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ABOUT THE BOOK

Paul O’Grady’s Country Life for the first time gives a glimpse into the home life of one of Britain’s best loved stars, alongside the animals he adores.

Sometimes pastoral idyll, sometimes hell on earth, Paul’s time in rural Kent has been shared over the years with some very vocal pigs, a mad cow, various rescued barn owls, the world’s most sadistic geese and Christine the psychotic sheep – among many other animal waifs and strays. And then there are the dogs in Paul’s life – including Eddie, the tiny chihuahua/Jack Russell cross with Napoleonic ambitions, Miss Olga, Bullseye, Louis, Boycie and, of course, Buster, the greatest canine star since Lassie.

This is a warts-and-all account of country living, as far removed from the bright lights of celebrity as you could ever imagine. Brilliantly funny and full of classic stories as well as the occasional delicious recipe, Paul O’Grady’s Country Life is your armchair guide to the wonders and horrors of rural existence.
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For all you townies who are considering a move to a more rural idyll.

This book will either put you off or have you rushing to an estate agent’s.




INTRODUCTION

Thanks to Enid Blyton, who nearly always accommodated her pixie and elf population in the colourful but highly toxic fly agaric, I fancied living in one of these red and white polka-dot toadstools when I was very little – a decent-sized one that could accommodate a five-year-old comfortably with all mod cons and enough bedrooms to put up the family when they came to stay.

When I grew out of Mrs Blyton’s Enchanted Wood series I graduated towards a lifestyle akin to Pippi Longstocking’s, who lived in a big old house with an assorted menagerie of animals, a trunk full of gold and no adult supervision, which apart from the gold (that’s buried in the woods along with the Erica Von Savage Diamonds) is more or less how I’m living now.

Later on in life, after I’d read Tolkien’s The Hobbit, I envied Bilbo Baggins and his smart hobbit hole with its round front door built into the side of a hill, although this fantasy clashed somewhat with my other dream of a stylish London apartment, all Eamesian chic à la Emma Peel of The Avengers or the colourful insanity of her successor Tara King, whose split-level flat boasted such inspired oddities as a Penny Farthing over the mantelpiece, an assortment of antique shop signs and a fireman’s pole for making a quick descent from the upper floor when being pursued by the evil henchmen of a diabolical mastermind.

However, lurking in the background amongst all these whimsical dreams was a genuine desire to live somewhere in the countryside in a crumbling old farmhouse with lots of land, a pack of dogs and a cow or two. Sometimes the lure of the countryside grew too much and I’d play truant from school to walk around the country lanes of Heswall, a posh part of the Wirral, imagining what it would be like to live in some of the houses and to have so much open space all around you instead of a tiny backyard and a minuscule garden. I never believed for one minute that my desires would ever come to fruition so I put these fantastic notions to one side and contented myself with planning out my imaginary farm as I went off to sleep each night.

My love of the countryside stemmed from annual visits to my father’s family in Ireland (when we weren’t in the Isle of Man) who lived, and still do, on a farm in rural Glinsk, County Roscommon.

I can still remember my first encounter with a newly born calf. I was five years old and up till then the only animals I’d encountered were Joey our budgie, Aunty Annie’s cat Jinksy, and our neighbour Mrs Long’s dog, so the calf came as a bit of a shock.
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‘Give him a stroke,’ my Uncle James said. ‘He won’t bite.’

He was having a laugh wasn’t he? Stroke it? I was hanging off my mother’s pencil skirt trying to crawl up her leg, desperate to put some distance between this behemoth and me.

‘Don’t be so nesh [delicate],’ my ma laughed, pushing me towards the calf. ‘He’s lovely, give his little head a rub.’

And so I did, tentatively at first until I gained the confidence to run my fingers through his thick curly hair. The calf nuzzled my hand and then gave it a lick and at that moment, my fears now forgotten, the goddess Artemis, protector of young animals, cast a spell over me and a lifelong love of animals was born.

A corny if not slightly nauseating recollection but sadly one that’s true, and if I close my eyes and have a think I can recall that moment clearly. I can also remember standing in a cowpat and covering my brand-new Ladybird sandals and white socks in sodden, stinking bovine effluence. My mother kicked off over that one and I imagine that in all probability I did the same.

Life on my Uncle James’ and Aunty Bridget’s farm was exciting for a young townie: there were haystacks to jump out of, eggs to collect, cows to milk and a decrepit but feisty donkey to ride. Kids could go into pubs, life was far more relaxed, and nobody minded if you ran around the farm barefoot or came home from the bog road after a day ‘helping’ to cut the turf filthier than a chimney sweep’s apprentice. Yes, if I wasn’t going to have Tara King’s apartment then I was opting for a life in the country, the freedom of being outdoors, the excitement of having acres of land to explore and, above all, lots of animals from chickens to cows hanging around outside the house.
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However, after saying goodbye to my home town of Birkenhead and emigrating to London I found myself living in a succession of dumps, each one worse than its predecessor and as far removed from hobbit holes or the elegant dwellings of secret agents as I could possibly get. My dreams of livestock and growing my own fruit and veg got as far as two moggies and a window box containing some ropey looking parsley in a tiny council flat on the South Lambeth Road that hadn’t been renovated since the fifties.

I was in that flat for a number of years and as life went on I resigned myself to the fact that my bucolic vision would never come to fruition in a million years as slapping around the pubs and clubs doing ‘The Act’ I’d never earn enough to be able to afford it.

I love London, always have, from the moment I turned left out of Victoria coach station and found myself on the streets of Belgravia. I thought all of London was like the elegant, imposing houses of Eaton Place but was brought down to earth with a bang by the immediate reality of sharing a squalid little flat in Camden Town with two actresses and an occupational therapist and trying to get by on very little money.

I did make it to Eaton Place in the end, but sadly only to clean a ground-floor flat when I was working for London Domestics as a cleaner in the seventies. However, it was interesting to get to see inside one of these mansions that once required an army of servants to look after the single family that lived in them, even if it did mean swilling down the front steps.

My parents had always rented our house in Holly Grove and it seemed I was to follow in their footsteps until thanks to the success of a certain Lily Savage I was able, at the grand old age of forty, to buy a tiny little house near Tower Bridge out of my immoral earnings.

Central heating! Once I’d fathomed out how to set the timer on the boiler I discovered for the first time what it was like to wake up to a warm house in the winter and, unbelievably, a warm bathroom complete with shower. No more bending over the bath washing my hair with the aid of a pan or shivering in three inches of lukewarm water as I did back in Holly Grove; now I could luxuriate in a bath that I could actually stretch out in with hot water up to my neck, or stand underneath my newly installed power shower for as long as I wanted until I grew gills.

The house was small and narrow but it had a little garden and a garage. Convinced I’d be living there for quite a while I set about knocking down partition walls, replacing the staircase and flooring and transforming the minute bathroom, ripping out its beige and brown tiling and avocado-green bathroom suite and replacing it with marble and mirrors and art deco lighting and fittings salvaged from auctions. I lived in that bloody bathroom, forever polishing the marble walls until the novelty thankfully wore off and I reverted to my old ways of hanging towels on the floor and a mirror splattered in toothpaste and shaving foam.

(NB, when I say I set about knocking the walls in, what I actually mean is I employed my friend James and two builders to do the job. All I actually did was sign cheques.)

I was obsessed with wall sockets, coming from a home that only had one in the entire house until my parents had another one installed on the landing for my eighteenth birthday so I could play my record player in my bedroom. I made sure that my new house had more wall sockets than Robert Dyas. No more trailing wires or extension cords. At long last I felt like I was living in the civilized world.

It took nearly a year to renovate that house and to finance it I never stopped working, and when the time came for the builders to announce that the place was finished I hardly got to spend any time in it as I was permanently touring and living in hotels.

When I finally stopped touring and returned to civilian life I found that the house seemed bare and unlived-in, and just as nature abhors a vacuum so do I, so I set about ‘filling’ it up to make it feel more like home. Soon I couldn’t move, and unless I stopped buying what Murphy, my partner and manager, described as ‘junk’ I wouldn’t be able to get in or out.

Keeping it in some semblance of order was a nightmare, as was keeping it tidy, and on occasions my beautifully refurbished house looked as if a bunch of crackhead squatters had taken over. In my defence, even though I was no longer touring I was still hard at it and by the time I got home after a long day I had neither the time nor the inclination to get the hoover out and clear up.

‘Get a cleaner,’ everyone told me, but that was definitely something I didn’t need in my life as I’d have to tidy up each week before they came. On rare days off I’d blitz the place, going through it like a tornado armed with the hoover, mop and bucket and a selection of interesting cleaning materials until it was gleaming, leaving Buster, my dog, wondering what he was doing in a strange house. It didn’t stay immaculate for very long though as there was nowhere to put anything: the sofa was far too big for the front room, as was the coffee table and sideboard, and everywhere you looked there were CDs, VHS tapes and books, books, books, all of them with nowhere to live.

Like my mother I enjoyed ‘going for a spin’, which meant coercing some poor hapless sucker into taking you for an afternoon drive in their car. I couldn’t drive at the time but luckily Murphy had recently bought himself a Jeep that he was obsessed with and was happy to go for long drives in the countryside on days when I found myself not working.

One afternoon we headed for rural Kent.

‘I could live out here,’ I said, drooling over the converted oasts and a particularly stunning fourteenth-century half-timbered house complete with the obligatory rambling rose growing around the door. ‘I could definitely live in that. Pull over Murphy and see what that For Sale sign says.’

‘It’s not a For Sale sign, Savage,’ Murphy replied as he drove on straight past my future home. ‘The sign says that it’s Ellen Terry’s house and I doubt that the National Trust are ready to sell it yet.’

‘Oh, that’s a bugger,’ I sighed. ‘I could’ve swore that sign had an estate agent’s name on it.’

‘I keep telling you, get your bloody eyes tested. You need glasses.’

I stared out of the window at the passing scenery before trying to focus on a road sign up ahead. Even when I squinted I couldn’t quite make out what it said until we got closer, but I wasn’t going to tell Murphy that.

‘I had no idea that Kent was so beautiful,’ I said, changing the subject. ‘Why have I never been down here before?’

I’d worked in Folkestone, Dartford, Chatham and Hastings (just over the Kent border in East Sussex) on one of my endless tours but on those occasions all I saw was the motorway, the town and the inside of whatever theatre I was playing. I never stayed the night as due to Kent’s proximity to London it was silly not to drive back home – and as anyone who tours will tell you it’s always preferable to sleep in your own bed whenever possible – so I really didn’t know very much about ‘The Garden of England’.

We stopped in a village that had an estate agent and as I eyed up the properties in the window for something I could afford I felt a growing excitement coursing through my veins.

‘Look at that one, Murphy,’ I sighed, pointing to a tiny cottage set on the edge of a wood. ‘I wouldn’t mind something like that.’

‘Go in and ask if you can see it then,’ Murphy said, egging me on. ‘It’s not a bad price for what it is.’

We went and viewed the property with its thatched roof, inglenook fireplaces and low ceilings with heavy oak beams.

‘Look at the view,’ the estate agent said, opening the leaded latticed window in the master bedroom for me. ‘Imagine waking up to that.’

Leaning forward to take a look out of the tiny window I smashed my head on yet another low-slung beam for the fourth time since I’d crossed the threshold.

This place might be picturesque and reeking with history but it was totally unsuitable for someone of my height. The only person I could see living here without daily concussions was Jimmy Krankie.

We saw a few other properties before returning home, none of which, for various reasons, were suitable. However, I’d tasted blood by now and had become as obsessed with owning an affordable house as Mr Toad was with the motorcar when he first encountered one.

‘What will you do with the flat in Saltaire?’ Murphy asked on the drive home. ‘I can’t see you getting up there much if you bought a place in Kent.’

I’d bought a flat in that West Yorkshire village a couple of years earlier and I loved living there and certainly had no intentions of getting rid of it. Even so, I reasoned as I listened to Murphy, the journey up there from London took a lot longer than it did to get to Kent, and though Saltaire and the surrounding countryside is beautiful it wasn’t quite as rural as I would’ve preferred. There was another important factor – the expense of running three homes.

‘No point having three homes,’ he went on as if reading my mind. ‘You’ll spend most of your time travelling. My advice would be to flog the flat in Saltaire and buy a house down here.’ He cursed as a pheasant ran in front of the car. ‘Bloody stupid bird must have a death wish. Look Savage, what’s the point in working if you can’t enjoy the rewards? You’re always moaning about how you’d love to live in a house in the country, now here’s your chance.’

‘Won’t you miss it?’ I asked, meaning the Saltaire flat. ‘Cos I know I will.’

‘Of course I will, but we’ve done that now, and anyway, you can visit Yorkshire whenever the mood takes you. I think you should consider buying down here. It’s nearer for London and work and you’ll be able to afford it, especially if you sell the flat, you tight-fisted git. I mean, just look at that view,’ he added, echoing the estate agent. ‘It’s beautiful.’

I was far from being tight-fisted as he well knew but old habits die hard and after years of being permanently skint I was always aware that the work might dry up and the wolf that I always suspected of lurking around the corner would get his chance to pounce and show me what big teeth he had.

Nevertheless Murphy was right. I was no Rothschild but with the proceeds of the sale of the flat and money I had sitting in the bank for a rainy day I’d be able to afford a reasonably priced house.

At least twice a week we scoured the estate agents of Kent for somewhere suitable. I saw former farm labourers’ cottages, endless oast house and barn conversions, quaint cottages and even the odd mansion in need of renovation.

I always thought that one of the primary reasons for living in the country was having the advantage of not living close to your neighbours – an important selling point that all these properties lacked. I’m not antisocial, I just wanted to be able to play my music as loud as I liked and have my telly blaring if I chose to, something you can’t or shouldn’t do if you live with people above, below or next door to you.

I also had this fancy that I wanted to wake up to green fields, fresh air and birdsong and not the racket that comes with living in central London, and by now, passionate with the idea of living in the country and impatient to move, I considered buying a nine-bedroomed Gothic Victorian vicarage straight off the backlot of MGM. I swiftly changed my opinion after Murphy asked the eight-million-dollar question as we stood in the gloom on the vast upstairs landing.

‘Can you honestly see yourself sleeping here on your own?’ he said, looking out of the arched landing window at the cemetery behind the house.

On reflection I couldn’t. Although the camp of living in the Addams Family’s Kent mansion residence appealed to me the reality, if I was honest with myself, was something entirely different.

I put the idea of a Kentish home to one side and went back to touring the country with the musical Annie. It was during a Wednesday matinee in Manchester when I was sitting in my dressing room during the second half of the show (Miss Hannigan doesn’t have a lot to do in the second half) that Murphy rang me.

He’d found the perfect property, he told me excitedly, with six bedrooms, the most sensational views, its own wood and, more importantly, totally private.

‘How much?’ I asked, cutting to the chase.

I was pleasantly surprised when he told me as I could afford it. It sounded like just what I was looking for.

‘There’s just one thing,’ Murphy said, putting an instant dampener on the proceedings.

‘What?’ I asked, dreading the answer. Rats? Ghosts? It’s in the middle of a motorway?

‘If you want it then you have to trust me as apparently someone else is very keen and so …’ He paused so he could take another bite of his apple.

‘Gerronwithit!’ I shouted irritably as having to talk to anyone on the phone while they are eating drives me crackers and besides, I was eager to find out what the ominous ‘so’ was all about.

‘All right Savage, keep your wig on,’ he snapped back, taking another bite of his apple to rile me even further. ‘You’ll have to put an offer in by tomorrow if you want it,’ he replied, mouth full, maddeningly casual. ‘A couple of other cash buyers are very interested.’

‘But I haven’t seen it …’ I said, my voice trailing off. ‘I can’t buy a house sight unseen can I?’ the voice of sensibility and reason in my head that rarely got a chance to exercise its vocal cords suddenly asked.

‘That’s why I said you have to trust me, Savage,’ Murphy replied. ‘It’s wonderful, it really is. I’ve faxed the details to the theatre and I’ve put the estate agent’s brochure in the post, you should get it in the morning. Have a look, see what you think. It looks like the kind of house you’d find in one of those Enid Blyton books.’

Enid Blyton. A childhood fancy was instantly awakened by those two magic words and at that moment I knew I was destined to live there.

Needless to say I bought it sight unseen, but thankfully I fell in love with it the moment I stepped out of the car. Now, nearly two decades later, I remind myself of my childhood dream when I open the bedroom curtains each morning and look out on to a vista of grey skies and rain-sodden fields – those I can actually see that is, thanks to the heavy blanket of fog that usually encircles the house. It rains a lot now. It never seemed to when I first moved in as then the summers were those of childhood, when days were long and permanently sunny. Now it just rains, and we continue to dismiss global warming when the evidence is staring us in the face.

Here’s an early diary entry. I rarely keep a diary but occasionally I’ll write something down. I must’ve had the proverbial hump the morning I wrote this …


I stare absently out of the window as I swig my tea watching the morning fog slowly disperse to reveal the woods and the view of the fields below. The trees near the house are fascinating as the last knockings of a grey mist are trailing eerily through the branches of the trees like the widow’s weeds of the banshee before they gradually fade away. The only birdsong I can hear is the racket that the jackdaws are making in the woods and I feel a bit like the character in The Woman in Black, trapped in Eel Marsh House …



Cheerful, isn’t it? I’ll admit that some days I most certainly have a love–hate relationship with living in the country. It’s not all halcyon days of lying in the sun in a meadow full of poppies, and it’s on the grim weather days like this that I indulge in a fantasy of mine, for the umpteenth time: the possibility of emigrating to the Venice Lido – not that I ever will as apart from property on the Venice Lido being some of the most expensive real estate in Europe and the Lido not being quite what it used to be since they closed the old Hotel des Bains, the love I feel for my house and indeed my now adopted home of Kent far outweighs the occasional urge to sell up and move.

It’s cold for the time of year and the temptation to get back in bed is irresistible but the dogs need to be let out for a run and to do their business before Eddie decides to do it under the piano.

I’ve got six dogs now: Louis, the eldest, followed by Olga, Bullseye, Eddie, Boycie and the latest addition, Conchita. My friends also have dogs and on those occasions when everyone has assembled here there can be as many as ten dogs in the house. The scent of Eau de Wet Dog permeates the place on these never-ending rainy days.

After I’ve seen to the dogs I feed the animals – the pigs, goats, chickens, ducks, barn owls and, if necessary, the sheep. Once, on a cold winter’s morning, I fed the pigs wearing just a white towelling dressing gown and a pair of wellies that were a bit on the large side. I got stuck in the mud, which was unusually deep, and found myself tilting forward unable to stop myself as I made my slow descent into the waiting mud bath, ending up face down in it. Strangely enough, being immersed in mud on a cold winter’s morning is quite a soothing experience and I lay there for a bit until Blanche, one of my pigs, wandered over to investigate which made me extract myself as quickly as I could in case she sat on me or, worse, used me as a lav, which has happened more than once before.

Once all my critters have been fed and watered I make myself breakfast. Now, at this point I should say that I sit down to a repast of freshly squeezed orange juice, accompanied by just-baked breakfast rolls straight from the Aga, homemade preserves and a newly laid egg courtesy of one of my hens.

Of course I do no such thing.

I can’t stand eggs – there isn’t enough cash in the banks to get me to eat a soft-boiled one, yuck! – and I haven’t got the time to squeeze oranges and bake bread, so usually my country breakfast is a mug of tea and three Weetabix, which I eat in a hurry before they turn mushy in the milk.

I don’t know what I’d do without Weetabix. When I go filming in the wilds of Africa or Borneo I always take a box with me just in case I can’t get hold of any and the food on offer isn’t to my taste.

There’s a smell in the kitchen that is becoming unbearable. I recognize it from old and it signals that from somewhere underneath the floorboards a dead rat is slowly turning to jelly as it decomposes. I love all animals except for rats and mice. Sorry but I just can’t stand them. I would rather be in a room with a couple of tigers than either a rat or a mouse.

There’s a few rats that have taken up residence in the loft. I can hear them charging around and running the length of the house as I lie in bed at night. It sounds as if a gang of hefty lads in hobnail boots are having a kick-around with a concrete football. But I resign myself to the fact that this is all part and parcel of living in a rural area and make a note to ring the rat-catcher first thing.

When I was a teenager one of my many jobs was working behind the bar of Yates’s Wine Lodge in Moorfields, Liverpool. The rat-catcher who came on a regular basis to dispose of the vermin that liked to sup on the ‘Aussie White’ down in the cellar was straight out of Dickens. He was a big man with a club foot and a crunched-up face like Popeye’s who would tell me horror stories about the size of the rats he’d caught in and around the city. ‘Bigger than a cat, sum of ’em,’ he’d exclaim proudly, fixing me with his watery eye. ‘And vicious with it.’ Consequently I avoided the cellar at all costs. If a barrel needed changing then I always made sure I was busy doing something very important hoping one of the other barmen would deal with it.

There was nothing Dickensian about the pest control expert who turned up to solve my problem. He arrived in his van and after inspecting the house both inside and out as well as the surrounding outbuildings he discovered how the big buggers were getting into the house: it appeared mine had used the honeysuckle growing up the side to climb up and gained access via a missing tile in the roof.

‘They can get in through the smallest space,’ he explained as he examined the rat droppings in the loft, ‘and I’m afraid to tell you that you have a serious infestation.’

That honeysuckle came down faster than Joan Crawford with an axe in a rose garden, and while humane traps were laid in the loft, traps containing poison were set in the outhouses. As this poison is Warfarin-based I had the pleasure of witnessing numerous large rats in their final death throes haemorrhaging blood from both ends and vowed there and then to never use such extreme measures to rid myself of vermin ever again.

A lot has happened over the years that I’ve lived in this house, both bad and good. There’s been quite a few memorable parties and get-togethers, but apart from the social side I’ve also learned a lot – for instance I can now identify wild flowers and herbs whereas once upon a time a plant was just a plant. I’m more aware of the seasons than I ever was living in the city, and I’ve even surprised myself by making chutney, jams, butter and ice cream.

I used to worry that I was going to seed, churning out gallons of ice cream instead of ‘clubbing it’. But once I discovered that I actually no longer want to go out every night, I came to terms with the fact that secretly I was beginning to prefer staying in and indulging myself by trying out new skills, wondering if the strawberry jam I was making would ever reach a rolling boil, or worrying if the orphaned lamb with bloat that I was sitting up with all night would see the sunrise.

Instead of attempting to get this new country lifestyle to adapt to my old one I went with the flow. It took a while but slowly I learned to relax and seriously embrace the joys of living in the countryside in all its diversity.

‘Nothing ever happens in the countryside,’ I’ve heard city dwellers say. ‘It’s just fields and sheep.’ They couldn’t be more wrong, but to discover what it’s really like to live in the depths of the countryside you have to get stuck in, get involved and embrace all the wonders rural life has to offer.

I firmly believe that we have our own microclimate down here in my part of the world for if it’s snowing in Liverpool then it’ll be a sunny day down here and vice versa.

As I said, the weather’s been lousy lately, grey skies and non-stop rain for weeks, but suddenly the weather turned overnight from grim to beyond glorious and changing me in the process from what my mother would call ‘Misery on Poverty’s back’ into someone that a person who didn’t know me might describe as having a ‘sunny disposition’.

I’m sickeningly cheerful and happily indolent and apart from doing a bit of washing I spend the day lying pegged out in the sun. ‘Like a lizard on a rock’ as Murphy was wont to remark.

‘Killer temperatures!’ the front cover of a tabloid screams at me in the post office, and I couldn’t be happier at the news.

It’s so hot I sleep with all my bedroom windows open and the curtains pulled back – unusual behaviour for a nocturnal animal like me who normally prefers to sleep in the pitch dark and doesn’t like to be woken at the crack of dawn by a face full of sunbeams.

As the windows are flung open to the elements a couple of bats, part of one of the many colonies that inhabit the roof, boiler room and the neighbouring woods, decide to pop in to see how we’re all doing.

Naturally this sends the dogs berserk, Bullseye in particular, who leaps up and down, perfectly erect and poised, snapping at the air with his powerful jaws and putting me in mind of that crocodile perpetually trying to get a bite out of Captain Hook.

The commotion rouses me out of my doze with a start and in my confused state I start shouting to no one in particular.

‘What the hell’s going on?’ I roar dramatically. ‘I can’t be woken up like this, I’m a very delicate mechanism – one tilt of the mantelpiece and this clock stops!’ Which I thought quite a good analogy considering the hour and the circumstances.

This blinding piece of off-the-cuff dialogue was wasted on Olga who was sat on the bed intent on getting hold of whatever was hanging from the curtain. Olga, I hasten to remind you, is a cairn terrier and not a mysterious Russian lady spy (in case you were wondering).

A tiny bat crawls slowly up the curtain while the other one flies out of the bedroom door and vanishes down the landing.

I remove the little bat from the curtain before he/she crawls up into the folds of the pelmet and after releasing it out of the window I go in search of its companion who by now has disappeared quicker than Farage following the announcement that we were out of Europe. After a quick scout around there’s no sign of the bat so I give up and go back to bed.

No doubt he’ll turn up in the back bedroom hanging from the mantelpiece and demanding tea, toast and bluebottle jam in the morning.

There has been the ominous rumble of distant thunder since the early part of the evening and thankfully the hot night air, disgustingly heavy and oppressively still, has now stirred itself from its slumber and from my bed I can see that a light breeze is disturbing some papers on the desk under the window.

Unable to get back to sleep now I turn the radio on, hoping to catch the Shipping Forecast, but as I’ve missed it I tune into another station that turns out to be called France Bleu. Nevertheless they’re playing Dvořák’s ‘Song to the Moon’ which is apt as tonight the moon is full and in the clear night sky she is looking particularly beautiful.

I lie there dozing, feeling myself being lulled by Renée Fleming’s beautiful voice when suddenly and without warning a clap of thunder as deafening as the boom of a cannon cracks overhead followed quickly by a flash of forked lightning so violent it lights up the fields and the garden allowing me to see them clearly from my bed for a full three seconds.

The breeze turns somewhat livelier and a gas bill and a letter on the desk from a woman who wants me to do something about the bile bears of China fly across the room in the sudden heavy gust of wind.

From a mild electrical storm the heavens suddenly pull all the stops out and produce the full orchestra. The house shakes underneath it and I rush around closing windows to keep the driving rain out.

Strangely the dogs don’t bark but I can see that they are spooked by the maelstrom – as indeed, if I care to admit it, am I. I’ve been in some pretty violent tropical storms in the Far East in the past but they were nothing compared to this beauty that’s raging now.

I remember how my mother would open both the front and back doors and take the phone off the hook ‘to let the fireball escape’ whenever there was a bit of thunder and lightning, but I don’t know what she would’ve done if she’d found herself in the middle of this one.

‘The gods are annoyed tonight,’ I say to Eddie, my Jack Russell cross, and instantly regret it as the tale of Bert Savoy comes to mind.

Bert Savoy was a popular female impersonator on the American vaudeville stage in the early 1900s. He portrayed a sassy, brassy trollop who sailed extremely close to the wind with his outrageous double entendres – it’s Bert who is credited with moulding the young Mae West into the slinky, wisecracking vamp (exactly like Bert’s stage character) that she eventually became.

At the peak of his career Bert was out walking one day after a matinee with some friends on the beach at Long Island when an electrical storm started to whip up.

‘Hmm, I see Miss God is throwing a hissy fit,’ Bert was reported to have said, and in the next instant he was struck by lightning and killed.

I put all thoughts of poor Bert out of my mind and shove a shivering Eddie under the duvet to calm him as I wait for the power to go, which it inevitably does when we have even the mildest of storms. As I dwell on this possibility the bedside light and the radio predictably turn off.

The raging storm is sufficiently out of control now and if you saw it in a horror film you’d say it was laughably over the top. Eddie, normally as hard as nails, has turned into a complete wuss and I can feel him shaking against my leg underneath the duvet.

Even Olga, who is usually unfazed by such excessive displays of nature’s antics, moves up the bed and gets close to me before changing her mind in case I think she’s gone soft, independent beast that she is, and jumping off to hide underneath it. Plonking Eddie safely in the crossed paws of Bullseye, looking hangdog and pathetic on his cushion, I go downstairs in search of the torch, which should live under the sink but is never there. The lightning really is impressive and I open the back door to get a better look, standing on the step and watching the rain, which is coming down in sheets.

Seized by a fit of madness, I take myself off into the garden and stand in my sleeping attire (an old T-shirt and a pair of ancient pyjama bottoms) underneath the raging sky half expecting to hear a voice shouting from somewhere ‘Get in you soft sod!’

I’m awestruck at the sheer power and magnificence of this unpredictable beast that has been unleashed in the heavens, and standing there in the garden battered by the wind and rain I really am aware of just how extremely unimportant I am in the wider scheme of things. I also feel defiant in the face of the storm, aware that like Bert Savoy a rogue fork of lightning just might pick me as a target. I can’t resist a chorus of ‘I’m a Lonesome Little Raindrop’ and am grateful that nobody from Social Services is looking over the fence.

As soon as it had arrived the storm clears, leaving only a few minor grumbles and the occasional spiteful flash of lightning in its wake. The rain has dwindled into a light drizzle and the moon, released from her temporary imprisonment from behind the dark clouds, reappears as they gradually part, brushing herself down then, being the celestial pro that she is, smiling as brightly as Joan Collins at a premiere as if nothing had happened.

It’s cool now and the air, perfumed by honeysuckle and nicotiana, smells clean and fresh. Before I return to the house I look in on the animals. The pigs are snoring contentedly in their shed – no battle of the gods is going to disturb them – and the goats, who have plenty of shelter and are more sensitive than their porcine neighbours to the weather, are prancing around their paddock as if their football team has just won the Premiership.

The chickens are sensible birds and not being fond of the rain are tucked away in their hen house while Minerva, my barn owl, sitting on the roof of the hen house, stares at me inquisitively through large unblinking eyes as if wondering what on earth I’m up to in the garden in the early hours of the morning soaked to the skin.

I return to the house totally exhilarated by this unusual nocturnal excursion and not in the least bit bothered that I’m wet through as it feels like I’ve just taken a peculiarly cleansing shower.

The electricity has returned, and as I climb the stairs I can hear the announcer on the radio proudly congratulating the royal couple, known as Kate and Wills by the tabloids, on the birth of their first child.

Had this’ve been medieval times then the future king of England’s birth falling on the hottest day of the year when the moon was full and the wrath of the tempest shook the earth, it would either have been considered an omen of good fortune or a prophetic warning that dark times were just around the corner …

Drying myself off, I imagine how they’ll talk about the storm tomorrow in the supermarket.

‘Did you hear that storm last night?’ they’ll ask each other excitedly, blocking up the aisle with their trollies as they stand and swap horror stories about how it affected them, each one trying to outdo the other with exaggerated tales of devastation and destruction.

I open the window again before I get into bed. The dogs have forgotten their fears and are asleep now, Louis snoring louder than a ward full of men with bronchial conditions. It’s quiet outside again – the calm following the storm – and in no time at all I too fall into a deep sleep.

The air is cooler the morning following the storm but the sun continues to shine.

‘At last,’ I think as I watch a healthy mass of bees who have come out of hiding and are gorging on the heads of the lavender that is prolific around the garden, a glorious purple and as fragrant as an old lady’s knicker drawer.

(I mean that in a good way you understand as my ma and all her cronies had little homemade twists of muslin containing lavender in their knicker drawers. Not that I make a habit of rooting around and sniffing old ladies’ knicker drawers I can assure you of that.)

I’ve noticed the steady demise of the bee population since I’ve been here so it’s good to see so many back again. I’ve become a bit obsessive about the absence of bees and find it very worrying that without them we’ll probably starve. Bees are nature’s fertilizers and yet nothing is done about the fact we have a major disaster on our hands. Pesticides that cause colony collapse disorder as well as a vampyric mite are all hastening the death knell for the bee.

Pity the same can’t be said about the wasp which together with the mosquito have got to be the most irritating bugs ever invented.

What was Mother Nature thinking the day she gave life to these bloody things? Did she possibly have PMT? Did she suddenly snap one day and announce she was sick of making butterflies, robins, fluffy bunnies and puppies and out of sheer spite created a creature to match her mood and named it accordingly?

The Wasp.

All right, I know they have their uses as part of the food chain, but they ruin picnics, eat all my fruit on the trees in the orchard and then have the barefaced cheek to sting you. I hate them.

I was given the most wonderful instrument of execution called ‘The Executioner Pro’. It looks like a tennis racket but with a push of the button on the handle the bluebottle you’ve just hit is given a killer zap of electricity resulting in instant death. Wasps take a little longer and a few more zaps than your average fly, and like a redneck radio DJ in the Deep South on the morning a prisoner on death row is going to the chair I hear myself saying as I go for the wasp hanging around the fruit bowl, ‘You’re gonna fry boy, you’re gonna FRY!’

Of course there are other ways of dealing with our enemy The Wasp without turning into a psychopath. I’ve discovered that hanging brown paper bags in the fruit trees manages to keep the majority of them off the Victoria plums and apples as supposedly it makes them believe that a colony has already set up home there.

Wasps are attracted to bright colours, so if you are going on a picnic or intend to eat lunch in the garden then I’d advise against summery pastels and dig out your funeral coat instead. Funnily enough they dislike red – maybe they’re Tories, I wouldn’t be surprised.

Here’s a tip.

If you are unfortunate enough to be stung by a wasp, or a bee, then rub the affected area with a raw onion. Honestly, try it, as you’ll be amazed. I was stung by a wasp that had crept into my mug of tea in the garden and while taking a swig it bit me on my lower lip. Not wishing to look like I’d been up to Harley Street to have the gob pumped up with silicone I remembered my ma’s words, ran into the house and rubbed the affected area with a chunk of raw onion for a good twenty minutes. The result was no pain or swelling and I remained as thin-lipped as ever. It was as if I hadn’t been stung at all, even if I did stink a bit, which meant I couldn’t kiss anyone, but as nobody wanted me to it didn’t really matter. Garlic is just as effective only I didn’t have any of that close to hand so I’ll have to wait until the next time I get stung before I can test that one out.

Be warned, if you do kill a wasp by stunning it with a copy of your newspaper of choice and then crushing it satisfactorily with your heel as it lies on the floor you’ll probably notice a sudden influx of the things. A dying wasp releases a pheromone that attracts others to the scene of the crime. All of a sudden there’s hundreds of the little swines gathered for what I can only imagine is a sort of wasp wake, demanding sherry and whisky and a nice piece of that fruitcake please, and possibly a boiled ham and mustard sandwich.

I’ve planted lots of flowers in the garden that bees and butterflies love such as honeysuckle, buddleia and of course tons of lavender. Pick lavender first thing in the morning as the heat of the day causes the flowers to retain their oils – or so my ma advised, and as she was usually right about all things flora that’s what I do, mixing the dried heads with some wormwood and rosemary and then tying them up in a bag cut from a yard of butter muslin just like the ones I was on about that old girls have in their knicker drawers.

I ignore the fact that this might be considered old ladyish behaviour because when they’re hung in my wardrobe my clothes, sweaters in particular, survive uneaten. Moths loathe the smell and, like the rats before them, they do the decent thing and change lodgings.

I was given a sweater as a Christmas present once that obviously cost a ridiculous amount of money. It was woven from the softest cashmere with a jet-black sheen that the designer claimed ‘reeked of elegant simplicity’ and I thought it was the business. Hanging it up in the wardrobe on one of those padded coat hangers nicked from a hotel I gave it one final loving stroke before closing the door on it for the night.

In the morning I took it out of the wardrobe and, carefully pulling it on over my head before looking in the mirror to see if I reeked of elegant simplicity, my jaw hit the floor. My beautiful sweater that cost the same price as a terraced house in run-down areas of the north of England had been turned into what resembled lace overnight. A family of moths with very expensive tastes had obviously had a midnight feast, gorging themselves on my pride and joy. There were more holes in my sweater than a golf course.

That’s why I couldn’t give a monkey’s what anyone thinks when I make moth-deterrent bags to hang amongst my clothes although unlike the ones you find in village fetes I don’t embroider mine, nor do I tie them up with coloured ribbon; I keep it butch and tie them up with brown twine instead. I suppose highfalutin shops would call them shabby chic. Anyway, now everyone wants one as they’ve proved to be so effective and, as Valerie Singleton was often heard to say, ‘Later on I’ll be showing you how to make your very own.’

The garden, revived by its long drink last night, is blooming.

The bushes in my allotment are laden with gooseberries, raspberries and an abundance of black and redcurrants. I’ve got strawberries coming out of my ears and even the tiny fraises des bois that grow on the bank along the drive have come out in force this year. I love the taste of these delicate wild strawberries that I tell the grandkids are cultivated by the fairies.

Hang on. I can’t believe I admitted that so cheerfully – the grandkids I’m talking about here and not the bit about fairy gardeners for on the contrary, I believe that it’s common knowledge in out-of-the-way country betting offices that the odds on the existence of the little people being a hard fact are pretty high.

Does the gnarled old hawthorn tree in the fields house a community of fairy folk? If so, woe betide anyone who tries to chop it down or mutilate it in any way as they will be ‘put under the fluence’ by the irascible little folk who live amongst its roots and branches, and yet the one who cares and protects this tree is said to be blessed with good fortune.

There was once an ancient country practice of hanging ribbons on the branches of the hawthorn when it first blooms and pagans still hang multicoloured ribbons on the hawthorn tree to celebrate Beltane, a witches’ bank holiday known as May Day to mortals. The hawthorn is part of a Sacred Trilogy of trees, the other two being the oak and the ash.

I’m extremely interested in all these old traditions and practices and it’s a shame that the majority of them have vanished, thanks in no small part to the Church which outlawed them with the introduction of Christianity.

I have two ancient oaks at the bottom of my field. I was told that they’re called Adam and Eve, and regardless of whether you’re a spiritual person or not, sitting underneath them in the summer, the great branches almost touching the ground and forming a canopy of leaves all around you allowing shafts of sunlight to break through here and there, a profound sense of peace descends over you for this is a special place and you sense that you are witnessing the theatre of nature, an organic, living, breathing cathedral.

Fanciful? Not really, not when you’ve been there.

The oaks in their summer finery are a rare and special treat and another good example of why, if you go for it and embrace the great outdoors, warts and all, living in the countryside can be a life-enhancing experience.

I’m sounding like a self-help tape now, one of those that has over an irritating soundtrack of New Age music an American voice telling you in a tone not dissimilar to Liberace’s to clear your mind and feel yourself slowly drift … off … to … another … space … slowly … slowly … slowly. Such twaddle isn’t for me. I find the country life therapeutic without any help from a slow-talking Yank and his panpipes, and despite the expense and the trials and tribulations I’d like to see out my days here. I couldn’t imagine any other life now.

But it was a shock when I first moved here, when the realization of the enormous step I’d taken had actually sunk in. I felt as if I were just renting the house in the beginning as I’d often rented flats and houses when I was on tour, and in fact I came downstairs one morning after I’d been here a week and announced that even though it was a lovely house I wouldn’t want to live in it.

‘Bit bloody late for that,’ Murphy said, wiping a garlic clove on some toast. ‘You’ve bought it.’

I couldn’t quite get it to sink in that the house was mine. After all it wasn’t that long ago I was living in a tiny council flat and now here I was with six bedrooms and acres of land in Kent.

On my first night in the house I couldn’t sleep I was so excited. My furniture from the London house looked sparse in its new surroundings and I couldn’t wait to get my things down from the flat in Saltaire that I’d bought in second-hand shops and at local auctions to make the place feel like home.

I spent the night roaming around the rooms like a cat getting accustomed to its new surroundings (although I didn’t spray), lugging pieces of furniture from one room to another and then spending ages standing back to see if it looked right, which it inevitably didn’t and so back to where it came from it went.

As day was breaking I made a cup of tea and went out on to the patio which stretches the length of the house, and whose old paving stones are said to have come from the East End during the Blitz and been laid by Italian prisoners of war. As I stood drinking my tea in the early-morning sun a big burly badger ambled across the field in front of the house. He wasn’t one of those pristine critters you see on wildlife programmes, this fella’s tuxedo of black and white fur was filthy, and he put me in mind of a nightclub bouncer who’d been scrapping all night and was anxious to get home.

Rabbits, who didn’t seem the least nonplussed that a human was at large, never mind a small white dog called Buster who may have looked innocent but who was in fact a trained killer, nibbled at the grass apparently oblivious to us both. It was only when Buster finally launched his attack that they scattered, only to reappear again later and carry on, business as usual.

The azalea bush that had taken root amongst the paving slabs on the patio was alive with butterflies of every variety settling on the flower heads for an early-morning drink, fanning their wings in the warm sun. I was to learn that some of these gorgeous butterflies were actually moths, and there was one that really intrigued me. At first I thought
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