An Oral History interview with John Oakland
Interviewed by Roger Kitchen on Tuesday 22 March 2005

John, if we can begin by you telling me when you were born?
Born in 1934

And where?
In Nottinghamshire at a place called Ruddington which is about 12 miles from here and I moved to this area in 1969 when I bought the Old School at Oaks in Charnwood, right in the centre of Charnwood Forest - a beautiful area - I fell in love with the place when I saw it - it’s very isolated next door to the church and a very spread out community of farms and things - and one of the most beautiful areas in Leicestershire 

What brought you, why did you decide to go there?
Well, with my job, I was a banker, and I took over as area manager for this part of the country and I had to - my main office was in Leicester, so I had to move a little bit nearer - this is why I came here 

And at that time what was the community life like in Oaks in Charnwood? 

It was great, it was all kind of round the church activities - next to the church there was an old church hall and lots of things used to happen here - I mean I arrived in this community with my boat on the back of the car and I parked it outside the house- I think the locals wondered what was happening, but - and then in my very young days I used to date a girl who was the Miss United Kingdom and I took her to the church hall one night for a dance and that was amazing - it was a lovely active community around the church and I fell in love with it straightaway and got very involved - I became secretary to the Parochial Church Council, which I did for about 17 years - then I became County Organiser for the National Gardens Scheme for this area - eventually I became chairman of the Parish Council, which I did for 13 years - and so I kind of involved myself very much with the community which was very worthwhile, very enjoyable 

You were saying about the Parochial Church Council; were you religious or was it just that that was the way that the community worked as it were, you know, in a sense to be part of the community you needed to attend the church?
No, I was quite - I mean I was - always attended church from very young - and in fact, when I was in Ruddington I was on the Parochial Church Council there and so I was - I wouldn’t like to call it religious - but I have a faith and so it wasn’t just surface, it was - I was interested in - I always was a kind of faith based person, I suppose. 

Just to get my bearings - when did you actually move to this house? 

This house, well, actually, I’ve been involved here for about 30 years - my partner’s family owned the house and when her mother died, Pene was very much in love with the place and didn’t want it to be sold on, so we bought it between us - we bought it from the family and that was in - we actually became owners of the place in 2000, but I retired from banking in 1987 when I was quite young, and I oversaw the garden and looked after the place from that time - so I’ve been involved with Long Close for about 30 odd years 

And looking at it, it is an absolutely magnificent garden out there - what did you do when you first came here, what state was it in?
Well, when the family - when Pene’s family first bought the place in 1948, after the 
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war, the house had been used as a hospital during the war and the garden was covered in blackberries, it was completely lost and Pene’s father set to - George Johnson that was, to recover the garden, and with the help of friends he did an awful lot of work and you can see the basic structure now - we’ve got the structure here and we open it to the public - it’s five acres and there are twenty acres of wild flower meadows which we love as much as the garden - we tend to that with loving care - we spend a lot of time making sure that that they’re saved because there’s so much of these wild flower meadows that have now disappeared, I think there’s 1% of old meadow land left in the country and so it is well worth while looking after it - the government give us a grant and we’re not allowed to cut the meadows for hay until about the 15th July - and so we have to make hay late to ensure that a lot of the seed falls on the ground and what the regime is - we grow the hay through the spring and early summer, cut for hay, then we leave it for a couple of months and then we put some cattle on till Christmas time, then take the cattle off and shut the fields up for them to regrow for the next year - and we get a grant for doing that and also for - we’ve had all our hedges laid with a grant from the government and so that’s another worthwhile thing that I think we’re doing here

So what wild flowers are there in the meadows?
Well, there’s a lot of orchids - there’s yellow rattle and all kinds of - the mixture of old meadow land, we’ve got a list of them, about 200 species - I can’t list them all off by heart - what we do, we mow a path through the meadows in the summer, spring and summer, and when people visit the garden for the National Garden Scheme, they are allowed to walk through the paths through the meadows and we have a list of all the species that are in the meadows and so people can see what’s happening 

Do you - that’s the only time the public get to see it, but do you use it - do you visit it often?
Oh, I visit it often, I’m often down there, I spend as much time down there as I do in the garden really, but really this garden, as I’ve got a bit older, this garden has become my life and I find myself in prison behind this grey wall tending all this garden and keeping it in tip top condition, or trying to - it’s a difficult job - but we open to the public on a daily basis now so - and all the profit goes to the National Garden Scheme 

On a daily basis - you mean every day?
Well, we open from Tuesday to Saturday- that’s for five days - you see, Pene’s got a gift shop opposite the house and so we don’t have to sit here waiting for people to come, there’s somebody in the shop, they go into the shop and pay and go down the garden, and we have a old barn which we’ve made into a do it yourself tea place, where people can make themselves a cup of tea, and so it’s quite a nice outing for them - and we get quite a lot of visitors from abroad - and we get coach trips coming - they do what they call ‘Gardens of the English Shires’ and people from Holland and Germany - they ring up and book in - sometimes we have to give them sandwich lunches and that kind of thing, so it’s quite a big part of our life 

So in a year how many visitors do you get?
It varies - I mean, we don’t - we’re not commercial, so we don’t advertise a lot - the information about the garden is mainly in the National Garden Scheme Yellow Book and so - I mean, we could be much bigger, but really we don’t want to make it a commercial thing, we do it for the Garden Scheme, I’m County organiser and we get - I mean some days you get five or six - on a good day you might get twenty or thirty - if we started to advertise, we could get a lot more 

But we’re talking thousands in a year ?
Oh, yes, I should think so - on April 3rd this year we’ve got an open garden day with
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special plant fair where we have five or six stalls with plants, and that is advertised, we put posters out, on a day like that you probably get four hundred people come in round the garden, unfortunate if it’s wet because some of the paths aren’t made up and in these days of everybody suing everybody, it is a bit of a worry, so we do what we can to make it as safe as we can

Has that influenced the way, you know the layout and the kind of design - when you started doing the garden - how many years ago was it you opened it up for the public? 

Well, it’s been open for over 50 years - but that was only two days a week, two days a year I should say - in the old days it was opened on two special days for the Garden Scheme every year - since we’ve been here and retired, so that we’re here, and the shop is here, we decided that as there’s someone in the shop and it’s no trouble to us for people to walk round when ever they want to 

But you said this thing about paths and about - and also about the numbers, about the thousands of people that are tramping around ?
It’s not thousands - it’s spread out - but yes, I have had to put gravel down here there and everywhere - it is a worry, you know there are steps in the garden and everything - it is more difficult now I think to open the garden and feel relaxed about it 

Looking at the design there, is that - you were saying about your father in law starting upon it, was that a new design or was there a design that had been there many, many years ago that he was inheriting?
He was inheriting the terracing - there are four terraces, but how it all started, a man called Colonel Heygate who lived here before the war, went to the Royal Show, the horticultural show that was - it was held in Leicester one year - and we think it was 1928 and Waterer’s who are the famous rhododendron growers, and azalea growers, had a marvellous stand there and Colonel Heygate walked up to the stand and looked at it and said, I’ll buy it, the lot - so he bought the whole of the stand of the display of the rhododendron plants and things, he left his gardener there over night and sent horses and carts which brought them back and they planted the perimeters of the garden, which were the five acres with all these rhododendrons and azaleas and they’re mostly still there in full maturity, some of them a flowering now - and so, the perimeters of the gardens are enclosed with rhododendrons and beyond that we have spinneys and woodland bits to protect the garden, and what has been created is a kind of micro climate which allows us to grow rather tender things - and so there’s this kind of - this is what’s special about the garden because it’s very, very enclosed and protected

And what kind of special things do you grow that you wouldn’t see in other gardens in Leicestershire?
Well, we’ve got crinodendrons, we’ve got a lot of rare salvias which are very tender, which as when I first started gardening here we couldn’t leave them out because now they’d get frosted, now we find that if we leave the tops on through the winter a lot of them survive, so I suppose this is all to do with global warming 

You think from your experience in the last what ever number of years, that the climate does seem to…? 

Oh, it does, yes, because we specialise in Penstamens - Pene grows them and she sells quite a lot of plants - in the early days quite a lot of the Penstamens used to get frosted in the winter, but now most of them, practically all of them, will stay outside - yes, the winters have changed, we don’t get the severe long periods of frosts that 
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we used to do and with the garden fairly sheltered we can grow these things and keep them 

What’s your favourite time of the year in the garden?
Well, this garden really is at it’s peak in May because of the perimeters, but I don’t want to give the impression that it is just a rhododendron and azalea garden - what my main aim has been since I was here has been to prolong the seasons and we’ve gone in for a lot of things that flower in the autumn - like salvias and penstamens, that kind of thing, so all the herbaceous borders are interesting all the year round, but I suppose you have to say the peak of this garden is May - it’s the best month, I think 

And when you came to it - thirty years ago - what experience did you bring with you?
I was a banker and very involved with my career, but I’ve always had this feel and love for gardens - I don’t profess to be able to name you hundreds and hundreds of plants and to walk up to them and say, oh, that is that - but I’ve always had this interest in gardening and that’s what brought me here I suppose, I was always - I’ve always worked in gardens, I’ve always come home from work and walked out into the garden and started to work in it - and so I’ve had a lot of plants and gardens all my life - in fact my mother used to say - or told me once that when I was about five I pulled up some plants from a neighbours garden and planted them in ours - so, you know, I suppose I’ve had a love of plants from that time 

But when you came here, what kind of state was it in - it was OK was it?
Oh yes, Pene’s father had kind of got the garden back and he had a lot of help, he had Mr Cook, the gardener who used to come, he retired and went off to Australia, he was a good gardener, he also used to be at Nanpanton Hall, head gardener there, and he helped Mr Johnson to get the garden back and in good form and we’ve just continued - you know it is an ongoing thing, it’s a non stop thing

So how much help do you have to do this? 

Well, I have a man, Mike Redshaw, comes two days a week, if I can get him, sometimes it’s only one day a week - I mean last week out we had to take out a massive willow tree, I should think the girth was about 3 yards round, and it was leaning and looking rather dangerous, so we set to and got it out, and that was two days work - it was quite a big job

In terms of things like tree management, are you planting as well as…?
We are planting - and I’m creating a woodland walk along the side of the garden - the rhododendrons were planted and then there’s a series of trees and things behind which had got rather overgrown and I’m clearing it out and creating a new woodland walk at the back, this is another job - we keep taking these things on - it is more work I suppose, but if you’re a gardener, you can’t stand still

In terms of techniques over the years - in the thirty years that you’ve been doing it - are there - have things changed, things like fertilizers - the way you fertilize the ground and so on?
Well, we’re organic so we make all our own compost and we have horses which we have to graze off one or two of the fields, so we’re quite lucky to have plenty of manure - well rotted of course - and we top dress the beds in the spring with our
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own compost and have to use very little feed really, that does the trick - and if we do use feed, I use this poultry manure pellet stuff which helps, but I used very little of it, and so - no, I don’t think much has changed over the years it’s all an ongoing thing

What’s your, I mean have you got either in the bug or weed wise something you are cursing ?
Well, blackberries are my cursed weed, they get everywhere here, but, of course, ground elder that’s another one we have to watch very carefully and as we try not to use anything that isn’t organic, it’s a matter of digging it out and that’s a long job - sometimes we fail and we give in to putting a bit of stuff on it to kill it off

Where did that belief come from - so many gardeners and farmers resorted to every powerful chemical they could get there hands on -why - particularly during the 60s,  70s and 80s - why didn’t you do it then? 

Well, I wasn’t very involved until - let’s see, when would it be, 75 ish - but I don’t know, the head gardener here was Mr Cook, he used to have full control of it in those days, I just used to walk round and enjoy it - but now I find myself working in it, but we are organic because we believe that that’s the way to be - we tend to eat organically grown vegetables and that kind of stuff - and I keep bees, that’s another - we have here - and recently there was one of these experimental crops of GM rape grown about a mile away and I had five or six hives of bees in the garden and the Bee Association advised me to move the bees at least six miles away from it - so I had to move all my hives of bees over to Belton and there still there apart from one because they seem to produce very well over there and I haven’t brought them back - but that was quite a trial 

Why did they say that - was it just based on rumour and suspicion? 

Well, they’d had a lot of GM foods grown in Canada and we sell our honey as pure and the Canadians were worried because deposits of something from the GM crop had got into their honey and it was reported over here and we were all advised, those people within a certain radius, to move the bees - there was a terrific battle about this crop in the village - had a Parish Meeting - the village hall was absolutely packed - and they voted by I think about 98% that the crop shouldn’t go ahead, but it was too late - anyway, it’s all behind us now, we’re not going to get GM’s for a long time, if we get them at all 

The headline literally today in the newspaper, The Independent, is that it does seem to damage wild life and everything?
Yes, so that was quite a battle - and the farmer that grew it is a friend of ours so it was all very difficult 

Why do people do that - is it just money or is there a kind of belief - it’s been seen as the great saviour for developing countries, hasn’t it? 

Well, I just don’t believe it because as you see if you’re growing GM crops, you’ve got to grow the seed that you buy from the company that produces that type of seed - and I think in developing countries, they grow their own seed - they grow a crop and keep so much back for seed and plant that, but they won’t be able to do that if they’re growing GM, they have to buy the seed every year, have to buy the insecticides - I can’t see that it’s going to work 

25 mins

Beekeeping, what’s the joy of beekeeping?
The joy of beekeeping is the fact that it’s all part of the nature of things - the flowers, the bees produce the - they take the pollen from one flower to another - and producing the honey which Pene sells some of it in the shop - I mean from a hive in a good year you can get about 50 pounds of honey - and so we produce something like 300 pounds of honey every year, which we use quite a lot of ourselves and - I have it on my cereals in the morning - believe thoroughly in it - and we sell what we don’t use in the shop but it’s just a kind of very gentle hobby

Has it made a difference in terms of pollination, the fact that you’ve moved your bees, has it had any effect - or are other things doing it for you?
Well, there are lots of other things - bumble bees and things in the garden - with us being organic, we get a kind of protection from what I call a protection from nature itself - we’ve got a lot of thrushes in the garden, a lot of blackbirds and they deal with the slugs and snails for us - I’m anti squirrel and magpie - I do trap the squirrels and the magpies and we get rid of them because it’s the squirrels and magpies that are killing all the songbirds off - robbing their nests and eating their young - nature needs to be controlled in a garden - that’s the whole thing about gardening, isn’t it, it’s controlling nature - and I was seeing here loads of squirrels all over the place and magpies all over the place and birds’ nests being robbed out every year - and I realised I’d got to deal with it - it’s a good environment for magpies and squirrels because of the trees and the songbirds that are in the garden, so I deal with them

It’s unusual to hear you say you’ve got a lot of thrushes, they seem to be a dying species? 

We are lucky, last year we had quite - two or three pairs of thrushes nesting in the garden - one lot, there was a magpie building a nest in this tree out here, I just saw it go by with a twig, bit early to deal with them yet, but we shall have to deal with them - yes, what was I saying about thrushes - 

You said you had some pairs…?
We had quite a few thrushes nests last year, one of them was dragged out by squirrels I think - and I noticed one day it was full of eggs and then gone the next - this year I’ve seen two or three pairs about - so I’m hoping they’re going to stay with us 

It’s interesting that you’re actually trying to do it in the old way, it’s amazing how fashion…? 

Yes, it does, it’s much harder work really - I suppose it is easier to mix some weed killer and do things that way, but I suppose we’re devils for punishment and if you believe anything then you try to stick with it 

Tell me a little bit about the Garden Scheme - how many gardens are there - you say the whole county?
I deal with the county - we opened about 40 gardens in Leicestershire and 16 in Rutland - Rutland and Leicester, we join together and do it as one group - we make over the last year, we make about £30,000 to £40,000 for the National Garden Scheme from the gardens - and it’s a big job which is another - I’ve done it for 17 years and I’d like somebody to take over, but it’s not easy to get volunteers these days 

Particularly if you’re doing the job well ?
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Well, yes, we have a Garden Openers tea and they all come here at the beginning of the season, we had it about two weeks ago, when we given them their bags of stuff for the year - posters and leaflets and all kinds of things, which they use on the garden open days, and its become quite a little community - they love to come and we’ve all got very friendly, so its - and it’s got me to know the county much better because I look for new gardens and then, of course, when we find them, I go out to see them and talk to people about it, so it gets me out - gets me away from this garden

And getting ideas or …?
Always lots of ideas, always lots of plant swopping - have you got this kind of thing - another one of my activities is chairman of the Oak’s Churches Garden Club 

The Oaks?
The Oaks - that’s the Oaks in Charnwood and Copped Oak - that’s in the forest here, I started that twelve years ago and we’ve got about 50 members and we have meetings monthly - go out on two garden tours each year 

Out of the county?
Yes - we go to other counties, we look in the Yellow Book and find two or three gardens to visit in a day - and we take about 50 people each time on these coach trips - difficult finding speakers these days, but - well, we’ve had some very good speakers and we’ve got a very good group up there - you see Oaks in Charnwood and Copped Oak are very kind of sparse communities, but we get about 45 to 50 members to each meeting 

It’s a bit like when you were saying when you first arrived, it’s a great way to get to know people

It is - another of my interests is, of course, hunting which I’m very sad about the ban - I feel very strongly about it too because these very rural communities, these country villages and things, so look forward to the hunt meeting and it’s kind of the day the hunt meets in the area is their day of the week, they don’t all follow on horseback, they follow on foot a lot of them, I think that it’s going to wrench the heart out of the countryside, the fact that hunting is being banned - and I live in hope that we shall be able to get the ban overturned

So which hunt are you involved with then?
With the Quorn

Where are they based?
They’re based over at Kirby Bellars which is just near Melton Mowbray - the Quorn hunt is one of the oldest hunts and one of the - I was on the Quorn hunt committee for three years - you stay on for three years and then come off - I’ve always followed on foot, never on horseback - and it was just a marvellous day out, walking over the countryside, you do get to see parts of the country you’d never see if you weren’t allowed to go with the hunt and it opens up the countryside to the community 

Tell me, I don’t understand - just looking at it from the sidelines, I can’t understand - when you say about the hunt disappearing - surely all that’s changed is that you’re not allowed to kill foxes - you can still go hunting, can’t you - and there can still be other - you know, be together?
Drag hunting 

And ride and do exactly the same sort of thing ?
It isn’t going to be the same - it’s the element of surprise, it’s the element of - that’s all gone - doing a straight drag hunt is never going to be the same as looking for a fox, hunting the covers - I mean the whole, the whole landscape of Leicestershire has been governed by the hunt in the past - the covers that have been planted and the hedge cutting - all this thing, hunting country is kind of - it looks as it does because of the hunt and that - if it does go completely, will go - because farmers in the main support the hunt, allow the people to go over their land, the hunt to go over their land - they’re interested in making sure that their land is amenable to the hunt, covers and they put in jumps and things - and so over the years, over the centuries, the shape of the country is governed, has been governed by hunting, and I’m sure it will change 

You think that people won’t - the element of coming together and riding together and walking - because, you say, the element of surprise - you’re not actually going out to look for a fox - you think that that will kill the hunt, do you?
I’m hoping it won’t - obviously we’ve got to keep the hunt going in some kind of way for the time being, because we’ve got the hounds and the whole set up of the hunt - we’re going to do some drag hunting - of course, the season’s finished now so we won’t be doing anything much for some time, but we’re hoping - we’re going to the European Court and other things, so we’ve got to keep the thing going in the meantime - and then, of course, we might be able to overturn the government and get in a government that is more sympathetic - and on a free vote we might get it brought back - all these things are wishes, I just hope we can bring it back because I think it’s damaging, it’s going to damage the community in the countryside, the fact that the hunt isn’t there - on the day, Tuesday hunting, in this part of the country we had Tuesday hunting, there’s about three or four hundred people there taking part - either watching from cars on the road following the hunt round the roads, elderly people who love the hunt and can’t get about, follow the hunt by car - I mean it is a terrific atmosphere, there’s a great sense of community with the hunt - and so it’s going to be a loss, I think - the entertainment of the countryside is being, if you want - it’s probably the wrong word to call it entertainment - it’s the feel of people who are country people being with the hunt, and I think it’s a great pity, a great shame, it’s going to do great harm - there’s going to be a big loss in the villages round here anyway if the hunt isn’t allowed to continue 

In terms of a loss of community?
Yes, some of the people - they so look forward to Tuesdays, obviously the hunt, the Quorn hunt hunts about four days a week, but this part of the country is Tuesday country - and people so look forward to Tuesdays, you know - and the same people come out, doesn’t matter what the weather is, they’ll be out there 

When you say you can follow it on foot, how - I mean again to the layman, it sounds impossible, how can you follow it on foot, it must go for miles? 

You do, you walk for miles - obviously the hunt take off and you keep up with them for as long as you can and then - if three or four of you have gone out and used a car, then you have cars in certain areas and if they’ve gone off for a long way, then you get in a car and try and join them again, but you do an awful lot of walking and the beauty of it is, you walk over countryside which you probably would never be allowed to walk over - but if the hunt are out the public are allowed on the land - and so it’s going to be a great loss 

But things are changing anyway in the countryside, aren’t they - farmers are now being paid to set aside land - there’s been dramatic changes, haven’t there - this is in the sense something that’s very easy to see, but gradually over time things must have changed in the time you’ve been living in this area?
I think set aside has been a disaster, but that’s all changing now isn’t it - they’re going to have - be paid to keep the land in good order, whereas set aside you just 
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saw brown fields and the land didn’t look good at all - but getting back to hunting, before we get off it - I think we ought to nail the bit about the fox, the kill - with a hunted fox immediately the hounds get the fox and it’s usually a weak one it is dead - I mean you hear this business about the hounds pulling it to pieces, but immediately, it’s dead - and in my estimation it’s the fairest way to kill a fox because I’ve got a fox in the garden here - I’d like to shoot it, but I wouldn’t, it’s fetching the hens occasionally, I’ve got some bantams - I would never shoot a fox because you might injure it, it would go off and suffer, I like the fox, if it’s going to be dispatched, it’s quick and the hunt is the way to do it

Can you trap it?
Trapping is very kind of - I mean, you imagine, a free animal suddenly get into a trap 

But coming back how?
There aren’t any traps anyway… 
How do you trap your squirrels and magpies?
Well, I’ve got a Larsen trap for magpies and a squirrel trap for squirrels 

So why is the fox - what’s the difference between them and a fox ?
I don’t know, I suppose I’ve got - you’ve really got me there because I do - foxes kill things I know - kill rabbits in the main, they fetch my poultry, but I’ve got a certain respect for the fox - I’ve seen it being hunted, seen how clever they are, I haven’t got a lot of respect for squirrels which are not really indigenous, should not really - they’re an introduced species here, the grey squirrel - magpies, as I say, the reason I get rid of them is because I’m trying to preserve the wild song birds - 

 It’s funny - you know the romance about the fox - I’ve got chickens and I’ve had the fox come and they just wantonly kill and they take just one off 

Look, there’s feathers on the lawn there now - they fetched one the day before yesterday 

The thing is, it’s not just fetching one, they’ll actually do more than that 

Yes, if they get in in the night they’ll kill the lot - but this was a daytime raid - I think it must have some young somewhere - I don’t know where - yes, it is kind of a - I’ve got a lot of respect for the old fox 

Can I just talk generally - you’ve been chairman of the Parish Council for a long time, over time what have been the issues, what are the big issues for the Parish Council at the moment?
Oh the big issues have always been planning applications - Charley Parish which is in the heart of Charnwood Forest is really a no go area for new buildings, but we get a lot of planning applications for extensions, small farms which are being bought and they want to make them into mansions kind of thing - and the big thing that’s changing in the Forest now is the planting of trees which is something to do with the National Forest - I’ve got certain reservations about some of the things that are happening, whether this is the right time to talk about them

Yes, yes

I’m rather worried about trees being planted around fields which, you know, you get a boundary of trees about ten yards which are enclosing farms, whereas the forest is open countryside with woodland - these new plantations are going to close it in and that’s a bit of a worry - and I’m quite worried about the west side of Vecan (Beacon) Hill which is being planted up with trees which is going to take away the height of the hill eventually - but I am for the forest - but I’d like to see more actual woodlands being planted rather than surrounding farms with trees and that kind of thing

Yes, because there’s a different function over here at Charnwood and Needham to what it is for example round on the mining areas - it’s a kind of a… 

It’s a re-landscaping job over there really
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Yes, it’s more subtle over here - and you’re saying that some of the stuff maybe isn’t subtle enough?
We haven’t had a lot of it, but I’ve noticed one or two farmsteads which - I think they must be getting a grant for the planting - around the farms they are planting a band of woodland of about 12 to 15 metres which eventually is going to close that area in and I don’t think that is entirely good for the forest - the way it’s going to look in the future anyway 

So planning applications it is for people - you haven’t had any dramatic - you’ve had GM crops has been another issue?
Really Charley Parish Council is very - there are five councillors - non political - we really are just there to - I think just preserve the forest as it is and look at things sympathetically if they enhance the forest - and that has been the way I’ve looked at it since I’ve been - when I was chairman - it’s a beautiful area and we want it to stay that way 

And in the time that you’ve been here, it hasn’t deteriorated, has it?
No - because the big thing about the Oaks area was when the motorway went through part of it, but that is now blended in with the planting and everything and so we learned to live with that and it hasn’t really spoilt it completely

I mean that’s one of the great things about nature isn’t it, it usually wins ?
It does

You know you can….
The motorway can be rather noisy at times but it’s only parts that suffer from that - no, I think the forest is still very beautiful and needs preserving

A couple of final questions really, one is within your own garden, well, more than garden, the land you’ve got, what is your favourite place? 

I suppose the bottom of the actual garden and looking out towards Old Woodhouse - the view from the bottom of the garden - you look over two of our flower meadows and you see Old Woodhouse church which is a beautiful old church - and I think that area which is very peaceful is my favourite area

At what time of the year would that be? 

All year round, even in the winter when you look you see - especially in the snow - it’s absolutely beautiful out there - I’ve opened up a view from the garden over to Old Woodhouse and it really is a lovely spot down there

And what about elsewhere - where else is a favourite place for you?
The area round Ulverscroft Priory - there’s a ruined priory at Ulverscroft which was an old monastery - the countryside in that area is absolutely outstanding, I just don’t know - we’re an undiscovered county really because we aren’t kind of - we don’t get a lot of tourists - I don’t think people who live away from Leicestershire know it very well, but this area, this Charnwood Forest area and Ulverscroft and surrounding areas are really beautiful 

One thing - is this one of the Best Kept Villages thing - are you involved in that as well?

We have been in the past, I don’t think we’ve ever won - it’s a very popular village - we’re very lucky in this village because we’ve got a chemist, we’ve got a butcher and 
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a general store and a post office - and we’ve got a gift shop - and with having Beacon Hill nearby which is a favourite spot for walkers - we’ve also got Bradgate Park  - people from this county do come into the village at weekends walking - but it doesn’t go far - I don’t think we get a lot of tourists from outside the county

Do you think the National Forest will change that - we’re not talking the immediate future, but in 20 or 30 years time? 

I don’t think it will change I think it will help, it will help the economy of the county - bringing more people in - no, I think it can only do good 
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