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FOR the first time for 
as long as anyone could 
remember, we were away 

from Welbeck this Christmas.  
It was novel and exciting to  
be somewhere else—France,  
no less—and refreshing to be  
so beautifully looked after by 
my wife Alison’s brother and 
sister-in-law high in the hills of 
the Hérault, where, on Boxing 
Day, we pruned rows of vines in 
the hot sun. That night, the 
temp-erature fell to –6: the won-
ders of a Continental climate.

Dindon, Bordeaux, children 
giggling and belle-soeur Prisca’s 
fabulous Buche de Noël were all 
terrific (although I got a bit fed 
up with knocking myself out 
on the farmhouse’s absurdly 
low ceilings). On Christmas 
morning, we missed carols in St 
Winifred’s at Welbeck, but some 
of the younger generation stayed 
at home to hold the fort, so at 
least the family was represented.

We had our trendily titled 
Family Governance meet-

ing this week. The agents from 
Caithness and Northumberland 
attend, so there’s a chance for 
everyone to exchange ideas and 
get an insight into different 
parts of the estate’s business. 
We also take the opportunity to 
hold a team-building exercise, 
which fosters initiative, discipline 
and fitness as well as promoting 
knowledge transfer and com-
munication skills, in accordance 
with best HR practice: shooting. 
This took place in a proper gale, 
the sort that blows you off your 
feet, leading to much hilarity 
and a somewhat smaller bag than 
usual. The occasional horizontal 
sleet shower just added to the 
fun. Truly, there is no bad 
weather, only bad clothing.

On Monday, I met Rob Mayo, 
our development director, to see 
how our new tenants were  
getting on. Claire Monk, of the 
Abbey Brewery, is steaming ahead, 
a testament to the well-known 
Nottinghamshire predilection 
for fine ales. She produces one 

new brew per month, and this 
month’s is called St Simon, after 
the 6th Duke’s great race- 
horse. I’ve never been an avid 
beer drinker, but I’m starting to 
develop a taste.

In fact, many of the new 
enterprises are convenient for 
us residents—the Bakery has 
spoiled supermarket bread for 
me forever. All these are the 
sorts of things one might expect 
to find in rural Britain, but other 
businesses are more surprising. 
For example, Subsub Ltd designs 
the chassis for undersea turbines 
even though Welbeck is farther 
from the sea than almost any-
where else in the UK.

Rob has made a great start, 
but you’d have to live in a cave 
not to realise that times are hard 
out there. However, places like 
Welbeck have a long perspective 
—hundreds rather than tens of 
years—so although we may not 
be as exciting as a hedge fund, 
we like to think we offer some-
thing in the way of stability  
and permanence instead.

I went through the usual 

schedule of applications for 
access to the estate before 
Christmas, just to make sure 
nothing untoward had sneaked 
in. It’s an extraordinary list—
foxhounds, bloodhounds, sailors, 
walkers, cricketers, archers, 
fishermen (no fisherwomen, as 
ever), riders, runners—and all 
have to be managed so that  
they don’t shoot, eat, trample  
or crash into each other. And 
now, we have the influx of  
student bakers, butchers, brewers, 
cheesemakers and chocolatiers 
from the School of Artisan 
Food. Then, from next summer, 
a mini-music festival, bizarrely 
called No Direction Home.  
I sincerely hope there is.

One of our most longstanding  
and excellent tenant farmers  
is retiring, and the question  
of what to do next arises. The 
two most economically sensible 
options are farming in hand  
or letting to an existing agri- 
business. The third option, 
giving a young entrant a start 
on the farming ladder, is much 
less remunerative, but preserves 

the social mosaic 
that makes the  

countryside live and 
breathe. It’s a question 

of balancing the financial 
wellbeing of the estate 

against our responsi-
bilities to the social 
network that makes 
life worth living in 
the first place. 
Much of our life 
hinges on these 
sorts of decisions.
The open painting 

competition at the 
Harley Gallery produced an 
amazing variety of work, with 
some 700 entries. We chose  
a large hyper-realist drawing  

by George Hardy from 
Lincolnshire for the first 
prize, executed, unbeliev-
ably, in the finest biro. 
The scale and precision 
of the result is slightly 

intimidating, but the skill 
involved is quite extraordinary.

One of our guests burned 
the toast last week and, 

inevitably, the relatively small 
amount of smoke activated the 
fire sensor. Before we had time 
to stop it, the Fire Brigade was 
on its way. These men are an 
ornament to their profession, 
professional, scrupulous, calm, 
understanding. Even the way 
they eventually asked us to stop 
apologising was firm but kind. 
Of course, they get paid for the 
callout, but the level of profes-
sionalism, in the best sense, 
that they bring to the job goes 
well beyond this. On departing, 
they mentioned tactfully that 
the Dualit toaster, with its lack 
of a safety cutoff, is a frequent 
cause of callouts, ‘although,’ 
one of them admitted ‘it’s my 
personal favourite’.
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Burnt toast can be a thing of beauty—just ask Cowavaggio

William Parente is a former High 
Sheriff of Nottinghamshire. 
Welbeck Abbey has been in 
his family since 1500.
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