
Sunday 28 April 2019 The Sunday Telegraph2 ***     

COVER STORY

I knew I’d pole-vaulted up 
the housing ladder when 
we had so many surplus 
rooms in our Wiltshire 
farmhouse that we called 
the second sitting room 
the Cocktail Lounge. In 
our one-bedroom flat in 

Bristol, the most we saw of the neigh-
bours was a hurried nod in the car 
park. Now, we refer to our closest 
neighbour as Charlie Four Sheds and 
we make crumble from his apples. We 
joke about reinstalling the toll that 
our turnpike house collected centu-
ries ago, to charge the dirt bikes that 
roar down “our” lane. We prefer the 
horses, although they have a habit of 
doing their business right by our 
door, like a gift. Which I suppose it is 
– the roses love it. 

My husband, Gaz, 37, and I left Bris-
tol in 2013 in pursuit of more green 
and less grey. I’ve since learned what 
grout is and I can identify garden 
birds. Something is always leaking, 
rusting, cracking and in need of an-
other weekend of manual  labour. It’s 
idyllic. 

But I’ve often felt like we brought 
the average age in the village down by 
a few decades. Our friends remain 
staunch city folk and I long to find 
soulmates in the local pub. So I was 
pleased to discover that, for the first 
time, the average age of people leav-
ing the city has fallen below 40. Per-
haps because of the ludicrous city 
housing market. 

The average salary in London is 
£34,473 but the price of an average 
terraced house there is £637,366. On 
the edge of an Area Of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty, we bought a farm-
house with outbuildings, an annexe 

and an acre of land for significantly 
less money. 

Country life has given me tranquil-
lity, a home office, a spare room for vis-
iting friends, an epicentre for family 
gatherings. It gives me contentment 
and calm, bare feet on warm grass, a 
soundtrack of birdsong. It’s logistically 
inconvenient, with the nearest shop a 
20-minute drive away, but the views 
are magnificent. Not what I yearned for 
when I was 17, but everything I need 
now I’m 37. 

While we don’t have children, those 
who do would find country life 
 appealing. Hugh Blake, partner at 
 estate agent Carter Jonas, says children 
are a factor for buyers moving from 
the  city to the country at a younger 
age.  “Couples no longer see it as a 
 necessity to have a huge choice of wine 
bars, shops and restaurants on their 
doorstep, but instead favour activities 
for children and an active community,” 
he says. “Space is also a factor – you 
could have a large garden, off-road 
parking, sheds and summer houses, as 
well as a larger house, for a fraction of 
the price an equivalent city property 
would command.”

Life was made easier for us when 
 fibre-optic broadband arrived. I’m a 
writer, Gaz is a photographer. We can 
only live in the countryside if we’re 
 online. Nick Long, the managing direc-
tor of Legacy Properties in Cornwall, 
says that connections are vital for his 
customers. “Improved transport links 
and superfast broadband make it easier 
to stay connected. Around 60 per cent 
of our buyers are from outside Corn-
wall, looking to escape city life and find 
a better work-life balance,” he says.

Country life is more in tune with na-
ture than you can ever hope for in the 
concrete jungle of a city, but it’s not a 
guaranteed stress-free life. Last year, 
the roof was ripped off our shed in a 
storm and we had our very own mini 
fatberg clog up our ancient sewage 
 system. There’s never enough time to 
keep up the maintenance of the old 
buildings and grounds. 

Dr Lorna Brocksopp, positive psy-
chology and well-being consultant, re-
iterates my sentiments. “Simply 
moving to the country does guarantee 
a stress-free life,” she notes. 

“However, when we are surrounded 
by green space our blood pressure de-
creases, levels of the stress hormone 
cortisol drop, anxiety is alleviated and 
our pulse rates diminish. We feel more 
relaxed and peaceful, promoting better 
sleep, focus, energy and vitality. It is no 
wonder younger people are increas-
ingly making the move away from the 
artificial, mentally frenetic yet physi-
cally sedentary pace of city life back to 
their wild, restorative roots.”

‘The weather is 
unpredictable 
and I live in a 
wooden hut. 
I’ve never 
been happier’

In April 2018, Lisa Pook, 
then 36, left London to live in 
a permaculture community 
on the Isle of Skye

I n London, everything moved 
quickly, myself included. After 
13 years, I felt I was always 
supposed to be somewhere, 

doing something. I was working for 
an engineering firm and the hours 
were long. I felt depressed, tired and 
in desperate need of change.

I took a horticultural course two 
years ago and wrote to Ludwig, the 
owner of the Isle of Skye 
permaculture community Rubha 
Phoil. It’s a 15-acre peninsula that he’s 
turning into a sustainable edible 
landscape. He offered me food and 
accommodation in return for 25 
hours of volunteering a week. I said 
yes immediately.

I arrived last April and it was very 
cold but I soon adjusted, not just to 
the climate but the pace of life. The 
weather is unpredictable but if you 
take your waterproofs wherever you 
go, you’re fine. The views are 
astonishing, we’ve counted 70 
different species of birds and the 
biodiversity is endlessly interesting.

Everyone here is a volunteer, some 
come for two weeks, some for six 

months. I’ve been here the longest 
now. I am in charge of the food 
growing and have put my project 
management skills to good use 
creating planting plans, designing 
growing spaces and applying for 
grants. We are growing tomatoes, 
courgettes, cucumbers, salad leaves, 
herbs, rhubarb, apples, pears, 
cauliflowers, parsnips and more. We 
forage mushrooms, three-cornered 
leek and wild garlic. We propagate 
shrubs and sow wild flowers to help 
pollinate the vegetables.

In London, half of my salary went 
on rent. Now, I live in a hut in the 
forest and share a kitchen and 
shower block with the community. 
Chickens roam around my feet and 
there are ducks in my garden. I miss 
my friends, but I don’t miss the city, 
although the lack of bars up here 
took some getting used to – I do like a 
vodka martini. I was a bridesmaid 

last summer and had to travel to 
Glasgow to buy a dress. But I don’t 
miss shops. In London, I was almost 
always inside, whether that was my 
house, the Tube, the office, a 
restaurant or a shop. Here, I spend 
most days outside in the fresh air. 

Rubha Phoil is a beautiful 
experiment. I’ve reconnected with 
the natural environment and I’m 
playing my part to preserve it for 
future generations.

earth-ways.co.uk

We’ve all dreamed of trading city drudgery for the good life.
Kim Willis and five others tell how they made the move
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‘YouTube 
taught me how 
to live in the 
countryside’

David Daltrey 37, left Swindon 
and now runs animal 
sanctuary in Wiltshire with  
his wife, Emma, 33 

I ’ve always been an old soul and 
all I really wanted was to be able 
to see the stars. You can’t see 
many stars in Swindon but in 

the countryside the sky comes alive. 
When I met Emma, I had cats and 

she had dogs. Our animals didn’t get 
along so we needed to live somewhere 
with enough garden for each to have 
their own space. We started hunting 
in Swindon but all the houses looked 
the same and we couldn’t get much 
for our budget. Emma was fed up with 
living on a main road, where she used 
to drive around in circles every night 
trying to find somewhere to park. 

We happened to look at a house in 
Goatacre village, half an hour outside 
the city. It had a terracotta kitchen, 
open fireplace, exposed beams and 
brickwork. The garden backed on to 
a cricket pitch. We bought the 
cottage four years ago. It took a while 
to get used to the new kind of noisy. 
Instead of traffic, it’s birds tweeting. 
There was no central heating, so I 
cleared the chimney and installed a 

wood burner. Everything I’ve done, I 
learned how to do on YouTube. I 
built a summerhouse where my 
cats and my telescope live. 

I was a funeral director but sold my 
business just as Goatacre Sanctuary 
came up for rent, three years ago. We 
didn’t know anything about running a 
sanctuary and it took Emma two 
months to convince me. It’s a lot of 
work, but we love it. YouTube has 
come to the rescue many times. We 
had a poorly sheep a few years ago 
and all I had was a pair of clippers and 
YouTube. We saved her life. 

To begin with, the 90-minute 
round trip to B&Q was a shock and I 
can’t believe it when I’m up at 
midnight bottle-feeding an orphaned 

goat. We have 20 hens, two turkeys, 
10 ducks, seven pigs, 16 goats, five 
sheep, eight rabbits, 10 guinea pigs 
and a tortoise. We’re launching a 
vegan café too. Life is relentless but 
it’s a different kind of relentless to  
city life. 

We help out at the local music 
festival in the summer and our 
neighbours help at the sanctuary.  
The local farmer answers all our 
questions. If you’re moving to the 
country, prepare to be part of the 
community. It’s a quieter life but it’s 
not lonely. Get stuck in and your 
quality of life will improve more than 
you could ever imagine. 

goatacre-farm.co.uk

No more 
rat race 
Mark and Katie 
Hollyer 
swapped their 
terraced house 
in Richmond for 
a farmhouse 
and five acres 
in Devon

All of our 
interviewees 
shared the 
same advice: 
Do it! 

 Research the 
area. Visit the 
local pubs, find 
out about local 
schools. 

 Embrace 
community 
spirit. Get 
involved in 
village life and 
get used to 
talking to your 
neighbours.

 Public 
transport is 
lacking in the 
countryside 
– you’ll need 
a car.

 Prepare to be 
on first-name 
terms with 
delivery 
drivers – online 
shopping will 
be a lifeline. 

 Enjoy the 
slower pace of 
life. There’s 
no rush…

TOP 
T I P S

Country living: Kim and Gaz turned their backs on Bristol
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‘People told 
us this 
dream would 
never work’

Jo Sindall, 37, lived in Norwich 
city centre before setting up a 
campsite on the Hickling 
Broad Nature Reserve, 
Norfolk, two years ago

A s an overworked magazine 
editor, I lived for holidays. 
I’d book my leave around 
deadlines and felt annoyed 

if I didn’t have a relaxing time while 
I was out of office, because I knew 
the stress awaiting me the moment 
I returned.

I loved the city. I lived in a house 
with a friend, walked to work and 
went for after-work drinks with 
colleagues. But when I met Tom 
Wright, who’s 35, five years ago, I 
felt ready for new experiences. Tom 
ran his own farm, raising 2,000 
pigs. I moved in with him in the 
summer of 2014 and for a while I 
lived my corporate city life during 
the week, then helped muck out the 
pigs at weekends. 

In 2015, Tom and I bought a 
four-acre field in the heart of the 
Norfolk Broads, which we turned into 
Hickling Campsite. Tom levelled the 
land, I planted apple and cherry trees 
and 300 raspberry canes. Tom and 
his brother, Isaac, built shepherd’s 
huts and a shower block and with the 
skills I learned in the magazine world, 
I built the website. 

The summer is busy but the 
off-season is just me and Tom. I miss 
drinks with colleagues and there’s no 
Christmas party or HR department. 

My days have no routine – one day I 
might load up the Hilux with 
firewood, the next I’ll be helping 
guests pitch tents. We’ve set up a 
shop on site and I’m in charge of 
ordering stock from local farmers and 
serving up fresh coffee. 

I enjoy the spontaneity and 
although creating our own campsite 
was a big risk, I love that we’re doing 
our own thing and built the business 
ourselves. I used to place so much 
importance on holidays but we have 
such a lovely life, I don’t feel the need 

to go away. I used to spend all day in 
an office with strip lights. We chose 
not to install electricity at the 
campsite, so the Milky Way can 
illuminate the sky. 

My advice to anyone keen to move 
to the country is to go for it. It’s hard 
work and people will tell you it’ll 
never succeed. Plenty of people told 
us we were crazy, but I’d rather try 
and fail than think back on a dream 
we didn’t turn into reality.

hicklingcampsite.co.uk

‘I missed my 
son’s first steps. 
I didn’t want to 
miss his entire 
childhood’

Mark Hollyer, 43, left 
London for Devon, 
setting up the 
Milkshed with his 
wife Katie, 38 

W hen my son 
learned to 
walk while I 
was at work, I 

knew I had to make big 
changes. I was a chef, 
working six days a week. 
The hours were long and 
my boss was ruthless. 
Even on my day off, while 
playing with Louis, now 
eight, I’d be fielding 
phone calls from him. 

On holiday in Devon, I looked at 
properties in an estate agent’s 
window and thought the decimal 
point was in the wrong place. 
Returning to London, Katie was 
giving birth to Ivy, now six, and I was 
by her side when my boss rang and 
started yelling at me for not being at 
work. I handed in my notice the 
following Monday. 

Katie was born and raised in 
London but even she felt she was 
living in a hamster wheel, forever 
stuck in traffic. We lived in a two-up, 
two-down terrace house in Richmond 
and the kids had no space to be kids. 
Katie’s parents were keen to join us in 
Devon, which meant looking for a 
property with space for us all and a 
potential income.

We found the perfect home, set in 
five acres. The farmhouse had an 
annexe and an old barn with the 
potential to become a holiday cottage. 
We arrived in September 2012, taking 
jobs in local pubs while we converted 
the barn into a holiday cottage, the 
Milkshed. We have since won awards 
for the cottage and set up a wedding 
catering business, The Milkshed 
Catering. We’re 20 minutes from 
Branscombe beach and our flock of 18 
chickens provide daily eggs. We built 
a kitchen in the garden, so my 
commute now takes 30 seconds. 

If you want to leave the city, don’t 
overthink it. We made up our minds 
and made it happen. We were willing 
to take menial jobs while we 
established ourselves and we worked 
as a team to build our business. 

I miss my friends, but they visit us 
and we visit them. I dug out a hole for 
the kid’s trampoline and built them a 
BMX track in the garden. Watching 
them run around our garden is 
priceless. They don’t know how good 
we’ve got it here, but I do.  

themilkshed-devon.com

‘After a 
shooting in our 
local London 
pub, it was time 
to leave’

Firgas Esack, 40, left London 
for a village in Norfolk

W e have three dogs and 
three kids and our house 
was crowded, but until my 
fiancé was caught up in a 

shooting in Forest Gate last July, he 
was against the idea of leaving the 
city. After that incident, he changed 
his mind. 

I’d lived in London since I was a 
teenager and met Rich at a party in 
2009. We wanted our children Wild, 
six, Drum, four, and Baird, two, to be 
“global citizens”, which we thought 
you could only be in the city. But the 
kids were infinitely happier foraging 
for pine cones and filling their 
pockets with sticks than going to the 
Science Museum.

Forest Gate was going through a 
bad phase. The floral tributes seemed 
to be edging closer to our house. 
Rich had taken the dog for a walk 

and popped into our local pub when 
there was a shoot-out between gang 
members and armed police. He was 
stuck in the pub for four hours while 
it played out. 

I was amazed at the properties we 
could afford if we left the city. I 
found a 16th-century former manor 
house and Rich suggested we view 
it. The owner asked our kids if they 
wanted to see where Father 
Christmas climbs down the 
chimney. They were smitten before 
they’d even seen the secret 
passageway that leads from their 
bedrooms to the kitchen. 

Rich is a photographer and 
worried there would be no market 
for his art in the countryside, but 
we’ve been to better galleries here 
than we ever went to in London. He 
works all over the country and I 
work in PR from home. All I need is 
broadband and the service here is 
better than London, where we’d get 
“broadband clash” with neighbours. 

In Norfolk, the biggest crime is not 
picking up your dog’s mess. There 
are eggs for sale in driveways, with 
an honesty box policy. I can’t 
imagine that working in London. 

Drum had an undiagnosed rash 
all over his body while we lived in 
London. As soon as we left, it 
cleared up. I dread to think about 
London’s air pollution. Childcare 
costs were also crippling. We’d pay 
£80 a day per child, if we could 
even get a place. Here it costs £8.75 
per session. 

The biggest culture shock was that 
we can’t get sushi delivered, but I 
like that life isn’t as instant. Once 
we’d put an offer in on the house, we 
spent every weekend getting to 
know the local schools, pubs and 
playgrounds. We got a good vibe 
about the area. This house is our 
fourth as a family, but the first that 
feels like home.


