Heather Dixon meets a woman who is making a

business out of teaching self-sufficiency

enyears ago Victoria Merrickwould

have struggled to successfully grow

herown vegetables, let alone weave
willow, spinyarn, planthedges and turn
driftwood into Christmas decorations.

Now she makes cakes with eggslaid by
herown chickens, grows fruitand
vegetablesinraised beds and could
probably develop areed bed filtering system
without too much trouble.

For Victoria swapped ahectic
cosmopolitanlifestyle, running chic city
cafes and barista courses, forthe highsand
lows of rural self-sufficiency inaquiet
Lincolnshire village when she married her
husband, Shaun. The contrast couldn’thave
beengreater.

The first few years were spent adjusting
to familylife in alarge old farmhouse
standingin 40 acres ofland - miles from
urban civilisation and on the other side of
the world from her native Australia.

Then, fouryears ago, Victoria decided to
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put her developing rural skills and long-
standing business acumen to good use by
setting up Wicked Stepmother’s World - a
series of workshops based at the farmhouse
inwhich people couldlearnhow tolive the
‘goodlife’.

The ‘tester’ courses proved so popular
thatbeforelong she was organising
workshopsin everything from plantinga
willow coppice and weaving baskets to
organising anaromatherapy gardenand
keeping chickens. Rag rugging, sausage
making, keeping pigs (not necessarilyin
thatorder), baking bread with wild yeastand
making rusticladderback chairs swiftly
followed as word about Victoria’s rural
courses spread farand wide.

‘Overthe years myinterestin rural crafts
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and sustainability has developed and
evolved asThave discovered new skills,’ says
Victoria. Tstarted the workshops onasmall
scale, inviting a fewlocal crafts and business
people to share theirknowledge, but now
they come tome asking whetherIwould
beinterested inrunningacourseona
particular subject.’

Victoriabelieves therecessionhashada
significantimpact onthe success of the
courses. The workshops focus on mending
andre-usingrather than throwing away; on
growing your own produce and improving
wellbeing. The programme includes more
than 7o courses, workshops,
demonstrations andlecture days embracing
thekitchen, the garden, living sustainably
and traditional rural crafts.’

Aswell as organising the courses,
Victoria, along with Shaun, manages 40
acres of garden, woodland, lake and fields.
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Shealsohelps neighbours Bill and Linda
Hobson, wholaunched Somerby Vineyards
Ltdin 2006 withamodest 150 vines planted
in Victoriaand Shaun’s walled garden.

Theynowhave more than 2,000 vines,
including Orion, Ortega, Phoenix, Regent,
Rhondo and Solaris, and Victoriais planning
tointroduce more courses related to grape
picking and wine making.

She gears the programme around the
seasons and over the next few months
(Octoberto December 2011) workshops will
include basket weaving, nature-based
decorations forthe home, and orchard
planting and management.

Lincolnshire woodsman and craftsman
Ray Lister will lead workshops in basket
making fromlocally-grown willowand the
art of wood management and burning.

‘Ray has travelled worldwide practicing
his craftand now manageslocal woodland
growing hazel, willow and ash for coppicing
and charcoal making,’ says Victoria.

‘He coppices wood for fuel and makes
charcoal. The workshop will rediscover the
artofburning wood asafuel andlearn about
growing, harvesting, gathering, processing,
seasoning, different varieties, storing and
burning wood.”’

The course willalsoincludea
demonstration on how to use awood-fired
stove toits optimum, its cleaning and
maintenance as wellashow to effectively
and safelyuseachain saw. It’saworld away
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from Victoria’s upbringing in Australia.

Her great-grandfather was Australia’s
fourth Prime Minister Sir George Reid and
herfather, an engineer, went on tobuyand
run his own farm. Victoriaworked as a
nanny for Australian comedian Barrie
Humphreys before establishing cafes and
patisseriesin Sydney. She was eventually
invited tohelp setupan Espresso School in
London, then met Shaun and married him
afterathree-year, long-distance romance,
givingup everything to move to his family
homein Somerby.

‘Shaun suggested we build a vegetable
garden,’ said Victoria. Tknew absolutely
nothing about growing things but was
completelyhooked by the time we had the
firstharvest. As my passion for the rural life
evolved and the courses took off, everything
I'wasinterestedin became the subject ofa
workshop.’

The name Wicked Stepmother’s World
evolved from Victoria’s self-effacingand
humorous view of herroleinrelationto
Shaun’s four children. The name stuckand
the ‘good life’ followed. Now a supporter of
Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall’s Landshare
movement, Victoriais openinga
community shop atherhome, sellinglocal
produce, whichislikely toinclude herown
homemade bread and wine.

‘We growall our own fruit and vegetables
and for eight months of the yearIdon’t have
tobuyflowers because we have a growand
cutgarden,’ says Victoria. ‘Weare not
completely self-sufficient, but we are well on
theway.’

And sheis convinced that the success of
Wicked Stepmother’s World reflects a
significant shiftin the way people want to
live. ‘Weare going back to basics,’ she says.
‘People are beginning to appreciate the
satisfaction of growing and eating theirown
freshfood, of mending somethinginstead
of throwingitaway. Before long the ethos of
self-sufficiencyand the revival of rural crafts
and traditions will nolonger be alternative
but mainstream.’
® www.wickedstepmothersworld.co.uk
Tel: 01652 628560

Wovkshops

comiyg up:

AN INTRODUCTION TO GREEN
WOODWORKING

Tutor: Ray Lister

Date: Friday, October 14, 2011

Time: 10am-4pm

Cost: £95 includes materials, equipment,
refreshments and lunch.

THE HEALING GARDEN

Tutor: Trudy Norris

Date: Saturday, October 15,2011

Time: 10am-4pm

Cost: £55 includes refreshments

and lunch.

ORCHARD MANAGEMENT

Tutor: Ray Lister

Date: Sunday, October 16,2011

Time: 10am-4pm

Cost: £85 includes refreshments and lunch.

AN INTRODUCTION TO SPINNING
Tutor: Joan Halliwell
Date: Saturday, October 22, 2011

Time: 10am-4pm

Cost: £75 includes materials, equipment,
refreshments and lunch.

THE ART OF PRUNING

Tutor: Dustin Hami

Iton

Date: Friday, November 4, 2011

Time: 10am-4pm

Cost: £65 includes refreshments

and lunch.

WEAVE A WILLOW FRAME BASKET

Tutor: Ray Lister

Date: Friday, November 11,2011

Time: 10am-4pm

Cost: £95 includes materials, equipment,
refreshmentand lunch .

Limited number: 6

THE ART OF BURNING

WOOD FOR FUE
Tutor: Ray Lister

L

Date: Saturday, November 12,2011

Time: 10am-4pm

Cost: £65 includes equipment,
refreshments and lunch.

DRIFTWOOD TR

EES, WREATHS

AND DECORATIONS

Tutor: Jean Hall
Date: Wednesday,
Time:10am-4pm

November 23, 2011

Cost: £65 includes materials, equipment,
refreshments and lunch.

CHRISTMAS WREATHS,
DECORATIONS AND FLOWERS
Tutor: Rachel Petherham

Date: Thursday, November 24, 2010

Time: 10am-4pm

Cost: £85 includes materials, refreshments

and lunch.
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