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HOPE BOURNE
Hope Bourne, author of Living on Exmoor (1963) and a painter, lived for many years at Higher Blackland farm, Withypool and in a caravan at Ferny Ball, Exmoor. She lived a frugal life, shooting rabbits and pigeons for food and taught herself to write and paint. Although anxious to preserve the solitude of Exmoor, her articles and books such as Living on Exmoor and Wild Harvest (1978) have attracted visitors and she has been the subject of at least two television documentaries.

She once said that there was no village so truly of the moor as Withypool. She lived  in the parish for many years and loved the moors. She spoke of the hill farms, which mingled their green fields with the tawny moor, and of the tiny cottage gardens whose dark acid soil grew good azaleas and how the practice of colourwashing the rough stone houses made them appear to present bright faces to the sun. The post office was the focal point of her life in the village, the place where she collected her mail, and where most supplies could be bought including petrol. She remembered the postman delivering the mail on horseback and probably deplored the change to motorbikes. She found the crumbling fragments of abandoned smallholdings in little combes. She noted not only deer hunting but also that three packs of foxhounds came to Withypool. Agriculture was still the mainstay of the parish, which had 16 hill farms in the 1960s, later amalgamated as family farms came up for sale.

She was brought up at Hartland in Devon where her widowed mother taught and where she learned her love of wild country. They moved to the Cotswolds before the Second World War but hope longed to return to the wild places of the West Country. They spent holidays at Chibbet near Exford. After her mother died Hope lived in caravans or cottages in the Withypool area and spent 25 years in a one-room caravan in the ruins of Ferny Ball farm over 3 miles from Withypool. She looked after livestock in return for the right to shoot, fish and grow vegetables. She kept bantams, water came from a spring and fuel from fallen wood. She would walk up to 100 miles a week and soon knew the area better than most people.

She managed to keep herself but had no money so she turned to writing to earn cash. She started by publishing sections from her journal as Living on Exmoor then wrote newspaper columns and magazine articles. Other books ranged from Little History of Exmoor (1968) and My Moorland Year (1991). She would get up at 4 or 5 in the morning to write before feeding the cattle and sheep on the farm. The rest of her days she spent walking, sketching and painting. Despite here isolated life she has many friends and travelled occasionally including riding with her publisher in Hertfordshire and visiting Australia and Canada. Ill health forced her to leave Ferny Ball for a house in Withypool but she has found it hard to adjust to living in a village, even one so small.
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