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A BBC RADIO 4 FRONT ROW BOOK OF THE YEAR
   
Praise for Rural:

‘[T]his intensely personal investigation of rural people’s working lives … is both eye-opening and persuasive … effective and affecting. Smith is trying to understand what it means to work on the land but not own it … This is not just a polemical book. It is more generous and ambitious. “It feels we are only at the beginning of understanding how our country was really built,” Smith writes. And books like this, which look at history from new vantage points, and with fresh eyes, are part of that new beginning’

SUNDAY TIMES

‘Its most memorable passages resound with all the get-off-our-land fury of a gamekeeper’s shotgun … How we manage people’s competing claims to ownership of places is one of the great questions for the world in the twenty-first century. As Rural shows, the British countryside is a good example of how not to do it’

OBSERVER

‘[An] intelligent, multifaceted exploration of working-class life in the British countryside … it is to Smith’s huge credit that she achieves her aim with the book, of revealing parts of society that are too often simply forgotten’

INDEPENDENT

‘A brilliant book about another side of working-class life, not a tower block in sight. Clever and honest, tackling slavery, loss and aspiration with humour and candour. I loved it’

KIT DE WAAL, author of My Name is Leon

‘Rural is a book about the vast social changes that are often difficult to spot from the outside, and the villages where an appearance of timeless serenity is maintained by heritage paints and second-homers’

TIMES LITERARY SUPPLEMENT

‘Part memoir and part historical document, what emerges is a love letter to life in the countryside and a distinctive rural working-class identity. As Smith and countless others attest, rural life may be challenging, but it’s a lifestyle worth defending’

DAZED

‘[A] considered and considerate book … her analysis is acute and dislodging and revelatory. It is also very self-aware, in a good way, the author constantly cross-examining herself on the ambiguities and paradoxes of what the rural life really means … Smith has written something which does not reduce the world to easy answers but revels in its difficulty’

THE SCOTSMAN

‘The author’s understanding of the land, innate curiosity of people that live off it, and emotional connection to it makes her book an educational and moving read that I believe no matter where you fit in society, you can enjoy … But most importantly, her work is a voice for working class people in rural communities from the past to the present day whose voices have so often been overlooked … Smith beautifully stitches together the beauty, tragedy and comedy that underpins rural communities today, making her book a fascinating history lesson’

SCOTSMAN MAGAZINE

‘Smith is alert to the fact that when we aestheticise the countryside we mistake natural beauty for something that has been largely shaped by human labour, and, because we define that beauty as belonging to nature, we fail to value the labour and the lives of working people who live on the land today … unsentimental, clear-sighted accounts of the realities of rural life’

LITERARY REVIEW

‘A thoughtful, moving, honest book that questions what it means to belong to a place when it can never belong to you: a timely and illuminating exploration of the lives of the countryside working class. Rural reminds us that human stories lie at the heart of the land ownership debate – and that a feeling for place traverses the class divide’

CAL FLYN, author of Islands of Abandonment

‘A shrewd, inquisitive and enlightening guide to a vitally important aspect of the nation … While Rural has an undertone of melancholy with centuries-old social injustice burning through every chapter, Smith’s writing is good enough and the personal anecdotes uplifting enough to keep the book a lively rather than depressing read. It feels like the introduction of an important new voice to landscape writing in post-Brexit Britain and, importantly, one speaking from a perspective too long underrepresented’

NEW EUROPEAN

‘Smith explores these issues without turning the book into a polemic, leaving room for nuance and difficult questions … Rural explores the diverse lives and industries entangled in the natural landscape and how they’ve changed. It’s a personal and insightful read for anyone who wants to get under the skin of Britain’s green and pleasant land’

GEOGRAPHICAL MAGAZINE

‘Rural sets out to identify some of the huge and near-invisible changes to rural life that have occurred in recent decades … should be considered by anyone with an interest in the future of the British countryside’

COUNTRY LIFE MAGAZINE

‘[Smith’s] perspective is nuanced, coming to positions through discovery and weighing all views rather than lecturing the reader. That makes her critiques all the more powerful: she persuasively shows how Britain has treated its rural working classes – past and present – with contempt, harshness and insecurity. With rural workers too often absent from conversations on British industrial history, books like Smith’s are a welcome corrective’

NEW HUMANIST

‘Rural tenderly reveals the precarious lives that underpin the beauty and the wealth of our countryside. Essential reading for lovers of the land and its people’

KATHERINE MAY, author of Wintering

‘Rural is a refreshing and necessary reminder that … we should all aspire to be generous caretakers of rural environments and properly appreciate the skills, resilience and perspectives of the working people that sustain them’

QUIETUS

‘A corrective to a one-sided story of ownership and control … restores the drowned voices of those who weren’t heard in their own lifetimes. Her style gives the lie to the lingua franca of scholarly pursuit – at once entertaining and conversational, the reader is surprised by Smith’s depth of investigative acuity … [Smith] has an extraordinary feeling for the past and its underpinning of the present’

YORKSHIRE TIMES

‘Brilliant … deeply thought out … packed with affecting scenes’

CUMBRIA LIFE MAGAZINE, Book of the Month

‘It is a wonderful book, beautifully conceived in its movement between different dimensions of a rural working life, Smith’s and her family’s and all the others, both past and present. So immediate and clearly seen, so gracefully and gently written’

ADAM NICOLSON, author of Life Between the Tides

‘Rural ascends to beauty because it manages something more than simple reportage. Smith is of the land; rural life is her blood and her history. She narrates the pregnancy that bloomed during her research, the writing poignantly undershot with a sense of belonging she worries her children won’t have’

KIRSTIN INNES, THE PRESS AND JOURNAL
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Prologue
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Often, I think, people assume I am something I am not. My childhood was spent making dens within rhododendron bushes in the hidden corners of landscaped gardens and wandering the woods full of baby pheasants being fattened up for the shoot. I had lake shores to paddle in and a dinghy that we bumped down the field to the private beach.

My dad was the forester on a small country estate. ‘It’s the middle of nowhere,’ people said when they visited. If it was ‘nowhere’, then there was a lot of it. And it was all mine. I roamed the hills listening to my Walkman – a modern Brontë sister – while my brother skinned rabbits on the wall as tourists slowly drove past. Written down, it sounds slightly ridiculous. Well, that’s what it was like. And, of course, it wasn’t all mine. None of it was.

I didn’t realise that only the very wealthy, or sometimes lucky, had this kind of life. I was stepping in the footsteps of the upper classes, with access to the kinds of views that nature writers and landscape painters have been describing for hundreds of years. I had unlimited access inside the walls of a managed, affluent landscape, which, now, people pay a fortune to holiday in, let alone live in. But stepping in the footsteps of the upper classes did not mean I wore their shoes. Our lives ran parallel, but our worlds were very different. My brother and I played Kick the Can and rode our bikes too fast over the speed bumps, racing with the plumber’s kids, the farmer’s kids and the electrician’s kids, but I can count on one hand the number of times I saw the children from the Big House. They spent most of their time away at boarding school. As I grew into adulthood, I worked as soon as I could, and at 13 I started saving up. For what, I didn’t know yet. But I knew our family didn’t have property, savings or a business to fall back on. 

And yet, this upbringing seemed to come with a class ambiguity that I still can’t put my finger on. When I talked about the lake, the garden and the treehouse my dad built, people assumed we had money. We did not. When I talk about the estate, people assume I had a connection with the landowners. There was one, to some extent, once. For a time, they threw parties for the estate residents and their families, but the gap grew large enough for the eldest son of the estate not to recognise me when I served him in the local pub. Did other communities in rural areas feel the same? Did growing up with access to so much nature change the way I looked at the world? Or did it change the way the world looked at me?

When my dad became the estate forester, we were given a house. A lodge house, no less. Almost as grand as the manor house, with bay windows and a round, castle-like turret. But, of course, it was much, much smaller than the Big House. It was a ‘tied cottage’, which meant we didn’t pay rent and my dad’s wages reflected that. For seven years, my brother and I played in the gardens, made rhododendron perfume to sell to the visitors and swung on an old tractor tyre underneath a beech tree. But things were changing. When I was 16, the estate decided not to employ a forester anymore; Dad became self-employed, and we started paying rent.

Looking back, it was a time of transformation. There were blurred lines between the old sepia lifestyle and the new digital era, in more ways than one. I had no idea that the way a rural community was held together was changing. Big landowners were modifying how they made money. They no longer needed a workforce in the same way. It was possible to make more money letting property to families like mine than providing households with jobs. Or better still, letting the houses out to tourists, for which you could earn the same in a week as you would have otherwise in a month. For better or worse, communities that had grown up for generations providing for one family, one name or one business, dispersed.

Tied cottages are mainly a thing of Britain’s past. They were abundant for hundreds of years, springing up to facilitate a whole range of rural industries. Coal companies built rows of damp miners’ cottages by their pits, and textile manufacturers designed mill towns by waterfalls. The Forestry Commission built settlements so remote it took foresters’ wives all day (often hitching lifts in the timber lorries) just to get out to do the shopping. At the peak of the Industrial Revolution, temporary wooden huts appeared so hundreds of men could build reservoirs that took years to complete. And private landowners, big estate owners – the original landlords, if you like – built houses for their own private world. A country estate could have homes for the blacksmith, the butler, the gamekeeper, the housekeeper, the gardener, the plumber, the joiner. A world inside a world. Microcosms of society. A whole raft of tenants and their families lumped together to manage the estate. 

Today, the coal mines are gone. Forestry has adapted to using machines, which makes the job much quicker, cheaper and safer. We don’t need to create communities to build huge engineering projects like dams and reservoirs. Machines can shift far more soil than a gang of hardy men can. It is often tourism that now employs the bigger slice of the pie in rural areas, and it is here you will find staff housing. Well, you would. If there were any houses left in rural areas. I used to think tied housing was a bad thing – the Scottish expression ‘on a shoogly peg’ always sprang to mind. Yes, the miners, the mill workers, the foresters’ wives were all living on a shoogly peg, precariously, tied by circumstance. There was always the fear you could be kicked out of your home if you lost your job. But now we are faced with almost the opposite problem. A lack of homes in rural areas means the actual jobs in those areas are redundant. And it’s killing the countryside. There are already a limited number of houses in areas renowned for their natural beauty and, of those houses, a huge percentage don’t belong to people who actually live there – in some areas, 80 per cent of villages are now second homes. It’s not rocket science. If there is nowhere to live, there is nowhere to work. Or go to school. Or to shop. If there isn’t a house for the teacher, the doctor, the farmer, the shopkeeper, we lose those assets.

This book is about land, housing and rural industry. But it’s also about family and community. I was pregnant when I wrote the bulk of it, plagued with awful morning sickness for months. I dragged my kids, partner and my poor parents halfway around the country for research trips. We travelled to mill towns, reservoirs high up in valleys and slate islands. After I had the baby, I did more research. The three-month-old and I found ourselves stuck on the Isle of Arran in a January storm. Being pregnant or with young children in these environments shed a new light onto the lives of generations past, and for families now living in rural areas.

This is in no way a full account of all the rural industries that had houses come with the jobs. There are so many more sorts of mining I don’t even touch on: salt mining, tin mining, lead mining. Then there is iron ore, shale and the mills that smelted the lead or iron. Railway building and canal building all provided temporary housing. Lockkeepers, lighthouse keepers, vicars, doctors and nurses, policemen. This is not a full account of land use or housing issues either. That would be impossible, and there are other books out there that attempt to explain these issues much better than I ever could anyway.

What I hope the book does is reveal a part of society that has been largely forgotten. I am tired of reading stories about landowners, lairds, the Big House and rich people who always seem to get their own way. I am tired of reading a tourist’s view of the countryside. Yes, the mountains are spectacular and mushrooms are pretty, but tourists quite often forget that this beautiful place is a working environment. People actually live here. I hope this book tells the stories of the families who are making a living within this natural world and have done so for generations. I hope it tells the stories of tenants whose lives went unrecorded. When reading about forestry villages, I recognised the stories about the foresters who would walk 15 miles to ‘go to the pub’. Our nearest pub was only three miles away in a small settlement by the lake, so it wasn’t such a trek for Dad to walk there and back in all kinds of weather. I recognised the stories of the dreaded food shop. Mum went to town once every two weeks to do the ‘big shop’. This did feel like a trek, even with a car. She filled the boot with bags and bags of food, bringing a freezer box so the frozen food wouldn’t melt on the journey home. I recognised the stories of spending a few days in autumn felling a tree and then chopping endless logs to fill up the shed, ready for the winter ahead. I recognised the stories of kids sledging down hills and nearly crashing into sheep. I recognised the stories of adders in the kitchen and mistaking a severed deer leg for a log for the fire. I recognised the stories of saving up and going away to work, then realising you belong in the hills, after all. I recognised the stories of moving away and bringing up your children elsewhere as you can’t afford to live in the place you know is home. 
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These are not your usual working-class stories; they are the stories of the rural working-class.




1

Land
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The tyres rattle over the cattlegrid as the stable block appears on our left. We park behind the building, in the shadow of the beech trees that have grown further across the sky than I ever remember them being.

‘You didn’t tell us it was like this,’ my son Ellis says. 

I falter. I thought I did. 

‘It didn’t look like this when I lived here. It’s much fancier now.’

I see Phil, my partner, smile, possibly at the word ‘fancier’, possibly at Ellis’s remark.

The stable block was once, as the name suggests, the home for the horses of the estate and the people who looked after them. Three blocks of two-storey buildings form the three sides of a square. The fourth edge was enclosed by a low wall that we used to sit and climb on as kids, with the gateway in the centre of it. There was a clock tower at the back of the square, which had never seemed to tick, even when I lived here. All the buildings are now freshly painted, the white render of the top storey shines bright and the grey mock-Tudor panels are rich against it. It looks very smart. There is a line of expensive cars in the car park alongside us. 

I point up to the back of the building. There is a small window that looks onto the car-park area, almost the same height as the biggest beech branches.

‘There used to be an old woman who lived there. She used to look out of the window. She was terrifying.’ Ellis, who is ten, and Jess, only three, look up. The window looks dark, the space around it crowded with the branches of the trees. It still looks spooky now. I have no idea who the woman was, or what she did on the estate. Maybe we made her up.

I had always known the stable block as homes, rather than where horses were kept. The housekeeper and her husband lived in one of the end houses. When you walked into their small living room that smoky, dry heat of the open fire hit you. The plumber and his kids lived in the house opposite. They had bats in their loft, which sometimes ended up in their bathroom. I remember the shock of seeing the dark mass of the bat in the corner of the room and the plumber’s wife screaming when it started flapping about upstairs. 

Today, the stable block has a shiny new sheen about it. The flats have been converted to a higher standard. Some are let out long term, some as holiday flats. I can see why it might look different from what I had told Ellis.

It is difficult to work out the exact number of estates there are left in Britain today. Some of them, like Chatsworth and Blenheim, are still huge landowners with hundreds of thousands of acres. They are also big local employers. Chatsworth, for example, employs more than 800 people. There are lots of smaller estates that continue to maintain the house and the grounds, employing a core member of staff for the kind of business they run now – often holiday homes.

Some estates were sold to the National Trust, unable to stay in the family due to death duties, or because the upkeep of the old, elaborate house was simply too expensive. The National Trust now looks after 300 historic houses in England alone.

Some have been bought by local councils. Where there were once designed gardens, there are now play parks. Some of these grand homes have been so neglected that the only evidence that there was once a privately owned estate there are the remnants of walls and burnt-out buildings. It is said that nearly 2,000 stately homes have been demolished or ruined in England alone over the last 200 years.

These changes have been under way for decades now. Whereas, once, income used to come from rent from tenants, and the pursuits of farming, forestry or mining on the land, now it comes from tourism, weddings, safari parks and hotels. The practice of shooting deer and grouse is still lucrative (in Scotland there are around 340 sporting estates in the Highlands and Islands covering around 5.2 million acres of land), but some landowners are moving towards rewilding and ecotourism.

Whatever state these estates are in, one thing is certain: they cover a huge amount of the UK’s rural landmass and are a whole industry in themselves.

Until the age of 18, I lived on three private country estates. First in Yorkshire, then Bedford, then, lastly, Graythwaite Estate in Cumbria. I was four when my dad was given the job of head forester of this small estate, overseeing 500 acres of woodland. My parents drove up from Bedford and went for the interview, with Tom and me in tow. They gave us KitKats to keep us quiet in the reception area. When they saw where we would be living, they knew this was the place for us. 

The job came with a house. It was a three-bedroom lodge house, a bungalow, with an open fire, a huge walk-in pantry and a bay window to watch the south gates from. Legend says the house once had an upstairs, but the landowner didn’t like the way the top floor ruined his view. He literally sliced it in half, taking the top off like a Victoria sponge cake. I’m not sure how likely this is.

For us, and many like us, it was simply impossible to buy a house on a regular rural wage. On Graythwaite, a house came with the job of the plumber, the housekeeper, the electrician, the farmer, the estate manager. Our homes were old, damp and cold, and we were four miles from any kind of shop. 

But it was idyllic. We were surrounded by gardens and woodland, and Windermere lake was only a mile away down a private path. 

In the summer, I would climb out of my bedroom window when I should have been asleep and ride my bike up and down the estate road. I just wanted to be outside. And in the autumn, I lay in bed listening to stags rutting, the roar of them, both unnerving and exciting. It was idyllic, and none of us paid rent.
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I lead Phil and the kids along the road that led to our old lodge house. Naturally, it looks smaller now. Even the trees look smaller, the rockery less steep and the hill down past the wall more like a slope. The wall that ran around the house and the estates garden, however, looks bigger than ever. I point out the places where we made dens, where the farmer’s daughter and I used to hold discos in the rhododendron bushes, decorating the branches with my mum’s silvery thread from the sewing box. The coal bunker has gone, the shed is new, but the steps to the front door are exactly as I remember them. There are no cars by the house so I assume no one is in. It doesn’t even look like anyone lives there but I can’t bring myself to get too close and look in the windows to check. Phil takes a picture of me and the kids outside the bay windows, but I am keen to leave. It feels odd being here. 

The huge beech tree that our tyre swing had hung from is still standing in what we called the back garden, but obviously the playhouse Dad built has gone. I tell them that, one day, Tom and his best mate, Adam, the plumber’s son, borrowed some white paint and covered the playhouse in it. They tried to hide their paint-stained denim jackets under the boards of the playhouse but we could see their white glossy footprints all the way back up the steps.

We carry on around the paths. It’s summer, so people are allowed to walk around the gardens, but there is no one else around. We can hear an engine – a ride-on lawnmower going up and down the field above the river. I don’t want to be seen or to explain what we are doing here, so I hurry everyone along, past the beck and back to the stable block. Ellis asks about the people in the Big House. Who they were, what they are doing now. I only know what Mum told me: that the children of the estate – there were five of them; I was the same age as the second eldest – are all grown up. At least one of them has married another landowner and has not only children of her own, but her own land too. The eldest son now runs this place, I tell him. I wonder what Ellis thinks of this, but we have reached the car and we are all hungry. We change our plan of having a picnic by the lake and eat our sandwiches as we drive under the trees to the village.

My dad had a new knee a few weeks ago. He is still stuck at home, bored, resting, exercising it, so I call and ask him how we ended up there in Cumbria, living on an estate, in the playground of the upper classes.

‘It was all I knew. My dad worked for estates, so I did too.’

My paternal grandfather was the head forester for the Osberton estate in Nottingham. Dad and his siblings also lived in a lodge house, very like the one we grew up in at Graythwaite. Dad would help Grandad in the woods, learning to love it as much as we would one day too. Their landowner was horse mad and set up the now-famous horse trials at Osberton, where Princess Anne competed in 1973, my dad having made all the jumps for the horses. 

At 18, Dad applied for a forestry degree at university, but he didn’t get the grades. Instead, he was offered a place studying geology at Leicester University. It might not have been his first choice, but it’s easy to see why understanding the history of the land, learning why rocks are formed and why, ultimately, the landscape looks and behaves the way it does made for a good start to a life working outside. Needless to say, this was back in the time when university was free to attend and wouldn’t otherwise have been an option.

When he graduated he started looking for jobs. He had met my mum when he was 18 and she 16, in the back of a Mini on the way to a Pink Floyd concert. They were married just a few years later and were hoping to start a family. 

[image: Image Missing]

‘The first place I worked wasn’t keen on giving your mum and me a house, as they thought I wouldn’t stick it, being a graduate. They gave us one in the end. Reluctantly.’ The house was small and cold, but it was their first home together. They had geese and ducks and met friends in the pub nearby. My mum missed her mother terribly and her parents paid for a phone line to be installed so they could keep in touch. 

For the estates Dad worked for, a degree meant nothing. Especially as it wasn’t in the industry he wanted to work in – forestry. ‘I was at the bottom of the ladder again. I needed to learn from scratch.’ He did, taking a step up at each estate we moved to until, when I was four and Tom was two, he got the job in Cumbria.

‘We knew we were very lucky there,’ he says. An image of South Lodge and the path to the lake forms in my mind. As a parent now, the lack of something solid to call our own would make me nervous. 

‘Did you ever worry about not owning the house?’ I ask.

‘It clicked for me about the time you kids were teenagers. I thought, “What are we going to do now?” But I was fortunate enough to have married your mum. She’s brighter than me.’

He’s right. Without her, I’m not sure where we would have ended up. She’s always been the savvier one, more forward thinking. Dad’s head never really left the woods, whereas Mum managed the house with us two kids on a low wage in an isolated place. 

‘Your mum worked hard to keep us afloat. Remember that guest house next to the school? She used to clean there, then work in the kitchen at lunchtime.’

I was a nervous kid at primary school, so having Mum in the kitchen as a dinner lady settled something in me for a while. 

‘We were lucky too, as the estate started giving me commission on timber.’

To encourage Dad to think more commercially, the estate gave him a 2-per-cent commission on timber sales. After a particularly good sale of wood, they received a small lump sum. They saved and added more to this and then used it to buy a house in Worksop, Nottingham, the town where Mum grew up. They rented it to Mum’s sister, who had recently been divorced. Her rent paid their mortgage. 

‘It was the best we could do at the time. We knew we could never buy in the Lakes.’ 

I imagine if our old lodge house ever came on the open market, it would go for a lot of money. But it never will. Lodge houses are part of the country estate as much as the Big House is. They are the first thing visitors see. They act like sentries, statements of intent that open out onto the road to the main house like a scene from a film.

Who can forget how Elizabeth Bennet changed her view of Mr Darcy when the road opened up to a view of his house behind the lake? Or the way the new Mrs de Winter described the drive that ‘twisted and turned as a serpent’ and then Manderley house, ‘lovelier than I had ever dreamed’. 

Personally, the Big House never interested me. In fact, it was always a place I avoided at all costs. It represented a space that was not for me. When I was young, I didn’t like how I couldn’t see into their windows (there were so many of them), but I knew that, if anyone was in there, they could see me. The Victorian Gothic style of the house of Graythwaite seemed to have a life all of its own. Without being told why, all the kids kept well away from it, as though it had some kind of repelling forcefield around it. We played our games firmly away from its gaze.

It was the wider estate gardens that were our territory. Or it felt like it. There were towering larch trees and dinky slate bridges over rivers. A stone staircase led to a pet graveyard with all the beloved dogs belonging to the estate family over hundreds of years. Socks, Indy, Lady. (There was one cat.) These gardens, designed well over a hundred years before, were not as well kept as they would have been in their heyday, but they were still lovely to be in, especially when the rhododendrons started to bloom. As they were open to the public every spring and summer, my brother and I would stand at the side of the path in shorts and mucky knees and sell mashed-up flowers in jam jars to the people who came to see the gardens, calling it perfume. Mum said we had to stop doing this. We couldn’t really ask people to give us money on someone else’s land without permission, no matter how small the profit was. 
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The estate had an incredible wall, as all private country estates do. The wall ran around the parklands and gardens from lodge house to lodge house, a stone ribbon pulling in the most managed, designed areas owned by the family. It was 10 feet high and built with huge chunks of red and cream sandstone with lime mortar between the gaps. There was no way you could climb it. 

The south gates that stood in front of our house were mighty wrought-iron things that were always chained shut. I assume they used to open when horses and carriages travelled from the main road into the heart of the estate, but now they were padlocked tight. There were two side gates for people entering on foot. The whole thing was intricately designed with spikes and twisted iron spirals, beautiful and formidable. The family’s crest was etched on shields melded onto the gates and there was a bell lodged into one of the stones. I can’t remember if this worked, or even how it would work. It was ridiculously grand. I look for photos as, again back at home, I am a little worried I have exaggerated the memories of the gate and the sheer size of the wall. I have not. I find a picture of Tom and I waiting by the side gates for the school taxi, our lodge house in the background. We are standing in the turning space for carriages, my school bag in my hand, my brother with his head in a book. I am about nine, wearing black patent shoes and white socks up to the knees, and Sally, our collie dog, stands beside us with the same white furred socks. 

Sometimes, a minibus picked us up for school, sometimes just a car; it changed every year, depending on how many children had to be collected this far out. Here, on the threshold of the gated estate, my mum sometimes had to pick me up and physically put me – crying my eyes out – on the school minibus. I had a stage – and most kids go through it; I know my own did – when I did not want to leave the safe, walled environment with my mum and go to school. I liked it there. 
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Sometimes I take Jessie to the old estate of Muiravonside in Central Scotland before we pick up Ellis from school. It is a woody, peaceful place now, owned by the local council. The foundations of the old house stand in the clearing just up the banking from the River Avon. When the weather is warm, we paddle in the water or go and see the animals at the farm park, where the farm steading was originally.

Jessie likes to walk on the foundations of the old house as the wall is low, just reaching below my knees, but the width of it is sturdy, measuring over 2 feet. She carefully steps on the stone, following the skeleton of the property as an architect would draw a plan. I’m always amazed an entire house was placed on these walls, but I suppose the act of walking on it can diminish it somehow. I have no doubt that if the house at Muiravonside was left standing, I would have avoided it much like I did Graythwaite Hall as a child. The fact that we can walk on the foundations of the Big House appeals very much to me now.

[image: Image Missing]

Muiravonside House was once a grand place, originally built in the sixteenth century, and the surrounding estate is rich in history. It seems it ticks every box in the life cycle of a country estate with links to the slave trade, illegitimate children, family disputes, soldiers and battles, and a hand in all the typical rural industries.

In the mid-eighteenth century, the man who owned Muiravonside, Alexander McLeod, was at the centre of the Jacobite rebellion. Geoff Bailey, a local historian, has researched Muiravonside’s history. He writes that Alexander MacLeod was:

a major messenger between the Scottish Jacobites and Prince Charles Edward Stuart in the spring of 1745. He fought in all the actions of the ’45 Campaign and stood beside the Prince at the Battle of Culloden Moor. He was one of the few who accompanied the Prince from the field. His servant, Ned Burke, helped guide Prince Charles to safety.

Not only did Alexander, the laird of Muiravonside, follow Bonnie Prince Charlie in the battlefield, but his servant had to as well. 

Before Alexander died – as an old man, surprisingly, and not on the battlefield – it was understood that he had two illegitimate sons with a servant called Louisa Mowat. Here follows an almost soap-opera chapter of Muiravonside life. A story circulated that the cook had poisoned Alexander, persuaded to do so by either the local school master, who loved the servant Louisa himself, or possibly by Alexander’s niece, Elizabeth, who wanted to prevent him from marrying Louisa and legitimising their sons’ claim on the estate. 

Whether this was true or not, Elizabeth, his niece, did indeed inherit Muiravonside. 

Illegitimate children were not uncommon on estates like this. Quite often the gentleman of the house took a fancy to a servant. One account by Margaret Powell, who worked as a kitchen maid on an English estate in 1910, explains how her friend, the under-parlourmaid, was dismissed when they found out she was pregnant. She lists the ways she tried to remedy her situation, including hot mustard baths and Beechams pills, and ‘when it was her day off she used to go in the park, climb on the park benches and then keep jumping off. It sounds amusing but it was a terrible thing for her.’ They dismissed the under-parlourmaid with a month’s worth of wages, which made them suspect the father was the nephew of the house. 

It makes you wonder how many people are actually lost descendants from a Big House somewhere in the country.

Unfortunately for the niece who inherited Muiravonside, she and her husband went on to find themselves ‘financially embarrassed’ and declared bankruptcy some years later. Muiravonside was sold again. Another Alexander MacLeod purchased it. He had been an attorney in Spanish Town, Jamaica, and was responsible for managing plantations there that used slave labour. He is named as a ‘slave-factor’ (or manager) for at least four voyages to Jamacia. 

In the last few years the National Trust has been researching the stately homes they own and their links to slavery. They’ve produced a report naming 93 properties so far, but this number is expected to be much higher. We are only just beginning to understand how the grandest of buildings, the artwork, the silver and the ornate furniture inside them derive from the profits of the slave trade. It irrevocably changes the way we see some of the places the public seem to love best. 

Alexander MacLeod was no exception here. He expanded the house and its grounds with the profits he made abroad. An unusual summerhouse was built in a precarious position in the side of a gorge. It is still there today, although there is nothing summery about it. It is sunken into the embankment, the roaring weir of the River Avon below, its sandstone walls and vaulted roof now covered in plants and earth. Once it would have had views across the valley, but the trees have grown too high for this. The summerhouse feels more like a witch’s cottage now. 

Over the centuries, Muiravonside also made money through forestry; they built a sawmill, they mined coal, and limekilns were also constructed in the nineteenth century. Lime, used by farmers on the local clay soil to improve crop productivity, was also sent along the canal, which runs through the estate, for the construction of the New Town in Edinburgh. The history of Muiravonside shows how even a small estate had connection not only to the local area, but to the wider world.

In the late nineteenth century, the owner, Charles Stirling of Drumpellier, thought that connection to the local area was important for everyone. His grandson wrote about Charles:

My grandfather, a man of strong convictions, had believed that everyone should be mutually helpful; that his tenants troubles were his own; that employment should be found on the estate for all his men’s children, and that everything in use on the estate should be produced, if possible, by the estate itself. Consequently his suits were made of cloth woven from the wool of his own sheep and his boots were made by a local shoemaker. His money, little of which was spent outside, was in constant circulation among his tenants.

The post of coachman seemed to be hereditary. James, the holder of the title when I was a boy, was a giant of a man, with red hair and a flaming spade-shaped beard which reached right down to the third button of his livery. That great growth on the box seat was considered out of place by the more fashionable members of the family, but James resolutely declined to shave it off. Eventually it was decided that the only possible solution was to have chestnut horses harnessed to the coach to match the colour of James’s beard.

The recollection of changing the horses to match the coachman, rather than the other way around, lends a sweet insight into how the estate was run at this point. It was around then that Charles started a tradition of inviting the children from the local school to the Big House where they were given Christmas treats. It was a Christmas party on our estate that I remember as the only time I was in the Big House. It felt like everyone was there: the housekeeper, the gamekeeper, the plumber, Mum and Dad – all in their best clothes, in a room with a huge fireplace laden with garlands of holly and ivy. People looked different – smarter and taller; the women in high heels and with tiny glasses of sherry in their hands. My brother and I found the other estate kids and slipped off, leaving the adults to their mince pies. We were terrified to go too far, so a bunch of us lingered on a staircase, which climbed up in a square. We sat on the red carpet and frightened each other with stories of the portraits’ moving eyes.

Muiravonside House continued to be owned by the Stirling family, whether through direct descendants of children or sometimes cousins. But often, the house was not lived in and was rented out. 

In 1925, it was advertised for rent in the Scotsman newspaper and boasted four public rooms, six bedrooms, two dressing rooms and the luxury of ‘electric light’. The entrance hall is noted to have ‘a tiled hearth, a Persian copper kettle, four oak hall chairs and an antique mahogany drawing table’.

During the Second World War, it was used by the army. The 1st Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment of the Polish Forces stayed at Muiravonside House, and huts were built near the house for accommodation. Incredibly, in 2003, a digger accidentally uncovered a box-load of grenades, which had been deliberately hidden in the ground just to the north of the house.

The Polish soldiers became a regular sight in the area, and one newspaper article describes how the members of a Polish unit held a party at Muiravonside House.

The dining hall, where tea was served, was tastefully decorated for the occasion with flags, flowers and evergreens. After tea, the floor was cleared and the company, which numbered 80 couples, spent the rest of the evening in dancing to music provided by the Polish Lala Band.

In 1978, Falkirk Planning Department purchased the estate of Muiravonside to use as a country park. They bought the 170 acres for £70,000. After years of neglect and vandalism, the house was deemed too far gone to restore. It was demolished in 1979. People have barbecues and parties here now on the old walls of the Big House. We held Ellis’s fifth birthday party here. It was a Star Wars-themed party and Dad came out from underneath the sweet chestnut trees dressed as Darth Vader.

Remnants of estates like Muiravonside sit underneath our parks, our roads, our schools and our hospitals. There are usually clues left behind. The Big Houses may have gone but the huge walls that surrounded the gardens are often still intact. Sometimes, only sections of them run alongside a road or are integrated within a more modern wall. We are so used to seeing them we forget that they marked boundaries between landowners
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