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I’d like to dedicate this book to my wife Charlie. We thoroughly enjoy long walks in the countryside, and both have a love for the natural world. It provides a great source of pleasure through its visual beauty, the endless ability to learn and the opportunity for our senses to revel in every changing moment.
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Introduction

On clear, crisp early mornings when the fields sparkle with frost and the little lanes around the farm are still empty, I love to lean against the gate and look out across the slumbering countryside. If I crane my neck enough, and concentrate hard, I’m able to hear the distant chimes of St Edward’s Church clock; the faint sound floating through the air from Stow-on-the-Wold, four miles away as the crow flies. For almost five hundred years a church clock has marked time in the old market town, close to an ancient crossroads in the highest settlement on the blustery Cotswold hills, eight hundred feet above sea level. It’s no wonder there’s an old rhyme that goes: ‘Stow-on-the-Wold, where the wind blows cold.’ Take it from me, it’s true! But the chill is more than compensated for by the view I enjoy every morning, across some of the most celebrated countryside in the world. It inspires me to think that the soft, undulating landscape all around has hardly changed since our Iron Age ancestors first farmed here.

This farm, these fields, those hills and hedgerows, the river valleys, the green meadows and the beech trees on the horizon have been the landscape of my life. But I’m as guilty as the next person of not always taking the time to truly notice just how beautiful and harmonious it all is. Life and work somehow seem to get in the way all too easily. I was delighted to see the sudden love for the countryside and the appreciation for nature that was expressed by millions of people during the coronavirus lockdowns. In terrible times our surroundings served as an unexpected antidote to the bad news all around, with people having more time to listen to birdsong and notice the tree blossom in their gardens. I wanted to write this book to help keep that joy alive now that our lives have sped up once more. I’ve always thought of myself as a lucky man to live and work in the great outdoors, but I can’t pretend it hasn’t also brought me some headaches! Most people probably know me as a TV presenter, but first and foremost I’m a farmer, and being a farmer is hard work, I can tell you. So, in many ways, taking time out to really research the things I see and hear around me and gather together the stories of the British Isles and its differing landscapes has given me the perfect excuse to stop and appreciate the wonders of the countryside myself. Crikey, have I managed that! I feel very proud to call this group of islands in the North Atlantic my home, and I hope by the time you’ve finished this book, you’ll feel the same.

The title for this book is borrowed from a well-known nursery rhyme about magpies:


One for sorrow,

Two for joy,

Three for a girl,

Four for a boy,

Five for silver,

Six for gold,

Seven for a secret,

Never to be told.



Why is two the number associated with joy? Just about everywhere, seeing two of anything is a joy; two swans swimming on a calm river, a doting mare with her new-born foal in a paddock, two lambs suckling a ewe with tails wagging in the air or two brown hares ‘boxing’ in the March sunshine. Although in this instance, I think the old rhyme is clear – it’s the relief and happiness in discovering that it’s not a lone magpie that’s hopped into view! In Great Britain, a magpie on its own has been looked on as unlucky for centuries, and while I’m not a superstitious man, even I salute a solitary magpie when I see one and will him on to find his ‘wife’.

I never take the beauty of the landscape or the wonder of wildlife for granted. Hand-in-hand with appreciating the natural world around me is the reality that there is struggle and conflict in the pursuit of food, territory and a mate. The success of the food chain depends on there being life and death, light and shade, yin and yang. There’s much more going on within a field-edge thicket or below the soil in a neatly tended garden than meets the eye, as I’m hoping to show you in this book. Magpies are the perfect example. There’s the bold, striking appearance and the beautiful iridescent feathers which shine and shimmer in the light – in total contrast to their notorious behaviour for predating on chicks and small mammals. Mother Nature can seem like a cruel mistress but we shouldn’t be shocked by it – we need the magpies just as much as we need the chicks they feed on. Once upon a time, farmers were happy to have them around because they helped to keep rodent populations on farms in check. I hope I can help you to appreciate this aspect of the countryside, along with the newborn lambs and dewy spring days.

I’ve lived almost all my life at Bemborough Farm where we grow arable crops and breed commercial sheep, with a large area devoted to a much-loved tourist attraction called the Cotswold Farm Park. In fact, one of my earliest memories is the day my father, Joe Henson, threw open the gates of the farm and invited the general public in to see his collection of British farm breeds. He had always been enchanted by the historic, slow-growing livestock of the British Isles, such as Gloucester cattle, Old Spots pigs and Norfolk Horn sheep which were becoming ever rarer in the post-war rush for intensive farming and the drive for highly productive quick-to-mature animals. So he thought the time had come for a rare breeds visitor attraction.

No one had done anything quite like it before and just about everybody thought it was a bad idea; the locals objected, his farming mates thought he was mad and he was even told that the Cotswolds wasn’t the sort of place for tourists! It dawned on him that it was going to be an enormous gamble, putting the family business and his own reputation at risk. But with the help of his best friend and business partner, John Neave, and the unstinting support of my mum, he forged ahead with the idea and in the spring of 1971, the attraction was launched. It was the first farm park in the world and a blueprint for rural attractions everywhere – an early form of farm diversification. Almost immediately the sceptics were proved wrong with people thronging to meet the breeds and discover their farming heritage, and more than half a century later my dad’s great innovation continues to thrill, and to thrive. For all his incredible work, he received an MBE in 2011 for services to conservation. What a legacy!

Since I was in short trousers all I had ever wanted to do was follow in my father’s footsteps and become a farmer. That happened in 1999 when I took over the farm tenancy from him, alongside my old college friend, Duncan Andrews. And working on TV must also be in the Henson genes because in the 1970s and ’80s Dad was a familiar face on much-loved shows like Animal Magic. Typically he’d bring one of his rare breed calves, a lamb or perhaps a little pen of wriggling piglets to the studio to be fussed over by that legend of children’s television, Johnny Morris.

One of the precious things Dad passed on to me was an understanding that agriculture is part of a much bigger picture; that farmland is just one landscape of many in the patchwork quilt of the British countryside, and while we spend our days tending crops and caring for farm livestock, there’s a greater living environment all around us. Take conservation grazing for example. Rare and native breeds of cattle such as Belted Galloways and Dexters feed on overgrown scrub and woody vegetation in a way that helps wildflowers to thrive. The blooms entice pollinating bees and butterflies while the cattle dung attracts beetles and bugs, which in turn provide food for endangered farmland birds and bats. Livestock management like that is a win-win and my dad was doing it decades before anyone had heard the phrase ‘environmental agriculture’. Farmers take enormous pride in being the guardians of the countryside – maintaining and preserving the sort of scenery that inspires writers, artists and millions of visitors every year. It comes at a cost of course. Agriculture can offer a marginal existence with low incomes and a tough life for many farmers and their families. In the chapters that follow, I’ll reflect on these realities, as well as the things that make country life so worthwhile.

I’ve made lots of TV programmes about farming – Lambing Live, Springtime on the Farm and Countryfile, of course – but it’s only on rare occasions that I have an opportunity to make films about other aspects of the countryside. So in this book I’m going to share my fascination for British mammals, wild birds, stunning landscapes and rural traditions. You don’t need to visit dramatic landscapes like the Giant’s Causeway in Antrim, Cheddar Gorge in Somerset or Malham Cove in West Yorkshire to appreciate all these things (although I can recommend all three). In every corner of the land the earthquakes, volcanic activity, glaciers, ice sheets and floods which forged the British Isles millions of years ago have left the deep valleys, craggy outcrops, steep bluffs and broad, lush vales that we know so well. Geologically we can claim to be one of the most diverse nations on earth and it’s that rich, complex range of terrain from the Scillies to Shetland which dictates what plants grow where, and which creatures thrive. But if geology has wrought the landscapes we love, it has also shaped our sense of place and identity. If you’re proud of coming from, say, Yorkshire, Cheshire, Essex or Kent then it is nature you have to thank. Rivers and estuaries, hill ranges and mountain ridges, woodlands and forests are natural boundaries and in feudal times those borders became the basis for the counties that have existed for a thousand years.

Two for Joy is a celebration of the uniqueness of the British countryside and its fascinating past, but in addition it’s a journey through the seasons. I’ve often thought how boring it must be to live in a country where the weather stays much the same for the entire year. Not so here. I remember hearing the famous ‘birder’ and former Springwatch presenter Bill Oddie on the radio, being asked about his favourite season. ‘Well, I like spring,’ he replied in a heartbeat, ‘summer’s not bad either, autumn I’m fond of, and I’ve always enjoyed winter!’ He said it with tongue firmly in cheek but I had a feeling there was more than a grain of truth in his smart response. I know that I couldn’t choose one season over another – they all have their particular magic: a carpet of bluebells in spring; the warm rain of a summer storm; autumn’s first blackberry; starling murmurations in winter. And, of course, working on a farm means I’m wedded to the seasons – lambing, shearing, harvest, ploughing, planting all have their place in the strict rotation of the year.

With the seasons leading us, and with joy as our aim, let the following pages be a trusted guide to the British countryside – the things we can see, hear and taste as well as places to go and activities to do throughout the year. Whether your interest is in cattle or conkers, corn-dollies or crab apples, there’s a discovery waiting beyond the garden gate and over the fields. Perhaps your family has lived in the same village for generations or you’ve moved to the country in recent years. Maybe you love rural rambles and weekends away or you’re relocating to escape the city and want to swap the sound of Bow Bells for cow bells! Whatever your connection to the countryside, I hope you will find plenty here to surprise, delight and enlighten. After all, the more we learn about the countryside and its flora and fauna, and find happiness within it, the more we’ll want to cherish and protect it.

Accompanying me on this journey and helping to get down on paper everything the countryside has to offer has been an old family friend, Vernon Harwood. He’s been writing and broadcasting about farming and the countryside for decades, and he first came to Bemborough in 1991 to interview us about our beloved rare breeds. I’ve worked with Vernon on all sorts of projects over the years, including a radio documentary about Dad and his life’s work, and I know we feel the same way about the living, working, wildlife-rich countryside. So come with us as we roam through rural Britain; exploring the heritage, explaining the mysteries and even exploding a few myths along the way. Don’t forget your wellies …
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