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For Roma and John Watkins, my darling mum and dad








‘Everything must change for everything to remain the same.’


Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa, The Leopard








Prologue


MARCH 2001


WE WERE WOKEN that night, not by the storm itself, but by the children running into our bedroom.


‘Mummy! Daddy! Water’s coming in,’ they chorused in more-or-less unison. It was around two in the morning, and I had been soundly asleep. ‘The castle is flooding! You’ve got to get up!’


Helped by anxious hands and faces, I forced myself awake, got out of bed and fumbled my way into my slippers. We had only properly moved into this vast, multi-roomed, multi-towered extravaganza on a hill a few weeks earlier. I hadn’t wanted to. I had been very happy in our marital home, which I had transformed from an un-loved regency house on the Belvoir estate into a version of the farmhouse where I myself had been brought up and where my parents still lived. 


My childhood home, called – without a trace of irony – Heartsease, was in a hidden valley in the mythical border country known as the Welsh Marches, a magical place of muscular hills and gentle valleys that was as different as could be imagined from the flat landscape that surrounded Belvoir Castle.


The original castle was built by the Normans shortly after the conquest. The name means ‘beautiful view’ in French, and the locals, who no doubt took a dim view of this un-English name, pronounced it ‘Beaver’, which is how it has been known ever since. Even though that first castle has long gone, the far-reaching views remain.


We had just finished decorating the drawing room in our private quarters – the part that the public don’t see and which is much bigger than it sounds. The roof had been the first thing that we’d checked out, so – shock mixed with disbelief – I turned to my husband, bleary-eyed beside me:


‘You stay and keep an eye on the girls,’ I said. ‘I’ll go and take a look.’


Our three daughters, then aged eight, six and four, had been woken by the storm, and I could tell they were frightened. The castle still felt strange to them. They knew it as somewhere we would go on Sundays, to have lunch with their grandparents. They certainly didn’t think of it as home. And as I followed them through a series of long, ill-lit corridors, I got a clear sense of why they found it so intimidating. The moonlight cast flickering shadows through the tall windows and, even as an adult, it was easy to imagine there were ghouls and ghosts lurking behind the long velvet curtains.


The girls had left the drawing room door open and I stood on the threshold and peered into the gloom without switching on the light in case the electricity was affected. And while I could see that the room wasn’t flooded in the Noah’s ark sense – you didn’t need wellington boots to cross the floor – water was nonetheless cascading down the newly painted walls. My heart sank. And then it struck me . . . Above this room was the library, which itself had been recently decorated by my mother-in-law, Frances, now the Dowager Duchess of Rutland. But it wasn’t only the new wallpaper – it was the books, thousands and thousands of them, most extremely old, extremely rare, and irreplaceable. I knew that if I didn’t do something quickly, we would lose them. Being dyslexic, I have never been a great reader, but this wasn’t about me. It was about the family heritage.


I quickly ran back along the long corridor to what was once a butler’s pantry but was now used by the cleaning teams to store basics, and I grabbed as many buckets and washing-up bowls as I could find, then handed them out to the girls as well as to David, who had followed us, though with only one arm that worked, his ability to help was limited.


‘Put these on the floor wherever you can see the water coming in through the ceiling,’ I said as I pulled on my wellingtons and threw my Barbour over my nightdress.


‘Where are you going, Mummy?’


‘Up on the roof,’ I said, grabbing an umbrella. ‘I need to find where the leak is.’


Belvoir Castle is made up of six towers and well over 200 rooms, with long corridors connecting them. The closest tower to where I imagined the water was coming in was Bellhangers. I knew there was no direct access from Bellhangers to the roof, so I went to the Flag Tower, found the key to the door behind the portrait of an un-named ancestor, and started up the stairs. There are ninety-eight steps from the ground up to the top, but I was on the first floor, so perhaps a dozen fewer, and then up and up, round and round the bare stone spiral staircase until I finally pushed open the door and emerged onto the roof, 450 feet above the ground.


The Flag Tower couldn’t have been further away from Bellringers but as each tower is different I could at least identify it over the other side, and, clicking open the umbrella, I began to make my way around the castle walls, placing my feet as carefully as a cat. In fact, there are many separate roofs hidden behind the battlements, all of which are pitched, so to get from one to another, you have to scale rackety steps, first up to a ridge, then down the other side. Although I had a torch, it was useless until I found out where the leak might be. But I was up here now, and would need to do my best.


I inched my way round the ramparts searching for any sign of water. And then I found it: a great puddle in the gully where the slates sloped up towards the parapet. Gingerly I slithered down the slope on my bum, my nightdress already soaked through, my rubber boots acting as brakes. Something must be blocking the drain, I realized, and saw no alternative but to put my hand in the gutter and see if I could dislodge whatever it was. Probably just soggy leaves, I told myself. This was no time to be squeamish. But it wasn’t leaves. I pushed my hand as far as it would go into the drain itself and eventually pulled out a dead pigeon. And when the water level didn’t immediately start to go down, I put my hand in again and found a second. I tossed their sodden remains over the parapet to be disposed of by Belvoir’s tribe of live-in rats. I felt no pity. I grew up on a farm where pigeons are the enemy, no better than vermin, their only use as target practice to be turned into pâté or pie.


Within seconds I saw that my DIY efforts had worked; the water was now draining away, and, job done, I squidged my way back along the acres of roof, my hair in rat-tails, then back down the spiral staircase, laughing out loud as I remembered something my mother had said when she realized that her son-in-law would one day be a duke and I would be a duchess.


‘Just imagine!’ she’d said. ‘They’ll be bringing you breakfast in bed every morning!’


Oh, the glamour!


Yes, my husband had inherited a castle, but behind the fairy-tale façade we were faced with jaw-dropping levels of debt, as well as battalions of rats, and staff who clearly preferred the former incumbents to us and our unruly brood of little people with their high-pitched voices and water pistols.


The children greeted me as a returning hero. The ceiling was no longer a waterfall, they informed me, but merely dripping. I decided I would worry about how to deal with the damage in the morning. Tucking the girls back up in their beds, I thanked them for their key role in the night’s adventure, reassured them that all was well and turned off the light. Back in our room, I peeled off my wet nightdress, found a dry one and got back into bed, giving my already comatose husband a loving kiss.


By the spring of 2001, we had been married nine years. Only with the death of my father-in-law, in January 1999, had I been transmuted into a duchess – a title, it’s fair to say, that meant more to other people than it did to me. But that night, as I lay there in bed, willing myself back to sleep again, the mantle of responsibility that now hung across my shoulders felt only too real.


Over the following twenty years there would be highs and there would be crushing lows, none of which I could anticipate. I wasn’t the first young woman in the history of England’s great ancestral houses to find herself chatelaine of a building she would never own. Just like the other duchesses of Rutland who had gone before me, whose vision had created the castle as it now was, I would simply be its custodian, the guardian of its future.









Chapter One


Heartsease
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RADNORSHIRE, WHERE I grew up on the Welsh/Shropshire border, no longer exists, having been incorporated into the county of Powys since 1973. But to the families who have lived and farmed there for generations, the idea of Radnorshire is as alive as it ever was – a liminal land, its way of life determined by history and geography.


England rolls into Wales quietly, green pastures dotted with lambs in spring, the boundary marked only by a change in the road surface. From the valley of the River Teme the land rises steeply, leaving behind the fertile farms of Herefordshire and Shropshire. Life for the farming community is tougher in Radnorshire than it is on the gentler English side, as orchards of cider apples give way to steep hillsides where only sheep can survive, and then only with difficulty. Although our farmhouse was less than 200 yards from the sign by the road that says, ‘Welcome to Herefordshire’ – and in fact our land now extends into all three counties – our identity as a family has always been firmly Welsh.


My parents met at a young farmers’ dance when my mother was twenty and my father twenty-one, though it could have happened years earlier, as their fathers had known each other for ever. Jack Watkins – my father’s father – and Eddie Davies, my mother’s father – would see each other on market days in Knighton – and neither were averse to a little carousing when celebrating a profitable sale.


The landscape that formed the backdrop to my childhood had once been true border country, marked by a series of castles along Offa’s Dyke, an 82-mile-long earthwork, said to date from the fifth century AD, built to prevent the marauding Welsh from raiding cattle from across the border. The remains of one of those fortified castles lies about half a mile to the south-west of our farm, though by the seventeenth century it had been totally reimagined as Brampton Bryan Hall, an elegant and extensive country house, set in an equally extensive park. By the eighteenth century, the once-notorious badlands of the Welsh Marches had become fashionably ‘picturesque’, where newly enriched factory owners from the Staffordshire potteries began eagerly buying up Radnorshire acres, building castellated houses with landscaped gardens as country retreats. One of these – Stanage Park, designed by Humphry Repton in 1809 – was a ten-minute walk up from our farm, a hamlet known as Heartsease, just off the main road. Legend has it that the name was bequeathed by the famous Welsh hero Owen Glendower, who said his heart was set at ease when he crossed into Wales on returning from England. Another legend has it that the heart of Caratacus is buried there.


Our farmhouse itself was four windows across with an off-centre front door painted white, its handsome eighteenth-century frontage of golden sandstone enclosing an older core. Around the cobbled courtyard were various farm buildings, and the pride of them all, at least to my mind, was the wood-framed long barn, dating back many hundreds of years, which grew gradually more dilapidated as I got older but which we regularly transformed into the most perfect space for parties.


I had an extremely happy childhood. According to my mother, I was the apple of my father’s eye, and could do no wrong. I don’t remember it quite like that, but Dad – John Watkins – had been an only child and his own father, my grandpa – Jack Watkins – had been rather harsh, leading to a stammer that affected Dad all his life. So, when he in turn became a father, he was determined to do better, throwing himself into his new role with the same passion as he threw himself into farming. Although it was my mother who gave me my bath at night, it was Dad who read me my bedtime stories until my eyelids grew heavy and I fell asleep.


Roma, as my mother was called, was a beauty. She had jet-black hair, pale grey eyes and golden skin, quite a contrast to the usually pallid Celtic complexion. Above all, she had a fantastic sense of fun and could have had her pick of any of the local boys. But her heart was set on John Watkins. In the end, it was she who proposed to him, or as good as. ‘I’m off to Canada,’ she’d said. ‘So either make your move or I’m going.’ The next day he proposed.


Roma was the perfect young farmer’s wife. If she wasn’t making jam or chutney or bottling plums she was sewing curtains or hanging wallpaper as smoothly as rolling out pastry. By the early 1970s, when another source of income was clearly needed, she did up two rooms in the attic, installed a bathroom, and opened up Heartsease as a farmhouse B&B. My first job, aged about ten, was to act as waitress, going through the breakfast menu with the guests, carefully rehearsed by my mother.


‘Cereals, fruit juice or grapefruit,’ I’d recite. Then: ‘Eggs – scrambled, poached or boiled.’ Finally, following a long pause, I’d add, as if as an afterthought: ‘Or a full cooked Welsh breakfast.’ It cost Mum considerably less to do eggs, which came from our own hens, than to provide sausages, bacon and mushrooms and black pudding. Once breakfast was cleared away and the guests had departed, I’d help Mum strip the beds, remake them with fresh sheets and pillowcases, clean the bathroom and await the next arrivals.


My mother had a wonderful eye and sense of colour, and when she entered the flower-arranging section at the Young Farmers’ annual show, no one else stood a chance. If that wasn’t enough, she had an amazing voice and would regularly be asked to sing at weddings. But behind the laughter and the fun, there was a sad, if steely, streak in my mum. As the fourth child – and the second girl – in a family of five, she had never felt truly valued by her father. While Jean, the eldest, was undemanding and generally compliant, Roma and her father wound each other up. He saw her as wilful and headstrong. She saw him as controlling. In the mid-twentieth century, girls in Radnorshire’s farming community were considered largely irrelevant and certainly not worth spending money on. And while Roma did go off to school – a convent, which she hated – it was for practical rather than educational reasons, their farm – Knill, the other side of Knighton – being so remote. She was a weekly boarder and would make the journey there and back on her bicycle. After leaving school, rather than being allowed to study music, which was her dream, she was packed off to secretarial college in Birmingham. What saved her, however, was having a mother who absolutely adored her: my grandmother Muriel.


At the insistence of her father, my mother was christened Gertrude Naomi after her two grandmothers. However, Muriel got her way in the end by simply calling her baby Roma, and so she has remained. No one is entirely sure where the name came from, but it could not have been more appropriate: unusual, exotic and alluring, perfectly capturing her scintillating yet enigmatic personality.


Muriel’s own mother – my great-grandmother, known as Blanche (having sensibly jettisoned her first name of Gertrude) – had been left a widow when comparatively young and brought up five children on her own. Yet, by sheer force of character and resourcefulness, by the time Blanche died she had managed to buy farms for each of her sons. What Muriel inherited was her mother’s resourcefulness.


Muriel married well. And it was a love match. Eddie Davies was well-to-do – an only son with two sisters, Ida and Mary. Mary was the family beauty who married a small-animal vet with an up-and-coming practice in Birmingham – and Roma lodged with them when doing her secretarial course. They were well-off and Mary gave all her stylish hand-me-downs to Muriel – her sister-in-law – who in turn bequeathed them all to me. Many were original 1920s flapper dresses. My absolute favourite was a black A-line number in crepe silk with diamanté decoration which I wore to all my early parties. The Davieses had a holiday house in Borth, a three-mile stretch of sand just north of Aberystwyth on the unspoilt Ceredigion coast and summer holidays there were a highlight of the summer.


As a young bride, Muriel kept hens who lived in mobile coops that would be wheeled around newly harvested fields so that the hens could feed on the spilled grain. When one patch was cleared, these coops would be rolled across to another patch. Every Thursday on market day my grandmother would ride (side saddle) into Kington to sell the eggs which were carried in baskets slung either side of her horse. But by the time I was born her old hen coops had found their way to the back of Heartsease, the hens they housed providing all the eggs we needed both for us as a family and the B&B.


My parents were both born just before the outbreak of war – my father in 1938 and my mother in 1939 – and as such they had childhoods that were dramatically different from those of their parents. Rural Wales was perceived – rightly – as a safe haven – and the moment war was declared in September 1939, women and children from cities deemed most at risk of bombing raids began to make their way to the west. The first wave to arrive at Heartsease between September 1940 and May 1941 consisted of evacuees escaping the London Blitz. After them came Polish refugees, until every spare room in our house had a family in it. Then, as Radnorshire’s young men were called up, came the land girls and finally Italian prisoners of war to help work the farms.


There wasn’t a farm in Radnorshire that didn’t have evacuees, refugees or prisoners of war billeted on them. Heartsease, Knill or Stanage – there was no difference. We had several of the smarter families living in the house with us. The family of Brigadier John Hunt, who became famous for leading the 1953 expedition to Mount Everest, lived in one of our rooms. When he was knighted in 1966, he took the title of Baron of Llanfair Waterdine, a couple of miles away.


Italian prisoners of war didn’t come to Heartsease – I don’t think we had the space – but they were at Knill, the black-and-white farmhouse where Roma was brought up, in a valley the far side of Kington. Knill had no arable land, and so they farmed only livestock: Hereford cattle and Kelly Hill sheep from mid Wales. But the figure that dominated Roma’s life at Knill was their housekeeper, Maggie, who turned up at Knighton’s annual hiring fair shortly after the First World War when young Welsh girls would present themselves in their white pinnies, the pinny being removed once they were engaged.


‘I hope you’re not the sort who wants to change every year,’ Maggie said in her strong Welsh accent. As it was, she stayed with the Davies family for forty-five years.


‘She dedicated her life to our family,’ my mother remembers. ‘And when she died, we found £10,000 of those white five-pound notes, stuffed under her mattress.’ These were first issued in 1945 and withdrawn in 1961, two years before I was born. Maggie had never had a bank account, and seemingly never spent anything. She would have been fed at the farm and her clothes would have been largely hand-me-downs. By the time of their discovery these notes were no longer legal tender, but the family were eventually able to reclaim the value back.


My own memory of Maggie was that, while Granny was Granny, Maggie was always quietly in charge behind the scenes. There was always a cohort of cats lined up by the window of her pantry waiting for the scraps she would give them. As for washing up, if you dared use more than a dribble of Fairy liquid (which had already been considerably watered down) then you’d be in for a scolding.


One job Granny never relinquished to Maggie was the milking. If the milk ever went sour, Maggie would give Granny a look, waggle her head and say, ‘Ah, Missus, must be someone in love.’


When the Italian prisoners arrived at Knill, their dormitory was the storage loft of a semi-attached outbuilding reached via a narrow stairway that led up from the scullery, a stairway that also passed Maggie’s bedroom. Although she must have been well into her fifties by then, she barricaded herself in every night, just in case . . .


As a young girl I would haunt that attic, which by then was crammed full of treasures that Muriel had collected over the years, rummaging through trunks of clothes belonging to Mary and other cousins. I once found a porcelain doll with a broken arm that Mum and I took to be mended at a doll hospital in Hereford on one of our shopping trips. Then there were the boxes of ‘finds’ Granny had bought at auction. Once her children had left home, she indulged her love of antiques and had a particular fondness for country house sales conducted by Russell Baldwin & Bright. She would always sit in the second row where she could catch the eye of the handsome auctioneer, bidding for job lots from stately homes that were going under the hammer. The brass knocker on our front door of Heartsease came from one of these sales, and every week I would fetch the Brasso from under the sink and polish it till it gleamed. One day Granny appeared with several boxes of parquet flooring for our hall which had to be stripped of their bitumen coating then sanded before they could be put down. The large mirror to the left of the front door was another of granny’s finds. It had a shelf where Mum kept her bottle of Rive Gauche and she would give herself a quick spray and check her lipstick before going out. Facing it, next to a brass gong that would summon everyone to dinner, was a wonderful grandfather clock with painted country scenes on the front which I would have to wind once a week, always terrified I’d wind it too far. The sound of its tick-tock, tick-tock is one of the enduring sounds of my childhood.


Until the financial crash of 1929, the Watkins family had been tenant farmers on the Stanage Estate, but in order to pay death duties, the Coltman-Rogerses sold Heartsease to my grandfather outright. Although a social hierarchy still existed when I grew up in the 1970s, it was far less pronounced in farming communities than elsewhere. Squire and tenant alike had to deal with poor harvests, the fluctuating price of wheat or beef, while bad weather remained the ultimate leveller. And while shooting and riding to hounds are now considered ‘country pursuits’ designed for the entertainment of the rich, the reality is very different. Learning to shoot is a necessity in order to keep down vermin, or put down injured animals. As for hunting, there’s nothing a vixen likes better than to take home a newborn lamb to feed her own offspring. During the war, our close Radnorshire community became even closer, and barriers that existed previously were broken down and a spirit of unity grew up between the classes. Grandpa’s long-suffering wife Louie, for example, became great friends with Guy Coltman-Rogers’ widow Stella, who had started out as an actress.


There are, of course, exceptions. I remember clearly walking up the long drive to Stanage, with Mum pushing her new baby in the pram. It was one of our regular walks, as we’d stop at an ancient oak, all gnarled roots, which were perfect for little feet and hands to clamber up to reach a ‘seat’ a few feet off the ground. Once safely balanced, I’d sing out, ‘Birdies, birdies, where are you?’ The words remained unchanged though the tune was more of an improvisation. I already loved singing, and would warble away to myself all the time, but this is my first memory of performing to an audience – albeit an invisible one – apart from my mother and my new brother William, then only a few weeks old.


One afternoon, shortly after our stop at the oak tree, a Land Rover pulled up. It was the owner of Stanage, the local ‘squire’ Guy Coltman-Rogers.


‘Well, Mrs Watkins,’ he said, as he climbed down. ‘I gather you’ve pushed out another one.’ Then, peering into the pram, he added, ‘But goodness me, what an ugly little blighter he is.’ From that moment on, my mother disparaged him at every opportunity.


William was born in 1965, and three years after that, Roger turned up. I had been the first little Watkins to arrive in September 1963, six weeks before the assassination of John F. Kennedy. This time there was no attempt to pacify grandmothers by giving me their names, even so there was still some dissent. My mother wanted to call me Emma, simply because she liked the name. My father had wanted to name me after an aunt who had done what few girls did in those days and pursued a proper career, leaving her Welsh home as soon as she could to train as a nurse in London, ending up as matron of a big teaching hospital. So a compromise was reached. I became Rachel Emma.


Although I was my parents’ firstborn, I knew from early on that, as a girl, I would never inherit an acre of my beloved Heartsease. The farm and its assets would be split between my two brothers, and my father devoted the rest of his life to buying land and building up the business so that both his sons would eventually have their own farms. My future was equally set in stone. I would marry into a local farming family and beget more farmers. When I started going out with boys, the first question my father would ask was, ‘So, Em, how many acres does he have?’


In this sense the Watkins family were no different to the Harleys who owned Brampton Bryan or the Coltman-Rogerses at Stanage. It didn’t strike me as unfair; it was just the way things were. As for education, that was just something a girl did before she found a husband. William and Roger would get privately educated, just as Dad had been. As for me, I was certainly not worth wasting money on. So at five I went to the local primary school at Bucknall, just over the river into Herefordshire. My father’s goal for all three of his children, he said, was to turn us into upstanding citizens, but always laced with a great sense of fun.


Like all children brought up in the country I adored animals, from our working dogs, to the cats whose ostensible role was to keep down the rats but who also did duty as feet warmers in winter. And then there were the three cows that were all that remained of Grandpa’s milking herd. He had hung onto these against Dad’s wishes. He claimed it was because he wanted his grandchildren to have fresh milk every morning but more likely he simply found it hard to let go. Every morning at half-past five he’d come over from the bungalow he had built at the far end of a field called Dumbles. Milking done, he’d stomp over with a brimming bucket and deposit it, still warm and frothy, in our kitchen. Just the smell made me want to throw up. To this day I can’t touch anything dairy unless it’s been in the fridge for at least three days . . .


When Grandpa died, Dad got rid of the cows except for one Jersey, who had her own little shed where he would go and milk her every morning. He would sit on an upturned bucket and lean his head right in and push against her flank, then bring a bucket of honey-coloured foam across to the kitchen, which Mum would strain to turn into yogurt or churn into butter. Although I knew it was wonderful milk, rich and creamy, I still couldn’t bring myself to drink it, especially when I could see bits of straw caught in the froth. It would never pass any health tests today and, if proof were needed, Dad caught brucellosis . . . But the B&B guests absolutely loved it.


I always adored our cattle – largely Herefords and Charolais – a suckler herd which Dad would bring on. This involved a lot of de-horning and de-bagging as it was called, which meant removing their balls. In the winter they’d be in the big barn, and in the summer they’d be put out to pasture and I would go up and join them on the hills and practise my singing for hours – like the birds in the oak tree, they were a very safe audience.


It turned out that I had inherited my mother’s voice. Though the Watkins family were known throughout Wales as devout Quakers, a direct ancestor of my dad’s, William Walter Watkins, allowed a house on his land near Pen y Bont to be used as a pub by the navvies who were building the railway, so in 1916 he was expelled. However, the Quaker ethos was still strong and my father would regularly read extracts to me from Thomas Walter Watkins’s diaries. Now, however, we were firmly Church of England, at least on paper, and my mother was very active at Brampton Bryan Church, where my father acted as churchwarden. The Harleys who built both the house and the church were Puritans, followers of Oliver Cromwell, and the building reflects that sober outlook on life, which sat more easily with my father than the over-decorated churches elsewhere. But when it came to singing, they weren’t that interested, and so I gave my first solo performance when I was seven at the Coxall Baptist Church, about a mile from Heartsease the other side of the Teme, where I sang ‘There Is a Green Hill Far Away’.


What I wanted most in the world was a pony. Dad didn’t like horses and wanted nothing to do with them. As far as he was concerned, they were for working the farm, and now that we had tractors, we didn’t need them. Neither of my parents rode, yet I badgered and badgered and eventually he gave in.


Betty came to us from two valleys away. She had a white blaze on her forehead and had been black, but having done the rounds, was going a bit grey around the edges. Mum still remembers the morning she arrived, how I’d climbed up one of our gates, clambered onto her back and set off for the hills riding bareback because nothing had been organized in the way of bridle or saddle. In fact, she turned out to have very narrow withers, so even when we did get a saddle, it kept slipping, so I always rode bareback, with just a bridle.


From then on ponies were my life. If I wasn’t at school, I’d be up at six o’clock, brushing her, feeding her, mucking her out, cleaning the tack and polishing the brass headband on her bridle until it shone. By the time my parents came down for breakfast I would have tacked up and gone.


I grew to know every inch of the land, woods, old drovers’ tracks, following streams up onto bracken-covered hillsides until the whole of Radnorshire was laid out before me and then, on the horizon, the Beacons would beckon. Bad weather never stopped me. Rain or snow, I’d be out there, and in the summer months while my brothers fished, I would take Betty to cool off in the Teme.


My best friend Louise Davies lived just across the river and she was just as pony-mad as I was so we’d meet at the bridge, me on Betty, Louise on Noddy, and off we’d go, wherever we felt like, but usually Brampton Bryan Park.


Dad rented a steep 60-acre field on the upper slopes of Brampton Bryan Park where he grazed sheep, and Louise knew that all I wanted to do was to gallop up to the top and she would beg me not to. ‘Let’s just trot,’ she’d say. Trot! I wasn’t about to trot . . . and with one click and a kick of my heel, we were off, both our ponies racing up the hill, me whooping with sheer exhilaration, Louise clinging on for dear life.


The other place we would go was an ancient hill fort called the Knoll, the other side of the river. The land was owned by Louise’s grandfather Bernard Davies, who had made a fortune in forestry. While Louise and her parents lived in this picture-perfect Georgian manor near the river, her granddad lived in a chalet-style house called Knoll End. At that stage in our lives, Louise and I were both devoted Donny Osmond fans, though our favourite song to sing along to was ‘Long Haired Lover from Liverpool’, which was actually sung by his younger brother Jimmy. Anyway, we’d put up a circuit of crossover jumps, called cavaletti, and go round and around flying over them singing this ridiculous song at the top of our voices, Louise on Noddy, a classic Thelwell grey, and me on Betty riding bareback. I only used a saddle at the Pony Club, where you had to.


I lived for the Pony Club camps at Pilleth, famous as the site of the Battle of Bryn Glas, where the Welsh forces of Owen Glendower defeated the English, led by Sir Edmund Mortimer. However, back then, it was probably more famous for its annual vintage car rally, and the B&B was guaranteed to be full that weekend. Here we learnt all there was to know about how to look after our ponies, from how to spot trouble before it became serious, to how to plait their manes. And, of course, over the years I made friends, one of the first being Arabella Lennox, whose family owned Downton Castle, ten miles or so across into Shropshire. And while Louise’s family were well-off and lived in a lovely regency manor house, Downton Castle was on a different scale entirely. The first time I went there I remember asking Arabella if she ever got lost. She just laughed and said, ‘Race you to the kitchen!’ Although Stanage was just as grand, I’d never had reason to go inside, as there were no children there of my age.


Over time I came to realize that in essence these grand houses weren’t that different from ours, they were just bigger. At Downton we would spend hours running along those long corridors, playing with other friends from the Pony Club. And once boys from the Young Farmers came along, we found that a castle was a great place to play hide and seek . . .


Brampton Bryan was another grand house that I was soon familiar with. Mrs Harley loved to go trapping with her ponies and she’d invite me along for company. Her children were all boys so she treated me like the daughter she never had, and once a week I’d be there, sitting in her bedroom chatting away, bringing her up to date with all the local goings-on as she changed into her jodhpurs.


In 1962, when my parents got married, my grandfather had handed over the running of Heartsease to Dad, but in reality he had been in charge for years because Grandpa had something of an alcohol problem. It probably started when he worked as a drover taking cattle from one farm to another in the early 1930s when money was short, when he’d be plied with drink at every farm he stopped at. He was still seen as a pillar of the community – high sheriff of Radnorshire no less. He died in 1973 when I was nine, and a few days before he passed away, I went to see him in hospital. He had always been a big pipe smoker and had a lump on the side of his lip which had now spread. It was cancer of course. Even though we all knew by then that he wasn’t going to recover, nonetheless the death of a parent – or in my case a grandparent – is a shock. Even more of a shock was when Dad discovered the extent of Grandpa’s debts. Although there was no mortgage on the farm, in his final years gambling had replaced the booze, and he would spend hours on the phone in his bungalow, black-and-white television flickering away in the corner, with the voice of racing, Peter O’Sullevan, providing the soundtrack.


Michael Sockett was the farm’s mainstay. He had come to us through Muriel who told Mum she knew of this hard-working young man who was looking for a job. He was about ten years younger than my dad and he’d arrived when we children were very young. In fact I have no memory of the farm without him. It was Michael who had found Betty for me – she had been on a smallholding owned by his mother. After Grandpa died in 1973, Michael and his wife Ivy moved into his bungalow in Dumbles field.


Michael was a gentle giant. He loved nature and above all he loved Heartsease. He was a true gentleman of the countryside and no one remembers Michael ever saying a cross word to anyone during his entire life. My father might have cross words with him from time to time, but Michael never raised his voice in response. My mother adored him, though he would also drive her mad, striding into the kitchen just as we were having breakfast, us late for school, Mum in her dressing gown. He would barely even notice us as he stood at the bottom of the stairs and yelled up to my father: ‘Come on, Boss . . . What about it, Boss? Time to get going!’


He had a phenomenal work ethic and made sure that William and Roger learnt the hard way, by dragging them out of bed if they didn’t appear on time. He and Ivy eventually had two children of their own and when they left home Ivy looked after the elderly. Brendon became a gamekeeper on the Downton Castle estate where Arabella lived, while their daughter cared for disturbed children. Each in their way had a caring quality about them.


From the middle of August, I learnt to be careful about where I rode because the Glorious Twelfth marked the start of the grouse shooting season. Dad had a gun in a shoot called Beguildy and that shoot was one of the highlights of my summer holidays because I was given beating duties. By then, I had a new pony, Tina, while my brothers inherited Betty. We would get the two of them cleaned up and pile into Dad’s old yellow Land Rover with the rackety old stockbox bumping along behind and drive up into the hills towards Brecon. It was an old Highways Agency vehicle which Dad had got cheap, probably because the colour did the opposite of blend in with the landscape. Once on the top of the moor we met up with all the other guns. And when everything was set, we riders would take up our positions and, at the signal, gallop through the bracken sending the grouse hurtling towards the guns. Once I remember Dad crouching down beside me and pointing out the most incredible bird circling above us that I had ever seen. Its outstretched wings must have measured almost two metres wide, and its tail was a deep fork.


‘See that, Em?’ Dad said. ‘It is a red kite, a very rare bird, and you may never see one again.’


Little did he know . . . They were re-introduced not long after and although I still think they are utterly beautiful, I also know what damage they do now that the countryside is inundated with them.


As well as the Beguildy shoot, my parents organized a shoot of their own each year, sometime in the late autumn or early winter. It was called ‘the Rat Patrol’ after the Desert Rats who fought in North Africa in the Second World War, and was just for family and friends. The British were massively outnumbered by Rommel’s Afrika Korps, so their mission was to harass and otherwise wreak havoc on the Germans, and we had a similar plan. We had been feeding and fattening up the pheasants on the Heartsease farm throughout the winter, then once a year it was time to reap what we had sown . . .


There was always a great atmosphere. Mum would have been preparing the shoot lunch for days, and the dogs raced around, knowing that something was afoot. This time there were no ponies involved. This wasn’t grouse country; it was pheasants we were after. Of course, we had put down plenty of chicks of our own, but if birds from Brampton Bryan or Stanage chose to take flight with a healthy spread of tail onto Watkins land, well, we could hardly turn them back . . . This time our role as beaters was more traditional but, crashing through the undergrowth with Michael and Ivy Sockett, I’d pretend we were Apache warriors, about to go full pelt over the ridge, yelling our own individual war cries to draw the birds out of the woods and onto the guns that were waiting to pick them off. If I could have worn face paint and feathers I would have done.


Mum would pack a delicious picnic – the winter weather decreed hot food and so she’d give us hot sausages with mustard and mayonnaise, homemade soup and sloe gin that she’d made the previous autumn – and we’d wolf it down from the bonnets of each rusty Land Rover. Dad would always be tense, running around, barking orders, cursing everyone for being ‘bloody idiots’, especially those beaters who sent the birds in the wrong direction, away from the guns.


By the end of the day, our game bags would be weighed down with anything from between twenty to fifty pheasants. There were no losers. Everyone would go home with a brace of birds. Back home we’d hang them from binder twine in the scullery next to the kitchen and after a few days, when they were stinking to high heaven, Mum and I would spend hours plucking them, singeing the last of the stubble to make them table-ready. I could just about cope with the plucking, but gutting them was something I just couldn’t face, so I’m afraid that was left to Mum. Once plucked and trussed, we’d squeeze as many as we could into the freezer. We’d be eating roast pheasant every Sunday for as long as they lasted.


There wasn’t much in the way of organized entertainment in the area, so we made our own. Some people have the knack of throwing good parties, and an invitation from John and Roma Watkins would never be refused. Unless it was winter, the parties were held in the long barn, which would be transformed with lights, crepe paper, and whatever decorations the theme of the party suggested. A party was always an excuse for a trip to Hereford or Shrewsbury to browse over patterns and choose material for a new dress. As a young teenager I had long lank hair that did me no favours and Mum would encourage me to think about other ways of doing it to help me look my best. But however hard I tried, Mum always stole the show. She just shone. And then my father watched me like a hawk, checking out who I was dancing with – and always that same question at the end of the evening.


‘So, Em, how many acres does he have?’ 











Chapter Two


Music and Movement
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THERE IS NO doubt that, if I were tested now, I’d be diagnosed as dyslexic. But fifty years ago, few people even knew the word, let alone what it meant. As far as everyone was concerned, Emma Watkins was ‘slow’. Looking back, it should have been obvious that all wasn’t as it should be and even my parents thought something was wrong. Basically, although I loved inventing my own stories and would recount them to Betty as we explored the hills of Radnorshire and beyond, I couldn’t read, let alone write. It didn’t help that the little school at Bucknell – so close we could walk there – was experimenting with the Initial Teaching Alphabet. Apparently it had been invented by Mr Pitman, the man who invented shorthand, and was equally complicated. Instead of twenty-six letters, there were a lot more – a special ‘letter’ for ‘th’ for example, another one for ‘sh’ and ‘ch’ and so on. But for me it was a disaster as it meant I had to learn to spell twice, first the ITA way, then the ordinary way. To make matters worse, both my brothers, both younger, were far more advanced than I was. They hadn’t gone to Bucknell but to the ‘better’ primary in Knighton, where they used the old-fashioned alphabet system – Janet and John – so in the end my parents sent me there too. Sadly, by then it was too late.


It wasn’t just reading and writing that were a problem. Numbers were incomprehensible to me. Just like letters, they would jump around the page like fleas, never staying in one place and impossible to pin down, and the longer I stared at them the worse it became. Mum would get exasperated as, when counting to twenty, I would miss out twelve to fourteen. How could I do that? On the farm I had all kinds of responsibilities, so how come I couldn’t even count to twenty? And while the polite term people used about me was ‘slow’, the word used by other children – including my brothers – was ‘thick’. So I simply switched off, staring out of the classroom window through the mesh fence that cut us off from the playing field, and above them the soft blue-green of the hills, thinking solely of how long it would be before the school bell went and I could get out there. That I wasn’t totally written off by the school (and everyone else) was thanks to my singing.


Wales is known as ‘the land of song’, not because the Welsh are naturally more gifted, but because they value the human voice. Some of that is down to history. The pagan tradition of storytelling in Wales goes back over a thousand years to the time of druids and bards, the itinerant poet-singers who composed and performed stories to a rural population hungry for heroes. By the nineteenth century, Wales might have been Christian, but it was a land of non-conformists, and the thousands of small chapels – Methodist or Baptist – that served both scattered farming communities and the industrialized south – were poor. Organs or harmoniums were expensive, so the congregation made the music themselves with what they had, which is to say their voices – a tradition that has made Welsh male-voice choirs famous throughout the world. There is barely a town in Wales that doesn’t have its own Eisteddfod, a celebration of music and poetry, where singers and poets compete against each other. I was probably seven when I entered my first Eisteddfod – either Knighton or Kington, I don’t remember now, because from then on I would compete every year.


Whether we were typical or not, I don’t know, but our two families – the Watkinses and Davieses – were both very musical. One of Mum’s brothers, Uncle Philip, played the piano and when we went over to Knill on Boxing Day for a big Davies family get-together, he would take his place at the keyboard and we children would all have to sing, and I was always the first to volunteer. Grandpa Knill, as I called him, would then give me the look I was familiar with, as he didn’t approve of ‘showing off’. But I couldn’t stop myself. Apart from when I was out riding, I only felt properly me when I was singing. It was the same at Watkins family gatherings. All of us children had to do something – sing or recite a poem. So early on we got used to performing until it became as un-embarrassing as cleaning your teeth. Grandpa Jack (Watkins) had seven siblings. One used to play the piano and the others sang in harmony in the local church, and people used to say it was the highlight of the week, and probably the only time in the week when you got to meet other people.


Although my reading and writing did improve at Knighton, I was still a long way behind everyone else and as the Eleven Plus loomed, the exam which in those days decided if you went to Presteigne Grammar (which, to translate into Dad’s language, meant finding a husband with enough acres), it became increasingly clear that I would fail, and therefore destined not for Presteigne but the secondary modern.


I knew that the boys would go to private schools. But I also knew Mum and Dad didn’t have enough in the bank to educate me as well – they were struggling as it was.


But one day, without any great discussion that I was aware of, Mum, Dad and I got in the car and drove to Malvern, a town about an hour into England that had more schools than probably anywhere else in the country.


Thanks to a combination of mineral water springs and dramatic scenery – the Malvern Hills rise out of the wide plane of the River Severn like a benevolent sea monster – in the eighteenth-century Malvern had become famous as a spa town. The water that gushed out of St Ann’s Well, halfway up the hill, was believed to have health-giving properties, and the rich were soon flocking in the hope of curing whatever ailments they were suffering from, while enjoying dramatic scenery at the same time. But the coming of the railway in the mid-nineteenth century led to thousands of day-trippers – workers from the potteries – which spoiled the exclusive atmosphere, so by the end of the century Malvern had ceased to be fashionable. The hotels and hydrotherapy clinics which had mushroomed over the previous hundred years became redundant and were soon being repurposed as schools. In this instance, the railway proved an unexpected bonus, as it meant that older children could get there on their own, waved off by their parents at Paddington and collected by school staff three hours later.


The school we went to see that afternoon was a prep school called Croftdown. We were taken on a tour and when it came to the dormitories, I noticed that each bed had a teddy bear by the pillow. Well, that did it for me. Mum didn’t believe in teddy bears, so I had never had one. Maybe if I came here, I thought, then I could!


I was then ten years old, and the plan was that I would stay at Croftdown for a year to prepare for the entrance exam for Ellerslie, which took girls at eleven. A year doesn’t sound long to a grown-up, but to an unhappy child it’s a life sentence. As for the much-longed-for teddy bear, I didn’t get one. Instead, Mum made me a sausage dog out of a red velvet dress I’d worn about six years earlier when I was bridesmaid to Lizzy, our mother’s help who had arrived shortly after Roger was born. It had white rabbit fur around the collar and cuffs, and I absolutely loved it. But when these girls saw this homemade apology for a teddy, they just laughed, grabbed him and twisted his poor little body into a tight knot.


My sole crime at Croftdown was being different. I had been to the local primary school; they hadn’t. I had a Welsh lilt to my voice; they didn’t. And they, of course, had been at Croftdown since they were seven. I was this new girl who knew no one and had no idea how it all worked. I felt as if I had been wrenched away from everything and everyone I loved and thrown into a pit of snakes.


In fact, I did know one girl who was called Lucy and whose parents lived in Knighton. But rather than becoming friends, we became arch enemies. Sport was one thing I positively enjoyed at school and, being tall for my age, I was picked for the netball team. Lucy was very competitive and, annoyingly for her, I was put at centre, previously her position. To show her displeasure, she pushed me against the wire around the court, so of course I pushed her back. She fell on the gritty surface and grazed her elbow and I was sent in to see the headmistress in her study.
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