West Dorset has been farmed continuously since neolithic times. In
the early middle ages a pattern of farmland was established which
prevailed into the twentieth century. During the wave of enclosures
of the early eighteenth century the fields were consolidated into
larger landholdings in the ownership of local gentry.
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Trendle farmhouse. It was never rebuilt or replaced and the only
habitable building remaining was the gamekeeper’s lodge.

A man known as Conjuring Biles lived in a shepherd’s hut on the
Somerton Estate during the early part of the nineteenth century. A
wise man who had the knowledge of cures and curses, he was also
consulted for his power of foresight. His sudden disappearance was
rumoured to have been suspicious but there was never a credible
explanation.

In 1955 the Woodhouses evicted all tenant farmers on the estate and
took over the running of the farms themselves. The Minterne family
was able to find another farm, but others struggled. They left their
livelihoods behind them, perhaps remembering stories of Conjuring
Biles’ curses. One of these families later ran into difficulties and
blamed the Woodhouses for their ruin. They mounted a campaign of
slogan-writing on their farms, the remains of which can be seen at
Trendle. It’s not clear what exactly was written but it is thought to
relate to “TAX MEN”.

In 1852 most of the land owned by the Earl of Somerton was sold to
the Woodhouse family and the farms, of which Trendle was one,
were rented out to tenant farmers. A fire in 1920 destroyed the

But the Woodhouse family’s idea to farm the land themselves was
not so wise as they had thought. Dairy farming was abandoned in
1964. Pig farming was tried for a few years but this did not succeed.

In August 1981 a black-hatted man moved into an old caravan on the
farm where he stayed until the middle of December. He would often
disappear without trace and then, just as suddenly, reappear on the
farm. He was known as the Conjuror. During that year’s heavy snow
he was found wandering in a nearby lane and taken into care.
He did not reappear.
An exhibition of photographs by the American photographer Walker
Evans was shown in the lodge in 2010. Evans is perhaps best known
for his work for the Farm Security Administration documenting the
effects of the Great Depression. I visited the exhibition with Everard
Minterne, 55 years after he left Trendle Farm.

In the book Patagonia Revisited, Paul Theroux describes Patagonia as
“a forcing-house of legends, half-truths and misinformation.”

