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To the one I love









Introduction


When gathering the sheep from the moors I have often looked down onto Ravenseat, sitting as it does in its little hollow, and been ‘tekken’ with the aura of contentment that envelops the farm that I have called home for two decades. It isn’t the neatest or most orderly of places, but it exudes a warmth that is both heartening and welcoming.


The first time I came here, what struck me was the sense of quiet. It’s so peaceful, but the place is rich in history, having seen so much life during its near thousand-year existence. The labours of people from times past were plain to see when I looked across the partly cobbled yard towards the timeworn buildings all surrounded by a chaotic framework of crumbling drystone walls. In its heyday, a hundred and fifty years ago when manpower and horsepower ruled, nearly a hundred people lived at the top of Swaledale – now it’s thirty, and that includes my brood. In the eighteenth century, Ravenseat was a small hamlet with eleven families in residence. For weary travellers passing through, refreshment for both body and soul were available at the public house (which is now our farmhouse) and at the Inghamite chapel (which is now our woodshed). For the residents of far-flung settlements like Ravenseat work was either to be found in the coal and lead mines or on the many small farms, but the decline of the mining industry in the late nineteenth century led to a mass exodus with two thirds of the population of Swaledale leaving to find employment elsewhere. Farming suffered too, the smaller farms becoming less viable. Some were completely abandoned, and the land amalgamated to form bigger enterprises. Slowly but surely the lifeblood of the dale trickled away, leaving behind only isolated farmsteads and derelict mine workings, the relics of bygone times.


I first visited Ravenseat on a dark October night in 1996. I was a contract shepherdess in my early twenties and had been asked to collect a tup (ram) from a farmer called Clive Owen. Clive was single, in his early forties, and like me had a passion for farming and the great outdoors but was not so bothered about home decor. It’s fair to say the farmhouse was a wreck, with damp carpets, black mould and wallpaper peeling from the walls. It was less than inviting and, with nothing in the way of heating other than a small coal fire in the living room and a temperamental range cooker in the kitchen, the house felt dank. Clive, though, was funny and easy-going and we became friends and then something more.


I moved in and gradually – very gradually, I should say – over time, the furnishings and fittings have been upgraded but there’s still plenty of room for improvement. I was mindful that a working farmhouse must be, in the first instance, practical. I couldn’t guess the number of times I’ve had lambs warming beside the hearth, or being bathed in the kitchen sink, or had to step over a recumbent calf on the fireside rug. For me, this is the essence of a farmhouse, not a highly polished Aga or a Cath Kidston apron. Ravenseat is sparse where it needs to be, with bare flagged floors that can be scrubbed, but also decidedly cluttered places where items often needed in a hurry are stacked and ready to hand. For example, on the overmantel in the kitchen there are a couple of bottles of calcium and mixed minerals ready for use when we are presented with an emergency case of ovine grass staggers, a commonplace metabolic disorder that occurs when there are low levels of magnesium in a sheep’s blood. The medicines are more effective and work quicker if warmed to blood temperature, so although they’re not the perfect visual adornment for the overmantel, it is the ideal storage place. A couple of pot dogs might look more decorative but are not as useful.


After Clive and I had been a couple for four years, I finally proposed.


‘Does ta think we should get married?’ I asked him.


‘Mebbe.’


‘Does that mean yes?’


‘I suppose so.’


Granted, it wasn’t the most romantic of proposals.


We married at St Mary’s Church in Muker in July 2000. Today Ravenseat is home to Clive, myself and our nine children, plus terriers Chalky, Pippen and young pup Sprout, a whole host of sheepdogs, an amorous peacock, too many hens to count, three horses and an aged pony, a small herd of cows and about 1,000 sheep. Throughout the summer months we have guests staying in our shepherd’s hut and if that doesn’t keep us busy enough, we have a stream of customers wanting to enjoy the al fresco afternoon teas that we provide during the walking season. Most of our visitors are travelling from the west to the east on the arduous 192-mile Coast to Coast walk which will take them two weeks to complete. They will have walked for a week by the time they reach us, and although Ravenseat lies on one of the shorter stretches of the journey – it’s just twelve miles from Kirkby Stephen to Keld – the terrain is challenging. The climb out from Hartley takes them up to the Nine Standards Rigg, standing at 2,172 feet above sea level, where nine sizeable ancient stone cairns command the summit. The view east is over the bleak moors of Swaledale, and to the west you can see the green plains of the Eden Valley. From here on it is a precarious path down Whitsundale, through knee-high wiry ling (heather), scrub and peat haggs, with walkers needing to sidestep the bog moss or find their feet sinking into treacherous ground.


‘T’as me beat why thoo would wanna live at such a godforsaken spot,’ was the comment I got from a farmer out for a drive one abysmal wet November afternoon, but I love this place and the challenges it brings. I never want to live anywhere other than Ravenseat but the simple fact is that we are tenant farmers. Ravenseat is part of an estate and has been for centuries; it doesn’t belong to us. That insecurity and the question of what the future would hold for our family kept me awake at night, wondering, worrying.


‘Life’s too short to worry about the what ifs, yer not supposed to know what’s in’t future,’ Clive would say.


‘Aye,’ I’d agree, ‘but unfortunately the fact that I’m considerably younger than you means I’m gonna be the one left with the worries.’


He’d scowl – nobody likes to think about their mortality and Clive was no exception. Then he’d turn the conversation to his advantage: ‘An’ this mi dear is why yer need to look after mi, cater for mi every need, an’ whilst we’re on that subject I’d like a cup o’ tea, I’m parched.’


Gradually the idea of buying our own place in our beloved Swaledale took root – a permanent home for our family, somewhere that we could call our own. The story of our search starts in 2013, at which point we had six of our nine children. Raven, our eldest child, was born in 2001. As the oldest she takes on much responsibility for her younger siblings and is a great help to me. She has a wise head on young shoulders; she’s practical and down to earth but also academic, and is now in sixth form, studying Chemistry, Biology and Maths for A level. She says she wants to be a doctor, but sometimes it’s a vet, other times a research scientist, so who knows? I tell all the children that they can be whatever they want to be, it’s down to them.


In 2003 Reuben came along. He is our resident engineer and is most likely to be found in a shed tinkering with something mechanical. He’s a tall, handsome lad but always streaked with oil. Deft with a socket set and accomplished with a welder, he’s at his happiest when confronted with a seized engine or malfunctioning machine. The price of metal has fallen so low that the scrap man doesn’t come up to Ravenseat very often, so everything I put onto the scrap heap somehow migrates back into the farmyard to be used for another of his restoration projects. He’s now got four vintage tractors, which he is always fiddling with, and is first to show up with a spanner if anything needs fixing around the house or farm. He’s dyslexic and, much to his chagrin, has to have ‘assisted learning’ at school but he’s excellent at concentrating if it’s something he’s interested in. Give him a book about tractors and engines and he’ll read that happily enough. He put a whole new engine into our skid-steer loader and it worked all winter, although I do know that the success of the project all hinged on a piece of wood, carefully crafted to the right size, holding a rubber hose in place. He’s also extremely good at talking to people and has many friends, both young and old, the common denominator being a passion for machinery. It is not unusual for Reuben to introduce us to one of his friends who are perhaps themselves ‘vintage’ in terms of age but who are willing to impart vital knowledge and knowhow relating to tractors and stationary engines.


Miles, who was born in 2006, is like Reuben in that he doesn’t like school, but unlike his older brother he’s discovered a new interest, girls; he’s a real ladies’ man. With his wide brown eyes peeping out from under his foppish fringe, he is bound to charm. He loves animals, nature programmes and the countryside. Every year we replenish our ageing flock of hens with end-of-lay hens destined for processing. Miles takes them under his wing, caring for them in the barn until they become acclimatized to the weather at Ravenseat and can become free-range.


He also has his own flock of sheep, a dozen Texdales (Texel/Swaledale crosses). He lambs his little flock himself; everything is timed very carefully to make sure that his sheep’s due dates coincide with the Easter school holidays. He gets to see it all, and he was heartbroken when one day he went outside to feed his sheep and found one had escaped and got into the feed store, overindulged, become bloated and died. It’s entirely his flock and he makes the decisions about who he keeps and who he sells with just a hint of guidance from Clive. He is quiet, sensitive and knowledgeable and lives for the day when he can farm full-time.


Edith came along two years after Miles and she too is enthusiastic about farming. Like Raven she is studious, more so than the boys, and is doing very well at school. But she’s happiest outside in her boiler suit and wellies and loves to come with me to the moor to shepherd the sheep. When Clive was preparing his beloved tups for Tan Hill Show in the spring, it was Edith who spent hours tonsing them – plucking out stray white hairs – when the rest of the children would give up, losing patience and interest, after about half an hour.


She’s also fascinated by the birds that we have up here. She watches over the nests during the breeding season, and knows exactly who’s who. Her familiarity with the resident birds is quite astounding, but not really surprising given the amount of time she spends out in the fields. I suppose it is simply about knowing your patch, knowing the lie of the land, and watching the mannerisms of the birds. You soon get to identify and understand what is right there in front of you. My RSPB observer was astounded by her photograph album which consisted of lots of selfies with lapwing, moorhen, oyster catcher and curlew nests. She even kept a note of how many chicks hatched.


Violet was born in 2010, and she is a real tomboy, always nursing some war wound. A scrape down one leg, a huge blood blister. She and Clive are locked in competition about their injuries: whatever happens to Violet, Clive has always had it worse (or better, from their point of view). Clive’s blood blister covered the whole of the palm of his hand, so he won that one. Violet is always pushing the boundaries of what is possible, climbing higher up a tree than anyone else dare or jumping into the river from a loftier ledge. One summer’s day she dragged the plastic slide across to the river bank, climbed up it and aquaplaned across the water like a skimming stone whilst everyone else looked on. She’s completely fearless and thinks nothing of being Reuben’s human guinea pig for whatever contraption he has crafted – latterly this was a home-made snowboard that was impressive in its speed but not so much in its manoeuvrability.


She has an arty side and spends many a happy hour making clay pots and figures. She discovered her own little claypit on the moor amidst the peat haggs and heather, and can often be found there digging up muddy clay, squeezing it and kneading it, nails blackened and hands grey. She busies herself making models of ladybirds and hedgehogs, as well as bowls and cups. Some of her handiwork she brings home to ‘fire’ in the black range oven and then decorate, but she leaves a lot of them there, in situ, to dry out in the sunshine. I have on occasion been quizzed by a coast-to-coast walker who has chanced upon this little home-made shrine of pot animals amongst the heather.


Sidney arrived in 2011. With a cheeky smile, dancing eyes and freckles he is a live wire with an enquiring mind and is an excellent source of real-time commentary on daily events at Ravenseat. He is wise beyond his years owing to spending so much of his time in Reuben’s company. Both are mechanically minded but Sidney’s enthusiasm, coupled with his idolization of his eldest brother, has led to him being somewhat taken advantage of, as he tends to be used as a gofer. ‘Sid, gofer this; Sid, gofer that.’ And he does so, willingly, proud to be helping out. Wherever Reuben is, you’ll find Sidney is not so far away.


I hope you enjoy reading about what happens next at Ravenseat, as our youngest three children arrive, along with a stoical plumber, a travelling monk, an auctioneer and a very lucky calf. Chalky behaves badly, Little Joe the Shetland pony defends his honour, and we face some of our toughest battles yet in the worst summer and winter we’ve ever encountered.
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Goin’ to the Chapel


I was running late. This in itself was not unusual. However well-organized I’d tried to be there always seemed to be another little thing that needed to be done before I drove out of the farmyard. I am a creature of habit, and with six children to care for as well as a farm to run I had to cover every eventuality. But that day there was no excuse for it, the hospital appointment had been at the forefront of my mind for weeks. Northallerton was my destination, where I was due at the maternity outpatients’ unit for a twenty-week scan.


‘There’s pasties in the bottom oven and milk’s in’t fridge,’ I said to my long-suffering husband Clive. ‘You’ll have to let the horses into their stables at darkening if I’m not back.’


‘Listen up,’ he replied. ‘I’s quite capable of looking after mi self an’ everything ’ere will be fine.’


I knew he was right, it was just that leaving the farm was a wrench. I regarded Ravenseat as my piece of heaven, a place far from the madding crowd, and the long winter months always accentuated this feeling of splendid isolation. Perhaps I was subconsciously trying to delay my inevitable journey into civilization.


‘Have you got yer phone, Mand? I’ll be talkin’ to yer.’


I nodded. Our one mobile phone was used by every member of the family from Reuben upwards. It didn’t work at Ravenseat, or even anywhere in the vicinity, so we took it with us only if we were venturing out of the dale.


The silly thing was that I hated rushing, and on such a glorious morning it seemed completely wrong that I’d have to focus entirely on the road ahead rather than be able to take in a few of the sights and sounds of Swaledale in springtime. It was March 2013 and the land was just beginning to waken after the most brutal of winters, the worst we’d experienced in a long time. It had tested us both mentally and physically but now the snow had finally receded, the white blanket reduced to ever-shrinking pockets that lingered in the cold shadows of distant crags. Lifeless greys and umber tones had dominated the landscape for what seemed like forever, but now the moors were looking more verdant. The clumps of seaves (rushes), their stalks now softening and greening, and a carpet of mosscrop with white cotton-puff heads bobbing in the gentle breeze, were the first signs of the better things yet to come. Lambing time was just around the corner, the hardest work in the shepherding calendar, but also a time of new life and hope.


‘An’ for gawd’s sake pick mi up summat to read,’ Clive had shouted as I finally flung a few recyclable shopping bags into the back of the Land Rover. ‘If I ’ave to read that flamin’ tup catalogue yance more I think I’ll ga’ mad.’


‘Practical Parenting magazine perhaps,’ I replied, smirking. ‘There’s usually a few of them in’t waiting room.’


I watched him manhandle three-year-old Violet and toddler Sidney towards the farmyard. I don’t think that he heard – or if he did, then I got no reaction.


I drove slowly out of the farmyard, dodging a discarded child’s bicycle and avoiding a couple of chickens that were enthusiastically scratching away at a clart of mud that lay on the concrete track. I drove steadily through the ford, the crossing place a few feet upstream from the simple but ancient packhorse bridge that has spanned Whitsundale Beck for many centuries. The heat from the early-morning sunshine had warmed the water and steam rose from the slowly flowing beck. My wheels made gentle waves, and a startled moorhen hurriedly skated the surface and disappeared beneath the overhanging greenery of the riverbank where the water lapped. I glanced at the clock; I had an hour and a half to get to the hospital, fifty miles away, and reckoned that I could just about make it. I switched the radio on, twiddled with the tuning dial, then promptly switched it off when all I got was the crackle of white noise.


I glanced across into our Close Hills pastures, sure that I could see a sheep, not so unusual of course but it certainly wasn’t supposed to be there. All the yows were still on their heafs – open areas of moor where they quietly grazed – held there not by physical boundaries, walls or fences but by their own natural homing instinct. They would only be gathered down into the fields when the lambs became due. I looked away. Today at least I was determined not to get too embroiled in what was a constant battle of wits between myself and my little woolly wanderers. Today it was all about me and the new baby.


I slowed a little as I passed Bridge End, where my friend Rachel lives. Meg, her old sheepdog, was snoozing on the doorstep. Sometimes, after I’d rounded the corner before the Keld Youth Hostel, I’d stop, wind down the window and take a few photographs of the valley known as Crackpot, but not today. Not only was I rushing, but there was something different in my line of vision. There in the field opposite the Wesleyan Chapel was a ‘for sale’ sign. Another had been nailed to a wooden batten across one of the building’s rotting window frames. I mentally noted the name of the estate agency and kept going – I would look up the details of the property later as for now I had other things to think about. The children, who were wise to the fact that there was soon to be a new addition to the family, had been arguing as to whether they’d be getting a brother or a sister. As it stood, there were three of each: three girls, Raven, Edith and Violet; and three boys, Reuben, Miles and Sidney. Even Clive had been wondering.


‘A tup or a gimmer?’ he’d asked one morning as I refused my usual morning cup of tea. I’m an avid tea drinker, so the moment I found the mere thought of a brew distasteful we knew that a baby was on the way; it was as accurate an indication as any pregnancy test.


I didn’t want to know the sex of the baby before it was born, it didn’t matter one bit to me, but either way I couldn’t please everyone.


‘I’d like a sister,’ said Raven.


‘I’d like a brother,’ said Reuben.


‘I’d like a puppy,’ said Edith.


I could drive on autopilot, I knew that road so well. Drystone walls ran either side, uneven and roughly built in the higher reaches, gradually becoming more uniform and aesthetically pleasing as the road meandered its way gently down the dale. After thirty miles the road opened out and the fields were replaced by the sprawl of suburbia. I passed Richmond with its castle and bustling market square surrounded with resplendent Georgian townhouses. From here onwards the hills and dales gave way to flatter, fertile countryside and finally to red-bricked housing developments and industrial estates as we neared Northallerton.


At the hospital I lay on the bed, wellies dangling over the end, while the sonographer ran the scanner over my tummy.


‘Baby’s dad not with you today?’ she said, not looking up, her eyes on the screen that was turned slightly away from me.


‘Nah,’ I said. ‘He’s at home looking after t’lal’ uns. They’ll be on wi’t sheep right now.’


‘Ahh,’ she replied, now typing on the computer keyboard. ‘You won’t be helping out at all now, I suppose.’


I didn’t reply. I didn’t want to fib, and yet I didn’t want the truth – the fact that I was still very much hands-on and fully intending to be for the duration of my pregnancy – to be mistaken for carefree complacency. I decided to change the subject.


‘Everything all right?’ I asked.


‘Absolutely fine,’ she replied, tilting the screen towards me so that I could try and interpret the grainy image on the monitor.


‘I can’t make that out at all,’ I said. I was just as hopeless at deciphering what was on the screen when our sheep had their ultrasound scans. She pushed the probe harder into my stomach.


‘There,’ she said. ‘Now you can see the baby’s—’


‘Nooooo, don’t tell me,’ I said, averting my eyes. ‘I don’t want to know if it’s a he or a she.’


Subconsciously, though, I had decided now that it was a baby boy.


She printed off a little picture, nothing too telling, just something to show Clive and the children.


I made my way back to the car park and rang home. Nobody answered, but that wasn’t a surprise. Clive would be outside. I sat for a while in the Land Rover, looking at the little picture, then decided that I may as well take a walk down the High Street and check the estate agent’s window to see if the chapel’s details were up yet. They weren’t, so I went in.


‘You’re quick off the mark,’ said the bespectacled lady perched cross-legged on a stool in front of a computer. ‘The sign only went up this morning.’


She rifled through the reams of paper strewn across the desk, finally finding the information for me. I thanked her and walked back up the street. I was nearly back to the car park when my phone rang.


‘You all right?’ Clive said.


‘Yep and I’ve got summat to tell yer.’


‘NOT TWINS!’ he said.


I reassured him that there was only one baby, that all was well, and that I’d show him the scan picture when I got back home.


‘It’s about the chapel at Keld,’ I said excitedly.


‘Please tell me that you haven’t found God,’ he muttered.


I explained that I’d seen the ‘for sale’ sign.


‘How much?’ he asked.


‘Erm,’ I said, cocking my head to one side, the phone wedged between my shoulder and my ear. I removed the paper from my pocket and unfurled it. ‘Eighty – eighty thousand it says.’


‘Hmmm, we’ll talk about it later,’ he said.


Later that afternoon we sat together at the kitchen table.


‘Is ta sure that we want a chapel, Mand?’ Clive said as he studied the particulars on the sheet.


‘No, ’course I’m not sure, but I think it’s worth a look,’ I said. ‘Properties in this neck o’ t’woods come on t’market so infrequently it’d be daft not to think about it.’


‘There’s no ’arm in ’avin’ a look I suppose,’ he conceded as he supped his tea.


‘I’ll ring ’em, arrange a viewing,’ I said. ‘Right now.’


The appointment, a ten-minute slot, was scheduled for the next day. We arrived to find a line of cars parked outside; it seemed that every man and his dog was coming for a look. Never had chapel been so busy; a congregation had gathered, not to worship but with a view to buying it. Violet and Sidney came along, Clive too – in body, anyway, as he didn’t seem to be there in spirit. In fact, I got the distinct feeling that he was just humouring me.


We went to the door but didn’t go in. The estate agent, wielding a clipboard and a flashlight, was clearly busy showing another potential buyer around. The children were happily splashing in a small puddle whilst Clive hopped from foot to foot with impatience. I stepped back and looked hard at the stone edifice. It certainly could not be described as eye-catching. If anything, it was plain, the simplistic matter-of-fact architecture a reflection of the values that the Wesleyans held dear. I could see why Clive was underwhelmed, and when, finally, we were taken for a tour of the building’s interior, it did nothing to enhance his mood. It was dark inside because the windows had been boarded up, but where part of the ceiling had collapsed, tiny chinks of light were visible – the gaps between the slates in the exposed roof. The crumbled ceiling plaster and damp lats now lay mouldering on the parquet floor. A bare bulb hung suspended by fraying fabric flex, a length of baler twine having been used to anchor it to a cross-member. The agent noted my interest in the electrics.


‘No problem with utilities – mains-connected water and electric – although it will need rewiring.’


‘No kidding,’ Clive muttered quietly under his breath. I flashed him a dirty look. The inside was in a state of severe disrepair, a far cry from my last visit there in 2002 when I had been invited by Jimmy Alderson to take baby Raven to be blessed at a Sunday service. I remembered sitting there with Jimmy and Elenor and a squirming Raven dressed in an embroidered white christening gown and lace bonnet. The altar remained, along with a lectern and line after line of pitch pine pews, all covered with a fine layer of dust. Some of the pews were damp, the wood beginning to rot where rainwater had dripped onto them. The agent, perhaps sensing that Clive wasn’t buying into the idea of making the place into a home, began his spiel.


‘There’s no planning permission on it, is there?’ I asked, interrupting him.


‘I wouldn’t see there being any issues in it being granted,’ he replied. ‘The chapel’s not listed.’


I nodded. My idea – and everybody else’s too, I assumed – was to convert the chapel into a house. It would be no simple feat: it was a sizeable building, and it didn’t particularly lend itself to being made into a cosy home.


‘Huge potential,’ said the estate agent. ‘Structurally, it’s quite sound.’


‘With a bit of imagination and a decent architect, we could do something with it,’ I said, looking around as the agent shone the flashlight here and there, never holding the light for too long on anywhere too unpleasant.


‘We’d need bottomless pockets, more like,’ said Clive. ‘The walls are knackered.’


‘It’d make a fantastic atrium, with a vaulted ceiling and a spiral staircase perhaps,’ said the estate agent.


‘Floors are knackered too, or as good as, and the windows are shot,’ Clive retorted. We were on a downward spiral!


‘The arched window would make a fantastic statement piece,’ said the agent, casting his arms wide. ‘You’ve got space, lots of space. What about a minstrels’ gallery?’


My mind was racing along now – I’d definitely be borrowing a copy of Homes and Interiors magazine the next time I went to the doctor’s. I’d already decided that I wanted to preserve the integrity of the building, keep some of its heritage alive. If anything, I wanted to make more of a statement; the Wesleyan simplicity was far too boring for me. I wanted more in the way of religious symbolism. I was soon awakened from my daydream.


‘Damp,’ said Clive. ‘The spot’s bloody damp.’


‘Will yer stop being so negative,’ I said. The agent looked uncomfortable, like he didn’t want to be caught in the middle of a domestic. Clive, sensing my frustration – and in an effort to prove that he wasn’t totally uninterested – set off to have a look at the back of the outside of the building to check out the drainage and the general lie of the land. I reckoned that the real reason for his departure was that he’d spied farmer Rukin’s tup hoggs grazing in the field behind. It was purely coincidental, he said.


The children were getting bored, Sidney had become a bit clingy, and what with my burgeoning tummy and him perched on my hip, I was beginning to tire.


‘C’mon, it’s time we were all gettin’ back,’ I said. ‘We’ve got stuff to do.’


We’d fed and bedded up all of the animals in the farmyard but there was still the moor sheep to feed. It was at this point that Clive came back and surprised me, for, quite out of the blue, he said to the agent, ‘How much is ta wantin’ for it?’


The agent, who had started to lose hope, quickly perked up.


‘Erm, eighty thousand pounds is the list price,’ he replied.


‘Well, we’ll ’ave it then,’ Clive said.


My jaw dropped; I hadn’t expected that and now I felt scared. We didn’t have that amount of money, I needed to find a way to raise it, and I’d never had a chance to enquire about a loan or a mortgage. Fortunately, the divine intervention that would buy me some time swiftly arrived.


‘Erm, I’m afraid I can’t actually sell you the chapel right now. There is considerable interest in the property and there’s a chance that someone might offer the vendor, the church that is, more money.’


‘Well, I don’t get that,’ said Clive. ‘If that’s ’ow yer gonna play it then yer should be auctioning it off.’


And with that, we left. It only took ten minutes to get back home and frankly that was a good thing as we ranted for much of the journey. We both were of the opinion that if something had a price then that was how much it was.


‘Don’t get yerself upset, Mand, ga’ an’ talk to the bank and then we’ll put in an offer an’ see what ’appens.’


‘I really didn’t think you wanted to buy the chapel, Clive,’ I said. ‘Yer couldn’t find owt good to say about it.’


‘First rule of buying anything: don’t look too keen or interested, play it cool,’ he said, wisely. ‘The ball is firmly in their court, they know that you want it, you’re just going to have to wait and see what happens.’


Patience is not something that I am blessed with but, with lambing time being upon us and making preparations for the new baby, there was plenty to keep me occupied. Lambing time is all encompassing; for weeks on end we’d live, breathe and talk about almost nothing other than sheep. But news travels fast and I was sure that if the ‘for sale’ sign was replaced with a ‘sold’ sign then I’d get to know and, as the saying goes, no news was good news.


One lunchtime we were sitting discussing the merits and drawbacks of feeding the animals on fodder beets, and whether chopping the root vegetables with a spade would make the cows either more or less likely to choke on them, when the postman appeared at the door with a bundle of envelopes and papers.


‘Hurray, some reading material,’ said Clive. ‘I ain’t seen a paper in weeks.’


Most of the envelopes were familiar – feed bill, vet bill and suchlike – only one was not identifiable. I opened it first.


‘What’s that?’ asked Clive, glasses perched on the end of his nose as he peered over the top of his Farmers Guardian. It was from the estate agency. Inside was a preprinted form and a covering letter. The letter stated that the chapel was still on the market and that we should, if interested, submit our best and final offer and proof that we had funds available to pay for it. It also stated that because the owner was the church, a charitable organization, they would take into consideration people’s reasons for wanting to buy.


We filled in the form there and then – eighty-two and a half thousand pounds was as much money as we could give, and if that was not enough then it was too bad. I included a bank statement and letter from the bank manager agreeing to the loan of the remaining money required. I went to town on our reasons for wanting to buy it: being local, having an ever-increasing family, being tenant farmers, and the fact that I wanted to preserve much of the chapel’s heritage during the renovation. In a last-minute thought before I sealed the envelope, I included that my eldest daughter Raven had been blessed there. The deadline for putting in the offers was just a fortnight away, so once again I had to be patient and wait and see what transpired.


There were rumours abounding as to who had bought the chapel long before we got the official letter telling us we’d been unsuccessful in our bid. Maybe it really was destined to be a nightclub, petrol station or fast-food drive thru; frankly I didn’t care. I tore up the letter in a fit of pique and threw it onto the fire. Then I quietly seethed as I waited to find out who really had beaten me to it. It didn’t take long until word got out – they’d sold it to a couple from London who were going to convert it into two holiday rentals, and they’d got it for just five hundred pounds more than I’d offered.


To say I was annoyed was an understatement. I spent all of ten minutes composing an angry email to the estate agent outlining the effort we had put into securing loans and gathering up paperwork but how in the end it had all come down to the money, when supposedly locality and links to the chapel were meant to be influencing factors. I told them that I was formally withdrawing my original offer, and should they ever find themselves in need of a buyer then I would give them fifty-one thousand for it and not a penny more. After signing off I added a PS that the vendor, the church, should also remember the tenth commandment, forbidding greed and the amassing of worldly goods, then I clicked the send button and felt immediately better.


I don’t suppose that anyone read it, not properly anyway. Perhaps just a cursory glance told them that it was another disgruntled customer; I’m sure that I wasn’t the first or last. Months later we heard that the deal had fallen through; planning permission had not been granted as there was not enough off-road parking for two holiday cottages. I felt quite smug, like maybe they regretted not selling the chapel to us, but now with our new baby girl Annas – a surprise in that I was sure I was expecting a boy – I was focused on other things and had lost interest in the property dream. For over a year we’d hear of new buyers and the subsequent failed deals. I did wonder whether they’d ever concede defeat and accept my paltry offer but nothing materialized and, frankly, I was glad, for by now other unexpected opportunities had arisen.


Firstly came the sale of Smithy Holme, a derelict farmhouse set back off the road, perched in a commanding position above a wooded hillside overlooking the steep Keldside pastures. It was here that our old friend Tot Haykin had lived since a boy, farming the few acres that surrounded it. The house and surrounding buildings, though structurally sound, had fallen into disrepair. The house needed gutting and starting afresh. Back in the early sixties when electricity had finally come up to the very top of Swaledale, a payment of a thousand pounds had been asked of every household beyond Bridge End, of which there were not many. A few of the farmhouses like Ellers and Birkdale had been abandoned years before, and these dwellings – although now renovated and lived in – remain off-grid to this day. Smithy Holme was bypassed too, Tot and his parents finding the cost of this newfangled electricity to be just too much. And so, the pylons were erected, lines strung tantalizingly close to Tot’s house, and the lights in Upper Swaledale were switched on. Gaslamps, candles and hurricane lanterns were consigned to the past, except at Smithy Holme where time stood still. Tot was a lifelong bachelor and lived with his mother for many years until her death. When, finally, age got the better of him, he left the house and moved into sheltered housing at Gunnerside further down the dale. He’d return every day to tend his few sheep, his furthest field being adjacent to ours at the bottom of the Close Hills pastures. I’d often see him leaning against the wall beside the tumbledown sheepfolds just watching his flock. From a distance he cut a lonesome figure, his gaunt frame always swathed in countless layers of loose clothing and a deep-pocketed sheepskin coat reminiscent of a market trader. Beneath the dirty threadbare tweed flat cap that cast a shadow over his angular face, his eyes danced with mischievousness. I enjoyed talking to him, he’d recall times past, of his parents and friends who were now long gone, wild parties and bad winters when ‘all was happed up wi’ snaw’.


Inevitably the day came when Tot became too old and ill to come to his sheep. Friends took over his daily jobs and for a little while Tot was kept updated on the goings on whilst in a hospital bed. Sadly, weeks later he died. His sheep were sold and the land too; all that remained was to find a new owner for Smithy Holme.


It was a place that we knew very well, we’d often walked there on the footpath from Ravenseat which was, until the middle of the last century, the main route both to and from our house. As footpaths often do, it followed the gentle contours of the hillside, meandering through the pastures and then skirting the edge of Cotterby Scar before joining the road to the nearest village, Keld, an hour’s walk away. The children loved to poke around in Smithy Holme’s outbuildings as Tot had, over the years, accumulated what can only be politely described as a bit of junk. This included a canoe, an old generator and the skeletal remains of what Reuben reliably informed me was a Land Rover series I.


These carefree walks became more purposeful when the ‘for sale’ sign went up. We now went walking with a view to buying. I liked the haphazardness of the outbuildings, the stunted tree with tangled roots that grew through the foundations of the low garden wall which divided the frontage and what I would call the home field. The house itself was square and angular, solid and well built, and where before we’d looked wistfully upon it as being the home of an old friend, we now had to open our eyes to the realities of the place as a potential renovation project.


There was no denying that to take on a house in this state would be a big undertaking and, after a great deal of soul-searching and a few reality checks, we were confronted with the harsh truth that we didn’t have the skills necessary to be able to do the work and definitely not the time required to get the project off the ground. Heavy-heartedly we accepted that once again this was an opportunity that must pass us by.


I couldn’t believe that in such a relatively short space of time two properties in the upper dale had come onto the market and each time it hadn’t worked out for us.


‘Bide yer time,’ Clive would say. ‘Summat’ll ’appen.’ And once again he was absolutely right.


It was September 2013, a beautiful summer holiday had been enjoyed by the children and now our focus was on making ready for Muker Show. Every year we would prepare our show sheep, bake cakes and buns, and enjoy a day away from the farm meeting up with friends whilst the children overdosed on sweets and ice cream and the bouncy castle. It was often the case that you’d catch up with friends that you hadn’t seen for a whole year since the last show, and this was exactly how we finally came to find our perfect house.


Susan and Graham had lived at The Firs for the thirty years that Clive had farmed at Ravenseat and we knew them well. It would be fair to say that we were neighbours, as only a couple of miles separates our dwellings as the crow flies, but where Ravenseat had a council-maintained road leading right down to the packhorse bridge, The Firs did not. Susan, like myself, had a love of horses, particularly native ponies. When we bumped into each other whilst out and about we’d talk about our equine adventures and often mishaps. When I had first moved in with Clive, he had accepted that my horse was moving in too and considered it a small price to pay for a jodhpur-clad girlfriend. Of course, as time went on, I accumulated more horses and inevitably the jodhpurs didn’t fit quite as well as they once did but Clive, although not a horse lover himself, didn’t complain . . . well not too much and not enough to make any difference.


As soon as Raven was big enough, I bought her an old gelding called Boxer at a riding-school sale. He was a pony of indiscriminate breeding, thickset, chunky and already long in the tooth when he came home with me to Ravenseat. He came equipped with an antiquated English leather saddle and a bridle with a severe, double-pelham bit as poor Boxer’s mouth had been deadened after years of being pulled by the hands of novice riders. His days of hard, monotonous work were now behind him, he had the chance to kick up his heels and enjoy a leisurely semi-retirement. I’d take him out on a little hack occasionally but for the most part he was tasked with the very important job of carrying Raven in a basket saddle whilst I either led him from another horse or on foot. He put on weight, his spiky rubbed mane and tail became lustrous again, and during the summer months his coat developed a sheen. His crumbling hooves no longer needed to be shod, I dressed them myself with a rasp and tripod, another purchase at the riding-school sale. I was proud to win first prize with him in the veteran class at Trainriggs Show at Kirkby Stephen. One of the other exhibitors at the show remarked that she’d learned to ride on Boxer almost twenty-five years ago and that he must now be well into his thirties.


Susan told me that when Raven required a mount of her own to ride independently, she had just the perfect pony. Little Joe was a Shetland that she had bought for her granddaughter who had now outgrown him. The day that Little Joe was scheduled to come to Ravenseat was the first and only time that I had actually been to The Firs itself and, as it happened, I arrived home empty handed, for, after jolting my way down to the house in the Land Rover, Little Joe had stubbornly refused to go into the trailer, leaving Susan with the task of walking him to our house. The road down to The Firs was little more than a narrow rutted track, steep in places, which cut through two gated fields and disappeared from sight in a final tight bend before sweeping around and stopping abruptly outside the house. I had no real lasting memory of the place and Clive had never actually been there.


Joe came to us on loan over a decade ago and has since introduced Raven and seven of her siblings to the delights of being in the saddle. There is not a bad bone in his body, he doesn’t bite or kick, is never sick or sorry, but has a tendency to be stubborn and an ability to escape from anywhere at any given time.


Clive hates him. Or rather he says he hates him, calls him a demon and blames him for every gap that appears in the drystone walls.


‘Bugger’s bin scrattin’ his arse on t’wall.’


It is true that Little Joe has supersonic hearing and can detect the sound of a feed bag rustling at a thousand paces. There is no denying that after homing in on wherever Clive was feeding his flock Joe could desecrate the whole pastoral scene by galloping around, sending sheep flying this way and that. He’d then eat their cake, totally ignoring Clive’s loud protestations. Many times, Clive would return to the yard, red in the face, and announce that Little Joe’s days were numbered and if he got colic from eating all the sheep food then he absolutely deserved it and there’d be no vet coming to save him.


Little Joe, of course, never ailed a thing, but now age has crept up on him, his face has greyed, his hip bones jut out and his back has dropped. He gets extra rations, a cosy stable every night and recently I have even seen Clive throw an extra armful of meadow hay over his stable door before bedtime.


Clive and I were enjoying the show and the September sunshine, listening to the silver band playing in the bandstand. Wintertime was far from our thoughts, but not Susan and Graham’s, it seemed, as they had a favour to ask.


‘We were wondering if you’d mind keeping an eye on our place during the winter,’ they said.


‘’Course not,’ I said. ‘Are you off to sunnier climes? A holiday somewhere?’


‘Well, sort of,’ said Susan. ‘We’re going to Kirkby Stephen for the winter, so not a holiday as such, we’ve bought a house there.’


They had reluctantly decided that it was time to leave their beloved house and move to civilization, nearer to amenities and services and where everyday life was less of a challenge. They’d even found some land nearby for their horses.


‘We’ll come back and spend one last summer there and then put the house on the market.’


Year on year of hard winters, trudging through the snow up and down the track, cut off from the world and struggling to keep warm, had taken its toll. Still, it was going to be a wrench for them, leaving their rural idyll behind, I could see that.


‘It’d be really good to know that nothing has frozen up, that the water’s still running. We’ll be back in the spring when the weather has picked up.’


When we called on them for instructions and the keys, Clive and I were shown around the house, and we noted where the stop tap, fuse box and all the storage heaters were. After writing down their new contact number, we left, promising to return regularly to check on things.


As it happened, that winter was not a hard one; it did snow, and it did freeze but not for any great length of time. We dutifully called in from time to time, switching on heaters when required whilst hopefully not accruing the absent owners a sizeable electricity bill. Not long after they were back in residence we met on the road whilst out walking with the children.


‘The house is up for sale,’ said Susan. ‘Just on the estate agent’s website though, I couldn’t bear to put a sign up at the top of the track by the road.’


It made sense, in a way. They’d spent all those years living privately and quietly and I suppose the thought of nosy people invading their oasis was unbearable. Then she said it.


‘I don’t suppose that you’d be interested in buying it?’


Obviously, I had thought about it, not as a realistic idea but more of a pipe dream. I needed a wreck and one that was priced accordingly, a renovation project that I could work on as and when I could afford it. The Firs was too good for me.


‘I’d love to, Susan,’ I said, ‘but it’s just not the right time for me, I don’t have a healthy enough bank balance to even consider it.’


‘That’s a real shame,’ she said, ‘because I would have liked you and your family to have had it.’


I told her that unfortunately I couldn’t and that I was sure that she would find a buyer – it was, after all, a perfect rural retreat. There was also another reason why house-hunting was off the agenda, one that I’d kept quiet about. I was now pregnant with my eighth child.


Once I was back at home, I went online to have a look at the house particulars: ‘A rare opportunity to buy a traditional farmhouse and land in Upper Swaledale.’ I scrolled through the text. ‘With period features dating back to the 1640s,’ it trumpeted. There were photos of the interior, but far more of its big selling point: its views and location. Only a stone’s throw from the farmhouse flows the River Swale. Online there maybe contradictory articles stating that the Swale begins at the confluence of Whitundale Beck (that flows through Ravenseat) and Sledale Beck just below Hoggarths Bridge, and that what flows past The Firs is merely a tributary. But I’m more inclined to believe my old friends like Jennie, who was born at Ravenseat and has lived in Swaledale all her life – she says this stretch of water is already the youthful beginnings of the mighty River Swale, that the Swale comes into being a little further upstream where Birkdale Beck and Sledale Beck meet. The situation of The Firs is magnificent, with shelter from the weather and prying eyes, and it’s nestled in tightly between the rising bronzed moors and a copse of ash trees. Immediately surrounded by its own fields and not bothered by any near neighbours, it looked like paradise. Unfortunately, its price reflected this desirability. Over half a million quid! The Yorkshire Dales was a popular place for second homes and, with only a limited number of houses and a seemingly infinite number of potential buyers with a lot of money, it seemed that once again my dream would be thwarted. It was an outrageous price for a farmhouse that would once have been classed as a lowly dwelling, a place where peasant farmers would eke out a living from the poorest of land. I vowed not to look again.


Time flew by, and we, too, found ourselves putting a property on the market. Robert, Clive’s eldest son from his first marriage, moved out of our ground-floor flat at Kirkby Stephen where he’d lived for over a decade. We had used the proceeds from the foot-and-mouth compensation in 2001 to buy the flat, and Robert had lived there whilst working for us at Sandwath, the other farmland and buildings that we rented for a while at Kirkby Stephen. Now that Robert had taken over Sandwath himself, and got a girlfriend, the time was ripe for him to move into a bigger place, and we were left with a small flat to sell. We thought this would give us some savings to put towards a housing project of our own, should another opportunity arise, but not being spacious nor in the best of locations the flat languished on the market. Every so often the estate agent would ring and inform us of a viewing, but nothing ever materialized.


‘If you wait long enough the right buyer will come along,’ said the agent. ‘You have got to be patient with these things.’


It seemed that Susan was having no luck with selling her house either and she too had been issued with the same advice. There had been a few viewings of The Firs, we knew.


‘A handful of dreamers,’ she said when I met her while she was out walking her dog one afternoon. ‘Folks who wouldn’t last two minutes when the realities of life in the rural backwaters really sank in.’


‘And the others?’


‘The worst sort,’ she said, looking defiant. ‘Them that want to modernize it, iron out the lumps and bumps and the charm of the place. They tell us how they’re going to make our home habitable! Can you imagine? Can’t you buy it, Amanda? You like things as they are supposed to be.’


I smiled; I did, as she said, like things as they were supposed to be, and places that had retained their true heritage were thin on the ground. I repeated that, sadly, I was in no way able to buy it.


‘Skinted, not minted!’ I said and reiterated that it would be my dream to be able to own The Firs but that it was out of my league. Later, I told Clive that I’d been talking to Susan.


‘’Ave they getten that ’ouse sold yet?’ he said. ‘Or are we lookin’ after it for another winter?’


I told him that they, too, were having difficulty finding a buyer, although for different reasons than ourselves.


‘I don’t think Susan likes what the potential buyers want to do with the house, and she’s trying to put them off,’ I said. ‘I think Graham is humouring her, he knows how much the place means to her.’


‘Mmmmm,’ Clive said, not really listening.


‘She still wants us to buy it,’ I said.


‘I wonder if they wanna part-exchange it for a flat at Kirkby Stephen?’ he said jokingly.


‘I doubt it,’ I said, ‘they’ve already bought a house there and what would they want with a pokey little flat anyway?’


I thought that it was a ridiculously stupid idea; there was no way that I was going to put that suggestion to Susan, ever.


‘We should ga an’ see ’em, tha knows,’ Clive said. ‘Sort this lot out once an’ for all. It’s no good Susan putting folks off thinking that if she waits lang enough we’re going to buy it.’


He was right, it needed sorting out once and for all.


We arranged to go over at the weekend when Raven was at home to keep an eye on the littler ones. Susan and Graham welcomed us with tea and biscuits, and I couldn’t help but wonder whether they thought that we had good news for them. I’d decided that Clive should do the talking but just to make sure there were no crossed wires, I thought I’d be clear from the outset.


‘We ’aven’t won the lottery,’ I said.


‘An’ we ’aven’t sold the flat,’ said Clive, sipping his tea.


‘I don’t suppose you’d consider selling the flat to us, like a part-exchange?’ Graham asked.


I nearly choked on my tea; I could not believe my ears, my despondency evaporated. I had a complete turnaround from despair to elation.


‘I’d like to do it up as a holiday let,’ he continued, ‘a project, something for me to do.’


‘Let’s see if we can make this happen,’ Clive said, looking rather pleased with himself. He stood up and shook Graham’s hand.


Next came reams of paperwork, to and from solicitors and estate agents, surveyors and the bank. Nothing is ever simple, even when all parties are in agreement.


Now I had only one more person to convince that buying The Firs was a good idea: my bank manager, Lionel. It was make-or-break time – his input (lending us most of the money) was critical, so I needed to persuade him that it was a serious business proposition and that I would be able to recoup the money by letting The Firs for holidays. Lionel offered to come out to meet us at Ravenseat and see firsthand what we did and what we planned to do, to look at our business plan and projections and go through formalities. Needless to say, I was terrified and had no idea what I should do to impress him so opted for plying him with tea, freshly baked scones and cake, then chaperoned him down to the shepherd’s hut so he could see my flourishing bed-and-breakfast project. There was no let-up in visitors and it helped our cause greatly that Clive was kept busy temporarily running the business of serving afternoon teas whilst I was being grilled. The doorbell kept ringing as customers put in their orders and Clive scurried back and forth with loaded tea trays.


Next, I took Lionel to The Firs and set about sharing my vision with him as he followed me from room to room. What he probably didn’t realize was that I was convincing myself as much as I was trying to convince him and scaring myself silly at just how much work needed doing in not so much time. We needed to rent out The Firs as a holiday let as soon as possible to pay back what we owed, but in order to do this we had to renovate it sympathetically.


For all my enthusiasm it was still a big leap into the unknown, a project of immense magnitude – and not only that, I was hiding the fact that I was pregnant with Clemmie, our eighth baby, for fear of sounding completely feckless.


‘Have you any plans for expanding your family?’ Lionel asked me, as tactfully as he could.


‘No, no plans to,’ I said, crossing my fingers behind my back and breathing in. After a couple of torturous hours, Lionel finally gave me his verdict. ‘I am going to lend you the money and I have no doubt that you will succeed with this project,’ he said as he shook my hand. I welled up – to this day I don’t think that he knew what his belief meant to me, for without his go-ahead the whole project was a non-starter.


No matter what lay ahead, this was a defining moment. We had committed to buying ourselves a house that would become our family home one day, a place that we could love and where we could finally put down some permanent roots.
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