also part of the set was Jimmy Goldsmith, the millionaire entrepreneur and founder of the Referendum Party. Aspinall made his money from his ownership of the Claremont Club, a celebrated and very select gambling club where huge amounts of money changed hands. In my youth an aura of sinister glamour hovered over the whole group. The animals were not as well controlled as they might have been, however. Mark Birley’s son, Robin, nearly lost his life and certainly was badly injured from a contretemps with a tiger when he was a young boy, and there were various reports of models being injured by some of the primates. Today, as I said, an aura of respectability envelops the entire zoo, but it is not the Howletts I remember.


Much of the historic wealth of Kent came from the fact that four of the five Cinque ports were located in the county. The Kentish Cinque ports are New Romney, Hythe, Dover and Sandwich, with Hastings being the one in the adjoining county of Sussex. In return for maintaining ships for the use of the crown should they be required, they were allowed to levy tolls for themselves, and were exempt from paying various Saxon taxes to the crown, a dispensation that continued into Norman times. Their levies had wonderful names such as infangtheof and outfanghtheof, pillory, soc, tol and team, blodwit and fledwit. These allowed the ports to levy heavy fines on criminals caught within their boundaries, as in infangtheoth, or who had committed crimes within their boundaries but were apprehended beyond them, as in outfangtheof. It proved a lucrative way of raising money because anyone who could afford to chose to pay off their fines, rather than suffer imprisonment or the death penalty, both of which probably resulted in the same outcome.


The post of Warden of the Cinque Ports was a prestigious appointment that brought a lot of wealth, together with the residence of Dover Castle. Sandwich received its original charter from King Canute and it is supposed to be on the beach here that King Canute made his abortive attempt to turn back the tide to convince his courtiers that he was not more powerful than God or the sea. 


Kent is a county rich in history and beautiful buildings, such as Leeds Castle and Sissinghurst Castle, the home of diplomat Harold Nicolson, husband of the author Vita Sackville-West. I once went to Leeds Castle with a party of American fundamentalist Christians who spent the entire journey not talking to me because I had made the improper suggestion that Jesus Christ was Jewish. Even their bad temper didn’t ruin the beauties of Leeds. My only visit to Sissinghurst was when I stayed the night with Adam Nicolson and Sarah Raven prior to doing a demonstration at Sarah’s cookery school, where just wandering around the gardens, which were influenced by the work of Gertrude Jekyll, was a joy and a delight. Another joy and delight is the tomb of William the baker at Rochester, who was murdered by his adopted son. William was a pilgrim who came from Perth and, as described on his tomb, used to give away one in ten loaves he had made to the poor and needy. He is the patron saint of pilgrims and, of course, of bakers.


To me, however, the very special reason I have for visiting Kent is that this is the place where, in 1987, I got sober. I was a morally, physically and spiritually destitute drunk when I attended Robert Le Fevre’s Promis Recovery Centre at Nonington, not far from Canterbury. We used to be bussed into AA and Narcotics Anonymous meetings in Canterbury itself and I rather liked the fact that I was trying to re-start my life and look for some sort of miracle in that great centre of Christian faith in England. I’m not particularly fond of places of pilgrimage, they tend to be overcrowded and full of shops selling tat, but even I could not fail to be moved by the centuries of faith that the town represented and, of course, the spot where Thomas Becket was martyred on the instructions of an irascible king. It does place a slightly different context on the ‘Will nobody rid me of this turbulent priest?’ line when you realise that William de Tracy, who was one of the four assassins, came from a long line of royal hitmen who continued on that particular road until after the Battle of Copenhagen in 1801. Becket’s killers were clearly professionals, as all but one of them died in their beds. But Becket’s death established the independence of the Christian Church in England and so it remained until at least Henry VIII. 
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Sussex


If we go west through the chalk hills of Kent we will come to the county of Sussex. Sussex is a very special county to me as it is where I spent many of the happiest days of my childhood and it is where I learned about the country and the countryside. One of the most famous towns in Sussex is Hastings and it is here, as every schoolchild knew in my generation, although what they know now is another matter, that in 1066 William the Conqueror, the Duke of Normandy, landed with his assembled rather motley army made up of a great many of the sort of people who would have been transported to Australia in later generations. If you say you have a Norman escutcheon, the odds are that your ancestor was a crook, but a crook who could wield a sword. Hastings Castle, the Conqueror’s castle in England, dominates the town and is part of a line of Norman castles that he established right around the countryside. 


William moved inland to take position at Battle, as it is now called, and Harold Godwinson, the King of the English, came by forced marches down from Yorkshire where he had won the Battle of Stamford Bridge and defeated the Viking invasion led by Harald Hardrada. I have often wondered why he felt it necessary to engage the Norman landing force immediately and not give his troops time to recover, but we all know the story that on that October morning it was a lucky arrow that found its way into Harold’s eye and changed the course of English history. The remains of Harold’s housecarls, his private bodyguard, those who had not died with him, fled ashamed and dishonoured abroad where a great many of them ended up in Constantinople forming a regiment as part of the Sultan’s bodyguard. With the death of Harold, the much loved and duly elected last Saxon King, there was nobody to rally or to regroup them to fight another day. The Norman invasion was a particularly brutal and all-changing one and is magnificently catalogued by the Bayeux Tapestry, which was commissioned by the Conqueror’s half-brother Odo, Bishop of Bayeux, who had ridden into battle wielding a massive battle axe. As a cleric, of course, he was not allowed to draw blood.


I first came to Sussex through Brighton, or indeed through Hove, that discreet suburb of the rather racy town of Brighton, when I was sent to boarding school there at the age of ten and a half. A friend of mine said of Brighton in the late 1950s and early 1960s: ‘Queen Anne is dead but if she lived in Brighton no one would have noticed the difference.’ I think, with hindsight, that that is probably unfair: it was not the town that was boring as much as the school. Every weekend there were clashes in the streets and along the seafront, between the ‘mods’, who wore anoraks and rode scooters with foxes’ tails flying from their aerials, and the ‘rockers’ who wore leather and chains and rode proper motorbikes. Brighton was full of little antique shops where in those days it was quite possible still to find bargains, quite unlike the rather polished rip-off area that the Lanes have perhaps become. The town had cafés and even a Wimpy Bar, which was regarded as very recherché by those of us who sneaked off to go there on an exeat from school. Looking back on it now, the treats of packet chicken soup and pre-made hamburgers are maybe a strange beginning to my fascination with restaurant food, but they seemed awfully good at the time fed, as we were, on a rather dreary school diet.


Brighton boasted two piers then which were full of strange gaming machines and ‘What the Butler Saw’ machines which, of course, we were not allowed to look at but which seemed very risqué at the time. But the town’s real glory was and still is the Royal Pavilion. What caused the Prince Regent, later George IV, to choose the fishing village of Brighthelmstone as his seaside retreat I have never really been quite sure, but certainly he transformed it. His favourite architect John Nash built the elegant terraces of Brighton and Hove and, rather surprisingly for Nash, who seems to have been an architect of extreme elegance, also built the oriental pavilion, a weird and wonderful construction of perceived Chinese interior, where no two rooms are the same, and an Indian-influenced exterior. All the rooms are gorgeous, lavish and vulgar, and the lighting and artefacts are amazing in their own way. Sir Walter Scott called it a sort of Chinese stables, while William Cobbett thought it was like half a turnip with four small ones at the corners. It was so expensive that Byron wrote of it:


 


Shut up – no, not the King but the Pavilion,


Or else ’twill cost us all another million.


 


The dome of the Pavilion is 130 feet high and whole front of the pavilion is 375 feet long. The rooms are decorated with hanging bells and flowers and the ceiling in the saloon is like a sky with a gilded star from which the chandelier is suspended. The windows have massively gilded canopies springing with dragon’s heads. The music room is extravagantly decorated with serpents and dragons at the windows, on the walls and on the gilded columns. On the walls are Chinese scenes on a crimson background. The artist, who spent two years painting them, died a pauper in an Islington workhouse, presumably not having been paid. The Chinese gallery is 160 feet long and has Chinese lanterns moved there from Buckingham Palace, and its walls are hung with canvasses painted with rocks, birds, trees and shrubs. The banqueting room has a ceiling like an eastern sky with a dragon hanging from the centre, holding in its claws a shining chandelier of glittering glass and dazzling stone weighing, I believe, a ton. The magnificent kitchen has a lantern roof supported on columns with spreading leaves of copper giving the illusion of palm trees.


It was here that Prinny brought the French chef Antonin Carême, with a CV that included the kitchens of Marshal Talleyrand and the Tsar. Carême introduced a change in the way we ate. Up until his coming all the dishes had been put on the table in removes, which included both sweet and savoury dishes. Now he brought in service à la Russe, which is what we have come to know today, that of having a meal served in individual courses. Carême had, as a boy, been employed as a pot washer in Paris where he obtained access to the Architectural Library at the Bibliothèque Nationale and he copied the various architectural designs which he used in the precision of his magnificently created dishes. The English didn’t like Carême and Carême certainly didn’t like the English. His use of the word quelquechose was translated by the English squirearchy to ‘kickshaws’, with a proviso that they were not having any on their table. After only a few years Carême returned to the Continent, leaving us to our own devices. 


The French Revolution had brought in its wake an invasion not only of refugees, but also of chefs who could no longer find employment in France and who, to my mind, really ruined English food for ever. When you consider that in the mid-eighteenth century the Venetian Ambassador had written, ‘The food of the Inns of England is the stuff of which heaven is made,’ referring to the food served mostly in the great political taverns that littered the south of England, you can perhaps see my point. 


Attached to the Pavilion is the Dome, which was its private theatre and was where, when I was at school, we used to be taken to see some really very fine productions, the highlight for me being Sir Ralph Richardson as the best Shylock I have ever seen in The Merchant of Venice. The Pavilion Art Gallery contains not only the famous Thomas Lawrence portrait of the Prince of Wales, but also the astonishing mosaic of George IV made from about half a million pieces of stone. There is also a rather charming portrait of a woman called Martha Gunn who died in 1815, having been one of the best known women in Brighton. There is a charming story of how, when stealing a pound of butter from the royal kitchens, she met the Prince of Wales, who kept her talking for so long that the butter melted in her pocket. Also in the gallery is a portrait of a woman called Phoebe Hessel who died at the age of 108 in 1821. It was said that she saw the reigns of all the Georges and obtained a pension from King George IV. In order to be near her lover she had dressed as a man and served in the British Army for seventeen years, being wounded at the Battle of Fontenoy. A well-known character in the town, she used to keep a stall near the gardens that Brighton calls the Steine, and she was the muse behind Tennyson’s poem ‘Rizpah’. She was also responsible for the conviction of a notorious villain called Rooke for highway robbery.


It was while I was at school in Sussex that I met my lifelong friend, the poet and writer Christine Coleman, whose family lived in the village of Selmeston under the line of the Downs at Firle Beacon. To this day the screen saver on my laptop is the road up to the Beacon. I look at it now and remember that there was once a time when I used to walk up there happily with my friend to watch the sunrise or just for a stroll before breakfast. Now I think I could barely get to the foothills. The road up to the top rises to the chalk pit of Bopeep and this road was once, in my youth, a great place for hill starts and for racing vintage Bentleys up the very steep incline. When I was young, Bruce Shand, father of Camilla, Duchess of Cornwall, was the Master of the Southdown Hunt and Johnny Scott’s father, Sir Walter Scott, was chairman, and it was a great place for hunting, especially the Point that ran from Firle Beacon at one end along the line of the Downs. The five-mile gallop along here had the most wonderful views on a very clear morning as we picked our way up through the village of Firle to the top of the Downs by the Beacon and then the hounds found a fox in the gorse bushes there. 


It was also the road by which we used to walk to the beach at Seaford, quite some miles distant. Once you were up on the top you could walk the whole way along the tip of the Downs and then drop down into Seaford and hope that somebody would pick you up and drive you back to Selmeston. It was on this ridge that I was sitting one morning with my friend, looking over the mist in the valley below, and we saw the sun come up and burn holes through the mist. You could see, as in little cameo pictures, a barn here, some cows there, some chickens over there. I must only have been about eleven years old at the time but I remember thinking that this was a land that was very different from the world I knew in my comfortable well-to-do London home, and one that I didn’t understand. I vowed then that I would learn more about it and so I have over the years. This makes me realise that you don’t have to be born in the countryside to understand how it works, you just have to be willing to learn.


This part of the Downs has now been declared a National Park and I don’t know whether I am glad or sad about this. I am glad that it won’t be built on and will be preserved but, from my experience, National Parks are rather crowded with people who feel permitted to go there rather than to other bits of the countryside, and they sometimes engage in activities that to my mind are not always in the best interests of the countryside. Still, it is better than a three-lane motorway I suppose, and the site of that motorway, would have been the A27 which runs from Lewes to Eastbourne. It is strange because it is an ordinary A road and I can remember the first time I was driven down it saying in my rather pompous London way, ‘Oh, I love these little English country lanes,’ and everybody fell about laughing because it was one of the two main roads in that bit of the county. 


If you approach Lewes from Rodmell on the Downs side it looks much as it must have looked in the Middle Ages, with the castle standing there and the houses scrambling up towards it. Lewes was another of the Conqueror’s castles and the Church of St Pancras and the abbey were built by the Conqueror’s fifth daughter Gundrada and her husband William de Warenne, who are buried in the church there. An old stained-glass window shows a picture of Gundrada with golden hair, and indeed when her grave was opened in the nineteenth century, the golden hair was there to be seen. 


Lewes is perhaps most redolent of Simon de Montfort who, given his early background, you could perhaps have told was going to be something of a nuisance. He married Henry III’s sister and then had to go and obtain papal dispensation for the marriage, which was an ecclesiastical offence, as Eleanor had taken a vow of perpetual widowhood. He quarrelled repeatedly with his brother-in-law about debts over his rights to various governances arising out of the earldom of Leicester, which he had inherited from his English grandmother. De Montfort fought repeated battles in Gascony, both on behalf of Henry III and indeed of the French King and, finally, on 14 May 1264, having raised an army of barons, he defeated Henry III at the Battle of Lewes and took him prisoner. The virtual governor of the kingdom and certainly governor of the King, he called a parliament that consisted not only of churchmen, barons and knights but also two citizens from every borough in England. He was not the creator of the House of Commons nor indeed the inventor of the representative system, but he was a champion of righteousness and it was Edward I who, having killed Simon de Montfort in 1265, went on to form the first proper parliament. 


 Lewes is particularly famous for its Bonfire Night, where an awful lot of effigies other than Guy Fawkes are burned. The valley of the Sussex Ouse, which runs from Lewes to Newhaven, is divided into Catholic and Protestant villages, or certainly was in my youth, on either side of that road. As a Catholic I would go with my friends to attempt to tear down the ‘No Popery’ banner that hangs across Lewes High Street on Guy Fawkes night where the Pope is burned in effigy along with the effigies of the local Member of Parliament, the Prime Minister and anybody else who the town feels like burning. It’s a great night and the only time any real trouble ensued was when an effigy of a caravan chickies, as gypsies are called in that part of the world, was burned and the representatives of the gypsy communities caused the most terrible furore. In my youth the Protestant/Catholic divide was almost worthy of Northern Ireland. Protestant children living in Catholic villages or Catholic children living in Protestant villages were bussed across the A27 to go to school on whichever side provided a Protestant or a Catholic school.


Curiously the area between Lewes and Jevington was colonised after the First World War by the Bloomsbury set. Virginia Woolf lived at Rodmell, where she wrote most of her great novels and the Rodmell Pottery, which was still going when I was at school, was started as part of the Bloomsbury movement. Further down the road lies Charleston Farmhouse, which is now open to the public. It was once the home of Duncan Grant, Vanessa Bell and her husband Clive, and was regularly visited by Lytton Strachey and the playwright Roger Fry. When I consider that even in my youth in the 1950s and 1960s that part of Sussex was still very rural, populated by agricultural labourers with wonderful bucolic names like Puttock and Pilbeam, who lived in houses in great disrepair and had hens that picked around everywhere and produced eggs that were almost square, the Bloomsbury set and their bohemian ways and rampant homosexuality must have made quite an impact. Even when I was young in the early 1960s, young lads were told that if Duncan Grant offered them a lift on no account were they to accept it, however bad the weather. Moreover in a county that had sent many brave men to die in the trenches of the First World War, a hotbed of pacifists and conscientious objectors must have caused a lot of displeasure. It was Lytton Strachey who, when asked by the board that passed judgement on conscientious objectors what he would do if he saw a German soldier raping his sister, replied, ‘I would interpose my body.’ 


Duncan Grant became intimate with Vanessa Bell and fathered a daughter, Angelica, which must have been a great shock to both of them. While it is worthwhile going to Charleston Farmhouse to see the curious place, decorated much as it was when the Bells and Duncan lived there, due to the fact that after Vanessa’s death Duncan lived there alone and changed nothing, it is to my mind more interesting to go on to the church at Berwick Village where Duncan and Vanessa painted a modern ‘doom’ painting, with many local inhabitants easily recognisable as the people being assumed to heaven or cast down to hell. There are several other paintings of theirs too, as well as some by Vanessa and Clive’s son Quentin. It caused a great deal of disapproval at the time, as I believe Charleston Farmhouse held the advowson on the church, but it is a lasting legacy and worth visiting.


On the other side of the road from Charleston Farmhouse, but also worth visiting, is Middle Farm, Firle, which is one of the few farm shops that I know of in the British Isles licensed to sell unpasteurised milk, and believe me if you have ever made a rice pudding with unpasteurised milk, life is never the same again. Continue along the road towards Eastbourne and you will pass the village of Alciston where Elizabeth David grew up. She came to hate the land of her birth so much that, following the Second World War, she imbued us all with a love of continental, Mediterranean and French provincial cooking with her exquisite writing. I always think that the people who rush off to buy casa colonica in Tuscany and farmhouses in France and villas on the Mediterranean coast are actually looking for a land that Elizabeth David created in her own mind but that actually does not exist outside it. 


A little further on is the turning to Alfriston with its fine church, which has been there since Saxon times and is known as the Cathedral of the South Downs. The village is a great place for tourists, with a very good bookshop and a slightly over-exaggerated history of smugglers. Next you will come to the Long Man of Wilmington on the right-hand side, a magnificent and early chalk cutting. The figure of a man stands 226 feet high and is outlined in white bricks on the green turf of Windover Hill, which rises 600 feet above sea level. The man is facing away from you so there is not the usual rampant penis. He is holding a stave in each hand, a little taller than himself. He is believed to represent the Celtic god of rain who, perforce, was also a god of fertility and is flinging open the gates of the Rain. It was traditionally a site where women went to entreat the god to give them a child. Even when I was young, women would go up there with such requests and leave their knickers on the chalk slope. Possibly they took their boyfriends with them to make the outcome a little more likely. 


Still travelling on towards Eastbourne, you pass the village of Jevington off to the right, where the restaurant the Happy Monk in the 1970s created the now famous dessert known as banoffee pie. I was actually there the day they launched it. Banoffee pie is banana, coffee and dulce de leche, which is condensed milk boiled and boiled in the tin for about four hours until it becomes a sticky toffee substance. The road continues onward to the rather suburban delights of Eastbourne. This part of Sussex is known for the birthplace of cricket, which is supposed to have been the village of Dicker, so it is appropriate that it was in Sussex that I learned my skills as a cricket umpire. It is a particularly fine county in which to watch cricket, because when the clouds and the barometric pressure they cause come off the ridge of the Downs, conditions are unpredictable; I have stood and watched six balls in one over do completely different things. The story I like concerns the church at Wiston Manor and the brass of Sir John de Braose in armour, dated 1426, in which he appears to be wearing cricket pads. One Sunday a young man sitting in the church, enduring the sermon no doubt, and suffering from sore shins from a cricket match the day before, looked at this brass and decided that if he could have something similar made out of canvas and dowelling, it would preserve his legs and shins. He went to the local saddler and the first cricket pads were produced.


The Tudor house at Wiston is worth seeing and was the home of three well-known Elizabethan brother adventurers of the Shirley family. Sir Anthony Shirley, the middle brother, who received a French knighthood for his services against the Spaniards, so enraged Elizabeth I that she said, ‘I will not have my sheep marked with a strange brand nor suffer them to follow the pipe of another shepherd,’ and threw him into prison. On his release he became a buccaneer and held Santiago on the Cape Verde Islands with 280 men against 3,000 Portuguese. Leaving Cape Verde he sailed across to the other side of the world and took possession of Jamaica. When returning, unsuccessful, to England, he was then sent to bring the Shah of Persia into agreement with the Princes of Europe against the Turks. The Shah took a shine to him and made him a Persian Prince, the first Christian to receive an oriental title, and agreed to trade with the European dominions. Sir Anthony eventually died in Madrid an impoverished outcast. The youngest brother, Sir Robert, who had gone to Persia with Anthony, remained there after his brother’s departure and married a Circassian Princess. There is a famous portrait of the couple in Persian dress. He settled in Europe but eventually he returned east and died in Kazveen. The eldest brother, Sir Thomas, fought in the Low Countries and was imprisoned for two years in Constantinople. On returning to England he found that his estates had fallen into rack and ruin and he was thrown into the Tower on a charge of conspiracy to trade with the Levant. He retired to the Isle of Wight where he died overwhelmed by debt.


I have always had a passion for castles, and Sussex does well in the way of castles. Christine and I, when we were seventeen going on eighteen, decided one summer that we would visit some of the ruined castles by night. I remember going into Pevensey Castle, the magnificent ruins of both the Roman and the Norman castle, which stands overlooking the Pevensey marshes. It is a wonderful building, one that I had seen regularly in the distance when I used to go beagling on the frozen marshes with the Pevensey marsh beagles. I had a car by this time, a little Renault Dauphine known as the dustbin because its number plate was BIN and my cars are seldom tidy, and we drove down and crept into the castle in the middle of the night. We stood there grasping each other’s arms at the sound of this terrible rattling noise, which we were convinced must be the ghost, until we found a very old and asthmatic sheep that had found its way into the castle ruins. 


The other castle that we successfully visited at night was Bodiam. This was the castle of its age. It stands moated by the River Rother and was given to the nation by Lord Curzon. The castle is rectangular in shape with a round tower at each corner and a square tower in the middle at the side and rear walls. The moat, which is heavily carpeted with water lilies, covers three acres. We made a dashing but abortive attempt to cross the moat in a small inflatable dinghy, but were stopped by the water lilies. We eventually entered by climbing the gate. The castle was built by Sir Edward Dalyngrigge, who was a great warrior and was custodian of the Tower of London and Governor of the City of London in 1392. However, he lost his post when Richard II seized its liberties, imprisoning him and the sheriffs because, in Richard’s opinion, they were too lenient with the Londoners. Although there are the remains of a mutilated fragment of Dalyngrigge’s tomb in Lewes, he is generally regarded as being under a rather magnificent but unnamed brass in the village of Fletching, recognising that his tomb would probably be desecrated by Richard. 


The other great Sussex castle is, of course, Arundel, the historic home of the Dukes of Norfolk. It was built in 1068 by Roger de Montgomery with the permission of William the Conqueror, and passed into the Fitzalan-Howard family in the sixteenth century when it was given to Thomas, Duke of Norfolk, Henry VIII’s powerful warlord. His son drew up the regulations for coursing, the favourite sport of Elizabeth I, at her request. The large church in Arundel, now a cathedral, is and always has been Catholic. The Norfolk family was so powerful that they managed to maintain their Catholic faith throughout every adversity. I am happy to say that this is one of the castles that I entered by invitation. The story I particularly like about the family is the one of the Duke of Norfolk who, in Victorian times, kept owls which he named after his friends. There is a delightful account of the butler coming in at breakfast and saying to the Duke, ‘May it please Your Grace, Lord Thurlough has laid an egg.’ 


If you go north-east you will come to Ashdown Forest, that ancient and venerable woodland with its verderers who still preside over the forest laws. One of the villages that fringes the forest is Hartfield, and in its shingled fifteenth-century church lies the grave of Beggarman Smith. The story is that Nicholas Smith, a very rich man of Sussex, resolved to find out the nature of Sussex folk by disguising himself as a tramp. As a wandering beggar he made his way from village to village and met with no kindness until he came to Hartfield, which he then remembered in his will. To this day, on Good Friday afternoon, a group of villagers gather about his grave to receive his bounty from the rector and the church wardens. 


To the west you will, sooner or later, come to Petworth; as all the traffic passes through Petworth (they have never built a bypass), you will get a good view of the gates of Petworth House. The house had originally belonged to the Percys of Northumberland, but in the seventeenth century it came into the possession of the Duke of Somerset. It was he who transformed it into the magnificent mansion that it now is. There is a carved room where the Duke gave Grinling Gibbons a free hand, and he created a masterpiece. It is almost impossible to describe the magnificence of Gibbons’s carving. There is an eagle holding bouquets of sprigs of British oak, there are flowers and cherubs and bay trees, festoons of ivy and doves beneath the roses. It is something you really should visit. Petworth passed to the Earls of Egremont and it was the third Earl who laid down the magnificent collection of paintings which are another of the great glories of the house. Here you will find the largest collection of Turner oil paintings to be found together anywhere. There are works by Romney and Lely, by Reynolds and Hoppner. Even foreigners get a look in, with works by Van Dyck, Holbein, Frans Hals, a Rembrandt and many early primitive masters. The park, which was laid out by Capability Brown, is one of his earliest and more splendid pieces. It is a perfect example of what can be done when money is no object and the families in question possess a great deal of taste. For me Petworth is almost and always reminiscent of marmalade tasting of onions as I had packed all the sandwiches together.
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Hampshire


If you carry on westward along the A272, one of the slowest but most charming of roads in the south of England, you will come to Hampshire, a county in which I have spent a lot of time over the years and of which I am very fond. When I was growing up, my friend Carrots’s parents lived in a charming rural village called Upham. The village church may have been thirteenth century but there was nothing of much interest in it except for a reference to the cost of cleaning out the chancel after Cromwell’s horses had been stabled there. The family lived in Upham because it was near Bishop’s Waltham, where Carrots’s father was a solicitor. In Bishop’s Waltham, about ten miles from Winchester Cathedral, Henry of Blois built a castle with a park of 1,000 acres which was finished as a palace by William of Wykeham, the founder of Winchester College and Bishop of Winchester. The palace ruins are fairly sumptuous, with one wall pierced with five great windows with embattled transom, part of the old hall. Still there too are the remains of the abbot’s pond, an old stewpond that was made by damming the River Hamble. Bishop’s Waltham has narrow streets of delightful, old-fashioned houses and nothing very much happens there, but it was from there that Carrots’s father gave me my first ever brief when I was a young barrister. It was the safest undefended divorce you were ever likely to find; the couple had been separated for over twenty years, there were no children, no property and no costs. It took me a whole weekend to go down and enjoy myself and conclude the case on the Monday so that my clerk remarked, ‘I hope, madam, that all your undefended divorces aren’t going to take quite so long!’


In their garden, which abutted a property owned by the Pakenhams, better known by the title of their earldom, Longford, and where the pheasants used to take refuge when there was a shoot on next door, I would attempt to pot-shot pheasants with an air rifle with no success whatsoever. It was at their house, too, that I learned from Carrots’s mother to make the steak and kidney pudding that I make to this day. 


One of the particular attractions of Bishop’s Waltham was its proximity to Winchester, that most magnificent of towns and the former Saxon capital of England. You do not really need the huge bronze statue of Alfred that dominates the town to be reminded that this is Alfred’s town. Alfred, King of the Saxons, the founder of England through his grandson Athelstan, a man who had a dream of universal literacy, of a united England and, despite a life spent battling the Normans, a man to whom we have reason to be indebted; one of the few historical characters and probably the only King recorded as a truly bad cook! The story goes that, while in hiding, the farmer’s wife left him to watch the cakes (a sort of drop scone) cooking on the bakestone in her kitchen. He was so busy dreaming of the future that he let them burn and, so history says, had his ears soundly boxed.


The old minster in Winchester was begun in ad 642 by King Cenwalh of Wessex, and King Alfred was laid to rest there, although his body was removed to the new minster when the church was founded in the early eleventh century. Excavations on the north wall of the present cathedral have exposed the foundations of the old minster. Legend goes that Walkelin, a kinsman of William the Conqueror, pulled down the Saxon church that was on the foundations and asked the King for as much oak as he could cut in four days and four nights from Hampage Wood. He then set an army of men to work, who removed virtually the entire forest. He was responsible for the transepts. William Rufus, that wicked king, is buried at the cathedral under a very plain, straightforward tomb. He died in the New Forest, shot with an arrow by a man called Walter Tyrell, which may or may not have been an early royal assassination. I remember when I was a tour guide sitting in Winchester Cathedral listening to two old girls talking about William Rufus as they cleaned. One of them said, ‘’E were a terrible man ’e were. ’E was an homosexual and the Church condemned him and it’s a good thing that ’e died when ’e did. ’E brought no good to the country.’ The other one went on polishing the brass inscription then looked up and said, ‘I don’t know, Ethel, all I can say is ’e’s awfully easy to clean.’ Ever since, in my mind, William Rufus has gone down as ‘awfully easy to clean’.


Bits and pieces went on being added to the cathedral until William of Wykeham, undoubtedly the greatest Winchester man who ever lived, Lord Chancellor of England, from the nearby village of Wykeham, cut back the Norman work, facing it with new stone and raising the cathedral half as high again. It is the longest cathedral in Europe. It measures 185 yards from east to west and its walls contain about an acre and a half of space. It is the result of five centuries of human labour, but the real hero of Winchester Cathedral is a man called William Walker, a diver who saved the cathedral. Unfortunately the Conqueror’s cousin set his cathedral on a bog. It was found to be sinking badly and cracks were appearing; using machinery to underpin the building would have been impossible as it would simply have fallen down. For six years William Walker spent his time under the cathedral, grovelling about in the dark just beneath the graves of kings. He excavated and cleaned the flooded trenches, filled the cracks with cement and laid down four layers of bags of concrete. Then water was pumped out and the walls were underpinned by bricklayers. From pit to pit, beneath the cathedral the heroic Walker went like a rat until, at last, with his unaided hands, he had remade the bed of Winchester Cathedral and set it on solid ground. A small statue of him in his diving suit, holding his helmet, stands in the cathedral. 


Winchester still has very much the feel of a medieval town, with its old medieval houses and of course the presence of the cathedral and its nearby college, which prevents any destruction of these buildings and of that atmosphere. The motto of Winchester College, given by William of Wykeham, its founder, is ‘Manners Maketh Man’ and certainly all the Wykehamists I have met in my life have extremely good manners.


Slightly away from the centre of Winchester are the church and almshouses of St Cross, built to house thirteen pensioners, with a hall known as the ‘hundred men’s hall’ where one hundred people were fed each day; in a rather charming tradition they were issued with bread, beer and candles, and at Christmas they were given extra candles. This was because they were only allowed to drink until the light of the candle failed, and this extra allowance allowed them to go on partying for longer. The inhabitants of St Cross wear a gown very like a cassock, although it is not a religious order. When I was young I used to think it must be a wonderful place to end your days, but of course unfortunately they did not take women. We used to go, as a great wheeze, to claim the ‘Wayfarer’s Dole’, which was issued at eleven o’clock in the morning and consisted of a glass of beer and a piece of bread. How daring we felt at seventeen having a glass of beer at eleven o’clock in the morning; sic transit gloria mundi. 


Winchester boasts probably the finest farmers’ market in England, held weekly and supplied by producers from all over the county. It is well worth a visit.


If you travel nor-nor-east out of Winchester you will come eventually to Basingstoke. It is a Hampshire legend that the weather always changes at Basingstoke, whether you are leaving or entering the county. Try it: you might find that it is true. Basingstoke is now one of those rather horrible modern towns that consist of nothing but roundabouts and shopping malls selling nothing out of the ordinary, and there is nowhere to stop. Some years ago the Duke of Westminster endeavoured to open a farmers’ market there that would take place at the edge of one of the shopping centres on four days a week. However, while the inhabitants of Hampshire are quite happy to travel long distances to the farmers’ market in Winchester, they actually couldn’t face going to Basingstoke, so unattractive is it. 


It was not always thus. The nearby Basing House, which is incredibly difficult to find, was the home of the Marquess of Winchester and one of the greatest houses in the land. It was destroyed after a very long and terrible siege redolent of treachery and double-dealing during the English Civil War. The Marquess, a Royalist, suffered a crushing blow when he discovered that his brother Edward Paulet was in treacherous communication with Waller, the Parliamentary general, with a view to surrendering. The traitor’s punishment was dreadful, for he was made to act as a hangman to his confederates, while himself being spared to live on with his guilt. The defenders suffered from smallpox and starvation and, on May Day 1645, some 500 men deserted, leaving the remainder to fight on. Nonetheless, Waller was unable to break through and Cromwell himself arrived and finally took possession of the house with much use of cannon and overwhelming forces. The remaining defenders lost 100 men and 300 prisoners were taken, among them Inigo Jones, Queen Henrietta Maria’s architect. Cromwell set the house on fire and gave orders that anyone might carry away the stones, but he spared the life of the old Marquess, committing him first to the Tower and then allowing him to leave the country. You can visit the ruins and gardens.


If you go nor-nor-west out of Winchester you will come to another rather unpleasant modern town consisting of roundabouts and supermarkets and with nothing really to recommend it; this is the town of Andover. However, if you go to the museum you will discover that it wasn’t always like this. There have been settlers on the banks of the River Anton since the Stone Age, buried in long barrows; there are also remains of Roman villas and ancient roads. It was once the site of Witenagemot, the Saxon ‘parliament’, and in ad 994 Ethelred the Unready entertained a Viking king who was converted by Bishop Alphage and promised never to return to England as a foe. Andover, incidentally, was responsible for changing the social laws of the country because conditions in the Andover workhouse were so appalling that the government had to sit up and take notice and as a result rewrote the Poor Laws.


Hampshire is a county of rivers. The great Izaak Walton, who served at Winchester Cathedral before the Civil War, is widely regarded as the father of English fly fishing from his amazing work The Compleat Angler, and he couldn’t have found a better place to practise his passion than the chalk streams of Hampshire. The two great chalk streams of the Test and the Itchen, with their large tributaries such as the Dever and the smaller tributaries and bourns and aquifers that feed them, make it one of the most sought-after fishing areas in the country. Trout fishing on a chalk stream is a very different kettle of fish from fishing elsewhere. The water runs gin-clear and you stalk the fish upstream trying to ensure that no shadow or heavy footfall will spook it. The fish can see you much more successfully than you can see it. The other great feature of the Test and its tributaries is of course the mayfly season. The mayfly lives but a single day before it mates and lays its eggs and dies, and they all hatch in early May. It is an amazing sight to see the dance of the mayflies as they swirl up into the air around the trees, where they may mate and lay their eggs, and see them over the water where the fish go bananas gorging themselves on this great treat. I remember once when I was trying to catch a particular trout and suddenly there was a hatching of mayfly on either side of my trout, which hadn’t shifted an inch. Two other trout hurled themselves in the air and performed complete somersaults, like synchronised swimmers, and fell back into the water again having had a mouthful of mayfly. The National Rivers Authority monitors the rivers, taking water to test its purity and requiring riparian owners to report on suitable fish food to be found in the river. Cutting the weed is now strictly regulated so that it is all cut around certain dates and then shifted down by dint of the current to a particular point where it hits a grid and is collected. In the old days it used to be dried and used for thatching. 


One of the nicest, unspoilt towns of Hampshire stands at the heart of the Test valley, and this is Stockbridge, so named because there was a bridge across the Test over which livestock were brought to market. Stockbridge has proper shops and an extremely good butcher in the form of Robinson’s. I once spent a delightful morning ferreting on a frosty cold down just outside Stockbridge, and we must have taken the best part of fifty rabbits. You knew they would all be sold through the butcher’s shop in the coming week. The town also now has an extremely good fishmonger in a part of the delicatessen and there is a well-stocked Co-op. There is furthermore a proper greengrocer that sells locally produced goods. Everything you could wish for in a small town is there, with its long street, Tudor and Georgian houses, a good baker with a tearoom and a number of perfectly acceptable pubs. In the heart of it lies the old coaching inn which, when I saw it, had seen better days but still housed the private members’ room of the Houghton Club. This club, which has fishing rights on the Test at Stockbridge, used to be the crème de la crème of fishing in the Test valley, but has somewhat brought itself into disrepute in recent years by introducing rainbow trout into the waters of the Test. The natural British trout is of course the brown trout. The rainbow trout is, like the grey squirrel, an American import and, curiously, I discovered the other day that the Americans have imported Scottish loch trout, which are brown trout, into their waters. Supposedly it is to give them better fishing. 


Just outside Stockbridge is Marsh Court, which is unique in that it is a chalk house with mantelpiece and other interior features made of chalk and was built by Sir Edwin Lutyens. It is, I believe, the only chalk house to be found in Britain. Stockbridge has a real feel of Jane Austen about it. You can easily imagine her heroes and heroines driving up the main street in a curricle or a phaeton and going to parties around the town by the light of the ‘parish lantern’, as she so eloquently described the full moon. Jane Austen is Hampshire’s most famous daughter; born at Steventon she lived for the last eight years of her life at Chawton, where her house is open to the public. I always find it delightful that in this day and age, with all our modernisms, Jane Austen is the author that the media return to time and time again. Alton was the scene of a dramatic Civil War battle, where Lord Crawford, who commanded a troop of the King’s Horse and a small company of infantry under a certain Colonel Bolle, sent to Waller, the Parliamentary general, and suggested he should exchange a butt of wine for an ox. Crawford further suggested that he should bring the ox in person, to which the answer was that he need not trouble as General Waller would fetch it himself. The general marched upon Alton and took them by surprise. Crawford fled, leaving Bolle to fight a valiant rearguard action. In an attempt to confuse the Parliamentarians he set fire to his own house and withdrew to the church where, eventually, he was killed at the foot of the pulpit’s steps, crying aloud the name of the King. 


One more great Hampshire writer was the naturalist Gilbert White, who is to be remembered at Selborne, where he was the vicar, as his grandfather had been before him. He was under the patronage of the Earl of Selborne, who allowed him to get on with his naturalistic writings, possibly to the detriment of his duties as vicar. Gilbert White’s book on nature still thrills when you read it. Also in Selborne is to be found the Oates Collection, in memory of Captain Oates, the man who died on the Scott Expedition to Antarctica and whose famous words, as he walked out of the tent and into the ice, ‘I am just going outside and may be some time,’ have passed into history. 


Hampshire has its great houses too, the most famous of which at the moment is undoubtedly Highclere, the setting for Julian Fellowes’s successful television series Downton Abbey, which is filmed there. It is the home of the Earls of Carnarvon, best known for the fifth Earl who financed the discovery of the treasure of Tutankhamun and who died soon afterwards, giving rise to tales of a curse connected to the Pharoah’s tomb. Highclere used to have a large rabbit warren, providing food for the household and surrounding villages. A man of my acquaintance told me that when his father was keeper there they would bring in bucks as breeding stock in the spring and turn them out first of all into an enclosure in the vegetable garden. Then they would turn them out into the warren where the most terrible and bloody battles apparently took place. Rabbits, one often forgets, are very fierce creatures.


Another of Hampshire’s great houses is the Queen Anne mansion that a grateful nation gave the Duke of Wellington at Stratfield Saye. Wellington was not too keen on the property and declared that it was a bad investment that would have ruined almost any man, but he did use it as the site of the tomb and monument to the horse Copenhagen, which had carried him for sixteen hours at the Battle of Waterloo. The epitaph reads: ‘God’s humbler instrument, though meaner clay, should share the glory of that glorious day’. Copenhagen lived out the last ten years of his life on the estate and was buried there with full military honours. Nearby, at Stratfield Turgis, is the grave of John Mears, Wellington’s groom, who served the Iron Duke for thirty-five years. The Duke was a very keen hunting man, as indeed his family have remained until the present day. I remember seeing this lovely contemporary cartoon of a yokel in a smock locking a gate which the Duke of Wellington with his entourage was trying to go through. The yokel is saying, ‘Master says thou shalt not pass’, and underneath was the inscription, ‘The man who stopped the man the French could not’. I used to hunt over Stratfield Saye and there was a lovely moment at a Purdey Awards when I found myself on the same platform as the Duke, Valerian, who kept looking at me. This was a time when Two Fat Ladies was at its height and he came up and nudged me in the ribs and said, ‘I know who you are.’ I said, ‘Oh yes,’ expecting him to say that he knew me from television and he replied, ‘You were that skinny girl on that ex-steeplechaser you couldn’t stop.’ I smiled and said, ‘Yes, that’s right.’ He nudged me in the ribs again and said, ‘You could stop it now!’
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