With three of her regular walking
companions, Jilly surveys
the valley from a vantage point
near the end of the route

Photographs - Jane Gifford
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Several tmes a week, | walk
four dogs - two portly old
yvellow mongrels, an
wdolescent lurcher and a
young bluck Labrador
down the Toadsmoor Valley
In frenzied excitement, they
charge down a tree tunnel
Out on to o grassy path, On
the left is a field which has
been turned Into a sancruary
for rescued battery hens
When they were set [ree
u few years back, they
seemed to be cluclang
‘Oh Bruve New World'

Over the fence to the
right, a chestnut mare
necepts chopped carror with
pleasure but, refusing to let
her dapple grey male
companion have o share, she
has obviously been picking
up tps on henpecking from
ucross the way

Chugging its way through
marsh marigolds along the
bottom of the heny’ field is
the Toadsmoor Stream, On

Above: a stile over Tondsmoor Stremm lesds directly into the
ride, o paradise for dogs young und old
Below: Jilly Cooper's Cotswold home
end of her regulur route

Opposite: pale yellow primroses are harbingers of spring
along the slopes of the quarter mile long ride, which will
luter be blanketed with flowers

the beginning and

its banks tower balsam
poplars which gently walt
their sweet scent during
the spring

Following the stream
through two gates und over
u stile, we pass o lovely old
mill before we reach the
villley proper, a green
ride which slopes steeply
downwards lor a quarer
of a mile. Snortung joyfully
the old dogs break into a
canter. The young dogs
take off Into the woods on
gither side. Undetectabile
uginst the tawns und
umbers of winter
undergrowth, the
lurcher crackles maniacally
through the pale ghosis
of last yeur's hogweed,
ragwort and nettle

In spring, the nde, which
has never been spraved, is
udrift with violets and
primroses, whilst summet
brings everything from
scabious 1o spotted
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wehids growing thacker

than buttercups

In winter the valiey s In
w the sulphur blur of hazcl
catkins, and every SO yvards
ke @ stroet musician, a
roDIN SEgs from the
branches of a thon tree
he grass v pockmuarked
by the hoofprints of 2
herd of Highland ponie
Rumbustious and
mquisitive, they thunder
Jown o sk my pockets
W MOCS CArrots. Scoeing
w with mud caked

coats and long mancs

v held back by burrs

it & hard to believe that in
SUIMMICT IHCY WD rOsctics
all over England

Having watched the

Voadsmoor Stream reduced

10 2 mickie in the past
I can only rejoice at the

vapours which

have transformed it into a
torrent, thundering louder
than the ponies’ hoofbeats
hing over logs and

t vanishes overy 50

often into caverms of
brambic and wald rose

At the bottom of the nde
the stream slows, choked
by forget-me-nots, and the
grass levels out into a sweep
of flat land ~ a youstung

meadow where perhaps

Top: an old
banks of the valley

Above: Jilly takes chopped carrots with her for the horses
and ponies she meets along the way

Below: the monotony of & flowerless landscape s broken by
the sulphur blur of hazel cathins against a sharp winter sky

yak clings tenasciounly to the stecp, crumbling

medicval knights once
battled for some besutiful
lady. The surrounding
woods are festooned with
old man's beard, hike some
drunds’ amphitheatre, One
can mmagine the grey clden
shulfling into their scats to
gaze down on the knights
ournceying below

Leaving the joustung
mecadow and the stream
1o chanter down the valley,
we [ork 1o the nght into a
beasutiful wood, where all
around us logs and rocks are

bemng re-upholstered in t

acid green plush of spring

moss. Passing a litle lake

with a bout, across whuch

the victonous knight might
have rowed his lady, we
reach the home of the
dogs pin-up, a big, rangs
collie called Mot Mot
enjoys 4 KitKat with excited
squeaks, and on red letter
Jays b allowed 1o join us
on the walk homie

We mount a path known
as the nettle tunnel, because
m sumumer it becomes oo
overgrown 1o walk through
with bare iegs; then up &
ficld so steep it slences
even the most relenticoss
chatterbox. The chmb s
worth i, for turning at the
top you can see the full
glory of the Toadsmoor
unrolling: khaki fields
dotted with ash blond
farms and crisscrossed by
hedgerows. And on the great
procession of bare trees that

ACCOMPanies the stream

down the valley can be

Jdetected the first g
amethyst glow of new buds
as must rses opal blue in a

thousand smoke s

Completing the circic
we plunge mto the hintke
wood which leads back o
our house., Ever 1 the very
bleakest, grevest day, the
path i lit by the beacons of
lintle beeches stll chinging
1o their red leaves, But
already, Bluebells, wild
garlic, cclandine and violets
sadly beloved of ‘I‘.IL" arce
thrusting thetr way throug!
the sodden, russet leat
mould, and badgers ar
burrowing in the cocoa
brown carth. Soon spring
will join us on our walk






