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I’d like to dedicate this book to my
three loving sisters, Libby, Lolo
and Becca, who shared so many
exciting Christmases with me
whilst growing up on the farm.
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Welcome to Christmas
on the Farm

[image: image]
When Dad pulled on his wellies, his old tweed jacket and his flat cap to do his morning rounds on the farm on Christmas Day, me and my sisters Libby, Becca and Lolo would all be begging to go with him. If the weather was not too bleak, he’d be happy to take us, and I like to think we were more of a help than a hindrance as we got older. For me, the youngest in the family, it started by being lifted on to the tailboard of the Land Rover as soon as I could toddle. We’d take it in turns chucking the hay out for the sheep and cows, and jumping down to open and close the gates. We’d have great fun with small lengths of bailer twine we found, tying them together into long strings and then dangling them off the back of the Land Rover, dragging them through the muddy tracks. The knots and the lumpy consistency of the mud made the strings wriggle about, and we called them snakes. It sounds like a cliché to say that children often prefer the box to the shiny present inside, but it illustrates how easy it is to make your own fun, and that is especially the case on a farm.

There is always something magical about Christmas on a farm, in a beautiful old farmhouse like ours at Bemborough, where my family has lived since my dad, Joe Henson, took over the tenancy in 1962. His parents weren’t farmers, but he got the bug in his childhood and passed it down to me. The stone building lends itself to all the traditions of Christmas, and bedecked with holly and large bunches of mistletoe, with the wonderful smells of the traditional feast filtering from the kitchen, I feel especially connected to the generations of farmers who have gone before me, marking Christmas in much the same way through the centuries. The presents under the tree may have varied, but the need to look after the farm, and to celebrate the break, are unchanging.

I may be a familiar face from my various television programmes, most notably Countryfile, but first and foremost I am a farmer, involved in the day-to-day running of this farm in the beautiful, green Cotswold countryside, where the rolling hills are punctuated by villages of mellow stone. It is deservedly recognised as an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, and I am lucky enough to have lived here all my life.

The Cotswolds can look beautiful in the snow and the animals look striking when they’re out in it – as you might think too, from looking at the cover of this book where I’m standing next to Ruby the Highland Cow. But I may not be popular, especially with children, when I say the last thing I want, or any farmer wants, is a white Christmas. In December 2022 we had a big freeze, the coldest for more than ten years, and we all had to run around breaking the ice on the troughs and using a blowtorch to unfreeze pipes. Everywhere looked very pretty, but the animals don’t like it and nor do we. If it happens over Christmas, when most of the staff are off and enjoying a deservedly good break at home, then it falls to me, my business partner Duncan and the senior management team – and anyone who lives close enough – to pitch in and give us a hand.

That’s not to say I’d prefer it to be hot over Christmas. I have spent nearly all my Christmases at Bemborough, but there was one memorable Christmas when I was seven when we all flew out to Barbados. This sounds so upmarket, as though we lived in the realms of the wealthy who took to the skies to follow the sun in winter, but my childhood definitely wasn’t like that! As a young man, when Dad first decided he wanted a career in farming, he went to Cirencester Agricultural College, and in those days students were housed together alphabetically, so Henson was billeted with Henderson and Hutson. They became good friends, as students do, and later on, when Dad was established at Bemborough, we were visited by his old college mates.

The Hutson family were involved in sugar cane production in Barbados, and they invited us over, which meant free accommodation if Mum and Dad could raise the money for the air fares. It was too big a chance to miss and John Neave, Dad’s business partner, said that he could cope without Dad on the farm for one festive season, as Christmas is a relatively quiet period for farmers. Mum and Dad made lots of economies and we all accepted that our big present that year was the trip. Once we got to Barbados, we stayed in an outbuilding that had been converted into accommodation, and I remember it as a blissful time – although with one big drawback.

The Hutson family were members of the local yacht club, and one day we were invited there to go water skiing, which none of us had done before and was fantastic – I loved it. Mum was always careful to keep her ginger-haired son plastered in sun cream, but with the spray and the breeze I didn’t feel as if I was burning, and it wasn’t until the day was over that my whole back turned into one sheet blister. We had to get creams and potions from a local doctor. It was agony, and unfortunately for me people in Barbados are so friendly that there was a lot of back slapping and hugging going on … I still have a small scar on my back.

My dad was lucky to have his old school friend John Neave (‘Uncle John’) for a business partner, and I am just as lucky to have my business partner, Duncan Andrews, and a team of colleagues working with us. It means that, unlike the ancestors who worked the land before us, and for many farmers up and down the country today, none of us has to work the whole of Christmas Day. Instead, I can settle down to Christmas dinner, my favourite meal, knowing I can fall asleep after if I wish!

There is nothing on that steaming plate that I don’t love: turkey, sprouts, carrots, parsnips, roast potatoes, stuffing, gravy. It’s particularly wonderful for me, and many other farmers, because we can look at the food in front of us and know where it has come from. I have experience of growing and raising some of the contents of the dinner plate, and have met many farmers who take care of the other ingredients – so I know from first-hand experience what has gone into it.

In this way, I have always felt a special connection with the season, but that’s not the main reason I wanted to write this book. I wouldn’t call myself a particularly sentimental man; farming is a tough business and you need to be pragmatic about it. But nor am I cold-hearted – the side of farming that has always interested me concerns animals, including the survival of rare breeds. Many of the stories you’ll read in this book are about them.

And yet I think with age I’ve become softer and perhaps more sentimental. Since the arrival of my children, the death of my parents – and something that rocked our family to its core in recent years, which I’ll share with you later in the book – Christmas has become ever more loaded with meaning. At the beginning of 2020, when the Covid-19 crisis forced us to close the Farm Park, I couldn’t have dreamed we’d be able to open again by Christmas. When people of all ages streamed through the gates to follow our lights trail, the wonder of the festive period hit home. It’s about being together. As a farmer, Christmas is a rare chance to slow down and think about how far we’ve come in the year and where to go next – but it’s also about old traditions. When we celebrate in ways our parents did, we’re keeping them alive. Those are the stories I want to share – stories that encapsulate what Christmas on a farm has been like for me and why it continues to be such a joyful time, long after the magic of childhood.

I don’t want to give the impression that Christmas on farms is perfect though. Far from it – I’d like to make clear the difficulties the season brings so everyone understands what farmers up and down the country have to contend with. As I mentioned, winter can be tough for the animals – and for the other wild animals and wildlife that are so important to the natural world as a whole. Bad weather that goes on for too long can affect how crops grow in the spring; it really is a season where we’re at the mercy of Mother Nature – she can create more drama than a soap opera.

For the Henson family, Christmas often seems to have been a time of personal near-misses, too. One year, when I was two, Dad came into the farmhouse one evening and said to Mum: ‘Why is that boy out there on his own?’

‘He isn’t,’ said Mum, perplexed. ‘He’s upstairs in his cot.’

Dad said he was sure he’d just heard me outside. They both hurried out to check. One of my sisters (they’re all older than me) had some school friends playing on the frosty lawn at the back of the house and were making a lot of noise so Mum thought that’s what he must have heard. But Dad had been in the yard near the front of the house and was convinced he’d heard my voice from there. They couldn’t spot me – until they looked up and gasped in horror. My bedroom was on this side of the house and there I was, suspended from the window by the elastic in my pyjama bottoms, which had caught on the window latch. Beneath me was a patio with some staddle stones. If I had fallen, I would have been badly injured. They reacted quickly, with Dad standing underneath to catch me in case I fell, and Mum rushing inside and up to my room to haul me back in.

Baffled as to how I got out, they put me back in my cot, and watched until I made my escape again. Apparently, I was climbing onto a chest of drawers and then up on to the windowsill. There had to be a hasty rearrangement of the furniture and a more secure fastening on the window. I have no memory of my Houdini escapade, but I’ve been told about it many times.

Another major Christmas near-disaster happened one Christmas Eve, when I was five. All the family was tucked up warm in bed while outside it was blowing a gale. Suddenly there was a loud bang and the whole house shook. Everyone woke and ran out of their bedrooms, bumping into each other on the landing. Dad peered out of one of the back windows that was itself shuddering in the wind, and announced that a tree was down and had hit the house. Mum, calm as ever, simply said that as we were all awake we should go downstairs for a cup of tea.

Dad took a torch, returning red-cheeked and windswept to report that the tree, a large beech, had come down onto my sister Lolo’s bedroom, a branch driving through the roof of the dormer window, and damaging the main farmhouse roof and one of the chimneys.

The following day, Christmas Day, the weather had calmed down and the local builder/undertaker John Wright, a good family friend (he was known as Mighty Wrighty because he was a man of great stature) turned up with one of his workmen to cover the hole in the roof with a tarpaulin and check the rest of the roof was safe. It was very kind of him to come out at Christmas to help us, but that’s often what small communities like ours can be like. Mighty Wrighty then reappeared once Christmas was over to fix it all properly.

Our landlord at the time was Corpus Christi College, Oxford, and they took their responsibilities seriously, sending out an expert to assess the other trees that were close to the farmhouse. One other beech had to be felled, and I remember standing with Mum watching the work in progress. The tree fell into the garden, but as we watched from the glassed-in porch, one of the upper limbs crashed down within a foot of where we were standing. It was a near miss!

I suppose what both those stories have in common is my parents’ ability to be calm in the face of a crisis, which is something I like to think they passed to me; as you’ll see later, I’ve had to contend with a few crises of my own.

Despite any mishaps, Christmas on the farm was a special time in a special childhood. I feel very privileged to have grown up here, where I still live, and where I still celebrate Christmases with my own family. I imagine you’re reading this at some point in the run-up to the festive period, or perhaps even on Christmas Day. Perhaps you are sitting by a fire, or with a blanket over your knees, a mug of something hot in hand. However you like to celebrate the holiday, I hope you enjoy these personal stories of mine, and I wish you and yours a very happy and healthy Christmas.
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Christmas on the
Henson Farm
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When I was in the school nativity play, aged about five or six, I was appropriately chosen to play a shepherd. Mum was a talented dressmaker and she kitted me out beautifully, and I even had a miniature shepherd’s crook. The crook was my undoing. As I came on stage I managed to get the tip of it stuck in a grating; the audience watched with bated breath and the whole production stalled as I tugged and tugged. So much for the show must go on, we were going nowhere until I rescued my crook … There was a tiny ripple of applause when it sprang free and the rest of the cast could proceed to the stable.

The feeling of embarrassment stayed with me for days, until Dad cheered me up by taking us to get the Christmas tree. When I was a child, this was always a big adventure. We lived close to a wood with mixed species of trees, including pines and firs. It wasn’t on our land but was owned by our landlords, and with their permission Dad would make an annual expedition into the plantation.

Wrapped up warm in knitted jumpers and scarves, my sisters and I ran along at Dad’s heels over the wet soil and leaves that hadn’t yet mulched down. My three sisters and I arrived at two-year intervals, more or less. Libby (real name Elizabeth) is six years older than me, then comes Lolo (Louise) and, nearest in age to me, Rebecca (Becca). We fought from time to time but as the youngest, and the only boy, I was spoiled rotten. On the whole we got on incredibly well as children, and as adults we are still very close. They still tease me, but that’s what big sisters do.

Dad was tall, athletic and lean. He never smoked, only drank very moderately, and usually had a stick in his hand, useful for moving livestock around and, when he got older, as a support. He always had a penknife in his pocket, vital for cutting bailer twine, and a flat cap on his head: he never left the house without his cap. That day, of course, he had a handsaw with him.

My sisters pointed at various trees along the woodland route, ‘This one Dad?’

‘Little too lopsided.’

‘This one?’

‘No, look there – it has too big a bald patch.’

Until eventually he looked down and me, with a twinkle in his eye. ‘Adam, why don’t you choose?’

He was very good at cheering me up. I chose the tree and Dad sawed it down while Libby, Becca, Lolo and I looked on ready to shout ‘Timber!’, then we helped drag it back to the farmhouse. It was always, always too tall, and every year Mum would ask why we couldn’t just choose one to fit, instead of having to chop a lump off the top of it. I never knew whether Dad did it deliberately …

Christmas trees have been around a long time, and nobody knows for sure where the idea of a tree in the house for Christmas originated, with Latvia and Estonia both claiming to be the first place public trees were erected and decorated. Bringing them into homes probably started with the German Protestants in the sixteenth century and then spread across Europe. When Prince Albert, who was German, married the young Queen Victoria it definitely gave the whole idea a boost here, especially among wealthy families. A bit of anti-German feeling after the First World War saw the popularity of the trees decline, but they quickly took off again and by the 1920s they were a large part of Christmas in all households, wealthy or poor, across the land. Now in the UK between eight and ten million real trees are sold each year. There’s a big market in artificial trees, but I love the smell of a real tree. When you are buying one, it’s a good idea to find one grown nearby, so that there is less transport damage to the environment, and most local councils will help by shredding the trees for wood chippings or compost after the Christmas celebrations are over.

When we got ours home we dragged it through to the warm living room, dropping pine needles along the way for poor Mum to sweep up. Anchoring it in a large pot, we were able to get on with the exciting part. Out came the usual box of family decorations – lots of tinsel and an assortment of homemade baubles my sisters had made at school over the years, which I was now starting to add to. Most exciting were the chocolate decorations, which I would try to sneak off when nobody was looking, though Mum would always put them up high – out of the reach of any of our family dogs, who were always keen to sniff them out.

Being born on a farm I have grown up with dogs. We’ve had a succession, and the first was Chemmers, who Mum had before she married Dad; Chemmers was a nursemaid to me and my three sisters, treating us as if we were her own brood. She loved Mum, and as Mum clearly loved us, that was good enough for her. I don’t remember her, because I was only two when she died, but I’ve heard how she watched over me as a baby. She was so accepting of us that when she had her own puppies she allowed my sister Libby to curl up in the basket with them, not something many feeding bitches would do.

Next to go up was the mistletoe. How tall Dad looked to me when I was that young, easily pinning bunches above almost every doorway, so that Mum was often having to lean up and give him a peck on the cheek, joking about how she couldn’t wait for January when it would all come down.

‘Ah but it’s not just mistletoe,’ would often be his response. ‘Did you know that when gorse is in flower, that’s the month for kissing?’ Then he’d give a wink, because it’s always possible to find gorse in flower somewhere throughout the year, even if it’s only one lonely little yellow bloom. Mum would roll her eyes with a smile and swat him on the arm.

Mum was a strong character in her own right, but always supportive of Dad. She helped run the business, doing the books, paying the wages and handling the retail side of the Farm Park, as well as running the house. She was famously hospitable, and she loved to have a good laugh and throw a party. Her parties were renowned locally, and the farmhouse was always full at New Year or for birthdays. Unexpected guests did not faze her because she could rustle up a meal at any time. Unlike Dad, she was a smoker and she loved a drink. She always took pride in her appearance, her hair and makeup were always immaculate, ready for anyone who called in. It’s from her that I inherited my red hair.

I love all the old lore around Christmas decorations, and mistletoe has played a part in many cultures over the centuries. Vikings believed mistletoe could raise people from the dead; when the god of the summer sun, Baldur the Beautiful, was killed by a poisoned sprig of mistletoe, his mother – the goddess of love and beauty – cried for her dead son and her tears changed the colour of the berries from red to white, and Baldur came back to life. After that, his mother kissed everyone who walked under the mistletoe out of gratitude for getting her son back.

In Greek mythology, Aeneas carried mistletoe to protect him when he visited the underworld, to make sure he could return. Druids believed it was a sacred plant, offering protection from evil and having magic powers. If they ever discovered it growing on an oak tree, which is very rare, they sacrificed two white bulls and feasted on them, sitting under the tree.

The Roman festival of Saturnalia, held between 17 and 23 December, involved couples kissing under mistletoe to bestow fertility on their marriage, and that belief has extended into more modern celebrations. An old English tradition says that a young woman who was not kissed under the mistletoe was destined not to marry for another year, but if she put a sprig under her pillow she would dream of the love of her life.

For centuries, farmers in parts of England and Wales saved the Christmas bunch of mistletoe that decorated their homes over the festival, to present it to the first cow that calved in the New Year, pinning it above her stall. The gift was considered an acknowledgement of her achievement and a guarantee that the whole herd would be fertile again for the next year. According to another legend, you can be sure of healthy cows and calves by hanging a sprig of holly in the cowsheds on Christmas Eve. Must remember to do both after Christmas this year!

Our ancestors probably associated fertility and fruitful marriages with mistletoe because it doesn’t have roots and therefore appears to reproduce spontaneously, which – before science came along to explain it – was interpreted as magical. It’s also one of the few plants to bear fruit during winter, ahead of most others.

The truth is, mistletoe is actually a parasite (it’s hemi-parasitic, to be precise, because although it gets its food from the host tree, it also uses photosynthesis to survive). Its seeds are distributed by birds, and people associate the Mistle Thrush with this, because of its name. It is true that thrushes are among a small number of birds that eat the white berries – most birds go for red or blue berries – but thrushes are not the most efficient seed dispersers. They eat the berry whole, seeds and all – which means the seeds are distributed when they come out of their other ends whole, too! Blackcaps, on the other hand (lovely little birds with distinctive songs) and Waxwings (which are larger), only eat the skin and pulp, wiping the seeds off with their beaks, onto the bark of the tree, which is more effective as the seed is deposited in the right location.

Because mistletoe is parasitic, it’s even more important to harvest it (safely and legally) for a decoration at Christmas time. I’ve helped out with the mistletoe harvest quite a few times, including at an ancient apple orchard, not far from where we live in Gloucestershire. The trees were laden with the green leaves and the distinctive white berries, so much of it growing in such exuberant profusion that it was hard to make out the shape of the tree underneath. Under the guidance of Tim Andrews, who has spent the last ten years restoring orchards in Gloucestershire and making cider with the fruit of the apple trees he looks after, my job was to don some goggles, go up a ladder, and saw diagonally to release big branches – which I did after a bit of a struggle. The sad fact is that we have lost about 75 per cent of ancient apple orchards in my part of the country in the last fifty or sixty years, and although climate change and lack of pruning to keep the trees healthy are also culprits, mistletoe can kill trees if it is not kept in check. It particularly loves apple trees, and prefers them spaced out, as they are in traditional orchards, not in large commercial orchards. It has coexisted with the trees for centuries, but it needs to be controlled.

Tim told me that maintaining the orchards is more than just saving the trees; these old orchards are hosts to a great deal of biodiversity, with insects that are not found in commercial orchards. He explained that we were taking out branches of the tree so that it was less stressed, and the mistletoe was not given the chance to suck the life out of it.

When it came time to choose which mistletoe to take home with us, we were looking for the branches with the greenest leaves and the most berries. According to Jonathan Briggs, an expert on mistletoe who runs the website Mistletoe Matters, tradition says that you have to remove a berry for every kiss you have under the mistletoe, and when they’re gone, so too are the kisses.

Christmas Eve in my childhood was all about getting excited for the day ahead. By then the house was fully decorated – although as late as the 1950s it was a country tradition that farmers would not decorate their homes until Christmas Eve itself, probably because that was the first time those hard-working families took any time off.

There would usually be family around the kitchen table if they were spending the following day with us. Bemborough Farm was a very popular Christmas destination for many friends and family, and Mum was always happy to have extra places around the table, guests filling all the spare beds. Uncle John, six-feet-two and also never without a cap, would often be there too, to wish us a Merry Christmas.

The smell of mince pies would permeate the house, and we’d be begging mum to try them while they were still hot
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