The Stone House
Upper Weardale
Far fram A'm7 where

Dear Aunt Constance,

Well I Jid make it to the North Pennines and I have been pootling
around A small village called Wearhead and its environs. Isay
village but it bears no resemblance to what we know as o village — no
village green, thatched houses, duck. pond, PTA]7 called “The
Blacksmith's Arms”, surrounded 7717 whent fields Like those you ran
through with Theresa. The hills don't roll as they do in Surrey. In fact
they don't move At all. They just stand there with their Arms folded
staring down at you. Taciturn is the word. However, give them A bit of
time, let them qet to Know you, and they 'Ll nod a “qood morning”.
Perhaps they Ve seen too much over the years but put your walking
boots on for & ramble and they UL glaqly step alongside and show you
the Mg[» moors (where the whole world stretches ]mfara 17014), the hu qe
skies, and narrow qullies. They're proud of their scarred features and
rugqed charms (which are more battered boxer than Clint EAstwood)
but they wouldn't say so.

Now I would 've written sooner but it took an Aqe to get here. Kings
Cross to Durham (14 CLass) was pleasant enough (though I 4id find
The Teleqraph crossword frustrating) and Durham. is quite splendid. It
has all that World #eritaqe site stuff and students ]717 the score

(many from the south it would seem) and a plethora of decent coffee
shops. I thought if this is the north then it's certainly making a decent
fistof it. Ah but then T had to catch abus (yes, abus, Aunt
Constance). Now Durham must be embarrassed ]717 the need for a bus



station so they Ve crammed it into the shabby part of the city. I was a
little dismavyed At the vVista presenteq but I remembered the words af my
[ather as I stood crying on my first day at ﬁmn(ing school, “Now steady
on, old cfm}a; rememper you 're fram Keigmte ”

Ieaunght abus to Crook. (where do they get these niames from?) that
diesel fumed its way through some unprepossessing neigkbau rhoods of
squashed dull houses, shuttereq S[WFS, tﬂnm’ng salons, bookies, fmt faaa{
ang charity shops. At Crook T Aad to wait 17 minutes for bus to
Stanhope. I hid my Daily Teleqraph and Kept myself to myself.
However, once you leave Crook and enter Weardale the sceneryy does
im;arm/e. The hills enjay A Little roll As you head to Wolsingimm, A
somewhat sturdy town where you can see the remnants of & foundry
and you canbuy & Motor Home or two before reaching Stanhope
(where T had to 7et on another bus!). This is, or At Least it sees itself As,
the capital of the dale. There is some industry (Light and small ang
hidden away) and the market place is dominated by & fine castle
(something to do with some chaps called the Prince Bishops). Not sure
what they did but I know an ancestor of Lady Redear Lost heavily at
cards to one of them. There is A striving to be “just so” with Stanhope
but an industrial past still intrudes, sticking its tonque out At the
remnants of heritaqe. Then onto the final bus — more of & minibus ~
that trundled the narrow road to where the valley carves into the
hills. Not mAany Faafala to be seen on or aﬂf the bus. However, the Dales
Centre car park wis busy - the cafe, tourist shop, the bijou businesses
in the courtyard and the hill-walkers.

We ]mssec{ A Sign far the Last Warking quarry, the cluster af houses At
Enstqate and what I found out Later was the site of the cement works.
Once the mAjor emplover it now wastes AWAY in Limbo. Qunrry



workings tumble down the hillsides and small packaqes of fields for
sheep and hay jostle cottages that were once homes to the hill farmer
and the guarryman. Many now are second homes for the urban
dweller, far the commuter, far the retired, and the cottage
entreprenent. But let me wam you, Aunt Constance, that there lurk
in the dale writers, artists, picture-framers, potters, knitters, all
waiting to pounce on the unsuspecting native and visitor with the
promise of hand-crafted thingummies at reasonable prices.

The Landscape has been battered by lead mining (long qone),
quarrying (nearly gone) and hill Jarming (on the way out?) yet it is
marketed as an “Ared of Outstanding Natural Beauty” (AONB).
Now I don’t think. it would describe itself as ﬁenutiful ~ lived-in and
full of interest perhaps. Nor is it natural - it's had too many
makeovers. Outstanding? Perhaps. But on weekends in the spring and
summer it truly is an AONB — Arseholes on Noisy Bikes belt up And
down the dale

When I alighted from the bus (after Z hours) it was still and quiet,
the occasional car, no skays, houses that cling to the road, a ;aersistmt
wind, and Durham a taming memory. Look at the map, Aunt
Constance, And you will see Wearhead is no distance from Durham
and one would think.it would be the same As commu ting from Reigate
to the City. But Reigate and the City are essentially the same world
whereas even Durham and Wearhead are worlds apart. When I get
back, that's tf I ever fim( my way out, I'm gamg to suqqest that
Reigate twins itself with Wearhead instead of some European town.
That would be an eye-opener.

I found a billet at The Calf #House, Cowshill, where the delightful
Langdlady, Susie, reqaled me with 4004 faac( and observations about



identity, the need to know where you }zlang, the warnings she gives
7uests about no Petral station far miles, nowhere to dine af an eVem’ng
without driving a distance, and no shop until 5t John's Chapel. An
evening playing dominoes At the Cowshill #otel confirmed that people
drive miles far A m’g/»t out yet c(esfita, or because af this, the17 will soon
find out who you are, and what you do, and whether you finished The
Teleqraph crossword.

Although the villages are not far apart you never escape the sense of
isolation. There seems plenty to do if you have time on your hands,
money n your }aackat, and A car to drive. None af these and it's not so
easy. You would enjoy it, Aunt Constance. You Like writing,
}Jm'nting, cmfting, volu nteering, cou ntr17 a{mu:ing etc. There are also
many people of your age who have moved up from the south and they
are enamonted. You need your thermals in the winter And sometimes
in the summer. You'd need to stock. up for the bad weather and hope
that if you fall ill during the winter months the neig[u}ou s Are
awnre. They will be. They know how that to survive in places like
this you need to Look. out for each other.

I popped into the primary school At Wearhead (where they speak.
Spanish). Such a small school but they Love to tell stories about the
Dale and their hopes and ambitions. Do they know that as they play
in the maqic of their Landscape that secondary school is a Long bus

j ourney AWAY, that tkey will need to rely on parents to fu rmish
dreams of the teenage years and that, most Likely, they will have to
leave the Dale? And if they do will they ever be able to come packs

There is much more to tell and to discover, Aunt Constance, but I said
I'd poy Mfmg to kelf feec( the progay mats }mfare the cammwnity film



night. But I have one question that will keep me here for a Little
while yet which is #ow o we live in A place such as this? So T will
resume my rambles and conversations and let you know when and if
there is an answer. I hope your punions are much improved and plense
que uncle Reqinald my reqards when you next visit him in HMP
Wandsworth.

Yours nffactianntelg

Mr?‘(m})



