An Oral History interview with Norman Clark
This transcript has been edited in accordance with Mr. Clark’s wishes. Text that has been removed is indicated with asterisks ****

Interviewed by Roger Kitchen on Wednesday 30 March 2005

Norman, if we can begin by you telling me when you were born

I was born on 9th March, 1932

Where were you born?

I was born at Sinfin - which is on the outskirts, south of Derby - that’s where I was brought up right until I left school.  I went to Sinfin School.

Tell me a little bit about your family background

My family  they- are farmers, or were farmers, my father worked on 60 acres of market gardening land at Stanton by Bridge with his brother in partnership and he then got a job landscaping because he was also interested in landscape gardening - and the got the job of landscaping for FW Hampshire’s which is one of the factories at Sinfin which was quite a job, took him quite a few months to do - and when he’d finished they offered him the job of looking after it and that’s how he ended up in Sinfin - but also my grandfather also worked for the Harpur-Crewee - he worked for the Harpur-Crewee as a gamekeeper - so the Clark family, I’m probably the third generation to be involved with Harpur Crewees

You’ll get all these wonderful sound effects - when you get the CD back - so you leave school and what?

I left school in April of 1946 and I went on a six month course at a farm training centre which was run by the YMCA - British Boys for British Farms - and that’s how I started, my family couldn’t afford to send me to one of these expensive farming colleges which there weren’t many about in 1946 and I had six months at a farm training centre which was run by the YMCA and that’s how I - you know, got into farming really, I wanted to farm when I was at school - I think one of the reasons was, while I was at school the school was closed as a civil defence centre and we then were farmed out to be taught in other people’s living rooms - but it didn’t work - lads used to skive off and do different things and I went to the local farm and that’s where it all started really

So the kind of things they were teaching at the college, what were the people running the college seeing you as going out to be in the future - what kind of skills were they teaching you?

They were teaching us the basic skills - just the basic skills - there were turning them out to be skilled farm workers - not farm managers, farm workers - and I got - it was local, we was at the Mammerton Farms at Longford - they’d got two farms at Longford where these boys - this is where you were sent for six months - and I ended up with a load of scousers - these guys were from Liverpool, they’d never seen a blade of grass in their lives and we had a hell of a time, but one great advantage was, for me anyway, was the fact that I’d learnt all the basic skills because I’d been going to farms ever since I was nine and ten, you see - and they couldn’t really learn me anything - I knew what they was trying to learn us, really - and what happened, apparently there was a gentleman came along, he wanted a lad to come and look after his farm for him while he went out selling fertiliser three days a week, chap by the name of Mr Jack Massey - and the principal of the farm centre had me in his office and said, well, we think you would fill - fit the bill - we know we’re not learning you anything - well, they wasn’t really, and I on June 19th 1946, after only a few weeks at Mammerton Farms, I went to live in with Mr Jack Massey at Melville Farm, Hulland Ward 

Whereabouts is that in relation to here?

It’s about 25 miles north of Derby 
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So how did you come to move into this area and go to Calke then?

Well, what happened, I really enjoyed being at Hulland Ward - it was a sixty acre farm and, as I said, the boss was going off three days a week selling fertiliser which was a new thing after the war, you know, things were just - farming was just starting to take off you might say, and it wasn’t long before my boss found out that probably selling fertiliser was easier than farming - so he ended up going 5 days a week, and sometimes 6 days a week, selling fertiliser and I was left on the farm in complete charge really - 60 acres with a little horse, little half legged horse by the name of Sam, milking 17 cows morning and night, but me and this little horse did all the farm work - all the work out on this farm and I was on my own and I think this was where I learnt such a lot as regards management and day to day running of farms - he left me to it and I was only fourteen, you know - yes

That’s incredible

Yes, I was only fourteen - I’ll never forget my time with this little horse that did everything on this farm 

But - when it comes to something like ploughing or even milking, he taught you - you must have been a very fast learner - or did you learn that at college -?

Well, I’d done the milking even before I got to college - I was milking cows by hand - and it was hand milking - when I was eight years old, when I was skiving off from school, we was milking cows, I mean, there was a war on and everybody pulled there weight - even eight or nine year olds had to work and I loved it - we did everything on this farm as a schoolboy - and although I was only a fourteen year old, I could do anything on a farm - anything on a farm - I worked with - even before I left school, in 1944 was working with German prisoners of war - hoeing in the fields - a gang of twenty German prisons of war and I was working with them, you know, we was eight or nine year olds, it was unbelievable really, it really was - and I do remember, these prisoners used to go every day in the back of a Bedford army lorry, there’d be about twenty of them, and I’ll always remember this - we was hoeing cabbage, it would be, what, June time and the weather was hot and all these guys they jumped out the back of this lorry in shorts - well, we’d never seen guys dressed in shorts before, had we, in 1944 - men didn’t walk round with shorts on - and we couldn’t believe it, but you see these were young men, these were the Afrika Corps and they were wearing their shorts for the desert uniforms - this is what they were - and we’d never seen anything like this - and there was to me, I know I was only eight or nine year old, but these big blond haired guys like these Germans were, and they were being looked after by little Tommy who used to sit there with a Lee Enfield across his lap - I mean if two of these Germans had got hold of him they could’ve picked him up like a rabbit!  But he used to sit there with his gun across his knee and if any of them run away he’d probably have shot them, I don’t know - 

So you were working on your own - on this farm, fourteen years old and the man’s doing his fertiliser

The man’s going round the countryside selling his fertiliser, he went all over - it wasn’t just Derbyshire, he went right up to Manchester and beyond, he got quite a big spread by the sound of it to me

So what was it that led you to leaving there - was it he gave up?

Yes, he gave up - I was with him from June until November - and I think he decided that selling fertiliser, he could make his living at and he went and bought a house at Ralston on Dove and we had a farm sale, Melville Farm, we had a farm sale, I’ve still got the
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catalogue somewhere - I suppose I ought to have looked it out really - farm sale and that was the end of my time at Hulland - but for those few months I was on my own and I loved the responsibility - everything on that farm I’d got to do with this little horse and it was superb - I got 19s 10d a week and lived in and if I mowed the lawn on a Saturday afternoon they made it up to £1 - anyway, it all came to an end, he bought a house in Roston on Dove and I helped him to move and with that I then went back home to Sinfin and I got a job with a chap by the name of Charlie Barker at End Farm, Sinfin, he’d got four sons working with him - there were four sons and me on 150 acre farm which was a lot of men and everything was done perfectly right - it was a model farm and we went in numerous competitions for farms - competitions for growing crops and growing mangles and turnips and cabbage and we won prizes everywhere with this - it was a farm where everything had got to be done right and that was another good grounding for me and I worked for Charlie Barker for - till 1951 from 47 till 51 - I then went to work for a Bill Atkin at Barrow on Trent, who - I left like four sons - and went to work for Bill Atkin at Barrow on Trent who was a much bigger farm but he’d got four daughters - and I think that was the great attraction (laughs)- and it was while I was working at Barrow on Trent that we applied - my father applied, although he was still working for FW Hampshire’s where he’s done all this landscaping for them - for two farms to farm on my own, because my father was still feeding pigs and looking after stock where he lived at Sinfin  - but we wasn’t successful, I’m afraid - so as time went on I thought, you know, I’m not going to farm for myself, I’ll do the next best thing and take a farm managers job and in early 1956 I saw this job advertised at Calke Abbey for a farm manager and I applied and this is how I came to be at Calke - 

From what I read, this was, if you like, a notoriously eccentric family - what was your interview like, for example? 

Unbelievable is the word - I applied for the job, I wrote to the Harpur-Crewee Estate Office, as regards the job you’d got to write to the estate office and make an appointment to see Charles Harpur-Crewee who was then the owner of Calke - and you first met Mr Preston who was his agent who worked in the office at Tick field - so I arranged an appointment to meet Charles Harpur-Crewee concerning this job - went down to Calke Abbey with Mr Preston and he couldn’t be found - and that happened twice, we couldn’t find him for the interview, but on the third occasion, Mr Preston, who I think was so embarrassed, he said, ‘Clark’, cos he’s been in the army, you were always called by your surname at Calke, ‘Clark, would you mind going down there on your own’ - now it’s the first time I’d ever been to Calke, when we went on the first occasion we went up that wonderful lime avenue, which you go up today, but in 1956 it was a cart track, it was just a cart track and it was rough - and that was my first impression, this track, and got into the park and it was a different world - anyway, I went on the third occasion on my own and I thought, ‘Right, I’m going to find this guy’, you know and I rang the bell at the front of Calke Abbey, a little chap came to the door, I didn’t know who it was at the time and he says, ‘I believe he’s up  
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the gardens’ - so he pointed me up to the gardens, where the gardens are at Calke and met another old guy and because, you know, they were all old men - I was a 24 year old - the old men or oldish men who were at Calke - anyway, met this other old chap up in the gardens, ‘I’m looking for Mr Harpur-Crewee, could you tell me where he is, please?’ - He said, ‘Yes, I believe he’s in the rose garden’ - so he directed me into the rose garden and there was this chap down on his hands and knees weeding among his roses – ‘Is this the guy?’, you know - and it was - so I walked up to him, gave a little cough, like that (coughs) and he knew I was there, I’m sure, and anyway, he stood up and ‘Yes, this was Charles Harpur-Crewee’- shook him by the hand and, of course, he’d been weeding, so he’d got a dirty hand, but that didn’t worry me too much, but what did strike me was the fact that he’d been kneeling on the ground, just in his trousers, and he’d got two great wet patches on his knees - as big as dinner plates - where he’d been kneeling on the wet grass - weeding his roses - and that was my first meeting with Charles Harpur-Crewee.  **** This would be June, 1956, and by September I’d had a letter back from the Harpur-Crewee Estate to say I’d got the job at Calke - and I moved in to the Home Farm at  
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Calke on the 5th November, 1956 - but before I could move in, I’d got to get married, they didn’t have single men in their farm houses, luckily I was courting a farmer’s daughter, one of Bill Atkins’ daughters, and we were going to get married in 1957, but we had to bring it forward and we got married in 1956, October 56, and we moved into the Home Farm on the 5th November 1956 - and that was the start of my life at Calke.  Calke, what was it - very, very basic indeed - the Home Farm, there was no electricity at all, it was all oil lamps, candles, we were fortunate, we’d had two Tilley lamps bought us for a wedding present, so we’d got two Tilley lamps that gave off quite good light - no services whatsoever, and, as I said, no electricity, oil lamps, candles, this type of thing - toilet 30 yards down the yard - and running water was nearly nil - it was their own water supply and the Home Farm was right on the end of the line - it came, it was gravity fed from a reservoir in the park, which was spring water, it ran down to Calke Abbey and then up to the gardens and then beyond the gardens to home farm - so we was right on the end of the line - and you could fill a three gallon bucket in perhaps 12 minutes - and that’s on one cold tap over a huge porcelain sink 

Welcome to married life for your wife

Well, this was Calke, this was Calke, unbelievable really - but it never bothered us, you know, we seemed to accept it - it was a challenge, a different way of life altogether 

And the farm itself - was it in a bit of a state, the actual farmland?

Yes, when I saw Mr Preston for the first time, he told me that there was a lot of neglect and I was needed to restore the park back to its former glory - but of course, nobody seemed to know what its former glory was - certainly Mr Preston didn’t because he’d only been there two years - he’d come out of the army and got the job with Charles and he didn’t know what the former glory was at Calke - nobody seemed to know - not at that particular time anyway - so that’s how it was - but the problem was, nobody had mentioned this to me, that the farm staff, which was me and one other guy.

For 700 acres?

For 700 acres, yes - but the 700 acres included quite a lot of the bracken and the rough part of the park - I mean, there certainly wasn’t 700 acres of managed land, but what they’d got was a complete shambles, it was a shambles everywhere - but what the problem was when I got there, there were six people living in Calke Abbey and we’d got to saw the logs to keep them warm - so the farm staff, which as I say was two of us, we’d got to saw three load of logs a week, Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays to keep this family warm - and the other two chaps that split the logs and got them in were the master builder, Mr Ben Hyde, who was a great craftsman and his mate, his builder’s mate, they had to split the logs and carry them in to the fires and carry them upstairs cos they all had a fire in the bedroom, so there were six fires upstairs to be lit every night to keep them warm - and the other two chaps were the gardener - this was the little gardener I met at the door, when I first rang the bell, which was Eric Hatton, and Nutty Marriott was the second gardener, who I met up in the gardens when I went up to find Charles, they were the two domestic guys who kept - who did the washing up and all the work in the kitchen - so there were six men looking after that family of six - and to do what I wanted to do, which was to get at the farm, we just couldn’t get at it - not like I wanted to

How long did it take you to get at it as it were?
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Five years - yes - what happened was, I mean, they’d got a wonderful riding school at Calke, not many people have seen that yet - wonderful riding school - that was full of timber, full, and that riding school had got to be full of timber by October to last this family through the winter and as well as sawing logs three days a week, we also had to clean up in the park if any timber fell or anything like that - and we had to keep that riding school full - all the time - not only was we sawing logs, we was also getting timber in to keep the stocks up - so farming was virtually non existent - so although we was very fortunate, we would be sawing logs Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays and it took us till lunchtime to do that - and then we could go out in the afternoon and farm - the problem, you know, when I say farm - the whole park was a complete shambles - it had never been stocked properly for many, many years and it was just a shambles - you just couldn’t visualise what it was like - and I hoped to restore it back to it’s former glory - as I say, we didn’t know what it was. **** Calke, in 1886, that was when it was at its peak, cos in 1886 when Sir John died there was a three day farm sale, a lot of stock was sold and she could tell me about this and also it went on for three days, there were 400 sheep sold, the whole of the longhorn cattle was sold, and quite a number of horses - and she did say that all the Royal Hotel and all the areas around - right from Repton right to Chellaston was - the hotels and guest houses were all booked up for potential farmers and buyers who’d come to buy the stock at Calke and it lasted three days 

So that was - that was your vision?

That was my vision 

1886?

1886 was when I would’ve liked to have been there 

Now - the other thing is most of your day is taken up chopping and sawing wood - there’s two things, one is the reallocation of your time, the other one is presumably money - so how did that happen cos it doesn’t sound as if there’s a lot of money around?

Well, there wasn’t a lot of money around - they hadn’t got any money - when I got to Calke there was no money in the farm account worth anything at all - they’d got 12 cows and 30 sheep - now Charles had been farming for about three years - he started in ‘53 - and most of the cattle he’d had given him - and the sheep, they’d got 30 of them, were Portland sheep, a rare breed that had got to be at Calke.  It was left in Sir John’s will when he died in 1886 that the Portlands had always got to be at Calke and they are still there - but there were 30 manky Portlands when I got there and 12 cows with 12 calves at foot - so the farming was nothing - you know, they’d got nothing, no stock worth anything.  I mean I’d been used to milking nearly 100 cows on previous farms.  So they’d got no stock worth anything and they grew a bit of cereals, this sort of thing, but I mean the farming was wheelbarrow farming I called it - they’d got no money ****

How long did it take you to really start making some changes?

Well, I’ll tell you - for five years this log job went on - it wasn’t until 1962/63 that we had electricity, and of course electricity came and that changed everything. **** I spent 40 years and we’ve still not got it right, you know, even when the National Trust came - but from 1965, that was when things changed.  **** 
But what happened in ‘65, you said that something happened in ’65?

We started improving the park and I ploughed up 25 acres of it because it was nothing but thistles and nettles - and I ploughed 25 acres of it up and reseeded it and for the first time in its life Calke looked green, I mean, the rest was a shambles - and we’d got this wonderful grass that looked superb - we sold stock in the local market at Ashby, Ashby had its stock market, and all the local farmers used to go to Ashby with - I used to take half a dozen fat lambs, you know, and the other farmers would take their cattle, and it was the meeting place for local farmers and we’d sell the stock in the morning at Ashby market then we’d go across the road to the Royal Hotel and be in there all afternoon drinking and talking - I used to go in and have a drink with them, **** and these farmers came to me one Monday afternoon and they says, oh, we’re looking for somewhere to have Ashby Show, cos Ashby Show was always held at the back of the Royal Hotel on the cricket ground and the show was outgrowing itself - we’d like somewhere in Leicestershire because, you know, Ashby, but we can’t find any suitable site - it was suggested, could we come to Calke - what do you think - they’d asked me before they’d asked the boss because they knew if Clark said no, that would be it - I was very outspoken - a lot I said apparently went a long way - so I said, ‘Oh dear, I’ve never been approached like that before, give me time to think about this’ - so we met the next week and I sat with these farmers, maybe six or eight of them, which were running Ashby show and are still doing now, I’m a member as well now, I’ve been a member for years - and I said, ‘Well, I think it would be OK’ - this would be 1963/64 – ‘Yes’, I says, ‘I’ll go for it, I think it would do Calke good to open it up and let them come and see it’ - cos nobody had been anywhere near the place.  **** I spoke to the agent and, ‘Yes, yes, if that’s what, if you think you could cope with that, let Ashby Show come to Calke’ **** Now that was when my life changed - it was a hectic 12 months before in 1964 we was getting ready for the show that was coming in ‘65 - and a lot of activity, we’d got to get it as straight as ever we could.  We painted everything that you people could see - painted all the white gates, all the gates white, painted all the riding school and the stable blocks - all the windows painted white - everything that you could see - but we didn’t paint the back of the gates, we couldn’t afford to do that - we could only paint what you could see - and in 1965 Ashby Show came and Charles was the President, we thought, well, we’ll invite him to be the president of the show being as it was at Calke - and the show 
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came to Calke in 1965 for the first time and normally Ashby Show would have 8,000 or 10,000 visitors, it came to Calke in ‘65 and had 20,000 - unbelievable - and at that time Ashby Show president and his wife would go - would be taken round the show, the main ring of the main parade, with his wife, in the landau pulled by the horses, Calke’s landau which they’d got at Calke and the president would go round the ring and everybody would be clapping and he’d be waving at him. Charles had got that job to do, but also, he hadn’t got a wife - so we had to find him one of the very attractive ladies - she was a farmers wife - Charles knew her quite well - and she accompanied him in the landau - and Charlie Needham was the coachman and we had to borrow to horses to pull it, we hadn’t got horses at Calke at that time - and I helped Charlie.  I held the horses while Charlie got on and I just whispered to him, give him a good doing Charlie - so he went round the ring rather more times than he normally would with anybody else - but Charlie loved it - I’m convinced it was the first time he suddenly realised what he’d got at Calke, people had come to see - and he loved every minute of that ride 

**** Well, what happened, from 1965 we went from strength to strength - I got on - you know, we stopped - started – we had more cattle.  In 1965 we had 120 sheep and 70 cows by then - we wasn’t milking, it was a beef herd **** and by the’70s it was a more prosperous estate - property had gone up in value and we’d got more money to handle and the farm was doing better, we was doing alright- and by 1970 we’d got 300 ewes and 100 cows and we was improving the park all of the time - this park needed stock on it to graze it and they was managing the farm - and by the early 70s we started taking other farms
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round the estate, which his grandfather had had - when Sir John died there was three farms which he’d also got as well as the park - and Charles wanted those back again, it suddenly could see what Clark was doing and what a wonderful park he’d got - and we took three extra farms in hand in the early 70s and we was farming, you know, a hell of a spread

And how many staff did you have at this time?

Three - only three of us

Not three staff, three of you?

No, there were three of us, yes, with me, there were three of us - there was me, Willie Cove, and Maurie James - me, Willie Cove and Maurie James farmed that farm and the farms round the sides as well - we was farming well over - we’d got 500 acres of arable to farm - and the buildings down at Calke was full of whatever we grew.  We got the riding school which was - which had always been full of timber - was now full of potatoes and all the stables and everywhere was full of cereals - everything was being used.  We got a calf rearing enterprise going down there - we used to be calves, day old calves and rear them - it was a hive of activity at Calke: we’d got lorries coming and going all the time - either bringing feed in and taking corn out - and it was wonderful and we was doing very well indeed.  I was very fortunate in a way, we was making a lot of money, one of the reasons why we got a lot of money to play with was the fact they never deducted any rent off me for the land **** - we got the best of equipment and it was superb - but then when Charlie died in ‘81 we knew that it was going to be the end of the era that I’d worked in - and it was ****
This had been absolutely remarkable I am so sorry that this has got to end - but one of the things I’ve been asking people - and it might be appropriate for you - in Calke and so on, have you got - was there a favourite place for you there - was there one part of the landscape, one bit of it you have special memories of ?

Yes, yes - I always enjoyed sitting at the top of the park above the meadow piece - I can’t show it you, it’s not on - yes, there was a special place where - well, I would like my ashes spread there when I die - and it is in the top of the park, right on the edge where the medieval oaks start, right on top there - the reason that is the part I enjoyed, we used to climb up there, we’d got a lambing pen up there when we was lambing, we always lambed outside at Calke - and to be in Calke Park at night is magical - I mean, it’s magical during the day, but at night with my sheep, because I loved my stock - three or four o’clock in the morning, I used to go round my sheep with a lamp because they were outside and anything that had lambed would be picked up and got in, but sometimes you’d go round and they’d all be lying quietly - we had a caravan up there which we used to doss down in in between - we used to get out every two hours - and at three or four o’clock, if everything was quiet - I mean we could walk round these sheep without disturbing them - they didn’t all get up and run away - they were just - they were pets really - there’d be 400 sheep when we first started and they’d never move, I could walk through them and if there was one lambing, I could go up and catch it - I didn’t have to run, you know - superb Calke was - my memories of Calke is, if everything was fine, of sitting on the step of that caravan and just listening to the sounds of four o’clock in the morning at Calke - and that’s the part - that’s the area that to me is magical - well, it’s all magical to me - Calke Park grows on you and it still does on people today - I’ve got no time for the house, the house never did anything for me at all, but the park and the stable block and riding school where we did all the work - to me, I’ll never forget it and the feeling of Calke is still there although I don’t go back - the part that is magical to me is the area where we used to lamb sheep many, many years ago - yes, superb

And so were you, thank you very, very much

Yes, superb
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