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All Around the Year

2023

In 1975, Clare and I moved ourselves and the family from Kent, where we had been teaching, to deepest Devon, to Iddesleigh, a small village of thatched cottages and scarcely a hundred souls, with a fourteenth-century perpendicular church, a Methodist chapel and a village hall, then also with a shop with post office and petrol pump. It was and is so remote that if strangers discover it, it is mostly accidental.

There was and is a pub too, the Duke of York. Thatched, log fires and dartboard in winter, a garden and swallows in the summer. Without this pub, we would never have come to Devon all those years ago.

It’s a good story, so I shall tell it. It begins in 1949. Clare was seven years old. She had grown up near Hounslow in suburban Middlesex. Her father, Allen Lane, was a great publisher, who had begun Penguin Books in 1935. He knew Iddesleigh because Peggy Rafferty, a dear friend of his from London, with her husband, Sean, now kept the pub in Iddesleigh.

On one of his many visits he brought Clare, his eldest daughter, with him. She loved the place at once, simply put on her wellies and walked. Wherever she walked there were new discoveries: slowworms and lizards in the graveyard, frogspawn and frogs in the ditches, a blackbird singing, swallows nesting and flying, a friendly farmer who let her groom his horse, help with the lambing, gave her lemonade and a sticky bun. She wandered free down the deep lanes, saw flitting goldfinches in the hedgerows and mewing buzzards circling over the fields, found a bluebell wood, followed a stream that ran down to the River Torridge, where Tarka, the otter from Henry Williamson’s great masterpiece, had lived. She came back to the pub as evening came on, had tea, went to bed and was up again early next morning and out in her wellies on another voyage of discovery. She had found her paradise.

She came down to spend her holidays with Peggy and Sean at the pub on her own after that, for almost every holiday of her young life. A few years later, we two met, in a scene somewhat reminiscent of Romeo and Juliet. It was on Corfu. She was on a balcony of a bed and breakfast that looked out over a building site, and I was standing there below on a pile of rubble. Anyway . . .

To cut a 60-year story short, it was a brief but turbulent courtship. We were married before we knew it, three children, a dog and a cat or two, several homes and jobs in quick succession, teaching at this school or that, struggling to find our way as we went. Teaching led the way for both of us, our children too. Our lives revolved around children, ours and the schoolchildren we were teaching.

We came to the conclusion that we could only teach so much at school, that both of us had learnt so much more out of school, through our experience of the countryside, by having had the opportunity to spend time close to nature. I had seen in my own childhood and in my teaching just how much children love exploring the world about them.

Clare and I realised how lucky she had been growing up with her walks on the wild side down in Devon; I had had a similar experience in the marshes and fens of the Essex coast near my childhood home in Bradwell on Sea. We knew so many children, especially those in the cities and towns, were missing out on all this, that there was a deep poverty of experience amongst these children. So we decided to do something about it.

Clare’s father died all too young in 1970. He left Clare in a position to set up a charity, buy a large house and a small farm so we could invite classes from inner-city schools to come and spend a week a world away, out in the countryside, down on a farm – yes, in Iddesleigh. The idea was not to have them walk around with clipboards and go out on visits to theme parks. No, the children would be the farmers, working with real family farmers who earned their living from the land, so that the children could discover where their food came from, how to look after the animals, grow the vegetables. They would come in all seasons, go out to work in all weathers. From their week on the farm, they would discover that the farm and their work and the animals came first.

All very fine. We had done our research in schools, in university departments of education, taken advice. We would be enriching the lives of these children, extending their knowledge and understanding of their world, giving them a sense of belonging, helping them to see that this countryside was theirs to care for, that nature and wildlife was precious. And perhaps most important, give many children who needed it most a sense of self-worth through the work they would do together as a group with their teachers.

But, as we were to discover, it wasn’t fine. We knew, Clare and I, that we would be doing this work alongside the children. Clare knew horses, had reared calves, bottle-fed lambs, and we had kept a few hens, but that was about all. The truth was we had a great deal to learn before we could ever be out there on the farm working with the children who were going to come to us. We could give our charity a name, Farms for City Children, we could buy the house, paint the bunk beds, equip the kitchen, find people to help us in and out of the house, recruit the primary schools to come. But we did not know enough about farming, first hand.

We have had more than our share of luck in this life. It so happened that much of the land around the big old Victorian house we had acquired for the charity – Nethercott House, where the children would live – was already being farmed by the Ward family. One day, by another happy accident, I reversed our Land Rover into a ditch and was unable to drive it out. I was stuck. But then a tractor came along. The driver, who turned out to be David Ward, was one of the farmer’s sons. He helped me out of my embarrassment with a cheery and knowing smile.

The same day, we were welcomed into the Ward family, met John and Hettie, and their children Peter, Graham, David and Liz. Soon enough, a few weeks later, we were all sitting down over scones and tea, discussing how we might work together as partners on creating Farms for City Children. Everything fell into place. They would go on farming the land rent free, and in return, they would work, every day during school terms, alongside us, and with the children from the cities.

So that I could be properly prepared, I began working alongside the Ward family, milking cows, feeding sheep and pigs, haymaking, mucking out. I discovered muscles I never knew I had, learnt how hard and unremitting the work was, but how rewarding too.

It was Ted Hughes, a neighbour and good friend by now, who suggested it would be a good idea for me to write a diary of the year, to focus my mind on the rhythm of the farm, on the business and the detail, how the seasons come and go. So I did. Once the year was over, I showed it to him and he said it had to be a book. And he suggested writing a poem for each month. I didn’t argue!

Other near neighbours we had got to know well and who had become good friends were James and Robin Ravilious. James’ wondrous photographs of pastoral life in Devon were already well known. He had taken many on the Wards’ farm, so they knew him. I knew the diary would benefit hugely from his pictures. And Robin, already an accomplished illustrator, would draw some beautiful vignettes.

In the end, the book was a joy to make because it was all done with friends and neighbours, who knew and loved the place. And it served its purpose too, as Ted thought it would. It is the record of my year of apprenticeship. I learnt farming the hard way, and brought all the intensity of that work and the satisfaction too, to our work with the children who came.

Farms for City Children goes on still, week after week, year after year – foot and mouth disease and pandemics allowing. Running a charity, like running a farm, is always a struggle. But on we go, with new, younger people running it, with fresh energy and ideas.

Nethercott was the pioneer farm. There are two others now, Treginnis near St David’s in Pembrokeshire, and Wick Court near Arlingham in Gloucestershire. The charity is nearly 50 years old. Over 100,000 urban children have now spent a week of their young lives down on the farm with their teachers. They have memories, such memories. And we have too, all of us who work and have worked at Farms for City Children. Looking back over the years, I can honestly say that Farms for City Children is the best story I never wrote, or maybe it’s Wherever My Wellies Take Me, the book Clare and I wrote together.





All the World’s a Stage

2021

Written in lockdown.

 

I am one of the lucky ones. I’m in work and not entirely isolated. I have the company of Clare, my soulmate, family on Zoom, and we have our blackbird in the garden, with whom we often exchange songs. And we have, unlike many our age, survived. So far. Lucky also, because during these long months of the pandemic, we have spent most of our days doing what we would normally do. Mornings, I’m sitting on my bed writing and Clare’s been busy sorting 50 years of life’s debris in the attic. We go for a walk in the afternoons and then in the evenings, Clare will maybe read through what I’ve written. A meal or two in between. The next day much the same. That’s been the pattern of our existence. I have, we have, remained just about contented, mostly.

But there is an emptiness inside us – inside many of us, I suspect. I look about me often and think: ‘Where are all the people?’ Like many writers, I have a double life. Yes, I am usually at home writing. But I’m also out meeting people, going to festivals, bookshops and book launches, listening to other writers and illustrators and storytellers. The one side of my life feeds the other. And because my stories are often read by children, I’ve been going into hundreds of schools over the years to meet the children, here and all over the world. My last school visit was to my old primary school in London, St Cuthbert with St Matthias, where we had to stay outside because of Covid precautions, so they sat distanced out in the playground whilst I read one of my short stories to them, rather fast so they didn’t get too cold.

I love telling my tales, person to person, talking about how they come to be written, encouraging children to a love of reading, to finding their voice as writers. I have such precious memories of these visits. I have been to Jura on the west coast of Scotland, sat in the smallest school I’ve ever been into, with maybe the best view from a classroom window in the world. I gave my talk, listened to their questions. One question was not a question. I’ve never forgotten it.

‘You’re not the first writer to come here, you know,’ I was told by one of the children.

‘Oh,’ I replied, trying not to look or sound too miffed. ‘Who else has been before me?’

‘George Orwell,’ she said. ‘And he’s quite famous.’

I remember too The Mainstreet Trading Company bookshop in St Boswells in the Scottish Borders where I’ve often been, where we all crowd together, cheek by jowl, in an upper room of a converted barn. I met a lady who was sitting downstairs in the bookshop, who told me how much she had enjoyed the books over the years, but that she was too tired to come up to the event because she was terminally ill. She said she wanted to send me something. A Peace Rose arrived shortly after at my home in Devon, the news of her passing a few weeks later.

You don’t forget such things, such people. Books are personal, as are all the arts. Deeply personal. But of course, since the onset of this pandemic, writers can no longer meet their readers. All that has ended, for the moment. I may be able to go on writing but I may not meet readers. I may not tell my tales face to face, hear the laughter, see the tears, experience that wondrous silence when we are all lost in the same story, living it together. That vital and personal connection between us has been ruptured. Until now, when we are denied it, I don’t think I truly realised how important this live relationship is for me, and for an audience too. I think I rather took it for granted, worried sometimes that festivals, readings and the like could be all too much about signing and marketing.

When the pandemic struck, virtually all public arts events closed down. War Horse, the great National Theatre play, had to close in Australia on its world tour. The work stopped, dead. So many theatre friends, music friends, film friends were left high and dry, most unemployed and many in despair. With the first shock of it, their lives – professional, financial and personal – had been instantly torn apart. The lockdown was a tsunami for them, the implications of the destruction caused becoming more and more evident as time passed.

We had a breather then and theatres were planning to open again. Then came another lockdown. Hope was dashed. No theatres, no concert halls, no cinemas, no audience. They, and we, continued to be brutally severed from so much we love and rely on for our intellectual and emotional wellbeing. But the resilience and inventiveness of people in the arts did not die. It didn’t and it hasn’t. There was much-needed government support to help the arts – not enough, but it keeps some heads, not all, above water. That was and is so important.

But just as vital are the green shoots of revival that have been growing everywhere. There was amongst everyone I know in that world a great desire and a powerful need to get up and get going, to reach audiences somehow. The need was, is, mutual – the deeply human need simply to communicate. We might not be able to do it personally, face to face, but there were other ways. And the way was technology.

A year or so ago, I was invited to go to Newcastle, to Seven Stories, a unique and remarkable hub for children’s literature. I’d been before. I love going there. Their dedication and enthusiasm is infectious. But it’s a long way from Devon, where I live, and it means staying a night. I talk in their upper room usually, which has an audience capacity of 90. Of course, when the time came, in the middle of the pandemic, I could not get up to Newcastle. They would, they said, arrange the event online instead. I was getting more used to this, talking alone in a room to a little black dot on a screen of an iPad. But I found myself ignoring that, and just talking, reading, telling my stories. And there were little appreciative remarks that came up all the time on my screen, which encouraged me to think I was doing all right.

The best news though came afterwards. Apparently, I had been talking not to 90 people, as I had expected, but to 90,000 all around the world, from Newcastle to Nantes, from Russia to Rochester, from Dublin to Denmark, from Melbourne to Mumbai. This new way may not be personal in the sense that we usually understand the word, we may not be linking arms. But we are linking ideas, and sharing our dreams, on a huge and wonderful scale. And isn’t this going to be a way forward for us all, a revolutionary way to bring the creative arts to so many more people all over the country, indeed all over the world – to those who, until now, might have been unreachable either through cost or an accident of geography? Must this not be essential to a brighter future for everyone, part of the positive outcome of this pandemic?

For me, this was a revelation. But clearly, many others in the arts were already aware of the phenomenal potential of such technology. Theatres and actors everywhere have been not ‘out there’ but working from home, performing to stay alive. Take any one of them. The tiny Barn Theatre in Cirencester, which has come together with four other theatres – the Lawrence Batley Theatre in Huddersfield, the Oxford Playhouse, the New Wolsey Theatre in Ipswich and Theatr Clwyd in Mold – to put on their own version of The Picture of Dorian Gray, with Stephen Fry and Joanna Lumley. It’s just one show of many that are being performed this way. All kinds of theatre and performance and book events are reviving. As a family, we are booked in to go to the wonderful Gifford’s Circus in July. The world is opening up, for audiences and artists alike, maybe on Zoom, maybe outside.

But it’s a beginning, a new beginning.





A Fine Night, and All’s Well

2012

I wondered and I mused and I dreamed a lot when I was young. The place where this story happened was a place of dreams for me.

 

I was new, a new boy, a young boy in an old school – the oldest school in the country, they told me. Outside our dormitory window there was a Norman staircase and the medieval monastic buildings of the Green Court. Beyond that, there was the great cathedral itself and Bell Harry ringing out the hours, day and night.

We were expected to know the history of the school and the names of every building: house monitors could stop and test us any time. One of them – we already called him ‘Flashman’ (after the famous antihero) – would go on questioning us until we got something wrong. Then he would give us ten minutes to change into our PE kits, run around the Mint Yard a dozen times and afterwards report to him in his study, fully dressed again. The last task alone was almost impossible for us new boys as we were still all fingers and thumbs with our uniforms, trying to get to grips with wing collars and collar studs that seemed to have minds of their own. The uniform was part of the ritual of the place: boater, pinstriped trousers, wing collar, black jacket and waistcoat – with the middle button always done up if you were a new boy.

As new boys, we had to navigate our way through a sea of hazards. We learned quickly enough that the only way to keep out of trouble was to know our place, be on time and have that middle button done up. I longed simply to get through each day, to be in my bed and alone in the darkness. Only then could I put Flashman out of my mind and begin to dream that I was back home again.

But Bell Harry would remind me every hour, on the hour, that I was not. Lying awake, I’d listen for the night watchman to come on his rounds, pacing the precincts and the city wall. Sometimes his footsteps stopped right outside our dormitory window and I’d hear him calling out: ‘Twelve o’clock. Fine night, and all’s well.’

I took some comfort from that. Hoping it would be true for me the next day, praying that I would manage somehow to avoid Flashman and get through unnoticed and unpunished, I would fall asleep at last.

But my prayers weren’t working. As the weeks passed, it became obvious that Flashman had it in for me in particular. He used the strangeness of my name as his main weapon, teasing me about it every night. Then one night it got nasty. We were reading in the dormitory before lights out when I looked up and saw him there with his usual three cronies, standing at the end of my bed. I steeled myself.

‘D’you know what someone told me, Morpurgo?’ he began. ‘Someone told me your name’s Jewish. You’re a Jew boy, aren’t you?’

There was real menace in his eyes, naked dislike. I didn’t argue. I didn’t say anything.

‘We don’t like Jew boys, do we?’ he went on. ‘Gone all dumb, have we? Scared out of our little Jewish wits, are we?’

I am sure that worse would have happened had Mr Robbins, the housemaster, not come in at that moment to turn the lights out.

After that, fear of Flashman taught me wherever possible to go around in a protective band of others, a cocoon of friends. Perhaps we were all doing the same, finding strength and comfort in numbers. I wasn’t the only one finding it difficult to settle into this strange place. I made these friends mostly on the rugby field or in the choir, singing Thomas Tallis or Orlando Gibbons in the cathedral or crashing through a tackle to score – life was getting better. I didn’t excel at either singing or rugby, but did both just about well enough to be up there with those that did.

Schoolwork, though, was a real problem. I couldn’t seem to make any headway and all too often I found myself in detention or playing catch-up, forever trying to explain why I had not yet done the work I should have done. For some reason, history seemed particularly difficult. It was towards the end of term that Mr Kennedy set us an essay on the murder of Thomas à Becket. I was struggling. We all knew the story, sort of: how the archbishop had been struck down in the cathedral in 1170 by four dastardly knights sent there by his erstwhile best friend, King Henry II. The trouble was that the essay had to be at least two sides long, and however large I wrote I hadn’t been able to manage more than half a side. I did what I often did when confronted with a task I found too challenging: I procrastinated and worried about it.

My tutor, Mr Skipness, tried to help me. He suggested that for inspiration I should go and stand on the stone in the cathedral that marked the very spot where Becket had been murdered. He told me exactly where it was and how to get there. I couldn’t help thinking at the time that it was a pretty silly idea, but I didn’t say so of course, I just didn’t do it.

It was nearly the end of term and the choir was practising hard for the carol service. Mr Hedred, our hyperactive genius of a choirmaster, gathered us for one last rehearsal in the undercroft of the cathedral, the crypt, our usual place for choir practice. It was a warm, dimly lit place of arches and flickering shadows – everywhere the scent of candles and ancient stone. I was sitting as always next to Peter, my best friend – fly half, and a brilliant one, on our rugby team – amongst the trebles. Peter had perfect pitch and a more musical voice than mine, which was fine for me because it meant that I could follow him.

We sang so well that evening that Mr Hedred ended choir practice early. He told us that we were the best choir he’d ever had, so we were all glowing as we stood up to go. That was when Peter told me that he had finished his Becket essay.

‘Done yours?’ he asked.

‘Course,’ I said.

None of the rest of this would have happened if I hadn’t told that little lie.

That was when I panicked. In desperation, I decided I had no choice but to do just what Mr Skipness had suggested. As Peter and the others drifted away through the undercroft towards the door to the cloisters, I wandered off into the shadows and made my way up the steps and into the nave.

There was an echoing emptiness as I stood there, alone at the heart of the cathedral. I tried as hard as I could to calm my fears, thinking that if I turned back now it wouldn’t be too late to catch up with the others – I could still hear the murmur of their voices. But then ahead of me, somewhere between the nave and the choir, I saw a flickering light that seemed to beckon me on. Without thinking, I walked towards it, down some steps and into a kind of side chapel.

Looking around, I could hardly believe it. It was almost exactly as Mr Skipness had described. There was the small square tile on the floor he had told me about. This must have been it, the very place where Thomas à Becket had been murdered.

I stood there and closed my eyes. In my mind, I pictured the knights bursting into the cathedral, swords drawn, and the archbishop telling them that this was a holy place and to put up their weapons. In horror, I watched as they hacked down one of his servants and then came on towards him. I saw him kneeling down, crossing himself and praying out loud as the first sword struck. The whole horrible deed was played out like a film in my head. I opened my eyes. I couldn’t bear to watch any longer.

The man who stood in front of me was dressed like a bishop in a white cloak, his face shaded under a hood. He held a crozier in his hand.

‘You don’t want to think about it,’ he said, ‘and neither do I. It was a painful business but over soon enough.’

The voice was far and yet near at the same time, the voice of a ghost. I ran. The only way out I could see was a small wooden door which I hoped might take me back to the cloisters. I lifted the latch. It wouldn’t open. I hammered on the door.

‘It’s locked,’ the voice said. ‘Don’t worry. I shan’t harm you. Thomas à Becket never harmed anyone in his life. Why should he start now?’

I turned to face the ghost. He seemed to be floating over the floor towards me, caught up in his own source of light. He lifted his hood so that for the first time I could see his face. He was younger than I thought Thomas à Becket should be, with bright, smiling eyes. He held out his hand.

‘They’ve all gone,’ he said. ‘Everything’s locked up.’ He took me by the elbow. ‘But I have my own way out. Don’t worry. Come along.’

As he led me through the vastness of the empty cathedral, he talked, answering all the questions I wanted to ask but didn’t dare. When we reached the choir, he stopped and looked up at the high altar. He sighed.

‘Henry was not a lucky name for me, not one I have any cause to be fond of. Michael, on the other hand, is a fine name.’

‘You know my name?’ I breathed.

‘I know everything about you, about everyone in this place. I’ve lived here, in one form or another, for nearly a thousand years. I’ve always made it my business to keep an eye on the place, to know who’s who and what’s what. I am able to go seen or unseen, as I wish, to look deep into hearts and minds – we can, you know. There’s a lot I like about being a ghost. I’d rather be alive, of course I would; I died too young. But it doesn’t matter now. What’s a few years here or there? We’re all of us a long time dead.

‘Up there, just above the altar, that’s where King Henry had me buried. You should have seen the tomb. Never saw so much gold in all my life – all to appease his conscience. He lay right there, flat on his face, and sobbed like a baby asking for forgiveness – as if anyone was fooled by his crocodile tears. And then another Henry, the eighth Henry, came along, dug up my bones and took away the gold. He was fond of gold that one, gold and wives. So you see, I have good cause not to like the name Henry very much.’

I was following him up the steep, winding stairway and finding it difficult to keep up. I thought that the steps would go on for ever, that he was taking me all the way to heaven. Then I felt the night air on my cheeks, and saw the stars and moon above me.

‘The top of Bell Harry,’ he said. ‘Look!’

Spread out beneath were the evening lights of the city and, right below us, the school: the Green Court, the Mint Yard and Galpins, my own house. I could see there was a light on in my dormitory, where Flashman, I was sure, would be waiting for me. Suddenly, I didn’t want to go back.

The ghost seemed to anticipate my every thought.

‘You mustn’t worry about Flashman,’ he said. ‘One way or another, you’ll find your own way to deal with him. And you’ll finish that essay too. Which reminds me. Whatever you have heard, when those knights came for me – and you’re right, they were dastardly – I didn’t just kneel down meekly and let them get on with it. I fought like a tiger, wielding my crozier like a broadsword. I fought them to the end. The only way to live, and the only way to die.’

As he spoke, I felt his arm around my waist.

‘You’ll be fine, Michael,’ he said. ‘I’ve got you.’

And with that, we lifted gently off Bell Harry tower and floated down over the school, past the Norman staircase, to land right in the Mint Yard, just outside my house. I was so amazed and disorientated that I stumbled when I touched the ground. It took me a while to catch my breath.

‘You all right?’

I turned. It was the night watchman, standing there in the light of the lamp, smiling at me. But he was Thomas à Becket too. He had the face of the archbishop, the face of a saint.

‘I’d best be off,’ he said. ‘Got my rounds to do. I like to keep an eye out.’

‘What’s it like being a saint?’ I asked. It just slipped out.

‘It doesn’t cut any mustard, not where I come from. It’s what you do you’ll be remembered for, not the honours or the titles or the money. Just do the best you can. That’s what I did. And that’s all that I can tell you on the subject.’

He turned as if to go but then something else occurred to him. ‘Except to say that you boys, you sang like angels tonight, like angels,’ he said.

And with a wave of his hand, he walked away.

A window opened.

‘Hey, Jew boy!’ It was Flashman. ‘What the devil do you think you’re doing out there at this time of night? Go upstairs to your dormitory. Now!’

I got up early in the morning to write my essay on Becket and handed it in on time. When Mr Kennedy gave it back a couple of days later, he said, ‘Entertaining, Morpurgo, but stick to the facts. Becket did not fight back. He submitted courageously to his fate. It is well known, well documented. You can’t improve on truth, Morpurgo. Fiction is for fantasists.’

As for Flashman, my moment to settle the score came a week or so later. We were out on the rugby pitch when I saw him come charging out of the scrum, ball in hand. I raced after him, chasing him across the pitch, and launched myself headlong at him. The impact knocked the air out of both of us. I was up first and glaring down at him as he lay at my feet. I didn’t have to say a word. I knew from that moment on that neither Flashman nor his cronies would ever bother me again.

On the last night of term, after the carol service, I lay awake in my bed, listening out for the night watchman. As Bell Harry tolled the final stroke of midnight, I heard his familiar footsteps on the walk outside our window.

‘Twelve o’clock. Fine night, and all’s well,’ he called out.

And all was well, too.





A Letter from Grandpa Christmas

2018

I felt properly qualified to write this. I’m a grandpa to eight grandchildren and a great-grandpa to three great-grandchildren.

I’m quite a traditionalist at Christmas. Like so many, I like there to be at least some echoes of family Christmases past: the tree, the presents, the decorations – many of them handed down by my grandparents – church on Christmas morning, the carols, goose, sprouts – yes, sprouts! – and roast potatoes, and for afters, Christmas pudding aflame with brandy.

And stories are an integral part of it all. Yes, I’d say more books are given as presents than anything else. But I don’t mean that. I mean stories, beloved stories are read again, watched on television again – The Snowman, A Christmas Carol, Paddington, The Night Before Christmas. And I’ve written one or two of my own.

Increasingly, deep in my grandpa years, I find myself contemplating my past Christmases as a child. I often wonder as I watch the children playing, reading, laughing and squabbling maybe too, lost in the magic and excitement of it all.

But I have been finding that in the autumn of my life, I’m more contemplative at Christmastide, and writing that way too. Joys are heightened by having the children about us, but so are sadnesses. So many of those we’ve known and loved were with us at Christmastime, all the way through our lives. We miss them so much more sharply at Christmas.

We know more and more as grandparents how lucky we are to have enjoyed so many Christmases watching the children growing up. We want the best for them, of course, long life and happiness. We want them to live in a world not torn by war, to live in harmony with one another, and just as importantly with the world about us, the wonderful world we have so damaged, that we have so long taken for granted.

So I wrote a story about a grandpa like me – actually, who is me – deciding to write a letter to his granddaughter, Mia. It’s a wish list for a better world, a world of peace and goodwill. I wrote it on Christmas Day a while ago now. It’s a wish list for Mia in my story, but in truth for all our grandchildren and great-grandchildren, for yours too, and for children the world over.

—

A letter from your grandpa, who you call Grandpa Christmas because you see me every Christmas.

 

Dearest Mia,

Have you ever seen a picture of us, of this Earth of ours, from space, Mia?

We are a bright blue bead, spinning through infinity. A beacon of life. But one day, if we do not care for her, this good Earth of ours will be as arid and lifeless as the moon.

The life of this world is as fragile as you are, as I am, as trees are, as butterflies and bees and birds are, as worms and frogs are, as plants are.

If I have learnt one thing for sure in my long life – 80 this year, Mia, and that’s old – it is this: the Earth is a living, breathing being and we must hurt her no more. We are using her up, fouling the air and the sea, making a dustbin of the land, a sewer of the oceans, a graveyard of her creatures.

We have to learn to love our dear Earth again, Mia, love her, as much as I love you and you love me. For, you and I, we are part of this living planet, part of Earth’s great family. And we are her guardians too.

So I wish for you, little Mia, and for all children everywhere, a new world, without war, or waste, where children like you will be able to breathe in good, clean air and drink from clear, bright water; a new time when we grow and eat only what we need, no more, and learn to share all we have, so that no one anywhere goes hungry ever again.

I wish no tree ever to be cut down without planting three more in its place. I wish for you a world where in flying our planes, driving our cars, heating our homes; where in our endless striving to be ever more prosperous, ever more comfortable, we do not overheat the planet, do not melt the ice caps, raise the oceans, and so bring famine and flood and fire down upon ourselves.

I wish for you a world where the whale and dolphin and turtle, and the jellyfish, can live the life of the deep undisturbed, in seas unpolluted – those same seas, little Mia, where we have paddled and played so often on our summer holidays, do you remember?

I wish for you a world where the elephant and lion and the tiger, and the orangutan, can live wild and free, never locked up and imprisoned simply for our entertainment, but left to themselves in their forests, left to roam their plains and their deserts, left to live their lives in peace.

These we have loved together: the sea, the trees, the birds in the garden, the wriggly worm, the jumping frog, the good soil where we dig sometimes – where you help me grow my potatoes and my cabbages.

So, look after all we have loved together. Live always in rhythm, in harmony with this Earth. Then all my wishes will come true for you, and all shall be well.

But all shall be well only if we make it well, little Mia. There is a lot of healing to do, a lot of loving.

Your Grandpa Christmas
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