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About the Book

It’s Not Easy Being Green follows Dick Strawbridge and his family as they leave their comfortable home in the Midlands to tackle a remarkable self-sufficiency project – New House Farm in Cornwall. Their main objective is to have as little negative impact on the planet as possible by producing no waste and removing their dependency upon fossil fuels – all without compromising on their comfortable, modern 21st-century lifestyles. It’s a laudable aim, but they are definitely not eco-warriors!

With his hands-on, flamboyant approach, Dick offers practical tips on everything, from constructing water wheels, gadgets and greenhouses, to the trials of living with 
animals and knocking up ‘proper’ wholesome food. Packed with information about the cost of power, sourcing building materials, taking up permaculture and 
finding transport alternatives, It’s Not Easy Being Green highlights the small steps that can change your life and is a simple, inspirational guide for everyone 
considering the path to green living.


About the Author

Born in Burma and brought up in Northern Ireland, Dick Strawbridge has had more than twenty years’ distinguished service in the army, retiring as a Lieutenant Colonel. In 1993 he was awarded an MBE. Dick is regularly on screen, appearing in many television programmes including Planet Earth Challenge, Coast, The Reinventors, The Big Idea, Planet Mechanics and Scrapheap Challenge.


[image: image]


To Brigit, James and Charlotte –
they put up with an awful lot


Introduction

What it means to be green

The Strawbridge family were very comfortable and happy in our spacious house in the village of West Malvern, Worcestershire. Yet we packed our bags and moved to a derelict farmhouse in Cornwall without electricity, heating, water or loos. Cornwall is a beautiful place, and living by the sea sounds idyllic to many, so our choice of location isn’t so surprising. Losing all our comforts, and setting ourselves the task of completely rebuilding a 300-year-old property, might take a little more explaining.

Actually, it’s not all that complicated. It dawned on us that we wanted to live in an environmentally friendly way. ‘Dawned on us’ gives the impression that we made a sudden, collective, coherent decision, but it wasn’t really like that. I suppose the family began changing when the children came home from primary school and started lecturing my wife Brigit and I on turning off the tap while we brushed our teeth and putting only enough water in the kettle for the number of cups of tea we were going to make. Their logic was unassailable and, from there, a series of small actions and a gradual awakening led us to the point where, some years down the line, we decided to take action rather than just talk about green issues.


The Strawbridge family objective (at the start!): to live a 21st-century lifestyle, but to produce little or no waste and to remove our dependence upon fossil fuels



The challenge we set ourselves was to live a sustainable lifestyle without giving up the advantages of modern, 21st-century Britain – we are definitely not ‘eco-warriors’, and we were not prepared to forgo our creature comforts for long. Our impending house move would provide us with the opportunity to be greener, but we still had to determine exactly how far we were prepared to go. The first step was to be a reduction of our ‘eco-footprint’. This grand statement doesn’t quantify much, but it does allow us to stand on the moral high ground with a rather impressive flag saying, ‘Look at us, we are green – feel guilty the rest of you, destroyers of the planet!’

As I explained, we decided to move house, but there was a lot more to it than that. There is a general growing awareness of green issues and government initiatives to reduce waste that have led to increased public participation in sustainability.

Like so many families, we didn’t understand exactly what was required of us to be truly green so we decided it was time to start researching and doing something. After a fair amount of deliberation we agreed we would attempt to jump in at the deep end, and try to start really living the green life! Because our efforts were televised by the BBC, we were fortunate enough to be able to try to do everything at once rather than slowly changing. That doen’t mean that small steps aren’t worth taking, but, as we discovered, the title of the series and this book was very apt: ‘It’s Not Easy Being Green’.


There are several mantras you discover when you embark on a journey into green living. The most important is: Reduce + Reuse + Recycle



Reduce

I’m a very simple, if somewhat cynical, individual, but it is so obvious that the best and foremost way of being green is to reduce how much you use. I have a major problem getting my head around how much ‘tat’ people (myself and my family included) are suckered into buying. We are a consumer society, which is not necessarily awful, but we appear to have lost the ability to resist the marketing forces that pull us along buying all before us. That said, I like new things, I like clever things and I like shopping (though I must qualify the latter by explaining that this, for me, tends to be a focused activity rather than a ramble around). There is the added advantage that reducing the amount you buy allows you to justify spending that little bit more on what you really need and want, and if you take this to its logical conclusion you should have more left in the bank as a result of being greener.

Reuse

Giving existing possessions and goods a new lease of life is the idea, but it does need to involve minimum expenditure of energy on reprocessing or modifying – there are lots of examples of innovative reuse later in the book. I particularly like the old radiator that we turned into a solar shower. At this stage I have to give a health warning: my wife Brigit has decided that it is essential to visit car boot sales as her main reuse initiative, and consequently we gain a carload of goodies every Sunday morning that are being given a new home and a new lease of life. I’m not sure why she selectively fails to remember ‘reduce’ …

Recycle

I suppose recycling is the facet of being green that most people are aware of and attempt to do, though it can be tiresome organizing bins and boxes. Right up front I have to say that recycling is essential. We need to encourage the recycling industry by stimulating the market for recycled goods and providing the raw materials. When I first went to Germany twenty years ago, it was illegal to put glass bottles and paper in the dustbins – they had to be separated or you could be fined. It has taken successive governments here a long time to do anything, but initiatives have now led to increased public participation in activities such as recycling. Anyone visiting the local council ‘dump’ can see recycling going on. My non-scientific study of the cars driven to the dump shows that most are less than five years old and their occupants are solid middle-class citizens doing their duty. Unfortunately, they are probably using more energy driving their recyling to the dump than will be saved through the process.

For a glass jar to be turned into a wine glass it has been taken from home to the bottle bank, then taken to a processing plant, processed to a usable form, taken to a wineglass manufacturer, manufactured, taken to wholesalers, then to a retailer, bought and finally taken home (energy! fossil fuels! pollution!). This is better than just throwing it away, but why not reuse the jar – stick some spices/jam in it? Better still, don’t buy it in the first place – get your honey from a local supplier who will fill an existing jar. But recycling is better than throwing away.



HOW BIG IS YOUR ECO-FOOTPRINT?

Environmentalists often explain sustainability by referring to our ecological footprint: the amount of land, water and other natural resources required to support our lifestyle. In 2001, humanity’s ecological footprint exceeded global bio-capacity by 21 per cent. In other words, we are now using natural resources faster than they can be replaced, something that has been occurring since the 1980s. And if everyone in the world had the lifestyle that we take for granted in the UK, it would take eight Earths to support us all.



So after a lot of deliberation we decided that we should set our bar rather high, and, being thoroughly British, we know that it is in the endeavour that one grows rather than in the achieving of the goal.

Why the television cameras?

We reluctantly concluded that we needed to move as our house in West Malvern did not have the facilities to produce the opportunites we need to ‘go greener’ – it did not have a workshop, or the space to build one, for example. As a family there were two major considerations: when and where? With James and Charlotte finishing school, doing the gap year ‘thing’ and heading off for university, the time seemed right. Theoretically, Brigit and I now had less responsibility and could do what suited us. We toyed with moving to continental Europe, mainly because we could afford to buy land and property without having to service a painful mortgage, but we like Britain so decided to narrow our search.

During my military career I was surrounded by barrack walls with notices such as: ‘Careless talk costs lives’ and ‘Walls have ears’. I suppose I should have been more careful, but discussions of our plans made it back to the ears of the development team at BBC Bristol, via our good friend (and director) Steve Rankin – cheers, mate! As it happened, they were keen to make a green series, and a quick chat and a taster video later, It’s Not Easy Being Green was launched. To set the record straight, I should point out that we all had our misgivings about exposing the soft underbelly of family life with the Strawbridges. Rather than a ‘quick chat’ it was in fact a serious family discussion drawn out over many weeks, but it led to the conclusion that, with the assurances we had from the team at BBC Bristol, the project would be worthwhile and could make a real difference if viewers learned from watching – so we decided we were prepared to allow the cameras into our home.

We set ourselves a completely unrealistic timescale and then had to stick to it. The people we met who were doing similar things had been slowly evolving and growing into their lifestyle. We started filming in spring 2005 and the crews left, after a cracking New Year’s party, on 1 January 2006. We came a very long way very quickly (which I liked), but life at New House Farm was frantic. You get less done on a filming day than you would without cameras. On the other hand, the BBC is enormously well respected, meaning that in lots of areas we got more support than the average customer. It’s a bit of a pity the BBC doesn’t do advertising. Some judicious product placement would have saved us a fortune!

I suppose this is as good a time as any to point out that, contrary to common belief, the BBC didn’t pay for my house to be done up or for the eco-projects we undertook. I was paid as a presenter – everything else we did was down to us working within our budget. This meant that we were prepared to adopt only green ideas and ‘gadgets’ that truly delivered a benefit.

The team

Brigit, my wife, is 46, and since she recently ran the London Marathon for the charity Children with Leukaemia I suppose she could now be classed as an athlete. She quotes long passages of The Hobbit at the most obscure times, is a great healer/listener and is definitely away with the fairies. Brigit has a spirituality which, I must admit, I struggle to understand and she is receptive to everything ‘alternative’. Throughout our adult life we have moved frequently, but the last 11 years have been spent in Malvern, where Brigit has built a wide network of friends, so the move to Cornwall was a massive wrench for her. That said, she cares very deeply about nature and the planet and is probably the main driving force behind the project.

James is 21 and a long-haired history student at York University. He is artistic and fit, and writes poetry and books of his philosophical thoughts. From a very early age James has loved being outdoors. He has always cared about the planet, but a gap year in Nepal, conducting environmental projects with the local people, made him even more convinced that something has to be done. I think it’s fairly accurate to say James has a bit of an eccentric streak …

Charlotte is 19, absolutely gorgeous (not that I’m biased), a singer-songwriter, and has just started a music degree in Newcastle. She spent six months at Havana University learning Spanish language and guitar. Like the rest of the family, Charlotte is out-spoken but she is extremely passionate about justice and ethical consumerism. Maybe that’s because she loves shopping?

Of the family, I’m probably the simplest to understand. Brigit, James and Charlotte all pick on me because I am rather conventional in my outlook. After I retired as a lieutenant colonel, I moved to industry where I was a successful programme manager known for getting jobs done to time and on budget. I was also a trouble-shooter, and it is fair to say my sensitive side is a little underdeveloped. Apparently, I have some issues with my Yin and Yang not being in balance! For me, the most exciting things about the project were the self-sufficiency and the engineering challenges. I also care about the cost of being green, have issues with being preached at by worthy people and think that marketing using a ‘green wash’ (making theoretically true but vastly inflated claims on the green credentials of a product – and thereby justifying an increased price) means that there is very little that can be taken at face value.

We also have two friends working with us. Jim Milner is a 28-year-old research scientist from QinetiQ (www.qinetiq.com) who is experienced in eco-engineering. He’s our answer to Charlie Dimmock and is even working on his pecs. If we don’t know the answer to a question or if we try to source some special little widget, Jim will be found on the internet sorting it out – very useful! Anda Phillips is our permaculture expert (more later for the uninitiated) and she has been working on organic farms and smallholdings most of her adult life – I’ve been too gallant to ask her age! She’s indefatigable, working all day long, every day.

There was an awful lot to do on the house and outside. In addition to contracting in builders, roofers, electricians and an impressive array of experts, we press-ganged friends to come and stay. They got free bed and board by the seaside – we got their bodies during the day.

One of the advantages of having the BBC following our progress is that we also had the production team around a lot of the time. We laid down a couple of criteria before BBC Bristol selected its team. First, they had to be prepared to get stuck in with us when they were not filming (free labour!) and, probably most important, they had to have a sense of humour. Our family has been further extended by the addition of Claire Martin, Sanna Handslip, Jonny Young, Rich Whitley and a number of soundmen, most notably Nick Allison. They have shared with us the floods and sunburn and all cared as much as we do about the project – they are great.

Living the green life

The obvious thing to do would have been to buy a brand-new, state-of-the-art, environmentally sound house designed specifically to be green with all possible energy-saving devices. But, like many home-buyers, we didn’t find that appealing: none of us wanted to live in a new house, no matter how clever. As a family we decided that we did not want a completely derelict house that would involve our spending months in a caravan, yurt, tipi or B&B (depending on who in the family was choosing the temporary accommodation), and it didn’t seem to be a frightfully green approach to buy a perfectly serviceable property and then to ‘modify’ it extensively. We needed sufficient latitude to explore how green we could be, so we drew up the parameters for our perfect property (see here).

After months of searching Herefordshire, Shropshire, most of the Midlands, Gloucestershire, Wiltshire and Somerset, we headed for Dorset, Devon and Cornwall. We had been tempted by a detached Georgian farmhouse in Shropshire with 5 acres, which we reckoned we could just about afford, but Brigit wanted to knock down half the house and she felt the village lacked soul. We probably would have bought a Victorian mill with 10 acres in Herefordshire if our initial house sale had gone through, but in hindsight, apart from oodles of water power and sufficient land, it didn’t meet the rest of our requirements and would not have been right.

We spent several days (and nights) by the seaside and fell in love with it. As luck would have it, we found an awesome old property, in need of some serious TLC, set in a gorgeous Cornish village, half a mile from a sandy beach. As is the way with most people buying property, we knew it was too expensive and needed far too much done to it, but, being the idiots we are, we wanted it anyway. Our hearts ruled our heads, and we became the proud owners of a little bit of Cornwall called New House Farm. Did I mention it’s a listed building?


When you make the decision to try and be greener, there is a sort of guilt that comes over you every time you pop something in the bin that you know can be recycled



Preparation

As we were about to commit all our worldly goods, and our life juices, to this project, we had to get our act together. In the army we used to swear by the seven Ps (prior planning and preparation prevents piss-poor performance), so while we were waiting for our house to sell and our purchase to go through, we started to collect information. Our metamorphosis began.

Apart from John Seymour’s Complete Book of Self-Sufficiency, which I have had for years, and a collection of books on gardening and how to harvest from the wild, we were a bit lacking in reference material. Brigit soon sorted that out, and we are now the owners of a pretty significant library on sustainable living, all aspects of permaculture, self-sufficiency and ‘eco-engineering’. You can find a list of our favourites at the back of this book. The books are great and we regularly refer to them. That said, actually doing is the important bit, and it is only now, after having owned John Seymour’s book for nearly 25 years, that I have got round to doing what I’ve always wanted to. I could blame my military career, even my time in industry, but the bottom line is that they are excuses, not reasons. Buy the books by all means, but plan to do!

The start of the process

During the last five years in Malvern, our lifestyle had already started to change. We had begun to think more about the food we were buying, for example. Without the luxury of a vegetable patch, we had to buy most of our fresh produce. One of our first actions was to buy food without packaging and, wherever possible, produce in season. We subscribed to an organic box scheme, which was very convenient if you could get used to passing responsibility for choosing your food on to someone else. I never did quite get used to that. I also had some concerns about the ‘food miles’ involved. I began to realize that ‘local’ was more important to me than ‘organic’. Locally produced organic food is the ultimate, but providing I know the source of the meat is not intensively reared and that the vegetables are not sprayed to death, I’m happy to stray away from the Soil Association logo. Brigit would still choose it over anything else.






		WHAT WE WANTED	WHAT WE WOULD HAVE SETTLED FOR

	House condition	Needs significant modernization	Good value; anything that we could move into

	Size	Four bedrooms	Three bedrooms

	Price	Buy, fix up and do eco-projects for less than £450,000	Maximum total budget: £500,000

	Outbuildings	Several usable	Some in any condition

	Location	Edge of a village with some life and community feel	Walking distance to civilization

	The land	5 acres	2 acres

	The stream	Good flow and a good drop across the property	Some flow






New House Farm in Twyardreat didn’t quite meet our stringent criteria …







		WHAT WE GOT

	House	Grade 2 listed – the property is thought to go back some 300–400 years (some investigations date part of it to the 11th century). Believed to be a medieval priory located in the grounds; need an archaeologist present if digging below topsoil

	Condition	Holes in the roof, lots of it falling down, no water, loos or electricity in the house

	Size	Six/seven bedrooms and an amazing kitchen of 39 × 14 feet

	Price	A lot more than we budgeted

	Outbuildings	Four derelict/unusable barns (they do have planning permission to be converted into holiday cottages but we have no intention of going that way), an old potting shed with a leaky roof and a pole barn that is mainly waterproof

	Location	Edge of a great village with lots of life and community feel. We have an award-winning butcher who makes really tasty sausages, a shop, a post office, a garage, a hairdresser and, of course, a pub with great beer. Plus the bonus of being near the seaside

	The land	Set in a small south-westerly valley; 2½ acres including lovely old walled garden

	The stream	Our own spring, and a spring-fed stream that is not very powerful but has an impressive drop





[image: image]

We also had a clearout before the move. This qualifies as ‘reusing’ so long as you find a good home for the bits you don’t want – Brigit distributed our unwanted stuff among the local charity shops. This was a definite win-win. It is good Feng Shui to declutter (apparently!) and we probably saved a removal lorry, too.

The green audit

As the production team members in BBC Bristol have a sense of humour, they thought it would be great if we had a ‘green audit’ on our Malvern lifestyle so that at the end of our project we could see how far we’d come. Donnachadh McCarthy, author of Saving the Planet without Costing the Earth, was roped in to giving us the once over. I think it’s fair to say he found the day pretty stressful and very hard work! Having travelled up from London to the wilds of Worcestershire, Donnachadh took us through most of the questions in his book and scored us on how sustainable our way of living was. Things started off quite well and it was encouraging to see that we were actually fairly advanced in several areas. It started to get slightly more intense when I began to argue to get the odd extra point here or there. It didn’t take long before we were in open conflict over nearly every question.

By the time Donnachadh had to leave for his train six hours later he was absolutely jiggered, but I felt that we had scored well – okay, so that wasn’t the objective, but I had a great day’s sport.



STOP THE JUNK

We were plagued with junk mail until Brigit got the contacts for the Mailing Preference Service. It took a bit of time to kill it, but just making the call is empowering. The MPS registration line is 0845 703 4599. The website address is www.mpsonline.org.uk. Don’t just read this – make the call and stop the junk!

If you call the following number you can stop people trying to sell you something over the phone just as you settle down with a cup of tea: Telephone Preference Service registration line – 0845 070 0707 (www.tpsonline.org.uk).



Starting to sow

The delays in selling our house meant that we were going to miss the early growing season. Rather than waiting, we decided we’d start growing and worry about how to transport the plants later. Anda was well and truly up for the challenge. Very quickly we had a polytunnel full of delicate little seedlings. A polytunnel is literally a polythene covering over a tunnel frame and acts as a temporary greenhouse – ours had a heater inside. Every day it was a little chilly, Anda or I would nip up to the polytunnel to check that the heating was on. In warmer weather, as the plants grew and the completion date for our house sale was finally set, we were saved from later difficulties by the fact that a rather large chestnut tree produced sufficient shade to stop the seedlings from growing too big. When it came time to move, an offhand comment to the chaps at Ledbury Removals that we had some plants to move was met with casual indifference – apparently they moved plants all the time, so we allowed them to move absolutely everything. A good tip is to get a quote for moving plants ten weeks before your move.

The saga of the soiled bales

Not content with using pots and miscellaneous containers, we also experimented … We had to use my Audi when purchasing our straw bales – the only way to fit them in was to have the roof down; there was still straw tucked in corners when it was sold six months later.

The straw bales have to be put into black plastic bags – sounds easy, doesn’t it? Have a go then. Without removing the baling twine and destroying the integrity of your bale, you then scoop out a container-shaped hollow. We used axes, hands, carving knives.

Urine is apparently a good way to get straw to decompose. Yes, you’ve guessed it: it was our next job to pee on the bales. I did try to get a figure for exactly how much was needed but I think the process was a lot more ‘touchy feely’ than scientific. It goes without saying, but boys have a real advantage during this stage.

The hollow you have made is then filled with compost. We didn’t even do this the easy way. Brigit and I have had worms in a nice little wormery for years, but the liquid fertilizer it produces is so potent it needs to be diluted or it scorches plants. Anda suggested
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