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PROLOGUE


AS A CHILD GROWING UP in the 1990s, I dreamed of leaving the countryside and moving to New York City. In fact, I became quite obsessed with the idea.


I’d watched a movie on TV about a high-flying career woman, played by Diane Keaton, who strides around Manhattan in a pencil skirt and heels. I got so swept up in the fantasy that I’d wear Mum’s stilettos, stuffed with socks to stop them falling off my feet, and march around the garden with her handbag slung over my shoulder. I couldn’t quite conjure the thrill of Madison Avenue on the lawn, so I’d pick my way across the field, past the tractor, feed troughs and our blind old sheepdog Jaff’s kennel and stomp around outside the cowshed. The shoes made a better clip-clopping sound on the concrete by the muck heap.


I fantasised about city life throughout my teenage years. At the age of 18, I left our small beef and sheep farm on the border between England and Wales to study journalism at the University of Central Lancashire. I remember walking down Fishergate in Preston feeling like I’d made it to Manhattan, just like Diane Keaton. It didn’t matter to me that it was a town in the north of England; all I wanted were people, crowds, traffic, bustle, and noise. I felt a thrill at the sound of sirens. This was the urban life I’d dreamed of.


The great irony, which has only just occurred to me, is that Diane Keaton’s character in the 1987 romantic comedy Baby Boom ends up leaving New York and moving to a farmhouse in Vermont. By my early thirties, the novelty of city living had well and truly worn off for me too. I’d moved to Birmingham, then Manchester and Bristol, building my career at the BBC, though always avoiding London as one step too deep into the urban jungle, and by the time I’d racked up 21 different addresses, something deep inside was calling me home. Back to my roots on the Welsh Borders; back to the farm.


Sadly, real life is more complicated than shoving your belongings in an old Volvo and moving to Vermont. The road back to rural life is fraught with obstacles – what would I do for work? Could I commute? Where would I live? And most profoundly of all – would I fit in? I’m not the person I once was. I am urbanised – used to convenience, used to choosing from endless options, used to living and thinking a certain way. I have a life that is different in almost every way to my conservative, rural, working-class upbringing. I am no longer part of the community I grew up in. Could I ever, truly, belong again? Can a townie ever go back to being a country dweller?


Only when I started pondering these questions did the barriers between my urban and rural life, and the conflict between my urban and rural self, reveal themselves. They were subtle and opaque – difficult to grasp and articulate and so easy to overlook and ignore. But they are real. And the more I looked, the sadder I felt. I’d uncovered a hidden, chasmic divide. And once I’d seen it, I couldn’t unsee it.





CHAPTER ONE


HOME


PHYSICAL WORK, toil and hard graft on the land have been the mainstay of life in my family for hundreds of years. Farm work has turned generation after generation of strong and strapping young Joneses into stooped and cash-strapped old men and women. We’re better at inheriting arthritis than money; but with their aching joints and modest bank accounts so too came pride, identity, belonging, community and, perhaps most importantly of all, stories. These are the ties that have bound my family to the hills and villages, fields and farms along one small section of the English/Welsh border since the 1700s, and probably long before.


My family, on both sides, have always farmed. I found my great-great-great-grandfathers in the 1861 census, farming just a few miles from each other. On my mother’s side, John Roberts was living with his wife Anne, three of his six children and his elderly pauper father, Richard Roberts, at Hirnant in the historic county of Montgomeryshire, now Powys, in Mid Wales.


One bitterly cold January day, I went off in search of his farm.


Hirnant is a sleepy hamlet snuggled away at the foot of a gently sloping valley which, like most Welsh hills, is either grazed by sheep or carpeted in conifer trees. A clear, rocky stream, the Afon Hirnant, babbles coquettishly past gloriously restored white-washed nineteenth-century cottages. They’re begging to be plastered across estate agent brochures, sparking envious daydreams of escaping to the country, and prompting nosey parker poke-abouts into neighbouring property prices.


My great-great-great-grandfather’s modest little farmworker’s cottage is a now a beautiful smallholding and equestrian property with fenced pastures, a vineyard, extensive gardens and a waterfall. The price of my ancestor’s old home is way out of reach for most local people, yet, ironically in the mid-1800s, it would have provided the most basic and meagre accommodation to John Roberts and his family of nine. In 1861, he was a 50-year-old tenant farmer of six acres, having gone up in the world slightly since the 1851 census where he is listed as an agricultural labourer – the same low-paid profession that had left his father, born in 1777, and goodness knows how many generations before that, destitute. John Roberts’ descendants, in my mother’s direct family line, remained farm workers for generations; their lives teetering precariously on the poverty line throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.


Fortune smiled a little brighter on my father’s side of the family. In 1861, while John Roberts scratched a living high up in the hills, my paternal great-great-great-grandfather, William Jones, farmed on lower ground, 12 miles east along the lush and fertile Tanat Valley and just a hair’s breadth over the border in the Shropshire parish of Llanyblodwel, which, after decades of skirmishes, settled in the hands of the English in 1536. William was a dairy farmer, a deeply committed Wesleyan Methodist and a proud Welsh patriot who lamented the increasing dominance of the English language in his borderland community. In 1852 he funded the extension of an entirely Welsh-speaking chapel at Cefn y Blodwel, where a simple marble memorial (though still on the grander side of what’s usual in spartan Welsh graveyards) bears his name to this day.


In 1861, William is listed as a tenant farmer of 132 acres, employing ‘13 men’. He led a virtuous life with his wife Margaret, seven children and six employees – a farm labourer, cowman, dairy maid, house servant, and two carters. William’s home is still a working farm, though in the hands of a different local family. The Old Cart House, where William’s team of carters looked after the wagons and horses, is now a beautifully renovated holiday cottage.


It was a nice surprise to learn that William Jones was a bit of a local celeb, known for his philanthropic endeavours, agricultural prowess and generally being an all-round good egg who was, literally translated, the ‘embodiment of kindness’. In 1906, the Methodist minister and author, Owen Madoc Roberts, wrote a book in Welsh, Tri Brawd, meaning ‘Three Brothers’, about William Jones and his siblings John and Richard. According to his admiring biographer, William had an instinct for farming: ‘Mr Jones worked hard and dug drains, laid pipes to drain the land. He straightened hedges and flattened fields. He took pleasure in feeding his animals and looking after his machinery and consequently was respected as one of the best and most revered farmers in the area.’


These days, that kind of land use change could get old William in trouble with Natural England. Draining wetland and messing about with hedges – he’d certainly wind up on the environmental naughty list. But in 1858, such was his popularity, the community rallied round to help when a mystery disease claimed 17 of William’s milking cows. Not to be beaten, he turned to sheep farming instead – a career continued by his descendants, including my dad, to this day.


William Jones was obviously better off than John Roberts, but I like to think my great-great-great-grandfathers might have known each other; perhaps buying and selling livestock at the markets in Oswestry or Welshpool, passing each other on the roads in and out of town or nodding hello at an agricultural show, summer fête or religious festival.


The poorer Roberts family persevered with agricultural labouring and subsistence farming down the generations. In 1908, John’s granddaughter, Hannah Roberts, married his grandson, Thomas Jones (my maternal great-grandparents were first cousins – one of the more uncomfortable discoveries made while researching this book).


Thomas and Hannah raised 12 children in a small farmworker’s cottage at Wern Ddu near the village of Llansilin in Powys, just a mile or so down the road from where my parents still farm today. Thomas was a farm labourer and a molecatcher, while Hannah – who was continually pregnant or breastfeeding for 17 years – earned what she could selling eggs and home-churned butter in Oswestry, a market town five miles away. She was, by all accounts, a natural storyteller with a wicked sense of humour and a flair for writing. Stories have passed down our family of Hannah bumping along in her horse and cart composing poems, plays and songs and rehearsing her brood of musical children, like the Welsh von Trapps, for their next Eisteddfod appearance – cultural festivals of music, dance and poetry with prizes awarded for the best recitals and performances. Thomas and Hannah’s seventh son was my grandfather, Wilfred. Perhaps put off by the poverty and hardship he’d known as a child, he was the first in my mother’s direct line to break from farming and became a butcher instead.


My father’s side of the family, in contrast, stuck with agriculture and even managed to transition from tenants to owning a small farm of 65 acres called ‘Craigllwyn’. It was bought for my great-grandfather John Wddyn Jones, the grandson of William Jones – that revered farmer who embodied kindness.


John Wddyn, a small and mild-mannered man, was born with clubfoot and so walked with a limp. I was always curious about him as a child and whenever I asked questions he was described – in terms no longer appropriate – as ‘weak’ or ‘a bit crippled’, but also ‘kind’ and ‘well-liked’. He moved to Craigllwyn in the early 1920s with his fiery and domineering younger wife Elsie (my great-grandmother, ‘Nanny’, who plays an important role in our family farming story) and his young family, including two-year-old Bill (my grandfather), a gentle, softly spoken boy who took after his father in temperament.


Craigllwyn is a beautiful upland farm, ‘on the top’ as locals say, with views over Llansilin towards the Berwyn Mountains. It has good outbuildings, patchwork fields of permanent pasture bordered with thick hedgerows and a large nineteenth-century stone farmhouse, though it came without the carters and house servants. The Agricultural Depression of the 1930s hit the family hard and Craigllwyn Farm struggled thereafter. Nanny and Grandad Bill, who farmed in partnership following the death of John Wddyn in 1950, ran a small dairy herd of 18 British Friesian cows, a flock of 100 native Welsh ewes, 12 native Welsh sows, one Welsh boar, chickens, ducks and a dozen turkeys. Still, the farm alone could not support them, especially since Grandad Bill had married in 1951 and started a family of his own. To make ends meet, he got a job in the neighbouring limestone quarry, tipping stone into the crushers. He milked his cows at dawn, walked to the quarry, worked his shift, and trekked home at dusk to milk the cows again. My grandmother, Beryl, looked after the farmhouse, raised eight children (the eldest being my father) and worked night shifts as a nurse at the hospital in Oswestry, our nearest town.


By the 1920s, two branches of my family tree were living and working just a mile or so apart. My grandfathers – Wilfred at Wern Ddu and Bill at Craigllwyn Farm – were schoolmates at Ysgol Bro Cynllaith, the village primary school in Llansilin, and played together as boys. Little did they know, these two farmer’s sons both named Jones, that Wilfred’s youngest daughter, Avril, would one day marry Bill’s eldest son, Tony – my parents.


Our family story is far from unique. This deep-rooted interconnectedness of families in rural communities is a familiar tale right across the British Isles. It’s a heritage shared by thousands; common enough to give rise to some of the crueller stereotypes about country people and jokes about inbreeding and backwardness. ‘Welsh people liked to keep their farms in the family,’ Mum winks and taps her nose whenever I ask about the marriage of cousins in our own family tree.


People can be hefted, just as much as the sheep that graze the Welsh mountains or Cumbrian fells. My ancestors stayed, perhaps against their best interests, to eke a living as tenants and labourers on land that did not belong to them or on small farms that returned little or no profit, and watched their children and grandchildren do the same.


I RECOGNISE A SHARED ‘hefting’ experience immediately when I met Ruth Grice, a dairy farmer from Melton Mowbray in the Leicestershire Wolds. Like me and my two younger sisters, she is one of three girls born and raised on a small farm that belonged to her grandfather and great-grandfather. They bought it in the 1950s, but her family, just like mine, has been rooted in the local area working in agriculture for generations, moving only between three neighbouring villages since the late 1700s. Ruth also left rural Leicestershire as soon as she had the chance, chasing urban adventures at university in Sheffield and later settling in Oxford. For 10 years she never looked back, immersed in a successful marketing career and a busy city lifestyle. But around the age of 30 exactly the same age I felt it, a gut feeling started to niggle and, according to Ruth, ‘a light switch came on.’


‘I don’t even know what made me look at a prospectus,’ she says, ‘but I ended up going to an open day at the Royal Agricultural University in Cirencester.’


Ruth was accepted onto a Master of Business Administration (MBA) course in Advanced Farm Management, ‘absolutely loved it’, then returned to the family farm to work alongside her father and 180 pedigree Holstein cows.


‘I just felt this gut instinct that it was the right thing to do,’ she says. ‘It’s the tie to the land and the animals and . . . I can’t describe it.’


I urge her to try and put it into words, hoping she can help me understand this mysterious pull towards home, family and roots.


‘Ok, this is going to sound really weird . . . I remember watching an episode of Our Yorkshire Farm and she described the piece of land that she and her family farmed as their “heaf” – although she pronounced it like “hoof”. It’s a phrase I’d never even heard of, maybe it’s a Yorkshire thing – but that’s the boundary of the land you know and cultivate. And that’s how I feel about here. When I’m driving down Mum and Dad’s lane, just for a little way, that’s our farm’s land. And I get this sense of, “Oh, I’m home.” I’m in the mothership. It’s my happy place.’


‘I think it’s love’ she adds thoughtfully. ‘Love for what my parents have done for me and my sisters, love for what they have done for the land, for the farm and just a desire to carry that on’.


I recognise what Ruth describes, I’ve felt it myself, but, if you’re lucky enough to have had a happy childhood home, irrespective of whether you grew up on a farm or in the city, surely, it’s the same for everyone? Feeling a deep emotional connection to a place, to your ‘heaf’, is not the preserve of multi-generational family farms, nor is it exclusively a rural experience.


There’s a chap called Alan who we know from our allotment in Bristol, not too far from the city centre. He’s in his seventies and has tended the same vegetable patch since he helped his grandfather as a 10-year-old boy. A patch of urban earth has passed down the generations, just like the farms in our countryside. Alan makes the same quip about dropping dead and getting buried in the raised beds every time we see him.


That magnetic pull of home ground is a powerful force for millions. Our next-door neighbour, another Alan, is a fourth-generation Bristolian, the son of a crane driver who worked at the Bristol Aeroplane Company during World War Two, ‘moving bits of military aircraft around’. Alan is hefted to the streets of his city. He was born and raised in a house just off Jamaica Street in Stokes Croft in 1944. He moved to the suburbs for a few years before returning to the inner-city in 1980, where he’s remained ever since. He had jobs in London and Reading but remained firmly rooted in Bristol, despite years of exhausting commutes. When I ask him why he didn’t move, he shrugs: ‘History and continuity I suppose’.


It’s exactly the same language I hear on family farms up and down the country, but it’s not something Alan consciously thinks about. He seems slightly bemused by my questions and wouldn’t in a million years describe Bristol as his ‘heaf’. It leads me to wonder if the culture I’ve been brought up in, of frequently and emotionally verbalising our connection to the land, is a uniquely rural experience. Maybe it’s the narrative, not the land, that steeps us in a place? The stories we tell ourselves. I need to ask the Yorkshire Shepherdess herself about this heaf thing.


Amanda Owen is star of the hit Channel 5 series Our Yorkshire Farm and has written several books about her life at Ravenseat, a remote hill farm in Swaledale, with her husband Clive and nine children. In the dark depths of the winter 2021 lockdown, Amanda is giving a live talk and Q&A on YouTube to help raise funds for the rural charity Farming Community Network. On my behalf, Adam Bedford from the NFU asks my question about this intriguing idea of a ‘heaf’.


‘I think it’s a Yorkshire term,’ she says (the Cumbrians would say ‘heft’). ‘It’s that sense of belonging to land. The sheep know their heaf, they know where they are raised, and they know the boundary keeping them there. That’s an ancient practice that has gone on forever. In a way, maybe a person can be heafed?’


And then Amanda says it – the phrase I and probably every other farm kid in the world has been raised on: ‘Farming is a way of life.’


There is a subtle language shared by farming folk the length and breadth of the British Isles – a kind of poetic stoicism, bursting with pride, a whiff of nostalgia, and a hint of martyrdom. I recognise it instantly every time I hear it and my rural soul soars to the sound of it. It takes me home. My urban soul cringes slightly. It can get a bit ‘naval-gazey’ at times.


‘Maybe that sounds a bit clichéd,’ says Amanda, ‘but it goes a lot further than that – to the children in the local schools, to the jobs in the area, to the tourism. They are all linked by farming.’


My ears prick up when she ponders whether she, herself, could claim to be ‘heafed’. She was born in Huddersfield and doesn’t come from a farming family – but she sees that separation as a benefit:


‘I’ve seen different things, lived a different life and I know what to appreciate.’


I’ve had countless conversations over the years about whether a farming background makes you a better farmer. Personally, I don’t think it matters if you’ve been heafed or hefted to a patch of land for generations or just a handful of harvests – it’s how you look after it that matters. Multi-generational land management doesn’t always translate into a deep spiritual connection with the land or, indeed, good farming. Sometimes it can even breed discontent and laziness. One of the greatest criticisms of being born into anything is that you risk taking it for granted. I didn’t appreciate the farm when I was a teenager – I was total crap. I had no interest in checking on the in-lamb ewes or putting fresh water in their pens. I wanted to watch Ant and Dec on SMTV Live. If I had been made to stay at home and work with Dad, I would have grown into a bitter, negligent, and resentful farmer – even if I could boast I was the sixth or seventh generation. Now, after pursuing my own dreams and becoming my own person, I’m always asking Dad for a job. I had to leave it to love it.


I’m not the only one who’s had a boomerang relationship with the family farm. Twenty-five-year-old Gethin Bickerton would have been the next generation if he’d decided, like his older brother, to follow in his parents’ footsteps. Their farm is only five miles away from my family home and our childhoods, despite the 14-year age gap, followed pretty much the same trajectory – we both grew up on traditional beef and sheep farms, went to the same rural Welsh-speaking high school in Llanfyllin and joined the same Young Farmers Club (Dyffryn Tanat). I like to think we knew how lucky we were – but did we?


‘If you go up to one of the fields on the mountain there are 360-degree views of pure countryside, it’s absolutely gorgeous,’ says Gethin, picturing his home over a Zoom call from his flat in Cardiff. ‘But I’ll happily admit that I didn’t appreciate it when I was younger. Primary school and high school is the time when young people need to make connections with other kids, but I couldn’t do that in the same way because I lived so rurally. I couldn’t “pop round” to see friends or “pop into town” – you can’t “pop” anywhere! I had to rely on lifts, so it took me a while longer to develop my independence.’


Gethin felt hemmed in by the repetitive cycle of farming life, though he prefers to call it a ‘strong routine’, which sounds less negative. From a young age he yearned for something different. He bolted straight after his A-Levels and headed for Cardiff, home to nearly a quarter of the Welsh population, to study theatre and drama. He became an actor, got work straight after graduating and now travels all over Wales performing. He stars in a one-man bilingual show Llywelyn Ein Llyw Olaf playing Llewellyn the last Prince of Wales, and also toured Welsh primary schools teaching children about food hygiene and safety:


‘It was based on a spaceship; I was Captain Nebula, and I had a helmet – what more could you want?’


Landing a dream role in a West End musical would probably top Captain Nebula. In 2019, Gethin signed up with a London-based acting agent and his career looked set to boom. Nothing could stand in his way . . . except maybe a global pandemic. In March 2020 theatres closed and work dried up completely for actors like Gethin. He escaped to the family farm in late February, bracing himself for lockdown, and ended up staying there for seven months.


‘The thought of being stuck in a flat with two other people and no garden – I dread to think how my mental health would have been impacted,’ he says. ‘For that I will be forever thankful for where I grew up. I honestly couldn’t have been happier.’


Lockdown fundamentally changed Gethin’s relationship with home – he renovated old buildings, built a water feature in the garden (something his Mum had wanted for 20 years) and helped his Dad and brother with the livestock every day. He started to see the farm, and his community, through fresh eyes and felt his own perceptions changing:


‘It’s really easy and quite wrong of us to think that country life lags behind city life. I’d always thought the countryside is about 10 years behind the times, but it was a real eye opener and a beautiful experience to see that it isn’t. My local Young Farmers’ Club is doing amazing work on mental health and, in terms of my own sexuality, it was great hearing that there are people who are able to be themselves and their sexuality doesn’t need to be something to hide.’


It wasn’t what he had expected and Gethin warmed to the subtle and surprising changes that had taken place while he’d been away:


‘I did a workshop at my old high school and heard that there were now openly gay teachers and transgender pupils. I became emotional speaking with my drama teacher, who was the first person I came out to when I was 17. The sense of relief I felt was overwhelming, to hear that coming out and being your true self is now deemed more acceptable than it was back then. Of course, living in Cardiff, it’s all fine because everyone’s more aware of these issues, but it was so nice to see it is happening at home too. That pride I feel in Cardiff, I can now feel back home too.’


The months ticked by and Gethin allowed himself to be swept along with the farming calendar, through lambing, calving, silaging, and hay making; a routine that had once felt so stifling, like a trap, now brought him a new sense of freedom and discovery. By the time September arrived, and it was time to return to Cardiff, Gethin didn’t want to leave.


‘I really missed home; in a way I’d never missed it before. I thought, how can I be here in Cardiff and still be connected to home? How can I help people without actually being there?’


The answer came when he was driving down the A470 and saw some black plastic-wrapped silage bales bearing the message ‘Share the Load.’ It’s a 24/7 confidential counselling helpline run by the farming mental health charity, The DPJ Foundation, which supports hundreds of farmers across Wales struggling with poor mental health. The charity was set up in 2016 following the death of Pembrokeshire agricultural contractor Daniel Picton-Jones, who took his own life after a long battle with anxiety and depression. Gethin now sits on the board of trustees, using his superfast, inner-city broadband to attend virtual meetings, enabling him to plug straight back into his rural community.


‘It’s definitely thanks to the pandemic and spending all that time at home,’ he says. ‘The amount of people that call the helpline is great. I didn’t have anything like this when I was growing up. I wonder if I’d had somebody, externally, to talk to, if that would have helped me in some way?’


Rural life can be lonely and isolating, and the greatest privilege is being able to leave it, find yourself and return home again to a loving and welcoming family. Gethin and I know how lucky we are – it’s a winning lottery ticket in life – but it’s not the same for everyone. For the many thousands who choose to stay on the family farm, and thrive, there are always those who get stuck – imprisoned by a lack of education, confidence, encouragement, or opportunity; trapped by their own sense of duty to stay behind. I’ve seen it many times and it makes me sad, these lives sacrificed to the farming ‘way of life’. We should be careful of overselling it, with this poetic language of rural romanticism. That path was laid out for me, if I’d wanted it, but it would have been a mistake to follow it. Wrong for me and most definitely wrong for our farm.


Confusing farming heritage with farming talent is a dangerous pitfall; so too is the all-too-common assumption that no agricultural background means no agricultural ability.


There are new entrants, first-generation farmers and ‘incomers’ to the countryside who feel just as tied to the land as their ‘native’ neighbours, mainly because it took them so long to find it and they worked so hard to get it.


SINEAD FENTON GREW UP in Newham, East London. Her only connection to farming was the sight of the arable fields she saw from the train window on day trips to Southend-on-Sea:


‘I didn’t understand what they were. They were just square patches in the ground that you didn’t really question. That was the extent of my engagement with the food system. I didn’t care about food – it was just a necessity.’


Sinead never knew her father and her mum, a school nurse in a primary school, raised her alone on a low income. Meals, though homecooked, were about survival, not enjoyment.


When Sinead went to university in Leicester she watched in fascination as her housemates found pleasure in cooking and eating food. She discovered the simple joy of a homemade curry made from fresh ingredients, herbs, and spices. On her friend’s dad’s allotment, she saw a vegetable growing in the ground for the first time. Asparagus transformed, before her eyes, from an inanimate plastic-wrapped supermarket item into a wondrous living thing. It fed her fascination with ‘all things that come out of the earth’, leading to a geology degree and a disappointing career in the mining industry. Disillusioned, she took voluntary redundancy and got what she regarded as another ‘shit’ job in software recruitment in Hertfordshire. Still feeling lost and unfulfilled at work, Sinead would take her sandwiches and sneak into lunchtime soil seminars at Rothamsted Research, the agricultural scientific research institute just around the corner from her office. Sitting quietly at the back, hoping no one would spot she wasn’t a student, something finally clicked. She’d been on the right path after all – she was meant to work in the earth – but growing food, not mining rocks. Sinead’s lunchtime moonlighting sparked a new career epiphany – and this time it would be third time lucky – she was meant to be a farmer. She took voluntary redundancy a second time:


‘I moaned so much they paid me to leave!’ she laughs.


Sinead went to work on a struggling community garden and allotment site in Epping, agreeing to run it on a voluntary basis with her partner Adam. She supplemented two-and-a-half years of unpaid work with various part-time jobs, including 14 hour shifts as a pot washer at a cookery school.


‘If you’re not from a farming background but you want to get into it, that’s how you do it,’ she says, ‘through unpaid growing work and then working excessively elsewhere to get a bit of money.’


Sinead and Adam eventually wound up the community garden to search for something more permanent, where they could make a real life for themselves. At the Oxford Real Farming Conference in 2019, they crossed paths with the Ecological Land Co-Op, an organisation which helps new entrants get a leg-up in the farming industry by offering long-term leases on small plots of land:


‘We didn’t think we’d be considered because we weren’t from farming backgrounds and we didn’t have a lot of money, but they were keen for us to become land stewards.’


Sinead and Adam developed a business plan for a market garden producing more than 70 different varieties of vegetables and edible flowers for the restaurant trade and, in 2020, they finally said hello to their forever home: a four-and-a-half-acre former arable field in East Sussex with a 150-year lease and permission for a temporary dwelling. They arrived in March, two days before the first national lockdown, faced with an empty field full of weeds, no infrastructure, and no water. They bought a freezing cold caravan and dug a trench for an internet cable:


‘We got broadband before we got water, which took 11 months,’ says Sinead. ‘I personally would have chosen water, but I got to watch lots of Netflix and not wash.’


They’re like modern-day homesteaders, stamping their claim on a patch of land and ploughing every penny and every ounce of energy into making it a success. I’m amazed at their tenacity.


Their big adventure, which sounds a bit like the uplifting plot of a quirky feelgood film, actually coincided with one of the toughest times in Sinead’s life. Years of stress, overwork and rushing between jobs in London had taken a severe toll on her mental health, dumping her in a fog of depression and anxiety. Far from leaping joyfully into her exciting new life, she dragged herself over the threshold, exhausted and spent.


‘When we came here the field was silent,’ she says. ‘There weren’t many signs of life. If you dug a hole, there weren’t many worms, and there weren’t many birds around either. Land shouldn’t be silent – it’s a sign that something’s wrong – whereas for me it was the complete opposite. I was desperate for silence because what was going on in my head was so noisy.’


From where I’m sitting, it sounds like a gruelling experience. Winding up in an empty field devoid of all infrastructure and even the most basic means for survival? Battling depression in a cold caravan in winter with no hot water? Hellish. But, to Sinead, the field brought salvation, stillness, and rock-solid permanence – a home:


‘It’s given me purpose and a reason to get up each day. I was troubled all through my 20s about not really having a place in the world. I don’t know my Dad, so that’s a huge part of me I know nothing about, and I struggled with my sense of identity. Being mixed-race I never felt like I belonged in different parts of society.’


Sinead has always been an outdoor girl. As a child growing up in Newham, she’d escape the noise of the city at every opportunity, exploring Epping Forest with her mum or jumping on the train to her beloved Southend-on-Sea, whizzing past those strange squares in the ground, en route to her favourite place in the world. She rejected urban life as soon as she could and knew instinctively that she’d be much happier in the countryside – but it was well-meaning friends that sowed the fear and doubt:


‘The space I come from – the urban environment with lots of activists – they were the ones asking, “How do you feel going to a place that’s predominantly white where you don’t belong, and where you might not be accepted?” The fear came from people telling me that I should be scared, but my experience has been fine. I do belong. I felt so rootless with my identity, my race and never really felt like I had a home – but this has become that place.’


Sinead spent years searching for her rural home. Kenyan pig farmer Flavian Obiero found his almost by accident. In 2010 he got a week-long work placement on a mixed farm in Hampshire, little more than a box-ticking exercise for his university degree in Animal Management. But something clicked immediately – he enjoyed the work, particularly looking after the pigs, and the farmer offered him a permanent job after just one week. It was the beginning of Flavian’s farming career and he’s worked full-time in the industry ever since leaving uni.


He arrived with no preconceptions about attitudes towards race in the countryside. He’d grown up in coastal Kenya, so the idea of being singled out because of the colour of his skin was a bizarre concept to a confident 19-year-old Flavian.


‘When I went to the farm, I was quite naïve to stuff like that’ he says. ‘But I remember walking into pubs with the farmer and everyone going quiet. People were quite standoffish and wouldn’t engage with me. But once they knew me, I’d go to the pub on my own and they were fine.’


He pauses.


‘There was a bit of name-calling, but I blame myself for not nipping it in the bud. Now it’s something I won’t entertain but back then – because I was trying to fit in and be accepted as one of the farmers – I let it go. I was called “darkie” and things like that. I should have called it out, but I didn’t.’


Flavian wanted to feel at home; so much so he was willing to put up with racism. That need to belong is a powerful force – overruling even our core values.


Most of us are on, or have been on, a journey towards ‘belonging somewhere’, and putting down emotional roots is a beautiful part of being human. Some people are lucky enough to be born where they belong, and never have to leave, while others face a lifelong search for it. I’m still searching. I’ve felt torn between my urban ‘home’ in Bristol and my rural ‘home’ on the Welsh Borders for a very long time, and I’m yet to experience the epiphany described by Sinead, Ruth, Gethin and the Yorkshire Shepherdess. How I envy them.


I believe there is a fork in the road that separates the urban and rural ‘belonging’ experience. For instance, feeling like a ‘true local’, and the importance placed on being accepted as such, is, in my view, a uniquely rural experience. It is less about your own feelings of attachment to an area and more about how you are viewed within the peer system of a community.


‘YOU NEED 15 GENERATIONS of your family in the local churchyard to feel like a local around here,’ jokes John Yeomans, a Brummie boy turned Welsh hill farmer.


He grew up in Handsworth Wood, in the suburbs of Birmingham, the son of a butcher who went to school in Handsworth, a deprived inner-city area with high rates of unemployment, problems with overcrowding, racial tensions, and social unrest. He got used to the fights and riots that broke out regularly on Soho Road:


‘I remember cycling home from school one day and the whole road was full of hundreds of youths – all these kids chucking stuff – it was absolutely terrifying. Two schools hated one school and they’d just come for a big fight. I had a racing bike with a leather saddle, and it had this big tear across it from where a stick or something had hit it. They turned over police cars and all sorts.’


Still, it was easier to avoid a massive riot outside the school gates than it was to escape the bullies who picked on him every day:


‘I hated school. I was a small and podgy schoolboy who was no good at sports and not very clever.’


It was a rough start to life and John lived for Sunday afternoons, after church, when his family would go and look at farms:


‘They were butchers on my dad’s side really, but they had links with farming going back a generation or two and that was what he’d always wanted to do.’


John’s dad, Albert, searched for years, travelling all over the Midlands looking for a place where he could farm and still commute back to his shop in Handsworth. He never gave up and finally, at the age of 60, and considerably further away than he had originally planned, the butcher from Birmingham bought 68 acres and a farmhouse near the tiny Welsh village of Adfa in Powys. In the late 1970s, he moved from a city with a population of a million people to the most sparsely populated region of Wales.


At 18, John decided to knock academia on the head and go and work with his dad on the newly acquired family farm. He enrolled at the Welsh Agricultural College (WAC) in North Wales, did a couple of farming placements and so began his transition from a shy bullied city boy into a confident and strapping young farmer. ‘I grew about five inches which helped,’ he smiles.


He came home to farm full-time in July 1984 ‘to half of our 23 cows barren and the 200 or so ewes lambing at around 90%’.


He met his wife Sarah, a Londoner, in 1986 while visiting friends in Aberystwyth. They were married a year later.


They’ve since expanded the farm to nearly 300 acres with 90 suckler beef cows and heifers and 700 ewes, ‘with a scanning percentage up to as much as 173%, so almost double the 90% I came home to’.


John and Sarah had three sons, who all speak fluent Welsh:


‘I still tell everybody I’m a townie though,’ he says.


With his shaved head, oxblood red Dr Martens and a lovely lingering lilt of inner-city Birmingham, John isn’t your typical Welsh mixed hill farmer. There’s a worldly twinkle about him that says I’ve seen a few things, and he’s remained a devoted fan of punk and ska all his life. During a formal interview for a prestigious farming scholarship, when asked where he sees himself in 10 years’ time, John replied: ‘Managing my son’s band on the main stage at Glastonbury.’


In 2018, he and Sarah scooped Sheep Farmer of the Year at the Farmers Weekly Awards and, to date, he’s the only winner to go on stage wearing Dr Martens boots and a tuxedo.


With such a mixed background I’m interested to know what John identifies as. He’s not sure what he is, but he’s clear about what he isn’t: ‘I don’t think I’m Welsh for starters.’


He finds it irritating when people move into the village, learn a few phrases, and try to pass themselves off as a local. Equally, he’s raised three fiercely proud Welshmen – one son is slowly plastering himself with patriotic tattoos.


What I find fascinating, thanks to his dual urban/rural passport, John has been able to straddle two divided local communities:


‘In our village there’s the people who have moved in and then there’s the other people.’


I assume by ‘others’ he means ‘true locals’.


‘Me, Sarah and the boys, and one mate at the other end of the village, we are the only people who get invited to social events by both groups. They built a load of new houses which changed the dynamic of the village quite a lot. If you’ve got ten or a dozen houses and then you add another 40 – and the bulk of the people who buy them are not from around here, or even Wales, or the countryside – that changes things radically.


Personally, I think the reason John has been so warmly accepted into the bosom of his community – transcending the invisible divide between ‘incomer’ and ‘local’ – is because he possesses two important personality traits: he’s self-deprecating and he’s a doer.


‘I can’t bear a bragger,’ he says.


John doesn’t blow his own trumpet, a humble quality which goes down well with many country people. My Mum can sniff out a show-off at a hundred yards and it’s often confident, chatty ‘outsiders’, new to the area and seeking to ingratiate themselves with the locals, who unwittingly stray onto her ‘Braggy Big Head’ radar. She prefers to bond over trip-ups rather than triumphs. John’s the same:


‘I run myself down a lot, it’s just the way I am. Set your sights low and prepare to be disappointed!’


John is also heavily involved with the Farmers’ Union of Wales and isn’t afraid to make his voice heard, doggedly banging on the doors of the Welsh Government, holding their feet to the fire on big issues like Bovine TB (a disease he’s never even had in his own cattle but he feels compelled to stand up and fight for farmers who have). He’s purely a grassroots member – far too humble to push himself into a top job or become a politician – and his union describes him simply as a ‘farming stalwart’.


I want to be like John. If a punk-loving Brummie skinhead in Dr Martens can make his forever home in a remote Welsh farming community, then surely I can figure out where I belong.


MY PARENTS, AVRIL AND TONY, were married in 1979 at the eleventh-century Norman church in Llanyblodwel near the banks of the River Tanat, which flows from the Berwyn Mountains, north of Lake Vyrnwy, over the English border and into Shropshire. Each of them had relatives and ancestors buried in the ancient graveyard (so they’re true locals) and most of their friends and family were already acquainted, or at least recognised each other from around the local area; most likely the livestock market, pub, or church. They were two young people with ties to their land and community as deep and binding as the roots of the old oak on ‘The Hill’ next to our small farm, just on the English side of the border.


The Hill, our hill, is a 25-acre field which Grandad Bill used to farm. It was sold at auction in 1991 after he retired, along with the rest of Craigllwyn Farm. This is where our family story diverges from British farming tradition – of farms being passed down from generation to generation or more likely, even today, from son to son. It’s a sad story which illustrates perfectly the idea of a ‘heaf’; that sense of belonging to land.


Despite farming at Grandad’s side from boyhood and knowing every inch of the land where he was born and bred, Dad was never under any illusions that he, nor any of his siblings, would ever inherit it. For reasons I have never quite understood, other than there being some uncomfortable family politics around the early twentieth century, my great-great-grandfather, William Jones (son of that revered farmer of the same name) bought Craigllwyn for his ‘kind but crippled’ son John Wddyn. He decreed that the farm should provide a home for John’s young wife Elsie, aka Nanny, for as long as she lived (she was expected to outlive her sickly husband even then). But upon Nanny’s death, the farm must be sold, and the proceeds split equally between their children – Grandad Bill and his three siblings.


Nanny went on to rule over the farm for more than 70 years, dominating first her husband and later her son. Her cast-iron will made up for any physical strength she lacked as a woman. Sharp, business-minded and desperate to farm in her own right but feeling constrained and resentful of the male-dominated world within which she was forced to operate, Nanny railed against the prison of her gender. She turned not to feminism and the fight for equality but appeared to choose, instead, a path of bitterness and jealousy. I’ve heard Nanny described as cold, cruel and a relentless bully, particularly against younger women, including her own daughter-in-law (my grandmother) and her granddaughters (my aunts). But I also sense a shrewd and intelligent woman, with an unnurtured talent for the job she loved and vast amounts of ignored potential. What a terrible frustration for any woman to bear.


Nanny died at the age of 92, and Grandad Bill’s life’s work died with her. He had farmed quietly in the shadow of his autocratic farm partner, his mother, all his life and now she was dead, it was time to sell up and leave. Buying out his siblings was a financial impossibility. The family farm was lost.


The livestock and equipment were sold first on a cold autumn day in the late 1980s. The auctioneers arrived early on the day of the farm sale and went around the livestock, assigning lot numbers to each of Grandad’s 25 Welsh Black/Hereford-cross suckler cows, his prized Charolais bull, about 100 Welsh ewes and even his chickens. The auctioneers brought their own portable cattle ring and set it up ready for the sale in the stackyard by the barn. Every bit of machinery and farm equipment, from scrap iron to tractors and trailers, was placed in rows in the field nearest the farmhouse. Around 200 people turned up for the auction; mostly neighbours and local farmers who customarily made sure they bought at least one thing in support of a well-liked, long-established local family. My Dad, who was in his late thirties at the time, bought a cow and calf and his father’s Massey Ferguson tractor.


‘It was a very busy day,’ he remembers, ‘There wasn’t time for emotion until it was all over. We had supper in the house and talked about it a bit then, but he (Grandad Bill) was very quiet. He kept it all to himself, which was probably a bad thing.’


My grandparents’ house was sold in 1991 to a young family from Manchester. Steve and Sarah and their two children Rachel and Tim became our neighbours and good friends. They were the first city dwellers, as far as I know, to move into our little community ‘on the top’. Sarah Gibson, now divorced and a successful nature writer and conservationist, grew up in rural Sussex and always considered herself a country person, but life and work had taken her to Oxford, London, and Manchester. She remembers the day she viewed Craigllwyn farmhouse for the first time and met my Nan Beryl:


‘She was the perfect person for selling a house. She’d made fresh scones, and the fire was going, and it was all so welcoming. Rachel came in and Beryl said, “Oh she’s bright as a ribbon.” I always remember her saying that. It was such a sweet thing to say.’


‘I felt uncomfortable when we moved into Craigllwyn,’ Sarah adds, sharing something I’ve never heard her say before, ‘like we’d displaced Beryl and Bill and that we didn’t really belong there. It must have been so hard for them to leave.’


The irony of their passing lives has only just struck me – as Sarah returned to country life after years in the city, my grandparents were about to move to a town for the first time. It was an urban/rural life swap.


The inevitable sale of Craigllwyn Farm was a painful, drawn-out affair that had hung over Grandad Bill all his life and finally culminated with the auction of his land. Somehow, rather unwisely, he had never reconciled himself to the unavoidable fact that he would, eventually, lose his beloved Craigllwyn. There is no doubt in my mind that the loss of his home, his work, and his identity, coupled with the subsequent move to a small, terraced house in Oswestry, our nearest town, broke his heart. His share of the money from the sale of the farm could never compensate for what he’d lost, because roots meant more to him than money. Grandad Bill died in 1995, aged 72.


But the umbilical cord between our family and Craigllwyn Farm was not completely severed. My Dad was able to cling on to The Hill – 25 acres was all he could afford to buy on the day of Grandad’s land sale. He’d hoped to buy the full 65 acres and the farm buildings by clubbing together with my uncle, his younger brother Stephen, but they were outbid.


I’ve often wondered why Dad went to such lengths to buy The Hill and stay near Craigllwyn. He could have lived wherever he pleased – there was nothing keeping him there when Grandad Bill sold up and retired; it was the end of an era for our family. Perhaps it would have been easier for a man of 40 with three young daughters to move on and start afresh somewhere else. Apparently he did look, half-heartedly, at some council farms and even considered some farm tenancies but could muster no enthusiasm for anywhere but Craigllwyn.


My parents ploughed every penny they had ever saved, and a lot of money borrowed off the bank, into buying The Hill and a modest bungalow on adjoining land, which they purchased from an elderly widow in 1988. I often see the surprise register on friends’ faces when they visit our small farm for the first time, perhaps even a tinge of disappointment when they discover it is not a stone cottage with roses around the door, or a fancy red-brick pile surrounded by timbered barns and historic National Trust-esque buildings – but a 1950s bungalow with PVC windows. It is not your typical farmhouse.


Dad says it was the only place he could even hope to afford to buy in the late 1980s/early 1990s, when interest rates were through the roof and the property market had gone stark raving mad with gazumping. While I’m sure that’s true, I struggle to believe that’s the whole story; especially knowing my Dad. I’ve watched him on a still midsummer’s evening, standing on the highest point of The Hill just behind our bungalow, overlooking the cattle grazing in the hollow, bellowing softly under a blue sky washed with pinks. He will stand there, hands in his pockets, with a look of such peace and contentment, surveying his piece of land. His home. His heaf. ‘They’ll take me from here in a box,’ he has said on more than one occasion.


I’ve heard many farmers talk like this. They possess an enviable serenity with mortality, safe in the knowledge their land and life’s work will still be here long after they’re gone. Sinead Fenton, the first-generation farmer living in a caravan on a four-acre field in Sussex, is only 30, yet, perfectly casually, she told me: ‘This is probably where it ends for me – and not in a dark way. I feel quite content and happy with that. I don’t feel scared about the idea of dying here. We want to leave this in a better state than what we found it in and hopefully we’re on the way towards doing that.’


I’m sure my great-great-great-grandfather William Jones felt exactly the same when he was busy flattening his fields and straightening his hedges. Good farmers are like worker bees, dedicating their lives to the greater good of the hive.


Dad turned a single field farmed by his father and grandfather into a farm of his own. In 1993, he built a large modern shed with steel structures and Yorkshire boarding; one side for wintering cattle, one side for lambing ewes and a tower of hay and straw bales in the middle. He divided The Hill into two separate fields and fenced it with the help of his youngest brother, Simon. Dad plunged himself into serious amounts of debt, which only deepened throughout the crisis years for farming that followed – from the BSE or ‘Mad Cow Disease’ epidemic in the early 1990s to Foot and Mouth Disease in 2001. There were times when Mum begged him to sell up, to get a job as a lorry driver, but Dad’s grim determination to cling on to his farm and the place where he belongs are, in my mind, the physical manifestation of the deep connection to land that is bigger than ourselves.


One side of The Hill is steep-sided and covered in gorse, just about walkable thanks to the narrow paths cut by cattle and sheep over the years. You can walk along the bottom, following the hedgerow, but it quickly turns into a mud-bath in wet weather and churns up under the cattle’s hooves. When it’s dry, their footprints bake into rock hard ruts and bumps – like walking over the top of a meringue. To avoid twisting your ankle, it’s better to climb up the side of The Hill and find a sheep path through the gorse. Over the years I’ve learnt to contort my body like a limbo dancer to achieve safe passage through the needling bushes. Once you hit the stream, the jungle of gorse peters out and The Hill gets grassier and rockier with grey stones scattered here and there.


The other, more intensively farmed, side of The Hill is permanent pasture and has never been used for anything other than grazing cattle and sheep. It was ploughed and reseeded once by Grandad Bill in 1947. It overlooks Llansilin and out towards the Berwyn Mountains beyond, which lead all the way to Snowdonia. There’s a great view of Gyrn Moelfre, a 523-metre summit which we know simply as ‘The Gyrn’ (pronounced ‘gurn’) It featured in the 1995 film The Englishman Who Went Up a Hill but Came Down a Mountain, starring Hugh Grant. The fact I still pull this out as a favourite piece of local trivia gives you some idea of how exciting that was.


Look out towards the Gyrn from The Hill, let your eyes fall to the foot of its south-western slope and there lies the little village of Llansilin, population 698 as of the 2011 census. It twinkles like Bethlehem on a December night. I feel like a shepherd looking down at the tiny specks of light in the darkness below, to a village community that once felt like an extension of home.


My grandfathers, father, my sisters and I all went to primary school in Llansilin, as did dozens of our cousins, aunties and uncles. Up and down the twisty-turny road to Llansilin we’d drive, throughout the 1990s and 2000s, seven days a week, for school, church and Sunday school, Brownies and Girl Guides, concerts, shows, Eisteddfods, plays, parties, pantomimes, bingo nights, whist drives and WI.


Secondary school was further away, 50 minutes on a bus which left at 8 o’clock sharp from outside the village hall. We were always late. Poor Mum, red-faced and stressed as she trailed the bus down the road, willing Merv the driver to spot her in the rear-view mirror and pull over. He always did. I’d jump out – ‘bye Mum!’ – grab my Umbro rucksack and squeeze between the bus and the hedge, picking my way along the muddy verge, school shoes leaving footprints in the soggy tyre tracks of tractors. As the bus pulled away, I’d watch Mum do a three-point-turn and head back up the windy road to home; to get my younger sisters ready for primary school. She’d be back in Llansilin within the hour. ‘I spend my life on that ruddy road,’ she’d cry, desperate for help, though Dad rarely had time to take us.
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