An Oral History interview with Robin Neilson

Interviewed by Roger Kitchen on 8th February 2005

Where were you born, were you born here?

No.  Actually Catton Hall was mentioned in the Domesday Book and our ancestors bought it in 1405 so we are celebrating our 600th anniversary this year. My father inherited Catton from his uncle who’d married twice and had no children.  My father was in New Zealand at that time, as the eldest son who’d moved over there and taken over the farm in New Zealand, so in December 1956 my father came from New Zealand with his family of four children and wife and took on the Catton estate from his uncle who was Colonel George Anson who’d lived here all his life.

So you were a 9 year old arriving here from New Zealand…

Yes, that’s right…

So how did you feel when you first arrived here.

Well, in fact, it inevitably wasn’t as simple as that because we’d prior to that been to England for a year and then gone back to New Zealand and my father had been in England sorting out the affairs of the estate.  So it was quite the culture shock as if it had been my first time.  But basically I arrived here and went away to school down in Berkshire and Sussex and so on, so my childhood memories of Catton basically were just school holidays.
And presumably your father was farming.  It was essentially a farm was it?

Well, when he took it over sadly the estate had been let go, because as I said my father, his uncle, had had no children so his uncle basically lived off the estate and let it go.  He sold a lot of land and a lot of assets, a lot of contents, he run the business down and so when my father took it over his uncle was ready to sell.  He said, ‘It’s got huge debts, it’s got no assets, it’s got no money and I’m going to sell it unless you want to take it on’.  So my father agreed to take it on with all the problems.  The initial, and one of the most serious, was there was no provision for tax and death duties so well over half the estate disappeared for tax and death duties, which left my father with a much smaller estate with no business and no money and a run-down house and run-down buildings.  So it was a very difficult thing to do.  But he rose to the challenge and did his best and took on what he could.  He had to sell lots of  things to raise the money and he basically, like all traditional estates like this, it was maintained by its farming income, its rental income and farming income.

So how big was the estate – by the time all the death duties had been settled, about how many acres?

Well now it’s about 1500 acres.  My father had sold about 4 or 500 acres in his lifetime here, so it’s now about 1500 which up until recently would have been a reasonably large farm to exist on and especially to run the estate.  But it’s not enough any longer.  Farming has declined dramatically, the income from it, so this estate could not survive any longer off its farming income.  And although I still run a fully commercial farm, with dairy, beef, sheep, arable contract work, it’s not enough to run the estate and so over the last 24 years I have developed a lot of non-agricultural activities on the estate, which now hopefully ensure that it can carry on to the next generation.
When your father came in then, was that already happening or was he able, once he’d got everything clear, was he able to farm it and get a decent income from it, or was it already beginning that thing about the income….?
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No, I think diversification didn’t really start – and I wasn’t the only person doing it when I came in, I was the sort of next generation moving the thing along and he developed the farm business.  When I left Cirencester, where I qualified as a Chartered Surveyor, and then I worked in London for about 6 years as a Surveyor, worked for the National Trust, so that gave me the idea, particularly through the National Trust, that land ownership wasn’t just farming, land ownership was everything you could think of, in addition. But my father basically lived off his farming income and the estate survived off that.
And at that time, what was it – a mixed farm, both arable and…?

Yes. It was a mixed farm, a fairly ordinary mixed farm.  He wasn’t a experienced farmer in England.  All he’d done was a little bit of farming in New Zealand on the outback and it was an  unfenced, unfarmed piece of land when he went to New Zealand so he lived on a horse and built roads and put fences across scrub… And then he came to England, took over a stately home – so he didn’t have a lot of experience and he certainly had no experience in farming.  So it was very difficult for him.  But basically the farms it was sheep and cows and  arable through the 70s when agriculture was going through quite a profitable time and a time of great change.

So when did you succeed as it were?

I took over about 30 years ago and, as I say, I always wanted to be a farmer, loved farming when I was at Cirencester and then, as I say, I qualified as a Surveyor and broadened my horizons a bit and although when I first came to Catton it was an agricultural estate with no other income, other than a little bit of property, that’s all it was, and I fairly quickly moved in to the new world.

When you say that, were you, because of your training, ahead of the game, or was it an inevitable tide that had already started turning, when you talked about diversification?

Well, not wishing to blow my own trumpet, but I love new things.  I love a risk, I love a challenge, I love moving on, I love thinking out of the box; and if someone walks into my office with some crazy idea, my first reaction is ‘Yes’, until I can find some reason why not, which, traditionally, farmers are the opposite.  It’s certainly not.   There were others doing it.  The first diversification on this estate, which a lot of others have started as well, and it all started about the same time, was shooting – corporate, commercial shooting.  And so our first event was a London company who stayed in the house, filled the house for a day’s shooting, when they stayed for a weekend.  And the next year we did 2, the next year we did 4, the next year  we did 8 and it’s gone on ever since then.
They’re being fed here, but not staying?

Yeh, full accommodation

Oh, full accommodation

Full accommodation, dinner, bed, breakfast.  So it’s a house party weekend and that was the first thing that we did which, as I say, was about 24 years ago and it’s still going today and it’s still very profitable, lucrative, and an essential part of the estate’s income… I did do a sum where I tried to  covert the income from farming – the income we get from the shoot to farming and it was something like 900 acres of corn will produce the same income as the shooting.  So, I’m not saying profit, just turnover.  So it is a big and significant business and it employs a lot of people.  We have 3 people employed on the game and 2 on the arable.
That’s the other thing.  When your Dad came here, how many farmhands were there that were actually needed to …
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It’s a difficult one that because when he took over there were a lot of the old timers still here doing very little.  That was one of the problems of the estate is that old timers aren’t sacked but as they got old and useless and take up houses it’s difficult to know what to do with them.  So he inherited that.  There was no Home Farm so there were lots of tenants.  So they had to be – so all that land had to be brought into hand somehow, so there were a huge number of rather useless people and no business.  And then as the business, the farming business, developed he, like everybody else, had quite a lot of people employed and now the whole estate’s employed just with two men on the arable side, 2 men in the dairy  and 3 men on the game.  But there’s now a man in the woodlands, there’s a man on maintenance, there’s 2 in the garden, there’s a whole lot of people, you know, full time office staff, so we’re going back now to employing more people, but not for the farm.
Very interesting

Yeh, big cycle.

And to what extent now is the farm, I don’t mean ‘just for appearances sake, it makes money – but to what extent is that – if you had to choose between things, that the shooting before the farming… Is it that way round?
We’re now getting in to a fascinating subject of farming, which I’ve got an awful lot to say  about and I’ll try not to talk too much about it, but it’s particularly interesting because all these estates relied on their agricultural income and they cannot do it any longer.  They all own substantial lumps of land which really are uneconomic now.  As from the 1st of January 2005, all subsidies have been removed from farm food production: we are getting subsidies for land management but not food production.  So most landowners and farmers are having to decide whether it’s worth growing beef in competition with the Argentinians, grain in competition with the Ukranians or milk in competition with the French, and quite frankly I don’t think we can compete.  So agriculture is moving out  and I think – my view – in answer to your question that my farm is now going to be to keep the land tidy so I will farm what is left from all the non-farming activities as an almost non-profit making business, but it keeps the land tidy and it provides me with a labour force to do other things and the men and the machinery and so on, and allows me to do all these other activities.
So you were saying about the diversification, the first thing was the shooting.  What other bits of business is Catton Hall now, besides the shooting?
Catton Hall, apart from the… we have 3 businesses.  We have an arable farm, we’ve got a dairy farm and we’ve got what I call ‘the estate’ and the estate is everything else we do.  We are now developing all the redundant farm buildings which we can no longer use. 
(Phone interrupts)… Yes, all the activities we do now are almost too many to mention.  But the flavour of the estate part of the business is we are developing all the farm buildings so, for example, we’re converting them into offices – for which there are grants available and help from DEFRA, so we are converting them into a profitable use: up to date they have been farm buildings, which we can’t use any more for farm – we’re not allowed to with Health & safety and hygiene.  So they are being converted.  So the property side is developing.  The woodland side is developing, I’m sure we’re going to be talking about the National Forest a bit, but we have been planting trees for the National Forest since 1995 – for 10 years.  
We were one of the first tender schemes.  And this has now developed into a business.  We now have a maintenance requirement so we’re employing people with that and that’s growing.  We’re deeply involved and interested in the environmental side of managing the landscape, so habitat and wildlife and so on is a very important part of what we do on the farm.  
The house is used for corporate entertaining for dinners, lunches, accommodation.  We have people staying here for shows at the National Exhibition Centre, weddings, corporate car days, you name it we’ll do it.  So the house generates an income.  We do a lot of shows, fairs, rallies, events, music concerts, flying rallies, caravan rallies, mountain bike rallies, steam fairs, all those things.  
We do quite a lot of corporate days that involve companies coming and staying here and eating and they like shooting clays, driving motorbikes, driving cars – fun and games. We have various activities that go on on the estate all the time – we’re a centre for quad trekking, rifle range, there’s a model aeroplane flying club based here.  And basically what this means is that I am utilising our assets as best I can and the public use of things is infinitely more profitable than farming and an old expression which I’ve carried with me for several years working here is that ‘If you can’t think of anything better to do with your farmland than put it down to agriculture’, because that is the least profitable use.  And that is even more true today than it was when someone mentioned that to me 10 years ago. It is even more profitable to set it aside and do nothing than farm it.  And that’s a sad fact of British agriculture at the moment.  But I’m every excited about it because it means I’m  moving on, agriculture is gone, but there’s a huge , exciting prospect and potential for developing your asset into far more interesting perhaps, or lucrative or more fun ideas.
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You were saying…. Tell me a little bit more about this environmental thing, about how you were… is this like creating habitats and encouraging different wildlife and so on?

Well, I think A, I have a natural  love of that thing anyway.  B, the National Forest is instrumental in encouraging people like me who plant trees to develop it. C, the Ministry of Agriculture are now encouraging farmers to farm in a more environmentally friendly way – be careful with your pesticides and fertilizers and over-grazing and so on.  4, there are increasingly attractive grants to  set land aside to environmental things, creating habitats and so on.  So if you put all of those together it’s something which naturally into what we do at Catton.
10 years ago when the National Forest was announced, obviously someone like you was, ‘Wow, this is fantastic, how can I get involved in this?’  But what was the general attitude, amongst?  - or are you anyway a bit of a maverick amongst the farming community around here?

Well, I suppose I am.  As I say, if I hear a new idea I want to get involved quickly, and if it turns out to be uninteresting I can leave it alone.  But my first reaction is to say ‘Yes’.  And I first heard about the National Forest through the CLA, I’m a committee member of the CLA.

The CLA is ?

The Country Landowners’ Association.  And the Country Landowners’ Association were made aware of this project and where it was – which is in my patch. So I was asked to sit on a small steering group to discuss the potential pros and cons of having a National Forest here.  And so we sat around in the early days before it started, discussing it, and I was very excited by it and enthusiastic.  One of my biggest fears was that it would become a bureaucratic controlled nightmare.  There would be rules and regulations, what you could do and what you couldn’t do – and there still is that risk.  There is this awful feeling that ‘He who pays the piper calls the tune’.  I have been given generous grants by taxpayers to do these things and they could still come back and say, ‘Look here, you’ve taken all this money but you’re not complying with what our wishes now are’.  So it still could happen but  it hasn’t and then I got to know Sue Bell very well – she lived in a cottage here and on Day 1 when they announced this tender scheme I was jumping in with both feet and ever since then have had a very happy relationship with the National Forest.
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So tell me about this tender scheme.  What is the – because I know nothing about this.  This is great.  I’m the man from the moon you see.
Well, it’s a hugely exciting and innovative way of dishing out public funds, to put it crudely.  And the National Forest secured each year funds through Heritage Lottery, I don’t know EC, I don’t know where, but they’ve got this money together for this project, which is to build a 200 square mile block of woodland across the Midlands.  England is one of the least wooded countries in Europe and this is one of the least wooded parts of England and it’s full of old coal mines and gravel pits and industry that’s died and it has a poor landscape.  So they won this scheme, which I think was offered to various countries, and England got it and this part of the country got it.  So they put this 200 square mile sausage across the middle of England, linking Charnwood Forest with Needwood Forest, which are two ancient forests, with the idea of putting 30% of that area into forestry.  And boy, does this area need it!  So in the early days, you know, it was a very ambitious project and quite a difficult one to know how to distribute these funds.  And  what they did, very briefly, was they asked landowners to submit schemes to be considered by a committee, and you would say how much money you wanted. You could put any figure you like in.

So you could be very ambitious?

Yeh. But you had to compete with all the other people.  And the committee would look at your scheme, which might be a very expensive scheme, but they would say, ‘Well it’s worth it because you’re building lakes and you’re building habitats and you’re putting in bluebells, you’re granting public access.  This is a very good scheme, ticking all the right boxes.  Very expensive, but we like it.  You can go for it’.
The neighbour, on the other hand, submits a scheme. It may be a cheap scheme.  But it’s cheap and they say, ‘We don’t like that’.  So it’s not really anything to do with money in …. but it is for value for money.  But it is enormously…. It is a very good grant.  There is a lot of money there.

So is the idea that on the one hand you would have a place that might have a commercial …in the long term there might be a commercial spin off, but at the same time there is this kind of access and environmental thing as well, so those places should be accessible or..?
Well, this is coming back to my point about the fear of bureaucracy and being told what to do and rules and regulations and strings.  There are virtually no strings attached to this scheme.  ‘It’s your land, you plant the trees.  Provided you do what you said you would do in a scheme then it’s nothing to do with anyone else.  Ever.’  So you can make money out of it, you can do what you like.  Public access, granting public access – if you say that you’re prepared to grant public access when you do it and you put in gates, car parks, benches – that’s in you tender scheme, all of which is paid for and if you’ve ticked and you want to do that, then you do that.  But there is no obligation to grant public access.  However it is a box that if you tick gives you a greater chance of getting your bid through.  And as it’s a competitive bid, if there’s no one else against you, I don’t know what the rules are behind the scenes, but  you’re likely to get whatever you put in,  but what the National Forest tries to do is get as many farmers  as possible to put in bids and then they pick out the ones that they can afford to spend all the funds that they have available.
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So what have you been able to do then, in terms of your – here’s this man with this imagination and this kind of , ‘Ooh yeh, go for that’, what have you – Have you had more than one scheme?

Yes, Yes, I’ve had several.  Well, one of the reasons is I’m trying to improve the estate, the aspect of the estate – so putting back woodlands and small areas of copse and spinneys and so on.  So A, it’s a personal thing to try and improve the landscape for me and anyone else who wants to look at it and pass through.  B, there’s no doubt that shooting has a role to play and always has had with management of the landscape, so we plant woods that benefit the shooting.  C, there’s the wildlife aspect of it, but  from a point of view of what I’m going to do with the woods, we have footpaths which are waymarked but only to be used when I say so; but they can be used by school groups with a leaflet telling them what they can see.  
So on one of the walks, at the start, on the river, they can see all the birds on the river and there’s otters on the river, there’s kingfishers on the river, there’s a heronry on the river; and they walk through a new plantation which has a leaflet on why we plant trees, how we plant trees, the different types of trees etc, fencing and rabbit guards.  Then they walk round and they go through an ancient woodland which is covered in bluebells in the spring and has wonderful old trees and lots of flora and fauna which is ancient stuff.  They walk around a badger sett, a fox’s earth – so it’s designed for schoolchildren and adults and education – just one little thing.  It’s not a profitable things, it’s more of a nice thing to do.
We currently, as we speak, just setting up a training – forestry and environmental training business here, which is based in the farm buildings, which is training people into environmental matters, because it’s now becoming of enormous significance to the general population.  The environment we live in.  And as… and the industry hasn’t grown yet to provide enough work – jobs – for people, but it’s coming, and soon there’s going to be endless careers in environmental management.  And so we’re training people – more to do chain saws and wildlife and what have you, but also maybe in crafts, to do woodland crafts…
Like coppicing and hedge laying….?

Yes, all those things, and  we’re hoping to do up a barn where they can have accommodation in a barn and then go out…

So you’ll do it like short course?

Yes, that sort of thing… So that’s something we do.  It’s all used by a lot the events we have.  So if you’re on a mountain bike rally and you’re doing your 6 mile circuit, it’ll be through a lot of these woods.  So…and it provides an attractive backdrop within which I can attract people in.  So, for example, if we have caravan rallies it’s because we have nice trees and nice walks and things, whereas perhaps if you give them an ordinary farm with no trees they won’t go there.
You haven’t had, the Grand, Michael Heseltine idea of an Arboretum or anything like that?  You haven’t had any sort of grand design like that in the back of your mind?

Well, we do have the National Memorial Arboretum sort of half a mile….

I saw that sign

It’s a great project.

That is again a National Forest project?

That is in the National Forest.  It’s a business within the National Forest which means that it’s separately run and  - but they have access to the same funds that we do and grants and assistance.  And it was set up by  Leonard Cheshire as a National Memorial as there isn’t one in this country – a living national memorial to all of that that died… so there is an Arboretum on the doorstep, but I do like planting trees and I have started planting a few different trees, but it’s not anything grand like an arboretum.

So in say, I don’t know, 30 years time, in what ways will this be different from the day that you came here as a 9 year old?  If someone was transported forward in time, living there then and they walked around that same land your father inherited, how different will it be?

Well, if I’ve done my plans right,  and if my landscaping looks half what I imagine it to be, I am hoping that it will look wonderful.  It will be lovely trees, planted in random lines, in wavy corners on the top of  bridges and down at the bottom, with wonderful wildlife and habitat and it will be a wonderful place to visit, I hope.
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You were saying about wildlife and so on.  Have you done any particular encouragement?  You said that otters and kingfishers and everything else – have you specifically done anything about attracting them or has that been as a result of the work that you have been doing?  You see what I mean?
It’s both really.  If the woodlands are well designed such that you have wildlife corridors linking one with another, and long hedgerows and wide bits, and then different types of habitat, all of which we’ve done.  So the actual planting schemes are designed to attract and help them, but specifically we’ve built 2 otter holts, because they have returned to the River Trent, otters.  I’ve never seen one but the Otter Trust tell me they’re active, so we have built otter holts to encourage them.  We put up a huge variety of bird boxes to attract everything from owls to hawks to small tits; and bat boxes up in the trees in appropriate places; and we’ve planted bluebells in some of the woods to try and keep those going.  So whatever we can do we do.

Amazing.  Where would you – this a strange question, an off the wall one.  If there’s one place here where you said, ‘I’d like my ashes to be put there’, where would it be?
Well, that’s quite an apt question at the moment because my Mum died 10 days ago.

Oh, I’m sorry.

Don’t worry.  She – ‘deserved’s the wrong word.  She was 87 so she was ready; and we’re going to put her ashes next to my father’s, which are out in the garden under a little memorial or something that my brothers and sisters and I will put up, but I could either go there or I could be buried at the Chapel, because there’s a chapel with the house or at a nice view looking down over some of the planting that I’ve done: but as yet I don’t feel I’m old enough to need to choose which one I’m going to do!
You grabbed this with both hands, this idea.  But have other farmers in the area, have they?  And if not, why not?
Well, It’s a very good question.  As I said initially, I love saying ‘Yes’ until I find a problem.  Farmers are notoriously difficult for saying ‘No’.  Basically I say ‘Yes’ and hope for it.

The whole success of something does depend on it being sold and people embracing it, and particularly landowners embracing it and getting behind it.  And I just wondered to what extent….

I cannot understand why more farmers haven’t done it.  I really don’t understand it.  And I think it’s only because, generally speaking, they’re quite a sticky bunch who don’t move on much and just don’t consider new ideas and things and farming is their love, farming’s what they’ve always done and farming’s what they think they’ll always do and messing about with trees and things just doesn’t come into that so they haven’t really taken it on board.

And is also the fact that you are, when I say ‘an outsider’, there’s all these ties of family and tradition for m any many farmers round her, or not ?

Well, not, I think I’m probably, without showing off, are looking after something that’s been here longer than most – 600 years is quite a long time and so perhaps I have a longer term view of it all.  But also because I wasn’t born and bred here, that perhaps I have a rather broader outlook on life, and particularly having worked for the National Trust and seen what they look after and how they look after it and being enormously full of admiration for them, I’d like to do the same, so that’s probably where it comes from.

This place, which is now about to celebrate its 600th anniversary…. Why is it here?
It was here because there was a settlement here back in the Domesday Book, that had pubs and taverns and what have you and that’s where Catton is first mentioned.  And all of that has gone and we do not know very much about the early history of the Catton estate and I suppose our knowledge starts in  1405 when it was bought by an ancestor.  We don’t know  exactly where the house was, we don’t know what it looked like, or how many houses were there before this one.  There are some ruins and remains on the ground that clearly pre-date this house, but we do have a big gap in our historical knowledge about the actual house.  Lots of ancestors and family trees and things we can trace, but not the house.  And this house replaced the old one that burnt down and this was started in 1742 and completed in 1745, so in our history it’s quite a  new house, but by others it’s quite an old house.
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And you mentioned the chapel.  When was the chapel built?

The chapel was built 100 years after the house.  It was added on at a later stage.

So when was its glory years?  It is now, I would hope, again, but when was it with the chapel…

Well this current house, I suppose it would have been, and I’m guessing now, my history isn’t very good,.. in the days, certainly before the War, before the First World war when it was full staffed and fully operational.  But I don’t really know.  My wife might know which of our ancestors spent the most money on the place and employed the staff.
But why would it have a chapel?

A chapel was quite a common thing for houses like this to have.  I mean, this in their standards is not a grand house, still is not a grand house.  It’s a large house, but it’s not grand.  It has square rooms and flat ceilings and there’s no gold leaf and painted walls and so on.  So, in that respect it’s not grand, but a chapel was always something that houses like this had and I think it was primarily concerned with the community spirit.  These estates had a wonderful spirit and community and they all went to church much more often and because it was too far to walk to the local church that very often they provided one here: they had services, everybody turned up on the estate.  They dressed up on a Sunday and maybe there was tea in the big house afterwards, or whatever, and it was just part of life in those days.
And where was the nearest community to it? Where is the village?

The nearest village is Walton on Trent which is about  2 and a half miles away from here.  There’s another oldish house there and similar in looks to this one which is quite a lot smaller, so that would have been the neighbouring estate, and it would have been a very small village in those days.

OK, I can’t think of anything else….

No, just to sing the praises of the National Forest and say, you know, it’s up and running, it’s in the ground, it’s not going to go away and it’s quite interesting that the National Forest is trying to encourage people to use it now.  It’s a brand name to sell the area on the back of the National Forest ‘Come to visit the National Forest’.  They’re developing leisure and recreation and tourism and new uses for wood.

One of the people I was talking to earlier today was saying that he thought that one of the ideas that should happen is almost that there should be a National Forest Unitary Authority, in that sense seeing it as a kind of whole that, you know like you’ve got the Peak District or Dartmoor, the National Park kind of area……
I would actually fight against that quite strongly because that involves a layer or three of bureaucracy who are going to sit in their offices somewhere out of the area and make rules and regulations about what you can do and what you can’t do and when you should do it and when you shouldn’t do it and at the moment it is just so gloriously free of any interference or bureaucratic control, and it allows it to move and drift and change and evolve and become different things without anybody imposing rigid guidelines on it.  Let it run.  See what happens. See what develops and  I think that4’s a much more healthy way to run a business, if you like, than to start wrapping it up in rules ands regulations.  It does seem to work very well.  They’ve got lots of good ideas.  It was an enormously ambitious project which Sue Bell should be credited for really getting off the ground and going and it’s got a long way to run  and this area can have, you know, look forward to benefiting from the National Forest in a huge way.  So, I hope it works.  I’m sure it will: it already is.  So, you know, bringing lots of opportunities to 4people who live within this area.
Thank you very much
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