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      Max Hardcastle was born in the old West Riding of Yorkshire, just before the outbreak of the Second World War. He started
         collecting antiques at an early age, hoarding his treasures in a disused hen house, known ever after as the ‘junk hut’.
      

      
      After National Service and a brief period working for an engineering company, Max and his family heard the call of the Yorkshire
         Dales, where they bought a cottage, hung out their sign – Bullpen Antiques – and made a happy living for many years.
      

      
      Max and his family now live in Leyburn, North Yorkshire, with two dogs, two ponies, a goat named Elspeth and an ever-fluctuating
         population of hens, ducks and pigeons. His only regret is that he no longer has the contents of his treasured ‘junk hut’.
      

   



      
     
      Praise for the Tales from the Dales series
      

      
      ‘A happy, satisfying and very funny book’ James Herriot

      
      ‘Cunningly observed, shrewd, wicked and wittily entertaining’ Daily Mail

      
      ‘A cross between All Creatures Great and Small and Lovejoy … entertaining and humorous’ Yorkshire Post
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      To my wife Sandra

      



      
      
      Chapter 1 

      
      ‘There’s your Arthur-type place.’ Colin slapped the folded newspaper on to the counter in front of me and dropped on to a
         chair. ‘Any chance of a coffee, love?’ he said, grinning up at Vicky, who dutifully disappeared up the stairs to the kitchen.
      

      
      Colin was between girlfriends and, although it was almost lunchtime, it was obvious he had not been out of bed for long.

      
      I leaned over the newspaper and read the advertisement he’d ringed in red crayon. ‘Lot 1, comprising twenty acres of sound
         …’
      

      
      ‘No! No!’ interjected Colin, ‘lot 3, the farmhouse.’ The illdefined photograph showed a long low farmhouse with attached barn,
         a typical Yorkshire dales steading. I read on silently: ‘Freehold farmhouse with outbuildings, orchard and garth, in all totalling
         three acres. The house, in need of some renovation, commands a …’
      

      
      I read the advertisement half a dozen times before Vicky shouldered the door open and laid a tray of coffee and biscuits on
         a table.
      

      
      
      ‘Well, what do you think?’ I said, turning the newspaper towards her.

      
      She read it in silence, nodding her head slightly at the end of each sentence. ‘That’s the bit that worries me.’ She scored
         a thin line with her fingernail under ‘in need of some renovation’. ‘And where exactly is it? It says “North Yorkshire, unspoilt
         village”, but I’ve never heard of Ramsthwaite.’
      

      
      Colin rubbed the rim of the coffee cup across his lower lip thoughtfully. ‘Ah, yes, I’ve been through it a few times. Dead-alive
         hole, just a shop and a pub.’ He lifted his feet on to a chair opposite and clacked his shoes together. ‘Personally, I don’t
         know why you want to leave this place.’
      

      
      To Colin, the little terraced shop with its flat above was paradise: in a busy thoroughfare, with a pub next door and a fish
         and chip shop opposite, a kitchen to warm his can of beans in and a secluded rear bedroom where he could entertain his latest
         girlfriend; it had everything he needed – except that he didn’t live here. The shoes clicked together again.
      

      
      ‘You’ll sell this easy enough, especially with the smashing flat.’

      
      Neither Vicky nor I agreed with him on that point. With two children, Peter aged nine and Sally aged seven, two spaniels and
         no storage to speak of, the tiny flat was crammed to overflowing.
      

      
      Three years before, the company I had worked for since leaving college had been taken over and, after six months of assurances,
         I had been called to head office. After a brief interview I had walked out into the corridor in a daze, a cheque in my hand
         and no job.
      

      
      Months of letter writing and interviews had followed, each rejection bringing a period of self-doubt. Vicky had watched sympathetically until she had realized, with that down-to-earth
         practicality women have, that something had to be done.
      

      
      She had taken the latest nicely worded rejection letter from my hand, screwed it into a ball and thrown it into the fire.
         ‘Let’s sell the house and open that antique shop we’ve always dreamed of – but we must do it now, before the redundancy money is gone.’
      

      
      We both had a love of antiques and, since the early years of our marriage, had collected and dealt in them for fun. In fact,
         we felt that our knowledge and skills were equal to those of many a dealer who was making a good living.
      

      
      Within two months we had sold our comfortable house in Birmingham, with the neat lawns and California-style kitchen, moved
         into the little terraced shop and opened our doors to the antique-hungry residents of south Leeds.
      

      
      Colin had been our very first customer. He’d breezed into the shop on our first morning open, bought the two best pieces of
         silver in the place, left a grubby business card and breezed out with a cheery, ‘See you next week.’
      

      
      Vicky had looked at me and shrugged her shoulders. ‘Seems a bit of a character.’

      
      He started to call upon us regularly, and his battered van pulling up in front of the shop became the signal for a coffee
         break. His jokey manner camouflaged a very astute mind. He had a thorough knowledge of period silver and would intersperse
         periods of extreme idleness with weeks of very hard work, travelling throughout the north of England buying and selling. His
         contacts were wide and diverse and it was when I had bought a load of seasoned English oak beams from a woodyard sale that
         he had put me in touch with Arthur.
      

      
      
      Selling to Arthur did not prove to be an easy task, especially over the telephone. He punctuated my description of the oak
         with non-committal ‘aye’s, and when I finished there followed a long awkward silence, then, ‘You say it’s not shaked?’
      

      
      ‘No, it’s not shaked.’

      
      ‘You say it’s well seasoned?’

      
      ‘It’s well seasoned.’

      
      ‘You say there’s no whip in it?’

      
      ‘There’s no whip in it.’

      
      Another even longer silence followed. I tried a tentative ‘hello’ or two, thinking we’d been cut off, and I was just going
         to put down the receiver when Arthur’s voice came over loud and clear, ‘If you’ll deliver it for that price, I’ll have it.’
      

      
      The following Sunday we loaded the van and, throwing a mattress on top of the timber for the children and dogs to sit on,
         set off north for the Yorkshire dales, to see for the first time the little smallholding which was to sow the seeds of discontent
         with our way of life and send us searching for our own ‘Arthur-type place’.
      

      
      Arthur Fothergill was a retired joiner who faked eighteenth-century refectory tables. They were passed into the trade through
         a London dealer who constantly pestered Arthur to increase his output, but Arthur was unmovable: ‘I make two tables a year,
         and that’s it.’
      

      
      Some years previously, he had bought two lorryloads of oak planking which had come from the stables of a stately home. The
         oak had been fumed with ammonia from the horse droppings and when finished it came up a glorious dark brown. Arthur had adequate
         oak for the plank tops and stretchers, but the legs presented him with a problem. He needed eight-inch-square oak, of turnable
         quality, to work his variations on the design of each set of legs; vase, cannon barrel, cup-and-cover, Arthur excelled at them all. The beams we had taken him that
         Sunday afternoon enabled the annual production to continue for a good few years.
      

      
      Arthur was a consummate craftsman; every mortice and tenon was hand cut, every dowel the product of a drawknife. He had studied
         his subject carefully, long hours spent in museums and stately homes in diligent study enabling him to produce a table which
         fooled all but the really expert. Not for him the smooth, even, simulated wear of lesser hands; he knew how a 250-year-old
         table should look. The underside of the top planks were put through his frame-saw and worked on a rocking table to produce
         the irregular cuts expected from pit sawing. The legs and stretchers were distressed with chain flails, and a little acid
         produced the convincing rot found at the base of every table leg which has spent decades on a damp stone-flagged floor.
      

      
      Each table spent six months in Arthur’s workshop and then six months in his comfortable farmhouse kitchen, where the finishing
         touches were added. The edge of the underside was rubbed with old mutton fat to simulate the caress of a thousand greasy fingers
         and the top, after being treated with dyed linseed oil, was beeswaxed daily. Black lead was applied around the joints to fake
         the build-up of age-hardened polish. When Arthur had finished a table, it delighted the eye.
      

      
      His hobby was breeding the big woolly Wensleydale sheep. Slow to mature and prone to single lambing, they have been ousted
         from the dales flocks by the hardy Swaledale, but in Arthur’s eyes they could do no wrong.
      

      
      Some years before, Arthur’s wife had had a wish to spin and knit up some of the superb wool of the Wensleydales, and Arthur dutifully made her a Hebridean-type spinning wheel. Following his natural inclination he produced a perfect copy,
         aged and patinated. When his only daughter was married the purse was a little thin, so the spinning wheel was dispatched to
         the auction room. As the hammer fell at an astonishing price, Arthur muttered a comment to the effect that the buyer was not
         only ill-advised but illegitimate into the bargain. The wheel is now the centrepiece of a little cottage tableau in a highly
         respected museum.
      

      
      Colin got up slowly and stretched. It was one of his idle periods. He indicated that I could keep the newspaper and made for
         the door. ‘Well, if you sell this place you must be bloody crackers.’
      

      
      Vicky picked up the newspaper and tapped her chin with it. ‘I’ll give them a ring and get some particulars.’

      
      I looked out across the rain-swept road. The bank’s windows were already filled with pale yellow light and in the fish and
         chip shop a young girl scraped the last of the Christmas decorations from behind the glass door. ‘Why not? Can’t do any harm.’
      

      
      Neither Vicky nor I are town dwellers by nature. We were both born and brought up in rural areas, and as I had moved around
         the country for my firm we had always managed to find a house which was at least near open country. Although, as Colin put
         it, ‘we had everything’, we still hankered after a life in the country.
      

      
      We did not do a lot of trade with Arthur. He bought a little scrap wood from us every now and then and did us the odd repair;
         over a period of a year we would see him perhaps two or three times. The children revelled in these visits, playing in the stream and running wild over the moor with the dogs. We envied Arthur’s quality of life, his cosy farmhouse with its
         magnificent views, his barns and garth.
      

      
      Living as we did over our tiny shop, we were desperately cramped. Our back-up stock overflowed into the bedrooms; when we
         went to bed we picked our way across a floor littered with jampans, copper kettles, brass candlesticks and the odd warming
         pan. The landing was lined with hall-stands and washstands, and cardboard boxes full of bric-a-brac stood on the stairs.
      

      
      On warm summer evenings we used to sit in the little stone-flagged yard and dream of what we had come to call our ‘Arthur-type
         place’. If only we could find a place like that: a proper house with a big garden, apple trees, a small garth and masses and
         masses of storage room: a huge barn we could fill with pine, instead of stacking it ten feet high in the tiny yard.
      

      
      The boundaries of our fantasy world were elastic, so when Vicky thought of any new feature we would add it to our dream. ‘I
         want a stream, a stream we can hear as we lie in bed,’ so a tinkling stream was pencilled into our castle in the dales. The
         dogs never tired of the faeces-strewn park, but the children fed on our fantasies and became increasingly disenchanted with
         our town life.
      

      
      In the later years of Queen Victoria’s reign, the area we lived in had been prosperous. Woollen mills and engineering factories
         had supplied the needs of an empire and the captains of industry, imbued with civic pride, had invested their profits in stone.
         The town – for in those days it had been separate from the city of Leeds – had boasted wide streets of blue setts, lined with
         imposing granite buildings. Balconets and Gothic turrets abounded. Every blue slate roof was pierced by ornate dormers before it climbed to its terracotta-crested peak. When these
         worthy men had seen to the sewers and laid out a park, they sent for the foundry catalogues and sprinkled the streets with
         acanthus-wreathed gas lamps. The two Jubilees of Victoria brought the horse trough and cast-iron bandstand.
      

      
      Now the setts are tarmacked over, the streets are efficiently lit with sodium from concrete stalks and the buildings rise
         from a froth of neon and perspex. It is a friendly area; complete strangers will stick their head through the door. ‘By, I
         like that chest o’ drawers. If I win the pools …’
      

      
      Some mornings I would have a few words with the landlord in the pub next door. We could not see each other. I would hear him
         stacking his empty crates in the yard and stand at the back door in slippered feet, to shout up at the wall, ‘Have a good
         night, Harry?’
      

      
      ‘No, a few tight buggers in.’

      
      He never had a good night, but there is a new car in the garage and a son away at public school.

      
      We had no views from the flat. The rear windows looked over the yard on to the red brick wall of a four-storey woollen mill,
         its hammered glass windows thick with grime and its gutters bowed and filled with weed. At the front, across the High Street,
         a Victorian Gothic bank blocked out the afternoon sunlight, rising like the superstructure of a battleship from the row of
         terraced shops. We knew every square inch of its sooty ashtarred stones.
      

      
      We found Ramsthwaite on the map – a tiny dot high on the contours between the River Swale and the River Ure. When the auctioneer’s
         details arrived, complete with its little map outlining the property in red, we could not wait to go and see it.
      

      
      Colin agreed to man the shop for us, and the children wore us down with a night of, ‘It’s not fair’, and, ‘Why can’t we go?’,
         until we agreed to let them miss school and come with us.
      

      
      Bullpen Farm stood at the top of the village green, long and low under its stone-flagged roof. Built in the last quarter of
         the eighteenth century, it had good dressed-stone quoins and deep headers to its doors and windows. The roof sagged badly
         and bright green cushion moss grew between its ridge stones. The windows, horizontal sliding Yorkshire lights, were rotten
         to the touch, but the massive oak-planked door, cramped and hugged by hand-wrought hinges that stretched across its full width,
         was as sound as a bell. There were no pots on the chimney stacks but slates set tent fashion, to turn the worst of the rain.
      

      
      The outbuildings were in better shape than the house, which had not been lived in for five years. An eight-stall cow byre
         was set against the west wall of the house and across the puddled yard stood a two-storey building with an outside staircase
         – the apple house. In the orchard, aged fruit trees, their gnarled limbs white with bird lime, rose from a sea of brown grass
         and briar. Beyond the orchard a two-acre garth stretched like a green thumb up the lower slope of the fell. The eastern boundary
         was formed by a clear stream, which busied itself between high banks and over a bright pebbled bottom until the culvert under
         the road swallowed it noisily. Alongside the stream stood a small Dutch barn; two poultry arks, their boards bleached and
         sprung, were half hidden in the stalky grass.
      

      
      Vicky fetched the key from the farm next door and we trampled the briar and elder to get in. All the rooms, with the exception
         of the dairy, had the same striped wallpaper and every door and skirting board was painted the same chocolate brown. A huge Yorkist range filled one wall of the kitchen.
         Its knobs and dampers, once polished and handled to shiny perfection, now stood out red and pimply with rust against the black
         ironwork.
      

      
      We stood at the bedroom window and watched the children race up and down the apple house steps, until they tired and pushed
         open the door of the two-seater earth closet to grin at the smooth round holes.
      

      
      I held Vicky’s hand for a full five minutes before I blurted out, ‘Shall we have a crack?’

      
      She smiled back at me. ‘Colin keeps saying we’re crackers, why not?’

      
      All the way home we talked of nothing but the farm and how it fitted in with our dream. The children, as children do, saw
         no problems and when we got back to the shop they shook a sleepy Colin awake. ‘We’ve found our farm,’ they chanted.
      

      
      We put our shop on the market the following day. There followed three frantic weeks of organizing. Bridging loans, surveyor’s
         reports, arguing with the estate agent and pleading with the bank manager, and showing a trickle of prospective buyers over
         the shop and flat. In the evenings we littered the kitchen table with plans, sketches and estimates, and when we sank into
         our beds we lay awake pondering the enormity of the step we were taking. Many nights we lay in the dark, each knowing what
         the other was thinking. We whispered into the pillows, ‘It’ll be great for the children.’ ‘We’ll make a go of it.’ ‘We’re
         a good team, kid – we’ll do it.’ And so we bolstered each other’s confidence and kept the fears at bay, until sleep laid its
         kind hand on us.
      

      
      *

      
      
      The day of the auction in Ramsthwaite arrived. We had had a lot of interest in our shop but as yet had not found a firm buyer.
         The planning authorities had been quite helpful. There was a lot of derelict and semi-derelict property in the dale and anyone
         wishing to make it their home and earn a living from it got a sympathetic hearing. They could see no objections to our plans,
         provided we stayed within certain guidelines.
      

      
      The auction attracted a large crowd. There were several lots of good grazing to come under the hammer that day and the local
         farmers, fortified with a glass or two, climbed the stairs to the long room over The Ship, the pub on the other side of the
         village green, and arrayed themselves for battle. By the time we had settled the children in the van with pop and crisps there
         was standing room only. We edged our way through the noisy crowd to the back of the smoke-filled room.
      

      
      Lots 1 and 2 must have fetched record prices for grazing land in the dale, for the quiet of the bidding gave way to a hubbub
         of noise each time the hammer fell.
      

      
      As the auctioneer announced, ‘Lot 3, Bullpen Farm,’ our hearts beat wildly, we held hands and pressed our shoulders together.
         I started the bidding tentatively, and the auctioneer dutifully took bids ‘off the wall’ until the reserve was reached, then,
         bringing his hammer down with a cursory nod, he sent his clerk scurrying down the aisle to escort us to the table. I signed
         the agreement and handed over a cheque for ten per cent of the hammer price.
      

      
      With sweaty palms and pounding hearts we ran up the village green to tell the children, ‘Bullpen Farm is ours.’

      
      I hooked my arms under the sagging gate and jerked it open. The children careered around the yard, leaping the brown puddles.
         ‘It’s ours! It’s ours!’
      

      
      
      Hand in hand, Vicky and I climbed to the top of the garth. We sat down and smiled at each other. ‘Happy?’ I asked her. She
         leaned her forehead against mine; her gentle blue eyes shone with excitement. ‘We must be crackers,’ she whispered. I put
         my arms around her and we fell sideways, rolling for three full turns through the soaking February grass.
      

      
      We lay laughing up at the grey sky, until a red moon of a face appeared over the wall. Vicky tapped my chest. ‘It’s the man
         I got the key from.’
      

      
      I scrambled to my feet and pulled Vicky up. We stood there, feeling embarrassed, while the moon face stared at us in silence.
         Several seconds passed before it returned my greeting with a friendly nod, then disappeared.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      The surveyor’s report had made pretty depressing reading. The house needed major repairs but at least it was basically sound.
         During the six weeks between the auction and the completion date, Vicky and I made several visits to Ramsthwaite. We spent
         the mornings going over the house and byre, measuring and prodding, and making endless lists which lay before us on the table
         in The Ship, the village pub, at lunchtime.
      

      
      ‘Going to be an antique shop, then.’ The owner of the red moon face which had peered at us over the garth wall brought his
         pint and pulled a stool up to our table. ‘I’m Ted, I live next door.’
      

      
      We introduced ourselves and shook the big red hand. The villagers had obviously seen our planning application. We had been
         wondering how they would react to an antique shop in the village, so I tried to pull him out on the subject. ‘Do you think
         we’ll make a fortune?’
      

      
      He grinned at us for several seconds, then nodded towards the bar. ‘He’s the only bugger as makes a fortune in this village.’

      
      
      The landlord ignored him. His head resting on his hands, he stared steadily into the fire.

      
      Ted took a long pull at his beer. ‘They’re long winters up here. I suppose you know your business.’ The landlord blew down
         his nose. ‘They’re long winters up here.’
      

      
      I kept Ted’s glass filled and he warmed to his task of instructing us about the village, until the landlord called time. Screwing
         on his cap he insisted on shaking hands with us again.
      

      
      ‘Well, I hope the countryman’s lot suits you. Anyway, it’ll be nice to see t’owd house lived in again.’

      
      We still had not sold our Leeds shop and the interest on the bridging loan was worrying us. The planning application had gone
         through without a hitch, so it was becoming obvious that we would have to concentrate on the byre conversion and open for
         business in the dale as soon as we could, preferably before Easter. With great trepidation, therefore, we arranged a date
         for our furniture and stock to go into storage, and took ourselves off in search of a static caravan.
      

      
      Neither of us relished the idea. Summers spent caravanning with the children in the earlier years of our marriage had dampened
         any enthusiasm we might have had for caravan life. It had always rained. Endless games of Ludo and Snakes and Ladders had
         whiled away the afternoons, until boredom had made us reach for our wellingtons and brave the weather.
      

      
      After a week of searching, we had found a twenty-six-foot Pemberton. Of uncertain vintage, it had been well maintained and
         its careful owners had lavished love and attention on its interior. Little crocheted mats were dotted here and there, and
         a fitted zinc tray crowded with house plants filled the bay window. Every cranny had a door or a shelf or a hook. Storage space, we were told, was the key. A place for everything and
         everything in its place. It made it heaven for the believer and bearable for the non-believer.
      

      
      The caravan arrived on a low-slung articulated lorry, with the most unhelpful driver imaginable. He grunted an objection to
         every siting we proposed. Finally, we managed to get the caravan parallel to the cow byre, its chic bow window breasting the
         orchard fence. As soon as it was up on its jacks, I set to with pick and shovel and laid a plastic water pipe to it from the
         kitchen; running water we had to have. I rooted spars and posts from under the Dutch barn and cobbled together a rough lean-to.
         We needed all the covered space we could get. The lean-to proved to be a boon, we cooked in it, ate in it, and the dogs reluctantly
         slept in it.
      

      
      We put the majority of our furniture and all of our stock into store and, on the last Sunday in March, moved into the caravan.

      
      The following day, two reluctant children were dragged across the village green and, with many protests and a few tears from
         Sally, were enrolled at the village school. By the time Vicky had returned from that task I had demolished most of the cow
         byre partitions. Stripped to the waist, I swung the sledgehammer, crushing the larger lumps, while Vicky worked away with
         a garden rake pulling the rubble into the dung passage, tamping and levelling so as to leave it a good three inches below
         the level of the stalls.
      

      
      The sound of the hammer blows brought next-door Ted into the byre. He looked sadly at the shattered concrete stalls. ‘Ar wish
         you’d ’ave said. I could ’ave done wi’ them boskins.’
      

      
      By lunchtime, the partitions were out and the centre of the floor ready for its new skim of concrete. All afternoon I barrowed aggregate from the back yard and fed the temperamental
         little mixer. It was time to fetch the children from school as I tamped and floated out the last of the mix.
      

      
      We had intended going back after tea, to start scraping the walls, but as I lay on the bed tiredness welled over me and my
         arms ached from shovelling and swinging the heavy hammer, so we set the portable television in the middle of the houseplants
         and spent a guilty evening at rest.
      

      
      Within the week, the walls and woodwork had been stripped and a new door led out on to the village green. The electrics were
         rudimentary: rust-pitted conduit ran up one wall and across the roof, feeding pendant lights and an old round pin socket which
         had served the little compressor for the milking unit. I had drawn the fuses and started to prise the old conduit from the
         roof, when half a bearded face appeared at the open window.
      

      
      ‘Rewiring it, are you?’ it asked.

      
      ‘It’s a bit antiquated,’ I replied.

      
      The face disappeared from the window, and Baz pushed open the door. ‘I put that in, nineteen years ago.’

      
      I looked down from the ladder, a twisted length of conduit in my free hand. I felt a little guilty. ‘Well, it’s lasted all
         right, but it’s a bit rough for the shop.’ I didn’t want to offend him.
      

      
      ‘Edgar didn’t like electric. He was always frightened of cutting through a wire and killing hisself. That’s why I put it in
         conduit. He used to switch the lights on and off with a stick, and he wouldn’t change a bulb for ’owt. I used to come and
         change ’em for him.’
      

      
      I’d heard them talk of Baz in the pub. He earned his living walling and hedging, and was reputed to be able to turn his hand to anything. I reckoned that if the wiring had lasted nineteen
         years without actually killing the cautious Edgar, he must be quite competent. Gently I enquired whether or not he still did
         electrical work.
      

      
      By nightfall, Baz had neat runs of wiring to three new lights and a double socket sat under each window. We flicked the lights
         on and off gleefully and tested each socket with the onebar electric fire. Everything worked perfectly. Baz made off across
         to The Ship as we bundled the children into bed. We were content with the day’s work.
      

      
      ‘Who was that man?’ asked Sally as I tucked her in. ‘I didn’t like him.’

      
      ‘That’s Baz,’ I told her. ‘I like him, he can do electric.’

      
      Baz started to appear every evening. He rendered, plastered and painted, and I fell naturally into the role of his labourer.
         He was a fast and skilled worker, never stopping for the mugs of coffee Vicky brought into the byre, which grew cold on the
         window sill. I worried what to pay him. Every time I asked him what he wanted he would reply, ‘Give us what you think.’ The
         sum I came up with, plus the odd pint at The Ship, seemed highly acceptable.
      

      
      Cramped though the caravan was, we soon developed a workable routine. I would get up first and, after putting the kettle on
         the gas ring, awaken the children. Peter and Sally would swing their legs out of their bunks and, with eiderdowns pulled tightly
         around them, tuck into cornflakes and milk, while Vicky and I had our first coffee of the day. After turning out the dogs
         I would light the gas ring in the lean-to and start our breakfast, as Vicky got the children ready for school. We always breakfasted well and leisurely, for we had long, hard days and were great believers in stoking the boilers.
      

      
      For Vicky, never a lover of housework, the one redeeming feature of caravan dwelling was that it was easy to clean. I would
         leave her at this task every morning and, calling the dogs, take a walk around the village.
      

      
      Viewed from the fell top, the village is surprisingly compact. There are six council houses on the old cricket field now and
         the incongruous red brick of the Martins’s bungalow glares from its collar of cypresses, but in the main it is a happy, harmonious
         blend of stone and slate. Although outside the National Park, the planners keep a careful eye on the village. It is not pretty,
         but the villagers know what they have and guard it as jealously as any zealous bureaucrat. It is still a busy workaday community;
         it gives the feeling of a place where life has always been hard but worthwhile.
      

      
      Although the oldest houses in the village are early seventeenth-century, there is evidence that the site was occupied in pre-Roman
         times. Flint and bronze implements have been turned up in the gardens and the surrounding fields, and on the southern slope
         of Altondale Fell there are several hut circles.
      

      
      It must have been an ideal site for early man for, with his back to the craggy fell and an abundant supply of good water,
         it would have been an easily defensible place against any enemy advancing from the south across the Plain of York. The surrounding
         country has obviously been grain-growing land, for the fields on the lower slopes of the fell have been terraced and the mill
         is mentioned in the Domesday Book. The beck, which rises high on the fell and bisects the village, has never been known to
         dry up. A long dry spell will reduce it to a mere trickle, but a quick snow melt turns it into a raging torrent flooding through our farmyard and out across the village green,
         rolling boulders before it bigger than a man’s head.
      

      
      In the past, the whole dale belonged to a powerful monastery which had grown wealthy from the backs of sheep, and sheep are
         still the mainstay of the local agricultural economy. There are two sizeable dairy herds in the village and the softer land
         to the east is feeling the plough for the first time in nearly seventy years, but the sheep are still supreme. Their fleeces
         pay the rent and their lambs put guineas in the pocket.
      

      
      After the decline of the lead mines the Estate was the biggest employer for miles around; in its Edwardian heyday it stabled
         over a hundred horses and its gamekeepers paraded like a small army. With one or two notable exceptions, the owners of the
         Estate have always looked benevolently upon the village. Its retired servants still receive largess in the form of the odd
         brace of pheasant and a load of logs at Christmas. During the years of the Depression it set the local men to work building
         a huge wall, in this case along its northern boundary, thus enabling the stonemason, the labourer, the carter and the quarryman
         to feed their children and put a little money into the village economy. The present owner has a degree in agriculture and
         has worked hard to make the Estate economically viable. Large stands of hardwoods have been felled, the ornamental ponds filled
         in and the orangery bulldozed away. The garden statuary was crated and sent off to auction, and the guests at the shooting
         parties are now, for the most part, wealthy European businessmen who pay handsomely for the privilege.
      

      
      Baz, who often acts as a beater, is amused by the economics of pheasant shooting. ‘Up gets a guinea, bang goes a penny and
         down comes half-a-crown. What is it?’ he asked the children.
      

      
      
      They are mystified by guineas and half-crowns, and stare at him in silence.

      
      While the lead mines were still productive, the village supported three pubs. Only The Ship has survived. The Fleece became
         Spion Kop House and The Miner’s Arms is now the village shop. The older inhabitants still send their grandchildren off to,
         ‘Fetch us a loaf of bread from the Miner’s.’
      

      
      ‘Miner’s, Grandma?’

      
      The bewildered look on the young face will bring a smile to the older one. ‘It was a pub when I was your age,’ they will explain.

      
      The Ship was always the farmers’ pub, while the other two belonged to the miners and smelters. There was great rivalry between
         the pubs, and the annual quoits and knur-and-spell matches between The Fleece and The Miner’s always ended in a pitched battle
         on the common.
      

      
      ‘That’s why the grass there is so green,’ explained Ted. ‘For fifty years it wor fed on blood.’

      
      The village is a stable community, with a proportion of retired people and only one holiday home. The bus service is minimal,
         but we are on a well-trodden tourist route so the shop and the pub flourish. The school is now down to twelve pupils; its
         high-windowed classrooms under their steep blue slate roof were built to hold five times that number. Miss Wells runs it single
         handed. With so few pupils she has dispensed with the formal classroom layout and the children sit round her in a semi-circle.
         We tell Peter and Sally how lucky they are to experience this real village school. They both adore Miss Wells and neither
         of them likes the idea of being bussed out of the dale to a cold, impersonal school.
      

      
      Miss Wells is everything; she is the font of all knowledge. A thin, quite pretty woman with bright eyes and a ready smile, teaching is her life. Every evening we have the pearls of Miss
         Wells’s wisdom relayed to us, and every weekend we tramp miles looking for new specimens for her nature table. Miss Wells
         has taught at the school for a quarter of a century; it has been her life. She keeps a scrapbook, neat pages carrying photographs
         of school events and newspaper clippings covering almost a hundred years. One past pupil has sat in the American Senate and
         another became a famous music-hall star, but the overwhelming majority have turned out of the wrought-iron gates to become
         miners, farm boys and servants. Miss Wells has had her successes. One brief note she cherishes and finds too precious to stick
         in the scrapbook is on Oxford University notepaper. It came from a shy, awkward boy whom she had instilled with a love of
         knowledge and guided to grammar school. It reads simply, ‘I’ve made it, Miss Wells – God bless you.’
      

      
      Ted went to this school. The headmaster, for there was a staff of three in those days, had his customary word with the fourteen-year-old
         boy on his last day at school.
      

      
      ‘Well, Edward.’ ‘Edward’ indeed! – after nine years of ‘You, boy’, or, ‘Smithson’. ‘You don’t seem to have learned a great
         deal in your time with us.’
      

      
      Ted had waited until the gate was safely between them. ‘I’m not surprised, I’ve spent half the time in t’bloody corner wi’
         me back to thi.’
      

      
      Next to the school stands the Methodist chapel. Small and neat, its iron railings, spear-topped, guard two daisy-flocked squares
         of grass. Services are held there every other Sunday, when the cars of the ‘good folk’, as Baz calls them, are parked the
         length of the green. Miss Wells’s thin legs pump the harmonium and her ringless fingers flit over its yellowed keys. ‘Come, ye thankful people, come.’ They are thankful people;
         good, honest, decent, hard-working people.
      

      
      Before the coming of the internal combustion engine the village prospered, having a spur of the railway no more than a
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