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Foreword

EARLY IN LIFE the author's mother must have recognised her daughter's revolutionary tendencies and that the saying 'You should never mess with a redhead' is unfortunately true. Son-in-law having broken his back in a fall from a horse on holiday at Morecambe Bay, one detects her despair at the announcement that said daughter, plus damaged husband, planned to emigrate to a disused smallholding in ultimate Cumbria to pursue the Good Life in preference to their more conventional habitat of Walton-on-Thames.

The ensuing story is told, as she speaks, with humour and self-deprecation. It touches on the wider lunacies of central authority and the idiosyncrasies of newly discovered agricultural neighbours.

Knowing Jackie, who, with her husband Malcolm, has been my occasional friend for twenty years, has greatly enriched my life. Her scepticism of official doctrine is healthy, unusually free from spite, and completely in tune with the countryside to which she has become accustomed at a time when its best traditions of the care of livestock and the soil have been bleeding to death.

This book will encourage those who believe that if you have sufficient to live on, a roof over your head and conviction about what you are doing, plain financial wealth in the purlieus of Walton-on-Thames is irrelevant.

Jackie is a brave and beautiful woman married to a man who has supported her through thick and thin, having learnt from his days in the police force that it is wise to 'come along quietly'.

The girl done good.

Patrick Gordon-Duff-Pennington
 Muncaster Castle, Ravenglass, Cumbria






Prologue

The contents of a woman's handbag are a pretty accurate barometer of her lifestyle. A quarter of a century (gosh, how time flies when you're enjoying yourself) ago, mine contained a train season ticket -outrageously priced; keys – so handy for disfiguring muggers; various lipsticks, spare tights and hair spray. Now, a quick rummage reveals a box of a hundred Elastrator rings for castrating lambs painlessly (orange, so that you can see them in the long grass, and as far as the 'painless' goes, well, you'd have to ask a tup lamb really – expect a high octave reply); a very un-cool mobile phone the size of a shoe box, and a leaflet about domestic wind turbines. Would you trust a woman who carries such things about with her? No, me neither.

SEASONS SHIFT. DAILY tasks and patterns change and living in harmony with the land means that you, as much as the wildlife or the hedgerows or the skeins of geese overhead, are part of that unchanging seasonal rhythm. Nature calls the tune and the countryman keeps time with her seasonal music. There's no option: try telling snowdrops to come up in summer, or ewes to mate in spring. The man on the top deck of the Clapham omnibus, as he cruises the townscape, is not part of those changes in the same way as his country peers and that is probably the biggest, most important difference between their parallel lives. It may also be the benefit of staying put in Clapham.

As far as seasonal changes go, mere mortals like me can do little about it except watch, groan and grumble about the weather. Here in Cumbria there is a joke -they have an odd sense of humour, Cumbrians – that we get nine months of winter and three of bad weather. I don't think that is especially true but I do confess to a wry smile – some might say it's not a smile at all but a pretty unpleasant smirk – when it's sunny here and pelting in Basingstoke.

As far as the changing patterns of life go, ours have changed as often as the emphasis of life at Rowfoot has shifted.

In the beginning, there was the Word and ours was Construction. Or deconstruction, as we concentrated on some sort or other of earth-moving enterprise, mostly inside the house. At the height of activities, we came to regard proper wardrobes as a petty bourgeois affectation – after all, we had managed for the best part of a year with Pickfords cardboard ones – and plaster dust had become an essential ingredient in our tea and coffee.

As Malcolm toddled off each morning for another day at Newton Rigg learning how to castrate calves, milk pigs, shear goats and tinker with tractors, those being a few of the unlikely topics he claimed to be studying while the younger students concentrated on getting their PhDs in beer drinking, I tooled up for another day as brickie's mate. Ted was chief brickie and a long-standing friend. Indeed it was Ted who first suggested to us, on one of our house-hunting forays, that we should have a look at Rowfoot. Sometimes I think Ted has an awful lot to answer for. He dished out orders and I executed them. Under his direction, I pulled plaster off the walls, found the odd rats' nest lurking in the stonework where normal people have cavity wall insulation, and dug out floors. I can still see my mother standing in the doorway of the old dairy, wondering precisely why her only offspring needed great sandstone slab shelves when she was perfectly happy with blue Formica ones in Barnes. 'I just don't understand you, Jacqueline, moving from a perfectly dry house in Walton-on-Thames to a damp one in Cumbria,' she said in bewildered tones. At times like this, she became more convinced than usual that she had been sent home from hospital with the wrong baby.

Somehow, there seemed little point in even beginning to explain about the views, the space, the fields, the livestock, the imminent translation of the self-sufficiency dream into lip-smacking reality. Besides, I knew that it wasn't really the damp that bothered mum, it went far deeper than that: the real problem with this country living lark was the lack of a Marks and Spencer within walking distance.

The day before, I had cursed at a sudden lack of cheese; the wall-rats' descendants might conceivably have been responsible but allusions to intramural rodents might have upscuttled a lady who had been a spectator of life's unfolding tapestry from the vantage point of a blue kitchen chair (to match the Formica) as mice scurried about on the floor of a rambling Edwardian house in deepest suburbia. As an infant, I found it amusing to flick small morsels of dry bread at them as they scurried about my playpen, an activity whose entertainment value my mother never fully appreciated.

'I'll have to nip to Armathwaite for some cheese,' I said.

Mother, pouncing on a chance to escape her uncivilised surroundings, thick with plaster dust and builders' rubbish, exclaimed excitedly, 'Armathwaite? Does it have a Marks and Spencer's?'

Briefly, Armathwaite beckoned like a Lorelei, glittering and irresistible. It was a shame to disillusion her but it had to be done. No Marks and Sparks: Armathwaite's allure faded immediately.

Back then, the days slid easily into one another: on the five weekdays Ted and I toiled away and at the weekends Malcolm, Sara (Malcolm's youngest daughter), Ted and I all got stuck in to the major jobs together. Sometimes we roped in visitors, family members in transit and innocent passers-by who had set out to do the East Cumbria Countryside Project walk from Armathwaite to Ainstable but were hijacked en route. Usually we released them after a couple of days' hard labour in captivity. It was a strangely satisfying time.

Anxious to restore what we could, we replaced the modern tiled fireplace in the sitting room with a magnificent stone one, hewn from the recycled dairy floor. Its construction had been rather more straightforward in the imagining than in the execution. 'We'll use the front gatepost for a lintel,' suggested Ted airily, 'it's good dressed stone, that. Just replace it with the one down by the hedge in the bottom field.' As the fields had been enlarged, boundaries had been taken out, and the lone rough and redundant pillar referred to stood an idle monument to a past of smaller fields and correspondingly smaller agricultural vehicles. We could widen the gateway, too, Ted reasoned, and that would be of inestimable benefit: all sorts of wide and heavy machinery could get into the yard then. Why? What could we possibly need with wide and heavy machinery? 'You never know,' replied Ted darkly and carried on digging.

There was just the small matter of how to shift our twin peaks. Tom, our dairy farming neighbour, at the helm of a JCB and a front-loader (I had thought this term pertained only to washing machines, but apparently not) saw to the one in the field, but the journey of the monster gatepost that guarded the entrance to Rowfoot to its new home in the sitting room presented a different challenge altogether. Ted eventually rigged up a contraption to lever it into place, incorporating a small flatbed trolley and a winch of sorts; it defied accurate description but it was just the sort of thing that made Heath Robinson great. ACRO props held the lintel in place and Sara, whose bedroom was immediately above the half-completed structure, was told very firmly not to jump about upstairs.

Upstairs, that other country nearer heaven and above damp-course injections and smashed plaster, offered another heady possibility: an en-suite bathroom. This was Malcolm's idea and, frankly, I could not see it ever going beyond the crumpled graph paper stage.

Our predecessors at Rowfoot had put in a proper bathroom – a Good Idea. Another bedroom had been added too – also a Good Idea. They had been left with an odd L-shaped space and had stuck a door on it: not a good idea at all as it was exactly the kind of space that invites junk to parties, then encourages it to sleep on the floor and never leave. I had visions of various sorts of detritus claiming squatters' rights there in the years to come but it seemed an unlikely space for a fancy bathroom, especially if you wanted a pukka bath as opposed to one of those French bum-baths (as long as your bum is no larger than a standard size 14) in it. But the graph paper, insisted Malcolm, could not lie. It would go in. At least, it would go in if we halved the size of the airing cupboard, took off the existing door, plasterboarded over the hole where the door had been, knocked a new hole through the old outside wall of the house to create a new opening from our bedroom and stuck a door on that instead. Ah yes, of course, I said, why didn't I think of that, in my best encouraging-wifely he'11-forget-all-about-it-in-a-day-or-so voice.

He started on the hole the next day.

To make a very narrow doorway indeed, an irregular space roughly two metres high by five metres wide had to be made in the old outside wall that was itself fully a metre thick. Boulders the size of Dufton Pike were carried, rolled and manhandled down the stairs and still the house did not fall down. This was heartening.

We relayed some of this information to our erstwhile bank manager in Putney, certain that he would see the joke. He, after all, had conceded that he didn't come across too many surveys of seventeenth-century farmhouses in the course of Putney's daily grind. He said he thought we were pioneer spirits. He may have meant that we were bonkers but was much too polite to say so.

Ted thought that four concrete lintels might just suffice over the new doorway and his next thought was that it would be quicker (than what?) if I went to Carlisle to fetch them in the Land Rover.

I had made many journeys to Coulthards of Carlisle, suppliers of concrete lintels, other toys and mysteriously named 'Sundries' to the building trade. Whilst I never fully established what exactly constituted a Sundry, I did discover during these forays that Coulthards had some very helpful staff and one or two complete wastrels with delusions of adequacy, the kinds of blokes who were depriving remote Cumbrian settlements of their resident idiots.

The most memorable of the latter sucked heavily on a fag hanging perpetually and perilously from one corner of his mouth and talked out of the other corner with appropriate economy of movement in the lip department. He did not like waste, particularly of his own energy, and he tried his level best not to expend any of this irreplaceable commodity unless it was absolutely necessary. Years of research had resulted in his development of a sophisticated modus operandi: lots of sucking on the fag and very little of anything else. To his immense satisfaction he had discovered that his inertia slowed things down to such an intolerable degree that most customers felt impelled to speed up the process by lending a hand and lifting their own lintels, bags of concrete and, of course, Sundries.

Such low tactics invited a cunning counter-attack, delivered with feminine guile and involving no fag-sucking at all. And here it is: I have not patented it and you may use it freely and at your own discretion, just so long as the victim is deservingly weaselly. The first rule is: do not, under any circumstances, wear jeans, steel-capped boots or any other clothes in which you might be expected to lift lintels, bags of concrete or – perish the thought – Sundries. Wear a short black skirt instead. And very high heels. As you drive into the storage yard, wave your pink duplicate order form and instruct (it may help if you think of your old hockey mistress while you do this): 'Four concrete lintels, two bags of cement, in the back please.' And then, very grudgingly, you should slide the window across – our old Land Rover had those sticky, supposed-to-be-slidy windows that predated even the roll-down sort, never mind the electronic ones, and add, in the most imperious tone you can muster, 'Would you require the tailgate lowered?'

It is up to you how you proceed now. You might deal with tailgates yourself or you could just issue instructions on tailgate lowering with special reference to Land Rovers ... it worked for me.

The extra bathroom was taking shape nicely, even if we had truncated the airing cupboard in the main one. On reflection, this was no bad thing, as heating an airing cupboard that vast must surely have been a wasteful use of energy, but the modifications did mean that we had to resite the immersion switch. And this had to be approved by the building regs inspector, a very important district council person with whom you disagreed at your peril. There was one inspector in particular who struck fear and awe into the hearts of builders and householders alike. I'll call him Mr Price, as this name caught my attention in a newspaper report recently. The real Mr Price of New South Wales, Australia, was butchered by his wife Katherine in 2003; the charming Kate, being deft with a cleaver, stabbed her erstwhile love a total of thirty-seven times before decapitating him, skinning him and eventually cooking 'parts of his flesh' although, regrettably, we are not told exactly which parts. I think we can guess, though, don't you? She then fed him to her children, with a certain culinary flourish and the obligatory vegetables and gravy. Katherine is now languishing in an Australian jail and her children are, I am sure, receiving a more balanced diet – or at least one prepared by a more balanced cook.

But that is to digress; back to my putative Mr Price whose diligence and assiduity are such that his continued immunity from machete-wielding females cannot, I fear, be guaranteed.

He arrived and inspected the floors we had taken out and those we had put in. He looked at the walls, demolished and molished alike. He approved of both plumbing and plasterwork: we were on a roll. The new bathroom he pronounced to be in full compliance with all his knavish regulations and 'very nice' (he was not a man much given to extravagant expressions of appreciation). 'I'll just have a look at the airing cupboard on the other side,' he declared, in tones suggestive of dark arts and weird satanic practices. He opened the cupboard door with due solemnity and peered inside.

'Hmm.'

I quivered a little.

He fixed me with a gimlet eye. Well, two gimlet eyes really; he wasn't a Cyclops or anything like that.

And then very slowly, very carefully and of course fully dressed, he stepped into the bath and stretched his left arm as far as he could, in an effort to reach the immersion switch in the airing cupboard.

He looked quite spectacularly silly.

To his dismay, he could not quite touch the switch. If he had been able to, he explained, the house would quite possibly have to be knocked down altogether as anyone bathing recklessly might have found that, with minimal effort and very long arms, they could electrocute themselves. Since his own search for imperfection had been in vain, he quit the bath and stalked down the stairs, a thwarted man.

The electrician responsible for the switch-resiting project looked very smug indeed and toiled away elsewhere in the house. A wraith-like youth with hornrimmed specs and an odd taste in pipes, he whistled tunes from Oklahoma and grunted in the way that Tamworth pigs, teenaged boys and tennis players have perfected, but he never said very much. He reserved his rare bursts of conversation to abuse the workmanship of another, earlier electrician, who was alternately a – well, I can't really repeat what he called him. He meant that the chap was a charlatan and a rogue but those were not, as I recall, the precise terms he used to convey his opinion.

Still, we were fortunate to have electricity in Ainstable at all. Had things gone to the Great Master Plan of one Ted Proud, whose parents had resided at Rowfoot at the turn of the century, we would not have had electricity at all. Ted was all against the leccy. Why? It might just have been that he was the most dreadful Luddite. On the other hand – and I incline towards this explanation myself – it might have had something to do with the fact that Ted had the paraffin franchise for the area.

Ted's son Eddie, though, was responsible for reminding us that Sundays were special. Every Sunday morning for several weeks after we moved in, a cattle-feed bag materialised on the back door step; it was filled not with barley or 'cake' but with a selection of seasonal vegetables. Eventually, the Turnip Fairy was identified as Eddie, who explained his kindness with a gruff 'Well, I thought you hadn't had chance to get your garden goin' yet.'

After that we persuaded him to share a glass of elderberry wine with us when he brought the Sunday veg, especially as he had a family connection with Rowfoot. The elderberry was an amusing little hooch, made from the fruits of bushes in the park at the back of our Surrey house and matured in the loft there. One or two bottles didn't make it northwards: 'Daddy, daddy, there's blood coming down the walls . . .' cried Sara in terror one morning, a bottle or three of lively elderberry having exploded in the loft and made their passage downwards with devastating effect. Those which survived intact we transported to Cumbria.

One Sunday, leaning against the half-plastered wall – the wall being semi-denuded of its coating in preparation for the damp-course injection rather than having indulged too freely in the elderberry wine – and gesturing to the opposite side of the kitchen, Eddie said, 'There used to be a bath in yon corner.' The next day, we were smashing yet more plaster and what fell on to the floor amidst the dust and a brace of rat ribs? A bath plug. No use, though – imperial width, you see, not metric.

On other Sundays, Eddie talked of childhood visits to Rowfoot, remembering the pear tree as bearing 'fruit like little bullets, hard and sour. Then, suddenly, they ripened and then they were soft and juicy and sweet. ..' No change there: the pear tree's tiny fruits were still as volatile and as tasty as they had been fifty years ago. And they made some pretty good wine, too.

Eddie's tractor used to describe a pleasingly erratic path up the road after the elderberry wine had done its stuff. The tractor was as a calendar on other days of the week too: on hunting days – Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays and Saturdays – it achieved third gear and a giddy 15 mph. On the intervening days its progress was of a more leisurely nature. If, though, the foxes became particularly troublesome and the Bewcastle went a-hunting on extra days, the tractor's progress would accelerate accordingly. So you had to be very careful if you relied on the velocity of Eddie's Massey Ferguson to identify which day of the week it was.

As the seasons shifted, our patterns changed too.

At the end of that summer's grazing licence we reinstated fencing, enabling us to divide the land back into manageable fields rather than having it all lumped within one ring fence.

Then came Norman with his Crane of Many Colours and his Mole Plough to lay water pipes. Norman lives at the top of the village in a clearing crammed with mechanical experiments and surrounded by a tangle of trees. He is quite simply a genius with all agricultural machinery and much else besides. Norman's only real failing is his sense of colour co-ordination. He and Laurence Llewelyn-Bowen would never get on as Norman regards paint not as a fashion consideration but as a utilitarian substance that protects his creations from the elements. Or at least that seems to be the most satisfactory explanation for Norman's Crane of Many Colours, its component parts splashed with an eclectic mix of vibrant hues: Kermit the Frog Green, Father Christmas Red, Microsoft Toolbar Blue and Banana Custard Yellow are all there.

The tractor-mounted Mole Plough is another of Norman's creations. The term 'mole plough' is self-explanatory if you think about it long enough. A brightly painted (natch) tractor tows a ferocious blade, slicing into the earth; at the deepest point is the 'mole', burrowing the course for the water pipes. It saves digging massive trenches with spades and laboriously filling them in, causes little disruption to the growing surface of the land and is devilishly accurate. A very neat implement indeed, is a mole plough, though an organic farmer would probably prefer to use a real, smooth-jacketed mole. Hut training him to follow the maps between the troughs might prove a bit tricksy.

There didn't seem to be a good reason for the Crane of Many Colours to come with the Mole Plough; perhaps they were just good friends. But as summer turned to autumn and then to winter water pipes were sunk, troughs were installed, ballcocks were fitted and sheep were bought.

Shepherding became another daily ritual, and for the most part one day was much like another. Nor did the arrival of the dairy cows change anything to start with. They needed milking every morning and every evening of every day. Only when we began to make butter and cheese did the week start to take on a different shape.

We processed everything on site and sold no milk in unseparated form. So, after every milking, the milk, still at blood heat, passed through a separator. At first we had a hand-wound model, ensuring that I developed impressive biceps on my right arm. Malcolm said that ours was absolutely no different from the one his Auntie Polly had had fifty years earlier so it is probably fair to assume that Auntie Polly had impressive biceps too. And like Auntie Polly we made butter. Surplus cream was heat-treated each night in the microwave and stored in the dairy fridge for making into cream cheese on Wednesdays or churning into butter on Fridays.

The cream cheese production was a straightforward process. I cannot explain the logic of it, though Malcolm says he can – it is because, apparently, the system was devised by a woman. Me. The cream was heated to 70 degrees centigrade and then cooled to 98 degrees Fahrenheit. It seemed obvious enough to me: the touch pad on the widescreen microwave – it was state-of-the-art at the time – had a rectangle with 70 on it and I hit that with my index finger. The bowl inside spun round and round until the thing went 'beeeeeep, beeeeeep, beeeeeep' and I switched it off; then I covered the bowl with a tea towel and left it on a sandstone slab in the cool of the old farm dairy, stirring at intervals with Malcolm's long winemaking thermometer until the red line dropped to 98.

Up to 70. Down to 98. Clear?

Then I added some freeze-dried 'starter', stirred it all once more, covered it again and moved it to the kitchen, kept to an ambient temperature by the heat of the Rayburn.

By morning, it was a gently wobblesome glob. Not solid, not set, and not fluid either. Somewhere in between, a little like the jelly kids used to eat from square greaseproof paper dishes at parties in the sixties. That sort of consistency. It was then ready to turn into a boiled and sterilised double layer of muslin cloth whose corners were brought together and passed through a loop of string so that it could be hung up from an old meat hook back in the dairy. The whey drained into the bowl placed beneath it while the curds remained in the cloth for salting and flavouring. There you have it: cream cheese.

We experimented with several seasonings for this fine artery-clogging stuff: chives, fresh from the garden, or small pieces of chopped pineapple for an authentically sixties-retro taste, but our clear favourite was the divine mixture my pal Jane dubbed Better Than Boursin, flavoured with garlic, fresh parsley and thyme. It was easily the most versatile, transforming dull crackers into a gourmet experience and souffles into savoury froth; it was far and away our best-selling product and quite possibly addictive.

On Fridays we churned butter. We decked ourselves out in white nylon coats and carried our vats of heated, cooled, matured, stirred and brought-to-blood-heat cream down to the dairy. The cats hovered hopefully in the doorway as we fired up the churn and scrubbed the butter worker in readiness. We had bought this beast via a radio advertisement from a farm in Patterdale. The tray had been almost reduced to powder by several generations of woodworms, but enough of it remained for Richardsons, coffin makers to Penrithian gentry, to fashion an exact replica. The roller was not past repair, so we repaired it and painted the enamel handle British Racing Green. Just for a laugh, really.

The other Friday task was to visit Maggie, who lived a matter of yards up the road at Hagget House, once the village forge. Maggie liked buttermilk and she hadn't had buttermilk since she was – ooh, much younger. As Maggie was well into her eighties that left plenty of scope but she did love her weekly dose of our butter by-product and often drank it straight from the bottle. Maggie had running cold water but relied on a kettle suspended over the range for the hot sort, no flushing loo just a dig-out khazi, which was dug out on a weekly basis by a long-suffering distant relative, and made few concessions to the fripperies of modern living. As a former village postwoman, to this village and several surrounding ones, it was estimated that Maggie had walked the equivalent of at least a couple of circuits of the world. Unsurprisingly, she suffered fools neither gladly nor at all and took few prisoners – as one mobile butcher found out to his cost.

Maggie was considering the purchase of a joint for the weekend. The exchange between her and the butcher, an accomplished salesman, went something like this:

'Lovely piece of meat, this, Miss Kendall. Do nicely for your Sunday lunch.'

Turn it over, young man' – he was approaching retirement but to Maggie he was just a young pup – 'and let me see the other side.'

'Lovely joint, Miss Kendall. Very tasty, that'll be, with a few tatties . . .'

'Turn it over.'

'It'll cook beautifully, this, Miss Kendall. Nice cold on Monday, too.'

Turn it over.'

Realising he was squarely beaten – he should really have known better – he turned it over.

It was then that she looked at him, very, very directly indeed.

Not another word was spoken and he put the piece of beef – topside on one side, rolled trimmings underneath, back into his van and left.

If he had had a tail, it would have been between his legs.

All that seems part of another life. These days the rhythm is different: no cheese making on Wednesday, no butter churning on Friday; only Saturday is different now, as it is the day guests in the cottage change over. By eleven thirty on most Saturdays, I'll have stripped the beds, washed the sheets and hung them out to dry on the line in the yard that doubles neatly enough as a garrotting device for unsuspecting visitors, picked up the lawn clippings, watered the greenhouse and fed the sheep. Today, it's eleven thirty and I've just got up: it pays never to be a slave to routine, you see.
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