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This is the history of what is now Yorkley Court, a small
area of farming land in the Forest of Dean that has been
continuously occupied for over two thousand years – and
in  the  twenty-first  century  is  still  the  site  of  a  battle
between the powerful and the people.

This is an interim report. The full story is still unfolding.
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PRELUDE 

Trying to find the way
home
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t the beginning of January 2012 a group of idealistic organic
farmers  and  environmental  activists  took  over  The
Wilderness  Centre  on  Plump  Hill  near  Mitcheldean,  an

environmental  education  resource  established  in  1969  by
Gloucestershire County Council but deserted by the authority as part
of its economic cuts in August 2011. 

A
Calling  themselves  Protect  the  Wilderness,  the  activists  sent  out  a
“Call from The Wilderness”:

“Here in the wilderness we are trying to find our way home. How did
we come to dwell here in the wilderness?

“For  over  40  years  The  Wilderness  has  been  a  pioneering
environmental  education  centre.  Then  last  year  Gloucestershire
County Council decided that it was no longer in the public interest to
sustain the centre. Better value for the taxpayer to sell it to the highest
bidder? We disagree. We believe that education is the greatest source
of  wealth  in  our  communities.  Surely  the  exploitation  of  our
environment  can  only  be  driven  by  ignorance.  Education  is  our
greatest tool in the struggle against exploitation.

“The council seem to think otherwise. The county council, or in their
words  ‘the  powers  that  be’,  think  we  are  homeless  –  travellers,
squatters. They tell us to move on. They want us out of here. We don’t
belong here. They tell us we have no right to be here. They’ve set their
wolves to prowl around the grounds locking things down. They want
our  names  and  previous  addresses.  They  don’t  trust  us.  They  are
concerned about health and safety. The public are a liability. We tried
to  talk  about  responsibility.  We tried  to  assure  them that  we  fully
comprehend  the  implications  of  a  compost  toilet.  But  they  are
doubtful.
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“Exactly who is bewildered?

“We came here on the first full moon of the year with the intention of
creating an environmental education centre to disclose a process of
learning the skills and techniques required to move towards a home
founded  upon  the  principles  of  economic  self-sufficiency  and
ecological sustainability.

“To be a force of resolution we need people to join us. Decisive people
who understand the consequences of their actions. Committed, hard-
working people.  We need people with a respect for food. We need
gardeners and growers who can cultivate the ideas that have been sown
in our soil by the differing schools of permaculture and bio-dynamics
– who know how let  these ideas grow organically.  We need people
with the determination to dig. Reflective people who look for their
reflection in others.  People who can practice the hospitality  of the
guest. People who do not wait for others to make necessary changes.

“Here  in  the  wilderness  we  make  ourselves  at  home.  You  are
welcome.”

The Wilderness became a focus for the many people who supported
the aims and objectives of these young “peasant farmers” and was the
site  for  informal  social  events.  There  was  also  the  Friends  of  the
Wilderness group, a less radical opposition to the privatisation of the
resource,  amongst  whose  backers  were  property  developer  Brian
“Rocco”  Bennett  and  local  businessman  John  Thurston.  Indeed,
Bennett, based at the nearby Vantage Point “business village”, gave the
occupiers  a  tonne of  wood.  For  the  Friends  of  the  Wilderness  he
brought along some wine and grilled some sausages, accompanied by a
couple of his associates. Local policeman Detective Inspector Richard
Boyles was another visitor.  Bennett  made no secret of his  financial
interest in The Wilderness – but in order, he maintained, to keep it as
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a community resource (he was originally one of the leaders of Friends
of  the  Wilderness,  a  group  also  concerned  with  the  future  of  the
centre). DI Boyles’s interest in the centre was noted by  The Guardian
when its reporter visited the site in February 2012 and interpreted it as
part of a larger local expression of support. 

“Farmers  and  residents  have  delivered  supplies  and  good  wishes,”
reported  the  paper..  “Even  the  police  have  been  friendly,  perhaps
because they too have suffered cuts.”

While county council officers, who twice delayed the sale of the site,
saw no problems in the Protect the Wilderness group, council leader
Councillor Mark Hawthorne was rather more hostile. 

“I  doubt  whether  these  people  who  have  occupied  some  of  the
buildings on site are local or have the interests of the centre at heart,”
he said.

“Unfortunately,  this  now means that  council  taxpayers  will  have to
foot the bill for any additional security that is needed and for hefty
legal costs if we have to go through the courts to get them to leave the
site.”

In March 2012 the council agreed to sell the centre to the Friends of
the  Wilderness  group  after  Brian  Bennett  and  fellow  businessman
John Thurston, chairman of Watts Group, were understood to have
pledged “six-figure sums” to the campaign group.

On April 19 2012, the dozen-strong Protect the Wilderness group was
forcibly  evicted  in  a  major  police  operation,  since  when,  it  was
claimed, it cost Gloucestershire County Council £3,000 per week to
pay for security at the site. – costs described by The Wilderness Project
as “unbelievable”, pointing out that the £150,000 a year could have
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enabled them to continue the service the Centre had been providing
before.

Police  officers  and  court  bailiffs  carried  out  the  eviction  warrant,
which had been granted by a judge the previous month but appealed
against  by  the  campaigners,  whereupon  the  eviction  was  delayed.
However the original decision was then upheld by a judge in Bristol.

Thom Forester,  spokesman for  Protect  the Wilderness,  said he was
“shocked” at the eviction. “About 5:30 this morning around 40 police
with  dogs,  as  well  as  private  security  guards  and  bailiffs,  smashed
through the door of the Wilderness Centre and forcibly evicted the
members of the Protect the Wilderness trust.

“What has happened today is unlawful and as far as we are concerned
the legal case is still ongoing.” Mr Forester said the council had not
served any notice of the eviction and the campaigners would continue
their fight.

The county council decided to sell the centre to the highest bidder. In
May  2014  the  “former  Manor  House  with  5  additional  buildings
totalling  some  1,455  sq  m  (15,664  sq  ft)  of  accommodation  all
situated within 12.5ha (30 acres) of grass and woodland” (according to
estate agents Bruton Knowles) went up for sale by informal tender. 

The Friends of the Wilderness set up a Community Interest Company
and were, they thought, in the final stages of negotiations with the
county council to restore the centre to its original purpose. But at the
end of July the council announced it had sold it to a higher bidder,
Dr Daniel Sturdy, whose family has been involved in education for 38
years  and  who  is  also  a  businessman  –  he  also  runs  a  couple  of
Cambridge cyber-cafes and an estate agent, for example.
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“I’ve lived in Gloucestershire with my family for more than three years
now and I’ve always known that the Wilderness Centre is something
very  special,”  Dr  Sturdy  said.  “It  can’t  be  bettered  as  a  site  and
introducing children to the natural world is extremely important.

“Education  has  always  been  a  big  part  of  my  life.  As  well  as  this
beautiful building in the Forest of Dean, I’ve also opened a special
school  for  children  with  dyslexia  in  Bedfordshire  and  an  outdoor
education centre just outside Cambridge.”

Dr Daniel Sturdy said he was keen for the Wilderness Centre to be
put to good use as soon as possible. He and his sister are directors of
the independent day school, Cambridge International School, and its
associated educational enterprises.

The Wilderness and its educational role, it appeared, had been neatly
removed from public ownership to private.

But  meanwhile  the  Protect  the  Wilderness  activists,  having  been
forcibly evicted to clear the way for the disposal of the centre and its
transfer to private ownership, had moved on to another derelict site
on the other side of the Forest of Dean. Yorkley Court Farm was an
estate  whose  owner  was  apparently  not  known,  although  it  should
have been descendants of Samuel Cholditch, who had acquired the
farm a century before but whose family had subsequently leased it to a
succession of tenant farmers. 

And so on June 6 2012 a dozen or so eco-farmers settled a small area
of unused scrubland on Yorkley Court Farm dubbed “The Strip”.
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PART ONE
A long history
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orkley has never been a large or important place but it does
have a  history  –  a  history  stretching back  to  the  prehistoric
settlement of what we now call The Forest of Dean. Y

Look out from Yorkley Court Farm and you see the land dropping
down to the south and west,  towards the magnificent River Severn.
The first explorer-settlers would have sailed up the Severn and their
first landing places would have been where we can see from the farm,
the Severn’s north bank from Lydney down to Chepstow. Historians
believe that Lydney Pill was where most prehistoric immigrants first
landed and looked up to the hills of Dean and started climbing – in
this case, up what is now the still steep Primrose Hill to Allaston and
on to Yorkley. Mesolithic and Neolithic flints have been found next to
Yorkley Court at nearby Little Allaston and Soilwell. 

The so-called Dean Road, possibly based on a prehistoric route and
almost certainly a later vital Roman route, runs through Yorkley en
route  from  Lydney  to  Ariconium,  near  Weston-under-Penyard.  Its
route can still be traced almost alongside what is now Yorkley Court
Farm. 

These early first-known inhabitants of what we now call Yorkley Court
probably did little other than occupy the land, even settled it. They did
not possess it and certainly did not own it, for the idea of ownership
as we know it did not exist. They occupied, they stewarded, they lived
off the land.

Two thousand  years  ago  the  Romans  arrived here  as  part  of  their
conquest  of  Britain,  their  aim  to  control  and  settle  their  new
territories.  Hereabouts  they  apparently  met  with  strong  opposition
from local  established  Iron  Age  tribes,  perhaps  part  of  the  Silures
confederation, who continued a guerrilla war against the invaders –
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maybe with Yorkley a strategic stronghold. We are, as ever in history,
in  a  no-man’s  land  here,  lying  not  so  much  between  Wales  and
England as between the territories of  the Silures  and the Dobunni
(part  of  the  old  Yorkley  Manor  was  called  Bunny’s  Wood  and  a
somewhat fanciful local tradition has it that this is where the Dobunni
were based during their military campaign against the Romans!).

Some  Romans  stayed,  made  peace  with  the  native  Britons,
intermarried and built villas and temples like the uniquely dedicated
one to Nodens, near Lydney, probably a pre-Roman pagan site, as a
Romano-British  culture  evolved.  Recent  archaeological  research  has
revealed  Roman  “fortlets”  around  Yorkley,  including  one  in  the
Kidnalls, the old woodland still to be found next to Yorkley Court.
Among the other Roman archaeological finds locally, a Roman hoard
has recently been unearthed on Yorkley Court Farm itself, 850 bronze
and copper coins and jewellery from the 4th century. It is now in the
Dean Heritage Centre.

This significant find (by the local metal-detector group invited on to
the farm) confirms a long-term Romano-British occupation of what is
now Yorkley Court Farm, possibly the existence here of a villa owned
by a noble who buried his wealth as the Romans were retreating from
Britain and the Saxons were coming. Other coin hoards found in the
vicinity also suggest similar scenarios – some 3,000 coins and seven
silver objects found very close at Oldcroft have been attributed to a
British noble’s  hurried departure as part  of  Constantius’s  purge of
around AD353 which followed Magnentius’s revolt. The precise site of
the Yorkley  Court  discovery  is  secret,  although the information we
have is that it was at the top of the estate, near the farmhouse, and so
if the hole-in-the-ground safe deposit was part of a villa complex the
occupants would have been in a good position to see any barbarian
hordes invading from the Severn. 
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Yorkley grew from a clearing in the woods (the clue being in the –ley)
to a small settlement and is recorded as Arkley to Yarkley or Zerkley
and so on to Yorkley. No one can say for sure where Arkley comes
from etymologically, but it could be the same root as Uriconium, a
Roman settlement name, maybe based on the old native word for a
yew tree, or Ariconium, the Roman town to which the Dean Road
leads, or Archenfield, the old name for the borderland along the Wye,
which may get its name from Ariconium.  

In fact what is now Yorkley Court Farm was probably where Yorkley
started, settled by those stone-age tribes who would have appreciated
the strategic  site  on the hilltop.  The subsequent  Iron Age peoples,
then conquering  Romans  and their  invading and occupying Saxon
successors  would  have  also  seen  the  advantages.  By  the  time  the
Normans arrived this hilltop estate would have been established as a
manor, with the Dean Road more or less its eastern boundary.   
 
The Domesday Book in 1086 is  famous for  recording William the
Conqueror’s kingdom in some detail – but purely in terms of land
ownership,  rather than geography or demographics or culture. And
the king declared that he ultimately owned all the land himself. It set
the example British history was to follow: the important thing was
land ownership.

Hereabouts it was to be a little more complicated. The Forest of Dean
was not then formally delineated and its name is first recorded only in
1080.  It  was  simply  a  wooded  region  of  not  Gloucestershire  but
Herefordshire,  and then only the western part of a  huge tract that
stretched from the Wye across the Malverns to the Wyre Forest. 

And we must remember that the very word “forest” didn’t just mean
woodland  –  it  was  specifically  dense  woodland  for  the  use  of  the
Crown – a legal point reinforced by the Normans. 
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A thousand years ago, as today, the southern limit of what became the
Forest of Dean was somewhere around Yorkley. To the south-east, just
outside the Forest, was Allaston, the  –ton revealing it to be a Saxon
settlement.  It  was  in  the  Hundred  of  Bledisloe  and partly  owned,
surprisingly,  by  Siward,  the  Danish  earl  of  Northumberland.
(“Hundred”  is  an  old  English  division  of  land  within  counties,  a
system introduced by the Saxons.)

Allaston Meend (along with Little Allston and Allaston Court) is still
the name of the settlement along the Yorkley-Lydney road just below
Yorkley  Court,  through  which  runs  that  old  Dean  Road  near  its
junction with the via Julia (or A48, as it’s known today). Just to the
west is Ten Acre Wood, an extension of The Kidnalls, the woodland
that is a semi-detached part of today’s Statutory Forest.

“Meend”  signifies  a  large  area  of  waste  on  the  borders  adjoining
manorial lands, used by locals for commoning their animals; it is a
familiar place-name in the Forest of Dean, showing the area’s medieval
origins. Allaston Meend originally extended down to Newerne (then
separate  from Lydney)  and Allaston  Meend Common bordered on
Yorkley Court. 

Most of the Forest of Dean was to be in the Hundred of St Briavels, to
a great extent coterminous with the Forest of Dean itself; but in 1000,
and indeed in 1086, the year of Domesday, there was no St Briavels
Hundred – it was first recorded in 1220, although probably created
from various other hundreds by 1150.

Leaping ahead briefly,  what we now think of as Yorkley, the village
itself,  didn’t  really  develop  until  the  eighteenth  and  nineteenth
centuries, when coal mines attracted workers and the Bailey crossroads
became the  centre  of  the  village.  Before  then the iron  industry  in
Parkend had led to some cottages being built along the Parkend Road
and also inside the Forest of Dean boundary – illegal “cabins” that
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incurred the wrath of the authorities, since the Crown did not permit
such incursions or encroachments.

In that time of expansion Yorkley got the nickname of “Starvecrow” –
a name to be found elsewhere (Paul McCartney lived by such in Kent)
graphically  indicating  unproductive  land,  presumably  meaning  that
most of the land up on the hill was not conducive to seed-planting.
But a thousand years ago, this tract of land, on the ridge where the
land  slopes  down  towards  the  Severn,  was  strategically  important
enough  for  it  to  be  a  valuable  asset  in  a  time when property  was
wealth.

Yorkley  Manor,  to  become  Yorkley  Court  (the  eastern  part  of  the
Manor having been sold off as a separate property, Badamsfield) is,
then,  a  hugely  important  part  of  our  heritage.  It  has  been
continuously occupied for millennia, farming land, but land owned by
the rich and powerful not for the crops it yielded or the grazing it
provided but simply for its financial and political value. It did not even
provide a home for most of its owners over the last thousand years.
But it is special, offering a site that tells the history of land use ever
since prehistoric people arrived here.

We  might  expect  this  precious  heritage  to  be  celebrated  by  those
interested  in  human  geography  and  the  environment,  like  local
government planners, and we might expect them to protect it. In fact
the planners seem to know nothing about it and care even less.  In
2014, the millennia-old history of what is now Yorkley Court Farm was
presented to the chief planning officer prior to the discussion on the
current  farmers’  application  to  create  low-impact  housing  to
accommodate its workers and so continue the tradition of farming.
The document was not even acknowledged and that rich history and
invaluable heritage was not even considered.  
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Lords of the Manor

he Adams family is one the most famous in America – they
produced a remarkable dynasty of politicians in the first years
of  the  United  States’  history.  Sam  Adams  was  the

revolutionary republican instigator of the infamous 1773 Boston Tea
Party  that  sparked  off  the  War  of  Independence.  Other  American
Adamses,  like  sixth  American  President  John  Quincy  Adams  and
statesman Charles Francis Adams, also made their mark. But it was
John  Adams  who  was  even  more  of  a  major  figure:  the  second
President of the United States,  following George Washington, from
1779-1781.

T

President John Adams (1735-1826) was the son of a third-generation
farmer  and  deacon  from  Braintree,  Massachussets,  whose  ancestor
Henry Adams was one of the Puritans who in the 1630s fled Catholic
Britain.  Only  ten  years  after  the  Pilgrim  Fathers  sailed  in  the
Mayflower to New England, Henry Adams had left Devon with his
eight  sons  to  help  set  up  the  Bay  Colony  under  Governor  John
Winthrop. The aim with those early colonisers was partly to escape
persecution – and partly to make an early claim for all that land and
its  produce  in  the  New  World  through  new  commercial  stock
companies  like  the  London  Company,  which  owned  and  ran  the
Virginia colony, or (as in Henry Adams’s case) the Massachusetts Bay
Company.

The white  settlers  saw it  as  unowned territory  –  as  indeed it  was,
according  to  their  concept  of  land  ownership.  The  indigenous
Americans tribes who inhabited the land felt differently. 
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Henry, John Adams’s great-great-grandfather, was the son of William
Adams of Shropshire and a sixteenth-generation descendant of one
Baron John ap Adam of Betesle, afterwards Lord Beverstone (ap being
Welsh for “son of”, ap Adam became the anglicised “Adams” in the
seventh generation after John).

This John ap Adam was born around 1263 in Cary, Somerset, but the
family  were  Marcher  Lords  –  those  land-grabbing  barons  of  the
borderland between Wales and England. His father was Reynald (or
Reginald or Raymulk) ap Adam, Lord of Allt-y-bella and Llanbadog,
and of Penyard Regis in Herefordshire, and his mother was Joan de
Knoville, from whom came the manor of Penyard. 

By  1291  John  ap  Adam  had  married  the  rich  Lady  Elizabeth  de
Gourney and their joint wealth – measured,  of course,  in land, its
produce and the rents paid for it – was considerable. One of Lord
John ap Adam’s possessions was a small estate in the hamlet of Betesle
–  now Beachley,  by  Tidenham.  It  was  also  his  home –  most  land
ownership not being about somewhere to live, of course, but about
wealth and power. John and Elizabeth’s home in Beachley is what has
been known for centuries now as Badams Court, then a modest 325-
acre  mesne  Manor.  The  avaricious  Marcher  Lords,  however,  were
rarely content with just one manor. The ap Adams also owned, for
example, the manor of Purton (the one on this side of the Severn,
near  Gatcombe)  and  for  decades  the  ap  Adam  family  and  the
Berkeleys  between  them  more  or  less  governed  either  side  of  the
Severn,  with  great  tracts  of  land  passing  between  the  influential
landowners.

Among  John ap Adams’s  other  estates  was  the  land he  owned  in
Yorkley – Yorkley Manor, the land now lying either side of the Lydney
road. By the end of the fourteenth century the manorial estate had
been divided into Yorkley Court and Badhamsfield.
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For the vast majority of the population, those who did not possess
land, the ownership of such estates was an irrelevance. The owners
were, after all, rarely if ever actually there occupying the land, much
less working it. Land for them was simply a commodity to be bought
and sold: it was a measure of wealth and power. If the ap Adams lived
at  Beachley,  the  Yorkley  manor  was  merely  part  of  the  family’s
property  portfolio  –  and  so  it  continued  as  the  ap  Adams  and
Berkeleys gave way to new rich families for whom the land was simply
a source of revenue.
 
At the time of John ap Adam’s death his first son and heir, Thomas,
was  still  a  minor  and  there  was  the  inevitable  jostling  among  the
barons  to  “look  after”  the  estate.  By  1330  Thomas  ap  Adam had
hardly any of the land that had made his parents so rich. The Manors
of Purton and Yorkley by 1346 were owned by Thomas, Lord Berkeley
in a typical piece of medieval negotiation. 

From then  the  ap  Adam family  were  no  longer  Lords  of  Yorkley
Manor – which was, after all, only a rather minor piece of property.
The ap Adams were to move on to bigger aspirations – like colonising
the New World. 

*   *   *   *   *

During the first part of the fourteenth century some at least of Yorkley
Manor was worked as a demesne farm under the feudal  system. In
1346, for example, we know that 116 acres of corn were reaped and
there was a small stock of animals, including a herd of 48 goats whose
milk  was  sold.  There  was  possibly  a  dwelling  and  certainly  farm
buildings,  including a  dovecote.  The estate  seems not  to  have  had
customary tenants at the time.  Four men worked two plough-teams
and a cowherd and goatherd were also employed, harvest  work was
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done mainly by hired labour and the manor’s owner Lord Berkeley’s
tenants from across the Severn at Hinton used some of their day-work
owed by travelling over to Yorkley Manor. 

The Berkeleys eventually sold the manor.  The new owners were, of
course,  also  rich  landed  gentry.  Sir  John  Barre  was  born  in  1412,
knighted  in  1441/2,  MP  for  Herefordshire  1445-7  and  for
Gloucestershire  1450-1,  Herefordshire  again  in  1459,  sheriff  of
Herefordshire and the West Marches, 1454-5; his second wife Joan was
the  widow  of  Sir  Robert  Greyndore  (who  had  died  in  1443)  of
Clearwell Court.  

Most  of  the  Barres’  privileged  life  seems  to  have  been  spent  in
Herefordshire  and  so  they  again  probably  never  actually  occupied
Yorkley Manor – although it does seem as if by now there was a manor
house here.

But as ever the old Yorkley Manor was just a piece of property, an asset
in a bulging portfolio of another wealthy family.  In 1481 John and
Joan  Barre  conveyed  a  house  and  100  acres,  presumably  Yorkley
Court,  to  Thomas  Wall  and  other  lands,  which  included
Badhamsfield, to Thomas Kedgwin.

 

18



Profit becomes acceptable

o Yorkley Manor became Yorkley Court and Badhamsfield was
now a separate  property.  The word “court”  may refer  to the
existence  of  a  manorial  court  here,  but  from  the  sixteenth

century on it was used more loosely, albeit often for an old manor
house. The old feudal system was fading and being replaced with the
new capitalism, and with capitalism came a philosophy to justify the
change. It was still about power and property but these were based on
the  individual  rather  than  on  God  or  the  Crown  or  family.  An
individual, according to the new philosophy, could own land outright
– a radical shift. 

S

Land  was  henceforth  privatised,  commodified,  monetarised.  There
followed centuries of “enclosure” or privatisation of land, a period of
well-documented land-grabbing.

In the Forest of Dean this was especially important, partly because at
its heart was an area established as Crown property but also because it
was not just the land itself but often what was under the ground that
was valuable – iron, coal and stone. But the inhabitants of the Forest,
the freeminers, were to make history with the 1831 Dean Forest Riots,
to  an  extent  a  part  of  the  national  opposition  to  enclosures  but
specifically  opposition to the fences erected to prevent local  people
from “encroaching” and putting their animals to graze on Crown land.
(In  the  twenty-first  century,  ironically,  it  is  neither  the  mineral
resources  under  the  ground  nor  the  yield  of  crops  grown  in  the
ground that attracts the land speculators: it is “unused” land that can
be used to “plant” energy-generating technologies like wind turbines
and solar panels or build housing estates.) 
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For  many  years  the  owners  of  Yorkley  Court  were  the  Foleys,
ironmasters, whose generations of landowners yielded them fortunes
thanks to the rich ore beneath the surface. 
 
The  Foley  ironmaster  family  had  various  ironworks  locally.  While
ironmaster Paul Foley was active in the Forest, and not that far from
Yorkley, he again may have been simply the landowner rather than
occupier of Yorkley Court.  He took over his father's ironworks and
around the Forest  of Dean in the 1670s and continued them until
1685 when he let them to John Wheeler and Richard Avenant, who
had managed ironworks for his brother, Philip Foley. In 1692, the two
Foley brothers  entered into a partnership with these  managers and
John Wheeler's  brother,  Richard,  an  arrangement  that  lasted  until
after Paul's death. 

Paul Foley was a politically active character: elected MP for Hereford in
1679 and elected again for the same seat in 1689, he was imprisoned
at the time of the Rye House Plot and again during the Monmouth
Rebellion.  He  survived  the  political  shenanigans  and  was  elected
Speaker of the House of Commons in 1695, a post he held until his
death.

By  1693  Yorkley  Court  Farm was  owned  by  his  son  and  another
ironmaster, Thomas Foley, who was responsible for the original three-
storey  building  that  exists  today  (according  to  the  information
recording its Listed Building status). On his death it passed to his son
Thomas,  who in turn passed it on to his son Thomas, Lord Foley.
The Foley estates in the Forest (Yorkley Court Farm was but one) were
sold after his death.  

And around this time it is said that Yorkley Court took on a new role
– as a coaching inn. It lay, apparently, on the stagecoach route from
Lydney  up  Primrose  Hill  to  the  Severn  View  Inn,  then  across  to
Yorkley Court  and then along on to the small  but  growing village,
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possibly going down what is now Harvey’s Lane and across into Beech
Road, by the beech tree and the toll house and on to Ross-on-Wye. 

Certainly  at  the  end of  the  eighteenth  century  Yorkley  Court  was
known as a  social  centre for  the local  elite.  In the late  nineteenth
century Yorkley Court was still seen as the seat of the local “squire” as
the Vimpanys opened the house and grounds to the likes of Yorkley
choir and the Gilmores had a firework display.

It may be that is why, in the early nineteenth century, the farmhouse
was rebuilt. Then the owners were the Packers, local landowners, until
it went to Thomas Packer’s daughter Elizabeth, who in 1824 married
Samuel  Stephens  Cholditch,  son  of  John  and  Joanna  Cholditch.
Samuel and Elizabeth Cholditch’s daughter Elizabeth married Vincent
Davis and it was probably their son, Vincent Cholditch Davis, who
was the last confirmed owner of the estate in 1909; he died in 1938. 

Yorkley Court was being subsumed into the rapidly expanding Yorkley
village, the final link being formed in the middle of the nineteenth
century, when, in a move beloved of present-day developers, Samuel
Cholditch, still the owner of the old manor, cleared for development
an  area  of  woodland  to  the  north-west  known  as  Jones’s  Wood.
Within a decade, twenty small houses had been built and the middle-
class enclave of Yorkley Wood was created on the old manorial estate. 

At the same time a couple of buildings were transformed into Grove
Cottage,  renamed  Shaphouse  Cottages,  next  to  Shaphouse  Farm,
presumably  after  the  field  so  named  since  at  least  the  eighteenth
century and probably since the early seventeenth century, when sheep-
houses were scattered around the area. Shaphouse Farm subsequently
became an equestrian centre and is now a holiday condominium. 

And in the nineteenth century, as so many small coal mines started
covering  the  landscape  of  Yorkley,  inevitably  there  was  not  only  a
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Yorkley  Court  Colliery  –  worked  out  by  the  1880s  –  but  several
smaller pits scattered around the farm. Further towards Allaston, just
in  Ten  Acre  Wood,  was  another  pit,  Thomas’s  Level.  Mining  was
resurrected in the late 1960s when opencast mining scarred the old
Yorkley Manor. There is still evidence of coal mine shafts on the land.
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PART TWO

Modern times
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o the historical importance of the old Yorkley Manor is clear: it
is an essential part of our heritage. And at least its more recent
past was at last  recognised when in 1984 Yorkley Court and

some of Badhamsfield were designated Grade II Listed Buildings, and
were dated back to the seventeenth century. The Roman coin hoard
discovered here in 2012 is dated c350. 

S
The land itself has no such recognition, however, but it has been a site
of human occupation and development for at least one thousand years
– and probably for two thousand years or longer. And for much of
that time as a pawn in the game of rich man’s chess. 

The farm today is probably different in size to the original manor that
must  have  evolved  in  Saxon  and  medieval  times.  But  not  that
different:  the  road  that  marks  its  north-eastern  boundary,  Yorkley
Lane (aka the Lydney road),  has certainly been there for  centuries.
Yorkley Wood Road, the lane across the top of the farmland, close to
the land’s highest point (around 185m), leads off Yorkley Lane to what
was  for  many years  known (and still  is,  locally)  as  Shaphouse,  and
would have been a track to the sheep-rearing centre of the farm, the
area to the north of it being woodland until the settlement of Yorkley
Wood was created in the nineteenth century. The Kidnalls, an ancient
woodland,  marks  the  south-west  and  south  boundary,  and  its
extension,  Ten  Acre  Wood,  is  where  the  old  Yorkley  Manor  is
separated from Allaston  Meend,  adjoining what  was  once Allaston
manor.

Mankind has a history of treating the land in many different ways.
Over the ages, he has wanted to nurture it, tend it, glory in it, but he
has also wanted to order it, to make money from it, to exploit it. And
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there are several words that might describe the relationship between
the land and those who claim a connection with it. 

Some are words like  stewardship or  management or  custody, the idea of
looking  after,  nurturing,  tending,  or,  slightly  politically  loaded,
occupation: simply the act of being there – as with the early prehistoric
settlers,  for  example,  or  modern  activists.  Other  words  are  more
materialistic.
 
For example, control, deciding what happens on and to the land, such
as  operated by  the  Romans and their  successors;  ownership, a  later
concept that has developed and taken hold since Norman and feudal
times  –  ownership  being  normally  established  by  deeds  for  the
property; possession, having but not necessarily owning the land, these
days  very  much  a  legal  issue;  tenancy,  renting  the  land  from  the
established owner.

The legal question of land ownership is far from straightforward – and
to the  layman can  seem quite  odd,  in  many  ways  unethical,  even.
Absolute title is the most common form of proprietorship; possessory title
is quite rare, but is the term we encounter here. Possessory title can be
claimed  by  adverse  possession  or  whenever  a  title  cannot  be  proven
because the title deeds have been lost or destroyed.  

What surprises many is that adverse possession can be claimed by any
person who sees a piece of property that does not seem to be obviously
owned  by  anyone  –  and  it  becomes  owned  (the  “possessory”  title
becoming  “absolute”)  after  twelve  years.  Adverse  possession  is
commonly  known  as  squatting,  a  word  which  has  different
connotations  to  the  layman:  ironically  it  is  the  astute  solicitor  or
developer who claims adverse possession rather than homeless groups
who take over an empty property. 
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The land we now know as Yorkley Court Farm has been subjected to
all these systems. 

But from the beginning of the twentieth century the line of inheritance
or  ownership of Yorkley Court seems to have got confused, although
the  Cholditch  family  tree  has  been  recorded.  Their  reign  over  the
estate started, as we have seen, when Samuel Stephen Cholditch, born
in  1802  in  Newent,  in  1824  married  Elizabeth  Packer,  born  in
Littledean  in  1790 to  Thomas  and Sarah  Packer  whose  local  land-
ownings  had  included  Yorkley  Court  since  at  least  1806.  Thomas
Packer,  Gentleman,  of  Yorkley  Court  had died  before  Samuel  and
Elizabeth married. 

The surname Cholditch  ended with  Samuel,  however,  as  they  had
only  two  daughters  as  surviving  children  (a  son  died  in  infancy),
although Cholditch was continued as a middle name. The Cholditch
family,  which included Elizabeth (born in  1826)  and Sarah (1829),
both  born  here,  moved  to  Staffordshire,  where  the  family  settled
around Cannock Chase – an area not dissimilar to the Forest of Dean
in terms of industry. 

There, around 1850, Elizabeth married a local man, Vincent Davis,
and they had two children. Her sister Sarah in 1852 married another
local  man,  John  Jeffes  Sparham,  on  whose  death  (in  1882  in
Birkenhead)  she  moved  to  Gravesend,  where  their  only  daughter
Elisabeth Eleanor was living with her husband (and cousin) Arthur
William Sparham. Sarah died in August 1882 only three months after
her  husband.  Elizabeth  Cholditch  died  “after  a  long  and  painful
illness” in 1863, Samuel Cholditch in 1886, both at their home in
Brewood, Staffordshire.

As in previous times, it seems the landowner was not around much.
The Cholditches and their descendants the Davises, the Sparhams and
so on, became dispersed around the country – but none of them came
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back to their ancestral  home in the Forest  of  Dean. The farm was
tenanted, for example to Henry Hewlett for over twenty years, until
the 1860s, then the Vimpneys,  then for thirty years until the outbreak
of the Great War to Scottish-born Andrew Gilmour. 

Guilmour (or Gilmore), some believe, may have actually bought the
farm when it had come up for auction in 1891, though to date there is
no evidence of  this:  if  there  were,  then the question of  ownership
would be very different. 

Between the wars the tenant was Ernest Liddington, still remembered
by older Yorkley and Pillowell residents, and the Liddingtons owned
quite a bit of land locally. They were followed by the James family as
tenants.  Alice  James  continued  as  tenant  when  she  married  Joe
McBride.

But from the nineteenth century the absentee landlords, the owners,
were descendants of the Cholditch family. 

Samuel’s  will,  and any trust outlined, have apparently gone missing
and so we do not know the role of any such trust – whether it was
responsible simply for the management of the estate or actually had
ownership… or whether it ever existed. 

One Roderic Ernest Painter of Bristol solicitors Cooke Painter & Co,
according  to  his  associate  Michael  Barnard  had  become  the  sole
solicitor  trustee  of  Yorkley  Court  Estate  “through  a  chain  of
Executorships going back to the 19th century”, a phrase repeated by his
successors but never actually authenticated. 

In  1967  Cooke  Painter  &  Co  had  advertised  for  descendants  of
Samuel and Elizabeth Cholditch (then seen as the last known owners)
to  come  forward,  a  plea  to  which  we  do  not  have  the  response
recorded – or the reason for the advertisement, although it may have
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been prompted by a request from the then current tenants, the James
family,  to  buy  the  property.  (The  tenants  made  further  continual
efforts to buy the farm until they relinquished the tenancy in 2004,
but the solicitors were unable or unwilling to expedite the sale.) 

In 1968, the year after the desultory search for Cholditch descendants,
Cooke Painter merged with Michael Barnard’s firm and Barnard took
over  administrative  responsibility  of  Yorkley  Court  from  Painter,
during  which  time,  he  claimed  in  writing,  he  had  cause  to  “look
through the deeds relating to Yorkley Court”. 

In 1982 Barnard left Cooke Painter to form Barnard & Co and in
1986 he and fellow solicitor Richard Tolson (also formerly of Cooke
Painter, then of Barnard & Co) were granted probate of Painter’s will
and as a  consequence became self-proclaimed “solicitor trustees”  of
the estate. 

* * * * *

When the last  occupiers,  Joe  McBride  and his  wife  Alice,  in  1979
again asked about buying the farm, they had to make their enquiry not
directly  to  the  anonymous  owners  who had succeeded the  original
Cholditches,  nor  to  any  putative  Yorkley  Court  Trust,  but  to  the
solicitors  to  whom they  had been  paying  the  rent.  As  regards  the
extent of the farmland, Michael Barnard told the McBrides that he
could find “no useful plan on any of the deeds, although they stretch
back to the eighteenth century”. 

These were the deeds he had consulted in 1968 but bizarrely, twenty-
odd years later when the question of ownership was again raised, Mr
Barnard was to deny ever seeing those deeds which stretched back to
the eighteenth century; he later said he must have forgotten seeing
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them. After a fruitless search he declared them lost or destroyed while
in his possession – a rather careless oversight, especially for a solicitor,
you might think. 

Strangely,  the  respected  “official”  history  of  Gloucestershire,  the
Victoria  County  History,  published  in  1996,  records  that  in  1992
(presumably when the research was done) the estate was “owned and
farmed by Mrs A J McBride”. Perhaps it was this surprising entry in
what  is  known  and  respected  as  the  “bible”  of  local  history  that
prompted Mr Barnard, in the following year, 1997, to himself check
on the ownership of the Yorkley Court estate. 

“P A Sparaham [sic] and M R Ackland and his sister would appear to
be linear  descendants”  of  Samuel  Cholditch,  the Treasury  Solicitor
informed Mr Barnard. “Unless the researches have indicated that they
have all died they would all appear to be entitled in priority to the
Crown.” The accuracy of this information (the name was Sparham not
Sparaham)  may  not  be  correct  but  Barnard  was  being  told  that
descendants of the Cholditch family were the legal owners of Yorkley
Court  Farm  –  not  any  trust  and  not  the  Crown.  Paul  Andrew
Sparham (who was born in 1967) and Mark R Ackland (born in 1964)
had prior claims.

Joe McBride reluctantly left the farm in 2004, but other users of the
farm – farmers using land for grazing, a beekeeper and dog-trainers –
stayed.  With  the  McBrides’  departure,  the  mysterious,  perhaps
mythical, Yorkley Court Estate Trust was reduced to the two solicitors.
In August 2004, Barnard and Tolson delegated the management of
the now-tenantless estate to Hamilton’s Chartered Surveyors.

Two years later, in 2006, Barnard applied for planning permission to
develop the farmhouse and nearby barns,  with the idea of  turning
them into bed and breakfast accommodation. It was granted but the
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solicitors did not have and could not find the necessary finances to
proceed with the development.

The Barnard-Tolson partnership at this point allegedly responsible for
administering the estate crumbled when in March 2010 Barnard, after
being investigated by the Solicitors Regulatory Authority, was declared
bankrupt and left the country to settle in Portugal, although it took
him three more years to retire officially as a solicitor trustee of the
estate  –  which  he  did  in  July  2013.  Richard  Tolson  (now  back  at
Cooke Painter as a consultant) then assumed the absolute title to the
estate, the actual inheritors of the estate (as identified to Mr Barnard)
seemingly having dropped out of sight altogether. 

When on  June  6  2012 that  group from the  Wilderness  moved  to
Yorkley Court Farm, they found what was by now 180 acres of once a
mainly dairy farm, the decrepit three-storey farmhouse and barns, a
dilapidated old cottage, another barn and a well, an area near the road
that still bore the scars of opencast mining and two Nissen huts used
by the Ministry of Defence when combining land reclamation from
the opencast mining with military exercises and vehicle maintenance
and repair (it was known locally as “the army camp”). The relatively
small area they occupied was dubbed, predictably, “The Strip”. 

The settlers immediately started clearing undergrowth and briar and
planting vegetable gardens. 

In  the  absence  of  an  identified  agreed  owner,  Yorkley  Court
Community Farm Trust was formed, which assumed stewardship of
the land and granted the farmers’ co-operative licence to manage the
farm “according to the principle of agro-ecology” until such time as
the legal owners could be found.

Meanwhile, Tolson in 2010 had employed a local land agent, Barry
Hutchinson,  to  act  on  his  behalf;  Hutchinson  was  the  director  of
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Hamiltons,  the  chartered  surveyors  who  already  had  been  given
responsibility for the management of the estate. Hutchinson boarded
up the windows of the farmhouse. 

Barry  Karl  Hutchinson  has  been around the  Forest  of  Dean for  a
while.  But, born in 1975, he was raised on the 40,000-acre estate of
the then Lord Leverhulme at Badenloch in Scotland, where both he
and his father worked. Originally married to farmer, Alison Jane, but
now with a new partner, he currently lives in a large farmhouse in St
Briavels. He is boss of not only Hamilton Chartered Surveyors, but of
the larger umbrella company set up in 2011 called Land Agents Ltd.
This, his publicity informs us, offers “an opportunity for investors to
reap exclusive taxation advantages as well as a commercial return from
the  activities  of  the  Company”  where  Hutchinson  “has  brought
together  his  passions  and  profession  to  create  a  web  of  related
enterprises,  all  of  which  have  a  distinctive  brand and purpose  but
underpinned by common ethics and beliefs”.

Those “passions” involve so-called countryside sports, evidenced in his
publishing project  The Ruralist,  founded in 2010 with ex-rugby star
Phil Vickery, where he and photographer Guy Woodland’s aim was to
focus  on  stalking,  shooting,  fishing  and  estate  management  “to
celebrate and commemorate the UK’s hugely popular field sports and
activities  that  are  regarded  as  essential  parts  of  the  great  British
countryside traditions and integral to the life of rural communities” –
although to  date  it  seems  no actual  publication has  appeared.  His
company Brynovation (with Gillian Evans) trains gun dogs – retrievers
& spaniels.

What of the other companies of which he is director? Receptus Rural
& Agricultural  Receivership Consultancy claims to be the first  and
only professional practice in England and Wales specialising in rural,
agricultural  and  related  industry  “receivership  issues”;  Daireactive
provides a full business management and consultative service to the
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dairy  industry;  LandComp specialises  in professional  representation
and  “securing  the  best  financial compensation  arising  from  the
disturbance to landowners and their land, by statutory authorities”;
the  newest,  The  Estate  Office,  offers  “bespoke  rural  estate
management services to discerning clients”.

At Yorkley Court, Barry Hutchinson was to express his declarations of
love of the countryside by getting a reputation for repeated abuse and
violence against the land.

* * * * *

Also  in  2010,  local  archivist  and  historian  Averil  Kear  was
commissioned to research the whole estate on behalf of the “solicitor
trustee”  Tolson.  It  took  her  three  years  and  she  concluded  that
“categorically” the farm and house had been tenanted for the previous
100 years or more “and although descendants of the last known owner
have been found (none living in Gloucestershire) they cannot, at this
time, definitely be proved to be beneficiaries of the estate”. That was
in 2013, when Richard Tolson claimed “Possessory Title” to Yorkley
Court Farm at the Land Registry, a claim immediately challenged by
the farmers occupying part of the farm, now calling themselves Yorkley
Court Community Farm Land Trust.

It would seem until Averil Kear was commissioned to research this no
one had seriously investigated who actually owned the land – although
the James family had drawn up a tentative family tree and wondered to
whom they were regularly paying the rent. Their cheques were made
out not to Yorkley Court Farm Estate Trust but to Michael Barnard. 

These solicitors had advertised for Cholditch family descendants but
had also been informed by the Treasury Solicitor that descendants did
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exist and were the heirs to the estate, but neither initiative seems to
have persuaded the solicitors that they should complete their duties as
executors of Painters’ will and had no right to the land.

Averil  Kear’s  researches  were not  made available  to anyone beyond
Richard  Tolson,  and  so  the  community  farmers  hired  their  own
genealogist, Gail Stacey, who produced a complex family tree with a
list  of sixteen descendants of Samuel and Elizabeth Cholditch. The
farmers  wrote  to  each  of  them in  an  attempt  to  identify  the  legal
owner of Yorkley Court Farm estate. Several replied and since have
taken an active interest in the farm, with a group representing several
Cholditch family descendants spending a day there in November 2014
and another in February. Furious that solicitor Richard Tolson had
suggested that they apparently did not exist and had failed his duties
as executor for 28 years, they contacted the Land Registry to point out
their claims to the estate (whereupon Tolson responded by demanding
proof of their descendancy, which they then supplied).

That ownership question, of course, was always, and remained crucial,
to the story of Yorkley Court and was to continue…  
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Occupation by new settlers

he back gate of Andrew Darke’s garden in Yorkley Wood is
across the lane from the stile where a footpath runs across
Yorkley  Court  Farm,  and  Mr  Darke  has  walked  that  path

regularly since he moved to Yorkley some thirty years ago. There are in
fact five public right-of-way footpaths across the farm.

T
After the McBrides left in 2004 Darke noticed a marked deterioration
in  the  farm,  despite  Tolson  having  appointed  land  agent  Barry
Hutchinson to manage the property.

“A year or so after Joe and Alice left the farm in 2004 I became a little
concerned about what was going to happen to it and the farmhouse
particularly as the front door was open. There was increasingly an air
of neglect with only a local farmer using some of the fields for grazing
and hay-making.

“I witnessed the damage to wildlife habitat by operators engaged by
Barry Hutchinson,” records Darke. “They were flailing about 40 acres
of the lower overgrown fields during birds’ nesting time, so I asked
them to stop. I alerted Natural England to this and they came out to
discuss this and warn Hutchinson that this is a prosecutable offence.” 

Darke has this fully documented with emails and photographs.

“Hutchinson  also  began  a  policy  of  being  rude  and  intimidating
towards local residents who walked their dogs over the farm, saying
they  had  no  right  to  be  on  the  farm.  This  regime  under  his
management was a far cry from the benign tenure of the McBrides
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and was very depressing to me and other local people who were used
to being able to walk their dogs and watch wildlife on the farm.”

That was besides the neglect of the farmhouse, a listed building which
demanded care and attention, Darke points out.

“For two or three years after the McBrides left, the front door of the
house was open. After that it was shut but may have jammed because
of it swelling with damp. The house was accessible at the back also but
then after a while that door became locked or jammed but even then
there looked to be a window which could be easily entered. After five
or  six  years  both  front  and  back  became  totally  overgrown  with
brambles, making the house pretty inaccessible.  

“In 2010 it was clear a new regime was in place with Hutchinson more
in charge and the meadows being ploughed and spread with weed-
killers,  pesticides and fertilisers.  Some fields were being let  to local
farming contractors and about two thirds of the farm is now under an
intensive agriculture system.” 

But Darke then saw signs of hope.

“The declining situation at the farm since the McBrides left has been
suddenly and delightfully reversed by the presence of the sustainable
farmers and their hard, physical work establishing animal husbandry
and organic farming techniques on the lower part of the farm. Their
vision that the farm could ultimately be open to all local people and
used to train others in fully sustainable farming methods is positively
inspiring.” 

And it is true: when the community farm group came in 2012 they
had an agenda. 
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“We aim to develop a working and educational sustainable farm – a
hub  for  skill  sharing  around  small  scale  sustainable  farming  and
forestry practices.,” they declared. “We promote the use of natural and
traditional  farming methods rather  than chemicals,  to  improve  soil
health and wildlife habitats.”

Within  a  surprisingly  short  time  they  had  achieved  some  of  their
objectives: “The farm has become a rural enterprise incubator – the
Forest of Dean Food Hub, our laying hens and our fruit and vegetable
gardens have started to supply high quality local food at affordable
prices.  Our woodland crafts  and herb-growing  businesses  have  also
started  trading.  By  creating  enterprises  within  the  Forest  we  are
reversing the trend of people commuting out of the district for work.”

They encouraged more people from Yorkley and the surrounding areas
to  become  involved  with  the  farm  project  and  held  community
gardening days on Sundays, where people of all ages and backgrounds
worked together growing food. A local firewood consumer co-operative
had been cutting their firewood on the farm. 

A number of courses were running on the farm, teaching people to
build solar panels, highly efficient wood stoves and about sustainable
farming methods and they had planned more courses. 

One visitor,  a  professional  photographer,  described it  in  an online
blog: “Over the last two years structures grew, adapted and sometimes
disappeared.  Problems  were  explored,  solutions  were  discovered.
Mistakes  were  made  and  learned.  Workshops,  work  days  and  film
screenings were run and connections made with the local population.
Animals and new people gradually joined the community. And in the
back of all of this birds sang, the trees rustled in the wind, the moon
waxed and waned, the sun rose and fell.”
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She revisited the farm in 2014: “When I last visited Yorkley Court the
kitchen was warm and cosy with a big wood-burning stove. The solar-
powered pump and filter were providing drinking water on tap. Plants
were flourishing in  the  poly-tunnel  and in  numerous  little  gardens
across the site. A community garden was being developed in the top
field where the pigs were enjoying their new, improved pig-pen. The
chickens were looking fat  and providing lots of eggs.  Willow fences
marked out paths between the unique and beautiful structures that
many of the community had built for themselves as their homes. The
farmhouse no longer felt like a dead abandoned thing. The overgrown
fields were being cropped by the goats and the horses.  A carpentry
workshop had been set up behind the barn, an office on the top floor
of the farmhouse. A number of the residents have become skilled at
making their own tool handles and fence posts…”

There  were,  of  course,  worries  among  the  more  conservative
neighbours  –  essentially  that  Yorkley  Court  Farm would become a
permanent  travellers’  site.  Gatherings  organised  there  attracted
activists and environmentalists from all over Europe who came to hear
about this experiment in ethical farming, gatherings which could easily
become events that looked to some like “raves” or worse. But, sensitive
to  the  unhelpful  image  created  by  these  gatherings,  the  farm
community started concentrating more on their core activity: creating
a productive farm. 

Nothing really, then, to frighten the authorities, you might think.

* * * * *

In fact the farmers initially got support from the most unlikely sources:
property  developer  Brian  Bennett,  for  example,  who  had  also
professed  support  for  The  Wilderness  protests.  Again,  he  brought

37



along some wine and talked to the farmers. He promised materials
and solar panels to help them get set up. He provided the machinery
to  remove  rubble  dumped  near  the  gate  and  left  it  on  the  hard
standing  where  the  farmers  were  based.  Ironically,  some  people
thought the farmers were working for Bennett. 

But  the  farmers’  arrival  was  controversial.  These  were  agricultural
workers not in the mould of the McBrides or the Jameses or their
predecessors, and certainly not with the same motives as the Foleys or
Berkeleys or ap Adamses. While there was, and is, no conformity of
views  and  quite  often  much  disagreement  about  some  issues,  the
members  of  the  community  were  and  are  committed,  motivated,
articulate,  with  a  clear  shared  vision  of  their  objectives.  And,
essentially,  their  presence  threatened  no  one  locally.  But  ranged
against  them from the  start  were  those  with  financial  or  different
ideological aims –  profit, gain or even simply wanting to preserve the
status quo and oppose change.

In  brief,  those  who  had  been  benefiting  from  the  rather  obscure
ownership  confusions  –  the  solicitors  and  their  agents  –  were  the
obvious (but not the only) enemies. There was no evidence that the
rents paid by tenant farmers had got beyond the accounts of Barnard
and Tolson; and with no obvious owner they were in a position to
claim  ownership  themselves.  After  being  investigated  by  his
professional association, Barnard  handed over the responsibilities to
his colleague Tolson. 

Their land agent, Barry Hutchinson, accepted his responsibilities with
enthusiasm and vigour. 

Tolson moved quickly for a solicitor. He registered alleged possession
of the land in March 2013 (to be challenged by both the occupying
farmers but also the Cholditch family descendants) but before it was
resolved he allegedly sold it to local property developer Brian “Rocco”
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Bennett, who immediately stated his intention to put in a planning
application to build a solar farm on the site.  Few doubted that an
application to build a large housing estate would follow. 

But first Bennett had to get rid of the community who were occupying
“The Strip” and starting to clean up the farmhouse, which was too
damp to live in. The routes to eviction of these troublesome idealists
were twofold: they could be seen as trespassers, illegally occupying land
that  was  not  theirs,  or  they  could  be  sent  packing  by  the  local
authority on the grounds of not having proper planning permission to
be there. As it happened the two routes became intertwined. 
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The Battle of Yorkley Court

hen on  July  3  2013 Michael  Barnard,  three  years  after
being declared bankrupt, retired as solicitor trustee of the
unrecorded Yorkley Court Estate, his erstwhile colleague

Richard  Tolson  was  to  claim  sole  “absolute  title”.  Barnard’s  role
remains  unclear  and  attempts  to  check  anything  out  have  been
hampered by the removal from Google of all references to Barnard,
including the results of the SRA enquiry into his practice (although he
is included on the website Solicitors from Hell!). 

W

The actual legal position about ownership became muddier. Initially
Barnard claimed to be the successor to the so-say Yorkley Court Farm
Trust, which held the deeds and therefore the rights of possession. In
fact Barnard claimed to have the deeds to the farm – but then not to
have them, then to have forgotten ever seeing them and after a search
declared them lost or destroyed while in his possession. 

The Land Registry, the official body with whom claims of ownership
have to be lodged and accepted, were reminded by the newly-formed
farm support group that the deeds would have been required for the
potential sale of Yorkley Court Farm to Joe and Alice McBride back in
the 1990s and also for the recent proposed land sale to neighbour
Steve Turley, and therefore to claim (under oath) the deeds have not
been “required for any purpose since 1979”, when Barnard last saw
them, was shown to be inaccurate. 

Land  agent  Barry  Hutchinson  had  become  very  active  since  his
appointment in 2010, from abusing people using the public footpaths
across  the  land  to  getting  rid  of  those  who  had  been  using  for
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farmland for years.  He also, to the dismay of the eco-farmers, leased
land to an agricultural contractor to grow first barley and then rape,
both crops that would lead to long-lasting corruption of the soil. 

Hutchinson also brought the police, in particular Detective Inspector
Richard Henry Boyles,  to “examine” the farm and also the James’s
adjacent smallholding, The Hulks. 

Originally  from Essex,  Richard Boyles,  then  48,  had been brought
back to the Forest in 2010, after working in Gloucester, Cheltenham
and  Cinderford,  eventually  returning  to  Lydney  in  2002  as  the
detective sergeant in charge of burglary and drugs. 

As  a  new  inspector  he  was  now  taking  charge  of  neighbourhood
policing and declared that  clamping down on anti-social  behaviour
across the district would be one of his top priorities: one of his high-
profile successes was a £36,500 cannabis haul in Cinderford in 2012.
Did Boyles keep an eye on the eco-farmers, first at The Wilderness and
then at Yorkley  Court,  because he thought they  might be guilty  of
“anti-social behaviour”?

In June 2012, when the farmers first arrived at Yorkley, the occupation
was reported to the local planning authority, Forest of Dean District
Council, whose officers visited the site and spoke to the farmers. In
July the FoDDC senior planning enforcement officer Nick Bainton
gave the community farmers  notice to vacate  the site.  Bainton was
fairly  new in  the  job,  appointed about  a  year  before,  and perhaps
anxious to reverse a downward trend in performance by his newish
team. The farmers, say the council, did not reply to his letter.

The farmers, however, insisted that they had replied to the letter. They
also pointed out factors they felt the planners had disregarded: that
the  group  was  occupying  the  land  in  order  to  establish  a  farming
collective along sustainable principles, that they were unaware that any
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of the buildings or structures required planning permission, that they
did not recognise that a change of use of the land had occurred – and
that they believed that the District Council Enforcement Protocol had
not been followed. They also pointed out that a planning consultant
had been engaged to prepare a planning application.

Indeed, the planning department had not followed proper procedure
and had not responded to requests from the farm group for advice on
how to proceed. So in September councillors acknowledged that while
normal practice was to invite a planning application to be made, that
had  not  happened.  The  planning  committee  visited  the  farm and
agreed  to  defer  enforcement  for  six  months  to  enable  a  planning
application to be submitted.  

The farm group had also pointed out that the term “travellers” (used
by planning officers) did not apply to them as they were highly skilled
and  qualified  workers  –  and  the  Enforcement  Report  to  the
September 2013 planning committee “contained a number of errors
and inconsistencies that require addressing and amending for factual
correctness  and  relevancy  showing  that  we  are  within  the  NPPF
[National Planning Policy Framework] Policy Guidelines”.

It  has been suspected that any unusual  procedure by Nick Bainton
arose not from a public complaint but from a single complainant – DI
Boyles. The council first said simply that the complaint came from an
anonymous  caller;  later  that  the  information  was  confidential  and
insisted that they “cannot confirm or deny the identity” of the original
complainant. While it could well have been the neighbour who was to
be the sole public protester to permission being granted the next year,
when a site visit was made on 24 April it was, the council concedes,
“at  the  request  of  and  in  company  with  an  Inspector  from
Gloucestershire  Constabulary”.   Detective  Inspector  Boyles  was not
mentioned by name. 
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* * * * *

Richard Tolson was also starting to make his play. Solicitor and sole
surviving “estate trustee” Tolson registered Yorkley Court Farm as his.
The  mysterious  Yorkley  Court  Farm  Trust  disappeared  from  the
argument and Tolson’s claims were about adverse possession rather
than being a sole remaining trustee  of a trust  that may never  have
existed. In March 2013 he sold it to Brian “Rocco” Bennett for an
alleged £755,000.

Rocco Bennett would probably not in any way be insulted by the label
“land-grabber”. This is his chosen metier and he simply follows in the
spirit of his predecessors, the ap Adams, the Berkeleys and all those
absentee landlords  up to  the Packers  and Cholditches  who treated
Yorkley  Court  as  simply  part  of  a  property  portfolio.  But  he  has
become notorious and has accumulated his own mythology as regards
his record, his activities and his lifestyle. 

Born  in  1956  and  brought  up  in  Lydney,  and  now  living  in  an
impressively gated house in the affluent Chapel Hill on the edge of
Aylburton, he is  said to have made his first  million with a plastics
recycling  business  in  Cinderford,  Plastex.  He  recently  took  over
Whitecroft  Essentials  (originally  Whitecroft  Pin  Factory)  when  he
rescued the firm financially and is now a director and owns the land –
land that is ripe for housing development. 

His  most  (in)famous  acquisition  is  probably  the  imposing  listed
building, the Victoria Hotel in Newnham, which he closed in April
2007 when it was suggested that the derelict hotel would be converted
to flats – it is still boarded up and becoming more derelict. But he has
also been buying up parcels of land speculatively for development –
which is what he does. 
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His firm BJB International (after his full name Brian John Bennett),
one of twenty-odd company names under which he trades, has two
people  on  the  board  –  him  and  his  elder  brother  Michael.  The
company, based at Mitcheldean’s Vantage Point business village (which
Bennett  owns,  having  bought  the  old  Xerox  site  at  a  knock-down
price),  is  currently  behind  proposed  developments  at  Yorkley  and
Allaston and also owns land that might be developed later. Bennett is
a financially very successful businessman.

He describes  himself  not  only  as  a  property  developer  but  “energy
consultant”  through  his  Cherry  Renewables  and  Bee  Green  Solar
companies.

Some believe that Bennett,  like other speculative developers,  simply
collects available land even though current planning controls prohibit
development – as at Yorkley Court, which is outside any “settlement
area” and so any application to build would theoretically be rejected. It
now seems clear to the farmers that Bennett’s apparent support in the
early days was an encouragement for them to occupy the land and so
lower its value to the alleged owner, Richard Tolson – so much so that
an estate valued at around £2 million could be sold for £755,000.

This  might  be  why  Bennett  not  so  long  ago  was  apparently
encouraging the farmers to settle the land and abruptly then spend so
much time, energy and money trying to get rid of them.

Yorkley Court Farm was only part of a swathe of greenfield land it
seems Bennett was planning to grab and exploit.  He had formed a
consortium,  Allaston  Developments  Ltd  (of  which  he was  the sole
director) with others, including his son Oliver Roy Bennett, builders F
W Johnson and  an associate, David Thorne, and through planning
agents  Hunter  Page  submitted plans  to  build  200 houses  on fields
between Allaston Road and Driffield Road, just below Yorkley Court.
Councillors  refused  permission  –  perhaps,  cynics  claimed,  because
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they  knew  that  Bennett  and  friends  would  have  that  decision
overturned on appeal, and indeed the council did not even bother to
put  up any token resistance to the appeal  when it  was  duly  made.
(Actually Conservative MP Mark Harper had the application reined in
for scrutiny by the Government.)

Interestingly, Bennett and his associates have used the controversial
Allaston  development  as  a  hook  on  which  to  hang  a  dramatic
reinvention  of  themselves  as  not  tough,  ruthless,  capitalist
entrepreneurs but sensitive, community-friendly contributors to social
improvement.  Their  proposed housing estate  was  in  February  2015
repackaged  with  the  soft-sounding  name  “Primrose  Village”,  a
“ground-breaking  concept  in  housing  development”  where  quality
rather than commercial gain would provide “homes for local people,
built  by local builders – and using local  workforces and suppliers”,
complete with “a village green, community shop, wildlife ponds and
six  play  areas”.  An  old  photo  of  a  young  Brian  Bennett  smiles
welcomingly  from  the  press  promotion;  there  is  a  web  page  on
Primrose Village. 

In  fact  the  whole  Allaston  project  has  been  challenged  by  some
informed  observers,  who  question  whether  it  will  ever  happen  as
outlined,  if  only  because  it  will  requite  a  lot  more  money  than
Allaston  Developments,  a  shell  company,  has  available  –  the
infrastructure  alone is  estimated at  £1-£2million.  The  emphasis  on
local builders disregards whether those smaller firms could raise the
necessary finance; restricted bank lending will probably prohibit the
proposed self-build element. The most likely scenario, if the project
does get planning approval, is that the site will be sold on to a large
developer  –  in  other  words,  Rocco  Bennett  will  pocket  the  profit
without  having  to  do  anything...  as  long  as  a  major  developer
considers Lydney a suitable place in which to invest.  
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Meanwhile  Bennett had also bought land opposite  Yorkley primary
school, yards away from the boundary of Yorkley Court Farm. Bennett
declared his intention to put in an application to the council planners
to build an exclusive housing estate on that site, which had previously
been occupied by Clayton Guest, who sold hay, and himself claims to
be  lined  up  to  be  manager  of  Bennett’s  Yorkley  Court  Farm Ltd
enterprise. 

Clayton’s mother Jackie is a member of the family who were the last
tenants  of  Yorkley  Court,  a  family  connection  that  did  allow  Mrs
Guest access to early meetings of the Yorkley Court Community Farm,
which the group was now calling itself, and confidential information
which surprisingly  was  to appear  in Tolson’s  “case  bundle” for  the
Land Registry tribunal. Mrs Guest knew Bennett well, Bennett’s wife
Jane being Mrs Guest’s best friend.

The housing estate plans were fiercely opposed by locals, who signed 
petitions against the proposed estate, and to date no application has 
been submitted to the council. “The land opposite the school is 
classified as agricultural and any development requires change of use 
permissions to proceed. The allocation plan does not give this land 
housing allocations,” we were assured by a councillor. “It would be 
refused on these grounds.”

* * * * *

After  Tolson  claimed  possession  of  the  land  in  March  2013,  and
without  waiting  for  the  contested  claim  to  be  heard  by  the  Land
Registry, Bennett registered the title Yorkley Court Farm Ltd (on April
17  2014)  but  has  still  (in  Spring  2015)  not  put  in  a  planning
application to the council. 
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But Brian Bennett, as Yorkley Court Farm Ltd, agreed to lease part of
the land to Bee Green Solar Ltd, a solar farm company of which Brian
Bennett is registered as the only director  (although the staff maintain
it is owned not by Brian Bennett but by Michael Bennett, his brother).
Bee Green Solar in May 2014 put forward a planning proposal for a
40-hectare solar farm on most of Yorkley Court Farm and woodlands
in  a  preliminary  “screening”  process  from  which  the  public  were
excluded. 

The company in December hosted in the next village, Viney Hill, a so-
called consultation day, after Clayton Guest had hand-distributed 300
leaflets as the only public notification. When Bennett arrived at the
venue  in  his  black  BMW he  would  have  seen  in  the  car  park  an
alternative display by the Yorkley Court community farmers showing
the work they were doing.

They also took  the opportunity  to tell  the 17 listed visitors  to the
“consultation” about themselves:

“We believe that the creation of sustainable land-based enterprise is
essential if rural communities are to thrive,” said their leaflet. “The
lack of jobs in the Forest is a real problem, with young people being
forced  to  move  away  or  to  commute  out  of  the  area.  Large
developments like the proposed solar farm exacerbate this problem,
lining the pockets of a few wealthy individuals at the expense of local
people’s livelihoods...

“We are  not  against  solar  power,  we are  against  the destruction of
habitat and farmland… We are for community-led renewable energy,
appropriate to local needs…

“Land is precious. It can provide for all of our basic needs – food, fuel,
shelter, livelihood. We believe that access to land is a right and should
be available to everybody…”
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To date,  no planning  application  for  a  solar  farm on the  site  has
actually been submitted.
 

* * * * *

But  well  before  then  Rocco  Bennett,  in  collusion  with  Richarsd
Tolson, had already started planning an eviction of the eco-farmers.
  
On  Friday  June  20  2014  Bennett  unexpectedly  invited  the
Gloucestershire  Police  and  Nick  Bainton,  the  district  planning
enforcement officer, to his office at Vantage Point, Mitcheldean. Chief
Inspector Mark Ravenscroft (the honcho in change of major public
demos like the anti-GCHQ protests and the anti-badger cull activity)
and PC Hiles attended the meeting but Gloucestershire Constabulary
admits  it  has no record of the agenda or the discussions.  However
after further approaches by us DI Ravenscroft has told us his version
of what happened. 

“The  purpose  of  the  meeting  was  so  that  I  could  explain  to  the
company  the  police  position  and  intentions  –  which  were  very
simple,”  explained  Ravenscroft.  “We were  using  our  powers  under
common law (breach of the peace) to prevent any further attempts to
remove the community living on the site, we were going to continue to
do that and maintain peace and order there until legal proceedings
had taken place and we were satisfied of legality of the actions either
side choose to take, and to articulate the ‘no surprise’ approach.

“The meeting had been arranged at no notice. There was no agenda,
no minute-taker, and no list of actions.”
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So that Vantage Point meeting between Bennett, the police (at a very
high level) and the planning authority apparently gave the authorities
no  hint  of  the  imminent  battle  between  Bennett’s  men  and  the
farmers. The police have since been remarkably open about their role,
and  Ravenscroft,  albeit  the  man  in  charge  of  policing  public
demonstrations and potential  public  disorder,  states  clearly  that  he
was not informed at that  Vantage Point meeting of  the impending
invasion.  Ravenscroft’s  strategy  of  engagement  and  “no-surprise”
planning was clearly snubbed by Bennett, while Ravenscroft has tried
to  engage  with  the  farmers.  This  tactic,  used  with  other  potential
conflicts  (such  as  the  badger  cull  disruption),  inevitably  divides
oppositional groups, who see this strategy as making them complicit in
social control or at least as compromising them. 

Planning  officer  Bainton,  according  to  the  district  council,  at  that
meeting also seemed unaware of any plan to send in bailiffs, security
forces and local heavies. Bennett, it seems, was working on his own
initiative – and against police advice.

Was Rocco Bennett equally misleading when on Sunday June 22, two
days later, the evening before the “battle”, he had met with Forest of
Dean council leader Patrick Molyneux at their local in Woolaston? 

Cllr Molyneux has been asked but has not replied to our questions. 

By then the details of the planned invasion, despite police advice, were
in place…

* * * * *

At  dawn  on  Monday  June  23  2014,  came  the  invasion  of  Yorkley
Court Farm by bailiffs Swift Credit Services of Merthyr Tydfil (a firm
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with  an  unenviable  reputation  in  South  Wales  for  their  aggressive
enforcement  methods).  They  were  accompanied  by  over  twenty  of
their  security  guards  acting  under  the  instructions  of  Bennett’s
recently-registered Yorkley Court Farm Ltd (as “managing agents of the
land”)  and  Richard  Martin  Tolson  (as  “landowner”)  –  instructions
ordering  the  bailiffs  to  dismantle  and  destroy  all  dwellings  and
structures on the farm. Swift did not have any court order but their
own  “warrant  of  eviction  of  travellers”  at  “The  Camp,  Lydney”,
authorised and signed by Yorkley Court Farm Ltd on June 20, the day
of the meeting between Bennett, the police and the council planning
officer. They also had an “Enforcement Notice”, dated the day of the
eviction attempt, which bizarrely identifies the landowner as “Richard
Martin”. 

They were backed up by a small but tough informal group of local
heavies  assembled  by  Blakeney  businessman  David  Thorne,  an
associate of Rocco Bennett (and partner in Allaston Developments),
who  had  recruited  his  enforcers,  those  enforcers  themselves  told
observers, from local pubs and by phoning around, and they were paid
generously. 

Under  Swift’s  own  internal  letterhead  the  firm  claimed  authority
“under  Husman’s  Law  of  self-help”  on  behalf  of  the  landowner,
Bennett’s Yorkley Court Farm Ltd. They also installed a road block at
the Yorkley Lane turn at the Bailey crossroads.

The frightened farmers found their living spaces surrounded and were
told to move all their possessions, dismantle their homes and move
everything by the end of the day. The farmhouse was broken into, with
windows smashed and the three people inside ordered to leave. 

The police were called by the farmers on innumerable occasions (a
local councillor present claimed there were over 100 phone calls) but
did  not  respond to  the  by  now very  alarmed,  if  defiant,  residents.
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When the  police  did  intervene,  it  was  because  someone from the
security firm claimed there was a man threatening them with an axe,
something hotly denied and unproven, but armed police were on the
spot within minutes – but refused to stay and protect the farmers from
the  security  team,  despite  passionate  pleading  from  some  of  the
farmers.

However,  the  farmers  stood  their  ground  and  demanded  to  see
evidence from the bailiffs – who eventually aborted the eviction and
retired from the battle as far as the front gates.

The  security  force,  however,  claimed  to  still  be  under  orders  to
continue  and  force  possession.  The  farm  group  negotiated  their
withdrawal once the bailiffs and police had retreated but found the
security force had installed portable buildings by the farm gate and
were  starting  to  construct  their  own  gate  and  had  laid  concrete
foundations. These and the posts were dug up by the farm group and
put into the back of the builder’s truck. It was by now 8am – three
hours after the invasion.

Local supporters had started flooding into Yorkley Court throughout
Monday and Tuesday to defend the farm group. The group's barrister,
Phil McLeish of Manchester practice Garden Court North, had got an
injunction against any further action to evict them. The security force
made another attempt the next morning but were repelled. 

On  Thursday,  news  of  the  injunction  was  confirmed  –  although
Bennett’s  lawyers,  Michelmores,  were  going  to  appeal  against  the
injunction, with a hearing scheduled for the next Monday, at which
they back-pedalled and asked only for amendments but also requested
that there was an injunction against use of the barns and asked that
Bennett’s name be removed from the records – to which the judge in
general agreed,  although the possession order was delayed until  the
land registry hearing.
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The “battle” was eventually won by the farm group after a 58-hour
stand-off. And, like many oppositional groups today, the farmers made
sure they had a video record of the battle.

* * * * *

Small wonder that many of the farmers and their supporters suspect “a
comprehensive  cover-up”  and  that,  as  one  correspondent  to  The
Forester newspaper alleged, Brian Bennett was able to enlist what was
effectively a private army, in collusion with the district council and the
police.

Indeed, such suspicions are only enhanced by both police and district
council officers who have altered their version of events.
 
Take, for example, the seemingly straightforward question of who was
present at those crucial meetings, some if not all of which were held at
Bennett’s offices at Vantage Point, before and after the invasion. We
have been offered a fascinating collection of contradictions.

Did council  planning enforcement officer  Nick Bainton attend the
meeting called by Brian Bennett on Friday June 20, three days before
the invasion?

Yes he did, says Sue Pangbourne, FoDDC’s Head of Paid Service on
July 25. No he didn’t, I was wrong, says Ms Pangbourne on September
8.

Yes I did, says Nick Bainton on July 28 in front of two witnesses. No I
didn’t, says Bainton on September 5 to Chief Inspector Neil Smith,
having  consulted  his  diary.  I  am  disinclined  to  acquiesce  to  your
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request for information on this, says Bainton in January, and bizarrely
refers us to the Freedom of Information (FOI) officer – who confirms
that he did. 

How about the police? No, says Chief Inspector Smith in September,
in fact the police did not even know the meeting had taken place, he
says.  Yes  they  did,  I  was  there,  asserts  Chief  Inspector  Mark
Ravenscroft in December, and tells us all about the meeting.

And the meetings after the invasion?

No,  says  Bainton  in  July,  “hand  on  heart”.  Yes,  says  Bainton  in
September. By January he is again refusing to confirm or deny, but the
council FOI office says he was not.

Yes, says Superintendant Bridget Woodhall, the district council were
present (though no named individual)...

No,  says  Ms  Pangbourne  in  July.  Yes,  says  Ms  Pangbourne  in
September.

All very puzzling. And while we are not inferring that Nick Bainton
has anything to hide, of course, we do find it odd that he refused to
answer simple yes/no questions and had to refer our enquiries to the
council’s Freedom of Information officer.  The other contradictions?
You decide.

* * * * *

“The incursion by bailiffs took us a little by surprise. We were aware
broadly of the issues/dispute over the right to claim the land, but were
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not aware that such immediate action was going to be taken,” claimed
DI Ravenscroft.

“Following the surprise  attempt to use  bailiffs  and security  staff  to
remove the community living on the Yorkley Court Farm, I was asked
to attend the site and run our operational response to the incidents
that  both sides  were reporting (and I  use  the term reported in  its
loosest sense),” he told us.

“A key part of managing such an operational response is engagement –
I had a number of meetings with the community on the farm, and
then  quite  understandably,  had  a  number  of  meetings  with  the
bailiffs, security team, and company they were working for.

“These meetings are not formal minuted or structured affairs, some
took place in the middle of the road, some across the bonnet of a bus
in a field entrance.”

However,  the  farmers’  perception  is  that  Gloucestershire  Police
afterwards  made  statements  that  patently  made  no  pretence  of
impartiality. Despite the farm group’s continual declaration that they
were not travellers, despite the axe-man report being alleged when no
police were present, despite the fact that the ownership of the land
had been in dispute, despite all this, the police described the situation
to the media thus: 

“There was resistance to the bailiffs  going onto the site  to remove
some  travellers  who were  not  entitled  to  be  there.  A male  started
waving an axe which caused the bailiffs  to call  for  the police.  The
police are there to keep the peace and allow their bailiffs to do their
job…  Suitably  trained  officers  were  deployed  including  those  who
carry firearms… Police are discussing with the landowner today any
further  support  that  might  be  needed  and  in  the  meantime  are
maintaining a low-level presence in case their support is required to
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prevent  a  breach  of  the  peace.  The  dispute  involves  a  civil  matter
between the landowner and those on the site.”

Travellers? Waving an axe? Police firearms? Landowner? And that false
label “illegal squatters”, made by Richard Tolson, was to be quoted
four months later by the council planning officer as if it were proven. 

It was only a few days after the battle of Yorkley Court that DI Boyles,
at the age of 52, took early retirement from the police after “a full and
unblemished career for thirty years...the normal retirement period,”
according to DI Smith. In October 2014 he fought a by-election as the
official  Conservative  Party  candidate  for  the  council  ward  of
Newnham, where he lost to an Independent but was publicly thanked
by  MP  Mark  Harper  for  his  campaigning  on  behalf  of  the
Conservative Party. 
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Local democracy

t seems, to some, that a familiar web of collusion was emerging, at
the centre of which was a solicitor and a property developer. That
web seemed to include the police. Initially it was just one officer,

the hardly politically-neutral Detective Inspector Richard Boyles. But
(despite DI Ravenscroft’s “engagement” policy) the police as a body
were regarded as the agents of Richard Tolson and Rocco Bennett in
their joint attempts to get the farmers off the land, out of their way, so
they were no longer an impediment to making a lot of money from
Yorkley Court Farm.

I

And that web also had to involve the planning authority,  Forest  of
Dean District  Council,  without whose opposition to the occupying
farmers the plot might not continue.

The FoDDC is the representative of the people of the district. It is the
custodian  of  the  land  of  the  Forest  of  Dean,  its  protector  against
marauders  and  exploiters.  It  also,  of  course,  has  to  abide  by
government legislation on planning and house-building policies which
is generally agreed to be tilted in favour of developers. It is obliged to
create an agreed number of houses every year – but has had to admit
that its so-called five-year land supply was actually less than four years…
and that it has failed to meet government targets for 21 of the last 23
years. This incompetence and accompanying duplicity opens the door
for developers to challenge any planning refusal.

It is not, of course, just the planning committee that has brought the
district  council  into  disrepute  not  just  locally  but  nationally.  On
March 7 2014 the  Daily Mail,  for instance, reported that “Forest of
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Dean District Council accepted a humiliating motion criticising it for
‘scandalous waste’ over the past eight years”. The newspaper listed “10
good  reasons  to  grovel”  and confirmed that  the  council  issued an
unqualified apology. 

In  local  government  terms,  the  district  council  is  the  intermediate
authority  between  Gloucestershire  county  council  and  the  parish
council, West Dean, a body that despite its title represents most of the
rural Forest of Dean. West Dean Parish Council’s members represent
thirteen village communities and over 14,000 inhabitants.

The parish council manifestly has its ear to the ground in a way that
the district council cannot, it has a closer and more immediate contact
with its inhabitants and its  councillors tend to be more concerned
with local affairs than do district councillors,  who tend to be more
politically-motivated  and  power-seeking.  And  West  Dean  Parish
Council  could  see  just  why  the  initiative  at  Yorkley  Court  was
important  –  and  why  the  local  authority  should  support  and
encourage it rather than create barriers.

WDPC praised community farmers’ “comprehensive, innovative and
exciting plan” and every one of the seventeen councillors supported it.
“Only very occasionally does a plan of such enterprising depth come
our  way  which will  enhance  this  piece  of  land,”  says  WDPC. The
parish council found the YCCF workers to be a “committed group of
intelligent, well-qualified folk who have the enthusiasm and skills to
make it happen. 

“This of course will be of great benefit to our local communities in
providing  educational  events  and  workshops  –  imparting  the
knowledge  and  wisdom  of  permaculture  /  agro-ecology/  organic
farming and sustainable developments.”
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It also realised that the highly-detailed temporary planning application
outlined  development  over  a  five-year  period  –  and  therefore  this
minimised any long-term changes of future land use or development,
while giving the district council planning department the opportunity
to monitor and evaluate the implementation of the scheme at regular
intervals through partnership working and approaches.  The scheme
was  therefore  very  low  risk,  WDPC  concluded,  and  offered  “an
opportunity to support a group of enterprising individuals who are
committed to further developing a sustainable community for a five-
year  period  whilst  fostering  an  integrated  relationship  within  our
village communities and schools” and also “the opportunity to be bold
and support a venture that for many of us falls outside of our comfort
zones – a scheme that challenges our comprehension and ideologies”

* * * * *

But in planning matters,  while the West Dean Parish Council  may
have an input, it is the district council that makes the decisions. And
here those different attitudes to the new project at Yorkley Court Farm
were  to  be  expressed  in  meetings  of  the  planning  committee  –
fourteen  councillors  in  theory  guided  by  planning  officers.  The
community  farmers  were  up  against  not  only  the  rules  and
bureaucracy but what appeared to be a consensual shared right-wing
ideological approach, a conservative hegemony – as WDPC predicted,
the  YCCF  enterprise  was  seen  as  a  project  outside  councillors’
“comfort zones”. 

This  was  despite  an  impressive  report  by  experienced  academic
Rebecca Laughton, whose agricultural appraisal in July 2014 (essential
reading but apparently ignored by the planning committee) concludes
that the scheme is achievable. 

58



“The  proposed  enterprises  at  Yorkley  Court  are  ambitious,  but
achievable  if  members  of  the  community  are  able  to  live  on  site,”
concluded  Ms  Laughton.  “While  their  financial  aspirations  are
modest, the skill and hard work required to implement this range of
business plans, and to improve this piece of land, will be considerable.

“Nevertheless,  I  believe  that  the  types  of  enterprises  proposed  are
entirely  feasible  when  the  people  involved  are  committed  and
determined, as these people appear to be. Many of them already have
considerable relevant experience and training, and the fact that they
have already lived here for two years despite challenges to their rights
to the land, shows their determination. However, I firmly believe that
the residential element of the project is essential both to the viability
of  the businesses,  and the integrity  of  the project  as a  whole.  The
inefficiencies and stress, not to mention the expense of travelling to
and fro several times per day, mean that individual elements and the
whole  project  would very  soon founder  if  they  were  forced to  live
elsewhere.  Furthermore,  it  would  be  impossible  to  achieve  the
environmental benefits promised by the current proposal.

“One of the main conclusions of my book ‘Surviving and Thriving on
the Land’ is that the best model for long-term success of smallholdings
is for them to locate in clusters,  so that the benefits of community
(helping each other in times of need, sharing resources and trading bi-
products) can be enjoyed whilst each smallholder has sovereignty and
decision-making power over their own business.  I  see  the proposed
consortium of linked, yet independent, enterprises at Yorkley Court
has  much  in  common  with  those  smallholding  “clusters”  I  found
operating during my research. 

“The mutual support elements of this model are of particular benefit
in enabling single people, those with young children and older people
to  operate  agricultural  enterprises.   Hence,  an  initiative  such  as
Yorkley  Court  Community  Farm has  a  role  in  increasing access  to
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rural  livelihoods  for  a  wider  range  of  people  than  are  involved  in
agriculture at present. At a time when young people and new entrants
are desperately needed to replace retiring farmers, a proposal such as
this should be welcomed.”

District  planners  seem to  think  the  YCCF project  is  some sort  of
aberration – but schemes like the one at Yorkley Court are developing
not far away in other Western counties and are now well established,
like  Trevalon  organic  vegetables  in  Cornwall,  Tinkers  Bubble  and
Fivepenny Farm in Dorset, and The Trading Post in Somerset.

What’s  more,  the  arrival  of  the  eco-farmers  in  Yorkley  was  not  an
isolated incident in the development of a movement that had taken
hold of a new generation of land-workers and environmentalists in the
Forest of Dean. This has a high profile in terms of organisations like
the HOOF (Hands Off Our Forest)  and the anti-Northern Quarter
campaigns but is to be found in many incarnations from organic farms
(such as Ragman’s Lane, Cowshill or Crooked End) and food outlets
(like Taurus and farmshops) to small-scale producers.

And  there  is  a  range  of  practical  initiatives.  Transitions  Forest  of
Dean, for example, in 2008 worked with the local strategic partnership
to  apply  for  a  grant  from  the  South  West  Regional  Development
Agency to help the area respond to the challenge of climate change –
and for the first time this area got some of the extra funding it needed.
Transitions  now  has  working  action  groups  –  Allotments,  Garden
Partners and Community Supported Agriculture – and is looking to
establish more. Newent has been accepted as a Transition Town in its
own right. Chepstow has a very active Transitions group.

The Forest of Dean Allotments Association is campaigning for more
growing  space.  There  is  a  successful  seed-swap  scheme.  There  are
community  orchards  at  Berry  Hill  and  Clearwell,  with  another
planned for Oakdale, Lydney.
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Sue and Andrew Clarke, who helped to start the Transitions project in
the Forest, have a company to help projects get started, The Resilience
Centre, based at Woolaston. They are behind the community-owned
renewable energy project in St Briavels.

The ideals and practice behind Yorkley Court Community Farm are
shared by many others – though not, it seems, by the district council.

The  council  planners  have  not  overtly  stated  this,  and  have  not
accepted our invitation to acknowledge it, but one suspects that they
fear above all that this small community farm could explode into a
large-scale New Age type of travellers’ site – and that is part of the
reason for their opposition.

* * * * *

It  should be remembered that at this  stage the community farmers
were only occupying the fartmhouse, the orchard, a meadow and The
Strip  – a  narrow 12-hectare  rectangle  of  unattractive  land some of
which had been subjected to opencast mining and army usage. They
occasionally used the derelict farmhouse above The Strip. The great
majority of Yorkley Court Farm was used by farming contractors.

And what was at issue was the fact that the fifteen or so farmers were
living on that  small  area  of  land,  a  mini-village  of  tents,  yurts  and
benders, none of it visible from the road (in fact most people would
not  know  they  were  there),  but  officially  agricultural  rather  than
residential land. 

The planning committee hearing in October 2014 was when Yorkley
Court Community Farm officially applied for a change of use for that
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small  area  of  land  from  agricultural  to  residential,  where  fifteen
temporary  low-impact  dwellings  (like  yurts  and  geodomes)  would
house the farm workers, an old Nissen hut would be converted and a
compost  toilet  erected.  Planning  officer  Stephen  Colegate  was
recommending refusal of the application.

The rationale for the council’s opposition to the community farm had
been given in a long technical report in May. The planners’ assessment
was that “the location of the development does not have a positive
impact  upon  the  landscape”,  that  “the  site  is  located  within  open
countryside and does not represent the provision of affordable homes
with a documented need nor housing for  rural  workers”,  that “the
change  of  use  of  the  land  to  residential  use  from  agricultural  is
considered to be contrary to Policy CSP.4 and the Development Plan
in general”  and “furthermore,  the  development  is  inappropriate  in
terms of its impact on the character and appearance of the landscape”
with the structures and buildings associated with the residential use
“an alien feature in the landscape… representing an artificial,  hard
edged and urbanising form of development in the open countryside…”

Much of this could be seen as aesthetic taste rather than professional
judgement. And quite how a few yurts, geodomes, wooden sheds and
a hobbit-house can be described as “urbanising” beggars belief.

“The  buildings  and  structures  associated  with  the  unauthorised
residential use have been erected on the land without the benefit of
planning permission.  Each takes its  own form without reference to
design  guidance  or  materials.  Indeed,  each  building  and  structure
exhibits a unique form and blend of materials, colours and finishes,
with whatever is to hand”, says the report – and the observation is
clearly adverse criticism rather than praise for creativity. 

“As  a  collection  of  buildings  and  structures,  there  is  obvious
incongruity between each one and when they are viewed together. It

62



would be very difficult to assimilate the buildings and structures into
the  landscape  and it  is  therefore  considered  that  on  visual  impact
alone, the change of use and associated operational development is
unacceptable  and  contrary  to  the  guidance  in  the  NPPF,  the
development plan and in particular Policy CSP.1 of the Core Strategy.”

What the report doesn’t stress is the fact that the planning application
was for temporary homes – if the project failed over the five years it
could all be easily removed.

But  this  summary  expresses  neatly  the  planners’  abhorrence  of
nonconformity and heterogeneity. We could go on, each paragraph of
the planning report illustrating an inbuilt prejudice as much as it does
rationalise  the  implicit  opposition  to  the  freestyle  culture.  More
sinisterly, the planners’ reports increasingly seem to mask a conscious
or unconscious disregard for the truth.

Their inevitable conclusion was that “the principle of the change of
use  of  the land from agricultural  to residential  with  the associated
erection of buildings and structures is unacceptable and contrary to
the guidance in the NPPF and Policies CSP.1 and CSP.4 of the Core
Strategy.” It was a conclusion that the planners have resolutely stuck in
spite of being proved to get things wrong.

There may be a logic to the report, the logic of a hermetically-sealed
bubble of planning regulations. Of course the assured judgements of
the reports may look convincing to councillors, if they actually read
them, and perhaps the planners thought they were doing their duty,
focussing  only  on  the  negative  aspects  of  the  project.  But  their
argument is somewhat compromised by both sloppy errors of fact and
unconscious demonstrations of ideological cultural bias.

The  unnecessary  errors  in  the  planners’  reports  throughout  the
process seem to come from an absolute determination to refute the
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applicants’ case when a little research would have shown the planners’
arguments and evidence to be faulty. 

For example, when opposing the case that the farmers needed to live
on site (the core argument for the planning application) it was stated
as fact that there was a regular bus service passing the farm gate (there
is none); that there was available rented accommodation nearby, and
so workers could live off-site. It was wrongly claimed that there was no
fresh water on site and farmers had to travel across the Forest to St
Anthony’s well in Green Bottom to fetch drinking water. They were all
obvious  terminological  inexactitudes,  untruths  displaying  a  wilful
acceptance  of  what  they  wanted  to  be  the  case.  The  charges  were
presented not as accusations but as proven facts – which they were far
from  being.  No  credible  prosecution  would  have  made  a  case  so
riddled  with  distortions,  inaccuracies  and  value  judgements,  never
mind such selective perspectives.

Perhaps the bureaucratic planners assumed that a bunch of unkempt
quasi-hippy  farmers  were  incapable  of  assembling  a  well-researched
counter-argument. That underestimation of the Yorkley Court Farm
group, based on the conservative presumption that people who didn’t
wear suits  could not  address  the charges levelled against them,  was
what perhaps was evidenced in the planners’ lack of rigour.  

So the planners’ stubborn opposition to the community farm might
have  been,  then,  based  simply  on  unconscious  ideological  cultural
prejudice.  That’s  looking  kindly  at  their  persistent,  hidebound,
uncompromising,  inconsistent  and  sometimes  patently  perverse
attitude. 

After all,  the alternative to this  analysis  is  that they were part  of a
conspiracy.

* * * * *
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The entire October planning meeting was to become an iconic event
in the ongoing criticism of the district council. The Forester newspaper
referred to it as part of a breakdown in trust in local democracy and
featured a  letter  to  the  editor  that  recorded the  meeting in  which
YCCF’s application was the fifteenth and final agenda item:

“From the angry comments of the dozens of members of the public,
some of whom had to stand in the council chamber,  they too had
found it a deeply distressing and shocking experience. Some of the
applicants  complained of  misrepresentation  or  suppression  of  facts
and professional representatives were clearly frustrated at the conduct
of the meeting, but the most common criticism was that the whole
process was simply shambolic.

“Three of the 13 councillors did not speak at all during the four hours
of so-called debate (but I imagine still claimed their allowances) and of
those that did participate very few said anything of any import and
most displayed an alarming failure to have read properly the 250 pages
of accompanying papers. Some were unsure what they were voting for.
A district councillor attending but not on the committee was refused
the opportunity to speak as a  councillor.  Only a  few well-educated
members (inevitably from the posh ends of the district) seemed on top
of their briefs. The chair exercised little control and sounded hardly
articulate  (as  did  some  of  the  speakers).  The  vice  chair,  after  a
desultory engagement with the proceedings, suddenly asked if there
was  “security”,  alleged  he  had been  “threatened”  and then  packed
away his papers into his briefcase and stomped out of the chamber.

“The planning officers hardly inspired confidence: they showed a lack
of adeptness of using the available digital technology, failed to provide
answers to members' queries, did not have details of applicants' details,
primed councillors according to their own selective judgements and
failed dismally to make the case for their recommendations so much
so that many were rejected.
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“Leaving aside the members' and officers' breathtaking imperviousness
to common sense, ethics, heritage, history or humanity (for example:
the list could be much longer), the real indictment of this sorry farrago
was that the only reasoned, clear arguments came from members of
the public speaking on behalf of or against applications, speakers who
put  to  shame  their  incoherent,  ill-informed  and  prejudiced
representatives.

“So this is local democracy!” the letter (to which the council offered
no response) ended.

The Yorkley Court Farm application was the last  in a long agenda.
Earlier  ones  had dealt  with,  for  example,  a  disabled lady  who was
fighting a decision not to allow her to create a dropped kerb so her car
could  be  parked  off-road;  a  landlord  who  wanted  to  convert  his
unprofitable mushroom farm into rented rooms, initially, he claimed,
for Hartpury College students, but also as a holiday accommodation;
extending a pig farm; developments that would adversely affect one of
the  area’s  most  significant  historical  sites,  the  unique  Chartist
development at Corse and another historic site, the former army POW
camp site in Churcham. 

Planning officers recommended granting planning permission for four
applications and refusing eight. Their recommendations were followed
by the committee in only three cases – in other words councillors, who
did not vote on party lines, rejected their officers’ recommendations
in eight out of twelve instances.  

The electronic voting system was seen to be both shambolic and wide
open to abuse – it was obvious, for example, that some councillors
paused, their fingers hovering over the for-against buttons, looking at
the screen to see how the voting was going before casting their own
votes; councillors admitted they had pressed the wrong button, or not
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pressed one at all. Quite remarkably, on legal advice, decisions from
this meeting had to be revisited weeks later because the votes were not
taken properly – a damning indictment of the council’s procedures.

When the Yorkley Court Farm item was reached on the agenda, there
were  three  main  queries  from  councillors:  did  the  farm  group’s
business-plan figures add up, were the conditions “sanitary” and were
the  farmers  “local  people”  (an  issue  which  had  not  disturbed  the
committee  when approving  housing  development  for  thousands  of
incomers and which actually came from a Labour councillor, although
it would seem to be more of a UKIP concern). The planning officer
painted a picture calculated to set  any good middle-class  councillor
against the applicants: he exhibited a series of photos showing the site
in its worst light., he repeatedly referred to a “lifestyle choice” rather
than  any  ethical  motivation,  he  repeated  the  claim that  they  were
illegal squatters, he could not find the painstakingly-prepared detailed
business  plan  and  he  misled  councillors  about,  for  example,  the
availability  of  public  transport  and  local  accommodation  rental
options.

The  farm’s  two  local  councillors  had,  surprisingly,  decided  not  to
attend the planning meeting. Another councillor, a known supporter
of the farmers, was refused permission to speak as a councillor. The
vice-chair of  the committee  left  early because he said he had been
threatened by one of the farmers or their supporters in the crowded
public  gallery  –  an  incident  which  was  afterwards  challenged  by
members of the public, who felt that the gesture looked calculated to
discredit the farmers and who asked where, when and how the vice-
chair had been threatened... and suggested that if the councillor could
not explain his extraordinary action he should be considered to have
brought the council into disrepute. The council’s legal team decided
that there should be no further action. 
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The agenda item was cut  short  after  the  planning officer  failed to
produce  evidence  such  as  the  eco-farmers’  business  plan.  It  was
deferred until November, when it was again deferred to December on
the spurious grounds that there was not enough time to process the
extra  information  requested  from the  farmers,  even  though  it  had
been delivered to the planners on time.

What  surprised  many  observers,  perhaps,  was  the  absence  of  any
verbal support for the YCCF project – especially the silence of Labour
members  of  the committee.  We asked the main Labour councillor
Graham Morgan where he and the Labour Party stood on the issue
but he has not responded. 

Cllr  Jackie  Fraser,  who missed the second crucial  meeting through
illness,  told  us  that  she  personally  had  always  supported  the
community farm project at Yorkley – and had spoken of that support
to  other  Labour  councillors  but  got  only  “a  mixed response”.  Cllr
Fraser cannot be the only one who suspects that all the decisions have
already  been  made  and  the  committee  meeting  is  just  a  rubber-
stamping exercise.

Members  would  doubtless  justify  their  decisions  on  planning
constraints, proclaiming themselves helpless to oppose strict guidelines
presented  by  the  officers  –  yet  councillors  defied  the
recommendations of their officers many times. There was a tangibly
different atmosphere in the council chamber when Yorkley Court was
discussed; there was an elephant in the room – but was that elephant a
tacit conspiracy, or Brian Bennett, or the unstated fear of a travellers’
site, or Richard Tolson or simply blind prejudice? 

Observers felt that essentially the councillors seemed to be against the
project because the applicants were not people like them: some had
dreadlocks  and wore  body  piercings  and did  not  have  televisions...
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and, perhaps crucially, some were generally far more intelligent and
articulate than many councillors. 

The officers? Well, if they were to grant the planning application then
the  move  to  evict  them  would  have  to  be  postponed  or  even
abandoned, and if the farmers continued to occupy the land then the
land could not only become, they feared, a “travellers’ site” but also
could not be covered with solar panels or houses.  So in December
planning officer Stephen Colegate, having received more information
from the community farm and its considerable body of professional
support, again recommenced the application be refused.

On December 9, as in October, the people’s representatives (missing
two Labour councillors) again displayed a general level of ignorance
and intelligence that dismayed the packed public gallery. (It should be
said here that the council minutes are very brief and selective and give
no real idea of the meeting; the audio version is the more accurate
record but while it took an extraordinary eleven days to get the draft
written minutes on the council website, it took until the new year for
the audio recording, albeit with several inexplicable long gaps, to be
available; the draft minutes were not presented for ratification until
January  20.)  However,  the  vote  to  back  the  planning  officer’s
recommendation  of  refusal  was  this  time  actually  opposed  by  two
councillors  (an  Independent  and  a  Conservative)  and  another  two
(both Labour) abstained. 

The  behaviour  of  the  councillors  was  possibly  even  more
disappointing to those who clung to belief in the democratic process –
even  though  there  was  the  impression  that  both  councillors  and
officers  realised  that  they  were  very  much  under  public  scrutiny,
presumably  shocked  by  the  reaction  in  the  press  to  the  October
meeting (and a similar uproar in the November meeting which had
concerned  another  controversial  local  development  at  Cinderford’s
Northern Quarter.)  The vice-chair,  who in  October  after  seemingly
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slumbering  through  most  of  the  proceedings  had melodramatically
stalked out of the meeting, claiming he had been threatened, today
looked less concerned about his safety, perhaps because the council
had mounted a  guard (none other  than Enforcement Officer  Nick
Bainton) at the door who was refusing entry to latecomers. 

The two local ward councillors were again absent for the debate. Both
have since declined to make any comment publicly.
 
When the farm’s Gemma Gear presented their case, speaking slowly
and with quiet passion, dignity and intelligence, hardly any councillor
even looked at her; indeed, most barely concealed their lack of interest
in what she was saying. Why would they be interested if the decision
had already been made behind closed doors?

The councillor, who in October had not spoken throughout the three-
hour meeting, on this day found the switch on his microphone and
asked if the pigs on the farm were “ornamental”.  The leading Labour
representative said not a word. 
 
As usual it was the smooth-drawling farmer and ex-designer from the
posh end of the district who led the assault on the group (he has that
rural-aristocratic accent that misses off the “g” as in “huntin’, shootin’
and fishin’”), questioning their business plan and assuming that they
would expect the same sort of salary he presumably pays himself. 

He was supported, again, by the equally articulate councillor from the
posh other end of the district who sits next to him and is accorded the
honour of always being addressed by a shortened diminutive of her
exotic  Christian  name,  even  by  the  chairman.  She  was  concerned
about that other bourgeois obsession (as well as money), cleanliness…

The farm group seem to frighten and repel many of these councillors,
who  look  as  if  they  are  metaphorically  holding  their  noses.  The
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applicants  (as  in  other  cases  they  are  properly  called)  are  “these
people”.  They  are  “different  from the accepted norm”.  The  officer
insists  on  referring  to  their  ethically-motivated  work  as  “a  lifestyle
choice”, again flashes up an unnecessary and unflattering photo of the
site as part of the plans of the area and hints that they are squatters or
travellers. To nearly all councillors and officers they seem to represent
“difference”, a stereotypical “Other”.

“Shame on you” someone from the public shouted to councillors and
officers as the voting showed an inevitably clear majority against the
farm group, the planning officer unable to mask a smile of victory. 

The group has appealed against the decision, but it could take many
months before it is heard. 

There was another letter to the local paper from a new correspondent:

“Life is strange,” he wrote.

“A few weeks ago the wealthy developers who wish to vandalise the
Allaston site with hundreds of houses announced they would appeal
the  refusal  of  planning  permission.  The  council,  in  their  wisdom,
announced they would not oppose the appeal.

“This week we read that the hard-up eco-farmers at Yorkley Court have
been refused planning permission and when they objected the council
is  quoted  as  saying,  ‘The  authority  will  now  move  to  formal
enforcement  proceedings  which  requires  the  residents  to  leave  the
site.’

“I make no comment.”

It had not been a wholly negative day, however. On the morning of
the planning committee debate, the Land Registry held a pre-tribunal
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meeting on Richard Tolson’s claim for adverse possession (on which
basis it was claimed he had sold the land to Brian Bennett) and the
objections to it  from the farm group. At the end of November the
farmers had already got some good news – the judge examining the
case threw out much of Tolson’s evidence. 
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Pillars of State

his  stage  of  the  story  of  Yorkley  Court  Farm is  still  being
played out, but before we get there we might want to pause
and figure out just what has been happening over these past

few  years.  We  have  followed  three  threads:  a  solicitor  claiming
possession  and  joining  in  initiating  the  attempted  eviction  of  the
community  farmers,  a  property  developer  allegedly  buying the land
from that solicitor and also complicit in the harassment of the present
occupiers – and a local planning process that is at best incompetent,
possibly prejudiced. They are intertwined and involve others, like the
police – but has there been a conspiracy?

T

The three protagonists represent what we might call the pillars of state:

The law, albeit a solicitor of questionable probity, a politically hostile
policeman,  a  spokesperson  who  justified  actions  with  contentious
claims and an officer offering contentious information. 

Capital,  represented  by  a  property  developer  with  a  terrible  local
reputation and his associates. 

Local democracy as seen in the local planning committee, revealed to be
at least incompetent, fallible and illiberal.

And there is the network of other interwoven shared interests. 

There is, obviously, Conservatism with both a capital and lower-case
“C”.  Six  of  the planning committee  are  official  Conservative  Party
representatives  but  some  of  the  others  are  clearly  conservative  by
nature – not only some of the four so-called Independents but even
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the Labour ones. Marion Winship, while sitting as an Independent, is
a member of the Conservative Party, for example, and others may not
have declared their Conservative loyalties.  Ex-DI Boyles is a leading
Conservative Party activist. 

Then, is it simply “shared business interests”? Here we find the likes of
Bennett,  Hutchinson,  Thorne,  the  Johnson  brothers,  but  also
solicitors Tolson and, previously (assuming he is not still involved from
his Iberian home) Barnard. We should not ignore, perhaps, the fact
that several planning committee councillors are farmers, landowners
and/or businessmen.

And  there  is  Freemasonry,  for  many  the  clandestine  power  that
determines so much. Freemasonry operates on the basis of privileged
members of the community,  having been invited to join this secret
society, distributing and repaying favours, usually business-related. The
Forest’s former MP, Diane Organ, is quoted commenting as regards
earlier  planning  decision-making:  “They  are  all  in  the  same  lodge,
aren’t  they?”  and  her  words  have  recently  been  privately  echoed
recently by other local political figures.

Councillors are obliged to record their membership of organisations 
like political parties and Freemasons in a signed “declaration of 
interests”, available on the council website. Does that mean 
councillors have to declare their interests? In a masterpiece of 
oxymoronic obfuscation, the legal department says “Whilst they are 
obliged to make the declarations it is for them to decide whether or 
not such a declaration should be made”. In other words, they have to 
but don’t have to…

Currently only three councillors have admitted being freemasons, and 
until recently planning committee chairman, Conservative councillor 
Terry Glastonbury was not among them – although he did declare his 
masonic membership when he was a county councillor. We drew the 
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attention of the council’s monitoring officer to his failure to comply 
and only when she raised this with him did he admit his omission and
in March 2015 officially concede his Masonic interests (though at the 
time of writing has still not amended his register of interests on the 
council website). We do not know how many other councillors are 
clandestine masons – quite a few, according to some sources, although
failure to declare interests is not only contrary to the council’s code of 
conduct but could be a criminal offence.

Council  planning officers.  on the other hand, are only required to
declare  interests  “if  they  have  the  potential  to  conflict  with  their
duties” but these interests are not available for public scrutiny, being
not on any register but declared verbally only at a planning committee
if they relate to an item under consideration.  

Is  it  coincidence  that  the  planning  committee  chairman,  Terry
Glastonbury,  is  (despite  not  admitting  it  until  we  pointed  out  his
failure to disclose his interest) a well-known freemason and so is his
vice-chairman Conservative Gethyn Davies,  and the husband of the
planning  committee’s  Lynn  Sterry,  fellow  Labour  councillor  Roger
Sterry? They may well mix with (at the Newnham Lodge or the Lydney
Vassar-Smith Chapter or Rose Croix Knights Templar meetings) other
masons  who feature  in  this  narrative  but  who keep  their  masonry
secret. We know that land agent Barry Hutchinson, for example, is a
business associate of former rugby star Phil Vickery – and Vickery is a
prominent member of the Forest of Dean freemasons lodge. 

Rocco  Bennett  is  said  by  most  not  to  be  a  mason –  although  he
worked with John Thurston to “rescue” the Wilderness Centre and
Thurston  is  reputed  to  be  involved  with  the  Yorkley  Court  Farm
enterprise – and Thurston is not just any mason but is latest in the
Watts  family  Masonic  dynasty  and  the  Deputy  Provincial  Grand
Master of Gloucestershire freemasons. 
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The  other  protagonists  in  this  murky  tale?  Who  knows?  Many
landowners and businessmen in the area are freemasons and so are
senior  policemen,  lawyers  and  doctors.  Lydney  Conservative
businessman  and  former  county  councillor  David  Cooksley  was
“outed”, along with his Conservative colleague Terry Glastonbury, as a
leading  freemason  a  few  years  ago  when  there  was  a  scandal  at
Gloucestershire County Council..

* * * * *

In the two-thousand years plus that mankind has occupied this land
how has it been stewarded? In the twenty-first century how has the
significance of this small tract of land overlooking the Severn changed?

It  has  been  settled  by  prehistoric  tribes,  controlled  by  Roman
occupiers, worked by vassals under feudal lords, been no more than a
piece of real estate by marcher lords and their successor aristocracy,
and for the last  century and more has been a small parcel of land
owned  by  an  absentee  landlord  let  to  hard-working  local  tenant
farmers.  It  was then reluctantly given up,  abandoned, left  to go to
waste,  until  the  latest  environmentally-aware  occupiers  arrived  and
started turning some of the wasteland back into productive use.

So why is it now that a dozen or so farmers who simply want to use
this  land  to  grow  food  and  rear  animals,  to  contribute  to  the
community,  and  to  share  their  enthusiasm,  causing  no  harm  or
distress to anyone, are opposed by every kind of authority? Not only
opposed but harassed and persecuted? What on earth is  the threat
they pose?

To  the  bureaucratic  planning  authority,  the  threat  is  to  plans  and
strategies  to  achieve  well-defined  objectives,  often  dictated  from
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above... and to the hypothetical creation of an unwanted travellers’ site
(the only real objection articulated by locals). And the threat is also to
the sense of order embraced by bourgeois planning professions. 

To capitalists, they are a threat to the accepted principle that land is a
commodity, a means of making money.

To developers, the threat is to virtually untrammelled access to make
lots  of  money  out  of  the  very  real  need for  housing or  renewable
energy.

For the police, they represent a culture that must be oppressed: there
is  the assumption that people  like  these  are drug-takers,  anarchists,
disrespecters of convention and accepted social behaviour, a threat to
the rule of law.

Maybe the threat is to vested interests who want to preserve the status
quo and the increasingly unstable economic system that benefits them.
Much as the actions of land-grabbers like Brian Bennett are criticised
by many, he gets away with it because what he does more brazenly a
property-obsessed society does more quietly. We may be unwilling to
admit  it  but  perhaps  there  is  a  social  hegemony that  condones  or
actively  supports  profiteering,  exploitation,  private  enterprise,
inequality…

Put  another  way,  the  threat  is  to  the  artificially-created  notion  of
“normality”,  at  root  the  creation of  the “Other”,  a  tension that  is
present in so many forms of contemporary life. 

Maybe then, ultimately,  the threat is  to the comfort-zone apathy of
most  of  us.  Even  those  who  have  some  sympathy  for  what  the
community farmers are doing would not do it themselves. The farmers
are  “radical”,  in  previous  times  an  accolade,  today  an  insult  or  a
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criminal  charge.  Twenty-first  century  Britain  seems  to  want
“normality”, “moderation”, “obedience”, conformity.  
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Not the final chapter?

ronically the contemporary part in this history of Yorkley Court
Farm originated in the actions of a representative of those values
– a solicitor. And this stage of the story ends with the law, too.I

While battling with a greedy landgrabber and his agents, a politically-
motivated  copper,  prejudiced  planners  and  the  assorted  gangs  of
thugs, freemasons and petty bureaucrats, Yorkley Court Community
Farm workers have also been fighting the ongoing legal  battle with
Richard Martin Tolson, the Bristol  solicitor who claimed to be the
sole executor and trustee responsible for administering and running
and legally possessing  and owning Yorkley Court Farm estate; he has
registered possession and even agreed to  sell  the land on to Brian
Bennett.   

The YCCF occupiers initially took over the stewardship of part of the
farm when apparently no legitimate owners could be found and they,
unlike the “trustee” who was supposed to look after the interests of
the descendants of the original owner, have worked tirelessly since to
ascertain the ownership of this land. The family who represented the
descendants  of  the  last  known owners  of  the  land were  traced  by
YCCF,  thanks  to  some  thorough  researching  by  a  genealogist  they
hired.

And  so,  while  the  property  development  and  planning  pressures
weighed down on the group, the basic issue of ownership came to the
fore with a Land Register process that started in December 2014.  

The basis of the claim by solicitor Richard Tolson, that he was entitled
to  possession  of  the  land  because  of  his  position  as  trustee,  was
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challenged. Where, the YCCF group asked, was any evidence for the
existence of this trust? Where were the documents? Where were the
deeds?  Who were the beneficiaries? And anyway, if it had existed, it
was by now out-of-date (or, in legalese, “expired”). 

The only “evidence” was the statement by solicitors who could provide
no deeds, no trust documents.  

The  McBrides,  the  last  tenants,  had  paid  their  rents  to  a  named
solicitor,  Michael  Barnard,  rather  than to this possibly non-existent
“trust”. Barnard,  the  solicitor  who  had  allegedly  administered  the
trust, had moved abroad after being examined by his professional body
and going bankrupt. His partner, Richard Tolson, had stayed on.

Tolson’s  response to the YCCF challenge (as  communicated by  his
solicitor)  was to acknowledge, tacitly,  that there was no evidence of
him being the successor-in-title to the legal owner but that any legal
claim by the Cholditch descendants (based on the last known owners,
in  1909,  being  Elizabeth  Cholditch  and  Vincent  Davis)  was
“extinguished” because it was so long ago; and even if the descendants
had been entitled to the legal estate in September 1986, when he and
Barnard allegedly became executors and trustees of the Yorkley Court
Farm estate,  their  title  would have become “statute  barred” (ie,  no
longer legally enforceable owing to a prescribed period of limitation
having lapsed) by September 1998. 

He also acknowledged that first just Barnard, then he and Barnard
jointly, rather than any entity called Yorkley Court Estate Trust, had
been indeed in receipt of rent from the Jameses and McBrides. But, he
claims, that can be treated simply as “adverse possession” of the land,
insofar  as  no  one  else  was  claiming  ownership.  This,  commented
YCCF’s solicitor, is saying that Tolson (who seemed to be conceding
that he has no proof of ownership) is himself a squatter trying to evict
other squatters!  It is also, the humble layman might think, rather like
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admitting to theft but saying you were keeping what you had stolen
anyway.  

Judge Rhys Owen, who presided over the pre-tribunal hearings and
consequent flurry of legal exchanges, clearly agreed that Tolson’s claim
of possession was not an open-and-shut case. A welcome New Year’s
present for the farmers was notification that the judge had decided
there was indeed grounds for objection to Tolson’s possessory claims.
A full hearing will be held some time in 2015.

* * * * *

But  before  then  the  farmers  were  knocked  back  with  two  major
assaults. On February 6 they received an enforcement notice from the
council  following  the  refusal  of  planning  permission  for  their
temporary homes. The notice went to other interested parties – such
as   Brian Bennett  – and was  effective  from March 9 and gave the
group six months to remove “all private motor vehicle, fixtures, tents,
buildings, structures, materials and ancillary domestic items” as well as
the  wood burner  and flue,  the  water  storage  and filtration  system
(whose  existence  the  council  hadn’t  acknowledged)  and  the  solar
panels, and the pole barn at the far end of The Strip. 

They  also  had  nine  months  to  “reinstate  the  land  to  its  former
condition” – which would mean digging up the gardens and somehow
recreating the untidy and unproductive bramble-covered mess left by
the army, possibly the most disheartening of the conditions imposed
by  the planners.  Any appeal  against  enforcement would cost  £770.
(The appeal would be co-joined with the appeal against the planning
committee’s decision.)
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A few days later they were informed that Brian Bennett had applied
for a possession order – despite a tacit agreement that he would not,
following the judge’s complaint at the previous hearing that he did not
want  to  see  another  claim  until  the  Land  Registry  case  had  been
heard.

Coincidence? Unlikely. Collusion? Possibly. Good timing? Certainly.

So  now the  community  farm faced  a  direct  attack  on  those  three
fronts: the planning authority, a local millionaire serial land-grabber
and the Bristol solicitor who allegedly sold the property claimed by
adverse possession to Bennett.

By February 15 the farmers were sending out an SOS for people to
help deliver leaflets, storage space for their tools,  parking spaces for
their  mobile  accommodation,  an  old  mobile  phone  –  and  moral
support. On February 22 they held a Tea Party and among the guests
who  braved  a  particularly  nasty  Sunday  was  another  Cholditch
descendant,  who also pledged her support.  The farmers  also heard
that  the  family  were  protesting  against  Bennett’s  application  for  a
possession order on the basis that they were claiming possession rights
to the land and they were giving the farmers permission to stay until
everything had been resolved.

Then came the  hardest  blow –  the  possession  order  was  heard in
Gloucester on February 26 and Judge Harrington ruled in favour of
Brian  Bennett  for  possession  of  Yorkley  Court  Farm.  The  farmers
knew that they had stood little chance against the law. The fact that
Tolson  had  not  established  his  ownership  (the  subject  of  the
upcoming Land Registry tribunal) was irrelevant. The law states that
the purchaser is not affected by whether the vendor had the right to
sell  the  land  –  and  the  beneficiaries  have  no  rights  of  immediate
possession  or  indeed  the  right  to  grant  possession  to  the  farmers
(which is what they had come to court to say). 
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Effectively, Bennett said that he’d paid Tolson (or the YCF Trust) for
the property and if Tolson didn’t actually own that property he was
selling it wasn’t Bennett’s fault. As so often, the law seems to be a
million miles from justice. 

But the case did throw up new hope. 

First, the Cholditch descendants were now firmly behind the farmers
– they were now not only asserting their claims to inheritance of the
estate but were, as putative owners, giving the farmers permission to
stay.  Then,  the sale  of  the estate  to Bennett’s  Yorkley  Court  Farm
Limited  was  seen  as  questionable  since  the  sale  had  not  been
advertised  and  had been  sold  at  a  fraction  of  the  market  value  –
evidence of a quick deal because of the emergence of the Cholditch
descendants’  claim. The fall-back position of  Tolson, that he was a
“solicitor  trustee”  was  untenable  since not  only  was  any such trust
defunct but there was no evidence that it ever existed.

The group were given 24 hours to quit the farmhouse, three days for
land around the house and 14 days to vacate The Strip. It’s not over
yet, the farmers declared and appealed for supporters to come to the
farm. Viva YCCF! they signed off. 

Another Battle of Yorkley Court loomed.

But  the  farmers’  legal  team were  preparing  a  case  not  just  against
Tolson but Bennett, the alleged new owner of Yorkley Court Farm.
Bennett,  claimed barrister Phil McLeish, had in June 2013 “actively
sought to weaken and undermine Mr Tolson’s physical control over
the land by assisting the current occupiers by supplying free of charge,
heavy  plant  to  remove  approximately  33  tonnes  of  spoil  that
Hamiltons [Tolson’s land agent] had deposited behind the main gates

83



into the camp… in order to weaken the former’s bargaining position
and persuade him to agree to sell the land.”

The purchase by Bennett’s YCF had been “rushed through at a time
when Mr Bennett knew that researches into the relevant beneficiaries
was about to lead to the unravelling of Mr Tolson’s position, and was
one explicitly designed to frustrate the attempt of those entitled to the
land to assert their rights. The land was purchased in secret, off the
open market, for the low sum of £755,000.”

He quotes Lord Denning’s explanation that “‘fraud’ may cover ‘any
dishonest  dealing done so as  to deprive  unwary  innocents  of  their
rightful dues’, the hallmarks of such fraud including transactions done
stealthily and speedily for no sufficient consideration”.

“The court  retains  a  general  equitable  jurisdiction  to  intervene  in
cases of fraud,” concluded McLeish, “and this is a case in which it
should do so.”

* * * * *

There is not and never has been a straightforward story of the survival
of this modest farmland and its occupiers, of simple right or wrong, of
moral evil and of good, of heroes and villains.

Would today’s  settlers  survive the manoeuvrings of the powers that
threaten their occupation? More crucially, would the land survive? For
it is the land itself that has had to live with the abuses throughout its
history.

And  so  the  struggle  continues.  The  struggle  to  unearth  what  lies
beneath, the perpetual battle between the powerful and the oppressed,
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the question of, say, whether freemasonry has played a part on this
narrative, or whether the police have been complicit in a whitewash,
whether the law is skewed in favour of lawyers who know how to play
the game,  whether developers should be allowed to buy up good land
just to sit on it, why the local planners seem so determined to evict the
farmers that they misrepresent the truth – these and other issues will
continue to be fought and will, perhaps, form another book recording
the fight for the survival of not just the land itself, or of its stewards
and benign occupiers, but of justice and honesty. 

In the 21st century, the community farmers have continued to bring
their small plot of land back into productivity. They have settled the
land, they nurture it, they cherish and share it... but they were aware
that they could be deprived of their homes or could be surrounded by
solar  panels  or  even  a  housing  estate  if  the  unholy  alliance  of
establishment powers did not relent.

And  perhaps  the  most  reassuring  point  in  the  wind-down  of  the
narrative, days after Brian Bennett’s court case, was a meeting called
for  Yorkley  residents  at  The  Bailey  Inn,  where  three  rather
apprehensive young people  explained to a crowded room just  what
had  happened  and  asked  for  the  community’s  support  and
understanding. 

They  started  off  nervously  falling  over  their  words,  but  as  they
gradually realised that virtually everyone on that room was on their
side, they relaxed and smiled and collected comments and welcomed
the decision by their  neighbours  –  predominantly  middle-aged and
middle class – to do what they could, such as writing letters of support
to the media and politicians. There was literally only one person who
spoke against the farmers, a man that no one seemed to know, and his
aggressive,  critical,  curt  interventions  brought  such  widespread
derision that he felt obliged to walk out. 
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These farmers are determined. They are resilient, they are firm in their
ethics and practices, they are committed to this project, they will do all
they can to stay and protect the land, help it survive the ravages of
greedy humans. 

They have been making history here, in the Forest of Dean, adding
another chapter to the rich narrative of Yorkley Court.  

But by the time you read this, this chapter could be all over. They may
be unable to resist the power of the law. This great experiment may be
destroyed, here at least. But not without a struggle.

 March 10, 2015
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