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“We shall attempt to offer unconditional friendship to all who come, however 
defeated and broken and near the end of their tether they may be, accepting 
people as they are, “warts and all”, and then, by sharing in the life and work 
and worship of the community, for weekends or weeks or longer, we hope that 
healing will take place. We hope, too, that the artificial barriers of class and 
race will be broken down, as men and women work and worship in complete 
equality. The educated will learn not to feel superior to the uneducated, and 
the man who works with his hands will feel on the same level as the man who 
works with his head, and the colour of one’s skin will not matter at all.” They 
referenced Albert Schweitzer’s words, explaining what they were striving after : 
“Here at all times of the day and night, is light and help and human kindness”.  

Newsletter, October 1958.

HOPE
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Greetings from the Warden

On the day I became the Warden of the Pilsdon Community Adam Dickens, in 
his leaving speech stated that the most important words that one can learn 
in community are thank you and I am sorry.

These simple words have stuck with me for the past 6 years and truly they 
are one of the great lessons we have all come here to learn. So much of the 
world ignores the consequences of its actions nor do they declare the good 
that is in each of us.  We become commodities, easily discarded.

Pilsdon’s 60 year is a demonstration of the human ability to accept each 
other in frailty and vulnerability and by doing so raise each other up with the 
thank yous and the sorrys of everyday life. 

This booklet has been put together to reflect the life of the Pilsdon 
Community from its beginning to today.  It contains words from the play 
written and performed by the community at the anniversary celebration. It 
also includes extracts from “The Stations of Our Story”, a pilgrimage around 
the buildings and grounds of Pilsdon, which in turn were based on materials 
in the existing Pilsdon archive and from interviews conducted for oral history 
project. 

The themes celebrated at the anniversary echo across the eras, many of the 
struggles remain familiar, and we try to remain faithful to showing people the 
love of God as demonstrated to us through the Gospels.  We hope you enjoy 
this journey with us. 

 
Michael Deegan
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Pilsdon Community’s 
first newsletter………   
In March of this year 
we heard that Pilsdon 
Manor was for sale. As 
soon as we saw it, with 
the church so uncannily 
like the one at Little 
Gidding, we knew it was 
both the end and the 
beginning of a journey. 
On October 16th, thanks 
to the generosity of 
friends and relatives, we 
bought Pilsdon Manor, 
9 ½ acres of land and 
“Bill’s Cottage” for 
£5,000.        

October 1958

ANCHORING

Unless the Lord build the house, those who build it labour in vain.  
Psalm 127: 1

Inside the house on the ground floor are 
three large rooms, a common room, dining 
room and library. On fine days the sun pours 
through great hamstone windows, and, 
when it is chilly and bleak outside, blazing 
log fires in enormous fireplaces are warm 
and welcoming. It would be impossible to 
tell you about all the gifts we have received: 
furniture and furnishings, bedding and linen, 
crockery and cutlery, as well as cheques and 
notes and postal orders. It seems almost 
unbelievable that so large a house has 
been furnished from the homes of men and 
women, most of whom live within a radius 
of ten miles. One thing is certain, because of 
all the overwhelming trust and faith that has 
been shown, we must try harder than ever to 
live responsibly and simply.  

Percy & Gaynor Smith, December 1958
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2018

2012

2009

2009

2004

2004

2000

1997 -  
2000

1994

1980

Purchase of Pilsdon Manor and founding of the Pilsdon 
Community by Percy and Gaynor Smith on 16th October

Percy and Gaynor leave; Stuart Affleck becomes Warden

Stuart and Judy leave; Peter Barnett appointed as Warden

Major renovation work to main house and church
2000 

Brook House established

Peter and Mary leave; Jonathan Herbert becomes Warden

Pilsdon at West Malling established

Renovation of East Wing begins

Jonathan and Suzi leave; Adam Dickens becomes Warden 

Adam and Theresa leave; Michael Deegan appointed as 
Warden

Celebration of 60th Anniversary

The Pilsdon Community - 60 Year Timeline

1958 
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Prayers four times a day, that was one of Percy’s great visions …… He 
always said to me, ‘Gaynor, I want to live somewhere where with other people 
I can say prayers four times a day’. And we did, and he did. Now, that was 
Pilsdon.     

Gaynor Smith

PRAYER

There’s something about being 
able to bring the joys of the 
morning or the agonies of an 
afternoon or whatever it is that’s 
taken place, and to have that 
space to be able to offer them up 
and to just re-root yourself in the 
life of God. I mean the majority of 
people at Pilsdon don’t participate 
in the prayers, but I think there 
was a sense of ‘this is part of the 
life’ and some people were really 
grateful that it was happening, 
whether they engaged with it or 
not. 

   Adam Dickens

I’ll be honest, it’s not that important to 
me, religion, but it was really important 
to the people I was living with. So, 
the Members and Volunteers who 
I’d formed friendships with, it was 
important to them. Depending on what 
sort of Guests you had on the night, 
they’d be sat in Compline on their own. 
So, I’d just go and sit in there and I 
learnt the prayer so that I could join in 
with them.   

Alex Kelly

The prayer life of the community 
supports the care of the community, it’s 
the golden thread through everything.     

Sue Langdon
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The Pilsdon Eucharist Prayer

We break this bread for those who love God,
For those who follow the path of the Buddha
And worship the God of the Hindus;
For our sisters and brothers in Islam
And for the Jewish people from who we come.
We pray that one day we may be as one.

We break this bread for the great green earth;
We call to mind the forests, fields and flowers
Which we are destroying,
That one day, with the original blessing,
God’s creation will be restored.

We break this bread for those who have no bread,
The starving, the homeless and the refugees,
That one day this planet may be a home
For everyone.

We break this bread for the broken parts of ourselves,
The wounded child in all of us, for our broken relationships,
That one day we may glimpse the wholeness that is of Christ

The Revd Donald Reeves
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Little Gidding is the name of a small hamlet in Huntingdonshire, and in 1625 
Nicholas Ferrar went from London to a tumbledown manor house in this 
remote parish with his mother and sister and brother …. He desired to live 
and work and worship in a small community and to serve all who came there 
for whatever reason. Nicholas Ferrar guided this community for twelve years 
and it continued for another twenty after his death. Throughout this period a 
constant stream of guests and visitors came to Little Gidding finding there the 
“spirit of joy and serene peace”.  

Newsletter, October 1958

INSPIRATION

…. And what you thought 
you came for
Is only a shell, a husk of 
meaning
From which the purpose 
breaks only when it is fulfilled
If at all.        

  “Little Gidding”, TS Eliot

We are essentially a religious 
community of a rather unusual kind, 
a continuation of a thread never 
forgotten or quite broken, winding back 
to that mixed Anglican community, 
founded in the 17th century at Little 
Gidding by Nicholas Ferrar. Pilsdon is 
not a copy of Little Gidding. It would be 
foolish and insincere to try to do that. 
We in the 20th century have different 
needs and a very different framework 
to our lives, but the ideals of Little 
Gidding are the guide and inspiration 
for what is done here, and in our care 
for the growth of the community – 
regular worship, careful work and 
constant open hospitality that break 
through the barriers that so often 
separate people.  

Percy & Gaynor Smith, June 1959
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The unknown, remembered gate

The anniversary celebration featured a performance of ‘The unknown, 
remembered gate’ (T. S. Eliot); a play created by the Pilsdon Community working 
with writer and facilitator Sharon ‘Muiruri’ Coyne of State of Play. Some poetic 
licence has been used in the devising of this piece.  The rich material used as a 
starting point was drawn from the interviews that have been conducted by Mary 
Davies and volunteers as part of the Heritage Lottery Fund oral history project 
for Pilsdon’s archive. 

The play is mostly set during the time of Percy and Gaynor Smith, beginning 
with the founding of the Community in October 1958. It ends with an indication 
of continuity, of the Community being carried forward to the present day by 
a succession of committed people. Present throughout the play, advising and 
commenting on the action and acting as a guide to Percy, is the ‘spirit’ of Nicholas 
Ferrar of Little Gidding. 

The play moves through the four seasons of the year, portraying typical aspects 
of life in the Community, including both laughter and sadness. It features a series 
of ‘tales’ told by individuals - Members, Guests, Wayfarers, Volunteers - which 
reflect their experiences of Pilsdon. Several of these are true accounts of personal 
experience written by the people who performed them. 

These tales are presented in the following pages.
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Percy:(reading from a book)1625, what I visualise at ….

Nicholas:(writing) Little Gidding is a simple Christian   
   life …. simplicity and order
Percy:(reading)  Simplicity and order

Nicholas:  I am not looking to recreate a    
   monastery, there is not to be any   
   taking of vows

Percy:   Not to be any taking of vows. This   
   could be the way….

Gaynor:   What we’ve been searching for

Nicholas:  I wouldn’t like to see a community   
   that is, well, based on Christian tradition.  
   It is more a remaking of a tradition ….  
   A way of life adopted by members of a   
   family. It is to be a family, yes, 
   a family …. following the courses and duties  
   of family life - the management  of a big  
   household, the upbringing of children,   
   the entertainment of friends, and the rest….

Gaynor:   The rest …. The ‘stuff’ of life.  (Pause)   
   Ferrar sounds just like you Percy! He is  
   singing from the same prayer-book. A book  
   written over three hundred years ago!

Ruth:    That is a very, very, very long time ago!

Percy:   Could this be the way, Gaynor? Could we  
   recreate this way of existence, this   
   community,in 1958?

A flavour of the play is given by the 
following extract, when Nicholas 
makes his first intervention; and 
which marks the beginning of the 
Pilsdon Community:
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ACCEPTANCE
What we offer is an open door and as long as you’re not going to burn 
the place down or abuse somebody, you’re welcome here. You just are 
welcome here. You don’t have to have a reason to be here. One imagined 
if one wanted to turn up in the morning and sit in the garden, join in 
coffee, I can’t think anybody would say anything about, ‘Oh no, who …. ?’ 
‘Hello’, and chat to you and wouldn’t expect you to have a reason. That’s 
unique.        

Shirley Edwards

It’s getting it back to the vision, 
to the Little Gidding vision, to the 
original Pilsdon vision, to base 
your life on prayer and work 
and opening up and to offer 
unconditional love and support to 
people that come.    

Annie Hardie

I don’t know, does one Wayfarer tell 
someone else and say, ‘Alright then, 
we’ll go and have a look’? That’s 
what I’ve done with this young girl 
… I knew what would happen. She 
was going, ‘Oh, will they accept me? 
They won’t turn me away?’ I said 
‘No!’ and I did the tour.      

Simon Norris

Everyone who knocks on the door 
is made welcome, because you 
might be entertaining angels.  

Peter Barnett

And you could talk, you could tell 
what you wanted to tell. You could 
also be quiet and you heard other 
people’s stories ….. I liked the 
accepting-ness.    

   Rosemary Cortes

I feel valued there…..I feel valued as a human being.  It’s not a question 
of what you can do for them or what they can do for you. It’s sort of 
unconditional. The fact that you’re human is enough.  

Hilary Joyce
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The Mother’s Tale

Gaynor:  It was all a dream really Nicholas.  After we 
read about your work at Little Gidding, we were very, 
very taken by the thought of community life.  Communes 
were springing up everywhere you see.  I think after the 
horrors of the war people wanted to build a different way 
of living. … …... and Pilsdon ..was.... was a gift from 
God.

I have seen so many people come and go through that gate, 
all with their different stories, their frailties, gifts, 
laughter, sorrow and pain ….. someone once said it was 
the pain that held us together … I think they were right.

Nicholas:  The unknown yet remembered gate

Gaynor: Yes, that gate.  Some folk stayed days, some 
weeks, months, even years.  Some came back to shelter 
from the cold and some because they were broken by what 
lies outside the gate.  Only a very few never returned.

I think I have learnt all I know today through this 
community, and prayer and friendship.  I met myself anew 
here and I grew in to someone completely different.  We 
all drew so close to each other, we walked alongside each 
other …. oh of course, we struggled, but we lived!  Well, 
most of us did.   We have buried a few here too.

You see it’s about love and acceptance really.  Without 
those things it simply doesn’t work.  I’ve met such 
extraordinary people here.  At Pilsdon I found myself 
living with and loving someone I would never even have 
come in to contact with in my previous life beyond that 
gate.  The ex-prisoners, the wayfarers, those people 
tortured by mental health problems and addictions.  
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And I realised that they were just like you and me really 
Nicholas.  One wayfarer once said to me that the thickness 
of his cigarette paper was the difference between sanity 
and madness.

Sometimes I think if it wasn’t for my choir, I should 
go mad!  At times I feel so challenged and ill equipped 
to cope with life here.  It isn’t always easy being the 
warden’s wife. …..  But I remember once, out of the blue, 
one of the quietest of guests gave me a little bunch of 
the most exquisite flowers he picked from the garden, 
he said it was to thank me for all I did for everyone.  
Those sort of things keep me anchored, ….. and inspired, 
do you know what I mean?

I think Pilsdon is like a library with all sorts of books, 
with odd shapes and strange stories. Do you know, T. S. 
Eliot said that the very existence of libraries offered 
hope for the future of man.  Well our odd little library 
of men and women here at Pilsdon gave us great hope, and 
love and healing.  Oh don’t misunderstand me, many of our 
problems were not solved, but we learnt how to live with 
them without further damage to ourselves and to others.  

Some of the strangest stories came from the Cowboys, 
that’s what I like to call the wayfarers because they 
had such amazing stories.  They made me laugh so much, 
and so often.  No seriously Nicholas, when people have 
the courage or just the plain desperation to walk through 
that gate, we hope we have created a nurturing space 
where they can be loved and accepted and through living 
together, can find shelter and a way to build a new life. 

Nicholas, I pray that the gate will always be open for 
all who need it …..... and that there is this view and 
the birds singing ….....
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What you learn, coming to 
Pilsdon, is the importance of the 
rhythm…… There are moments 
in a day when the bell rings 
at quarter to 1 and you think, 
‘Absolutely, I need to stop what 
I’m doing, I need to go pray’ … So, 
some folks come here and say, ‘Oh 
wow, they have prayer four times a 
day. They’re really holy!’. What you 
learn is that that actually becomes 
a requirement of being able to 
sustain a life that is set apart.  
  

Michael Deegan

RHYTHM
Each day was, in a sense, very contained …. You had that routine, which 
held some of the pain, some of the fear, some of the anxiety, some of the 
madness there. Yeah, I loved that. I think the rhythm of prayer is a really 
hidden, understated thing at Pilsdon but I’m sure it’s the glue that holds 
it all together. So, the regular mealtimes – I’ve had 20 years of having 
lunch at 1 o’clock, tea and toast at half past 4, so I can tell the time by 
my stomach…… Then all the agricultural year and the rhythms of that. 
Cleaning out the winter quarters, building the new muckheap. The lambs 
being born, planting in the vegetable garden. Then, the hay harvest and 
in the winter going out collecting wood, chopping logs…… Coming in at 
half past 4 when it was already dark in December to see this great blaze 
going in the Common Room. Lovely, lovely.     

Jonathan Herbert

The rhythm is defined by the 
countryside and by the animals, by 
the needs of – not the humans – 
but the land and everything else. 

So there is a natural rhythm … the 
actual earth’s rhythms, along with 
the liturgical rhythms, the rhythms 

of people in their birthdays … and 
the rhythm of the bell.    

 Mary Barnett

Just waiting for the bell. Yeah, it 
was the bell.   

Simon Smith
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The Cook’s Tale

Gillian: Goodness me – 26 people for lunch. Now let’s
         see….what I can make with kale, beetroot, peas  
    and left over beans….oh I know….LOVE soup….a
         leftover vegetable experience soup.    
    Food is at the heart of Pilsdon and you know  
    what they say about the Pilsdon pounds.
         Let me see – here’s a good recipe…

Fold twenty people together
And add a dash of sorrow
Marinate it for a few months.
Mix in two heaped measures of trust
Two well rounded scoops of respect
Two generous portions of affection
Two equal amounts of sharing
Stir together until all the lumps
And bumps are dissolved.
This could take some time!
Take one grudge and chop it into tiny 
pieces
Add several cups of love
Dredge it all with a large smile.
Next, dissolve a spoonful of resentment 
in a jug 
Of laughter and kindness
Toss in genuine forgiveness.
The amount of people served….?
Well it will depend on you
But it could serve the whole world
If you really want it to. 

Now where’s that bell
for supper ?
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To have nothing to do day after day is to feel demoralised, frustrated and 
dissatisfied – in a word, useless. Work can make us feel worthwhile and give 
a sense of purpose and time well spent. Work is also an important means of 
communication, beyond words and where words fail.   

Percy Smith

My father (Percy) had a huge work ethic thing. Sometimes he gave people 
tiny little jobs because he knew that they were either old or weak or 
recovering from something, but they still got given a job whatever it was, even 
if it was just polishing that brass pot or whatever, to give them all a meaning, 
to help with the running of the place in a way, to be seen to be part of it 
really, I suppose.     

Ruth Thurgur

I love the work I do there, I really do love the work. Like the hay baling – 
everybody goes, “Ugh, hay baling!” But I think it’s great! I really do, I love it. 
Like the milking, I love the milking. I never thought in a million years I would 
milk a cow, and I think it’s excellent, I love it. With dairy, I can go into my own 
little daydream in there, you know, doing the dairy, I like that.     

Emma Davison

So, they were short on people for milking here and I’ve always had a fairly 
good work ethic. Despite drug use, I’ve always got up and gone to work and 
stuff and they said they were short on milkers….. I wanted to get involved 
with it, I’d seen all this stuff going on and he said, ‘Hey, do you fancy having 
a go at milking? We’re really short on milkers and people who’ll get up in the 
morning.’ So, I said, ‘Yeah, I’ll do it,’ and I did. I remember the whole milking 
process feeling very strange and alien. I took some comfort in being near the 
animals, I’ve always had an affinity with animals and kids. I can’t really explain 
it but yeah, I started to feel this affinity with the animals and I really got into 
milking and stuff. Any work that was going on… it helped distract me from 
anything that might be going on in my head, any nonsense or… while you’re 
milking a cow, you tend not to be thinking about other stuff……. 

Alex Kelly

WORK
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The Swineherd’s Tale

Good day to you Pig. How are 
you today? You’ve made a bit 
of a mess of this pig pen, 
Pig. There is shit everywhere 
– I don’t want to embarrass 
you, Pig, but are you really 
happy living in this?

I never thought I’d end up 
cleaning up pig shit for my 
keep – how the mighty fall, eh 
Pig? Who am I to judge you, 
Pig – my life is one massive 
pile of pooh – such a mess I 
have made of it, Pig.

Did I ever love the mother 
of my children, Pig? I think 
I did but I guess I may have 
loved myself a tiny bit more, 
Pig – I was, in the end, a 
bit of a pig to her, Pig, all 
said and done, and pretty poor 
at bringing home the bacon to 
boot. What a mess Pig, what a 
mess…..

Well, we will clean you up 
Pig, and I will try and stay 
clean myself – and clean up my 
own proverbial pile – a shovel 
full at a time.

I think I’ll go and tidy up 
my room, Pig – it’s a bit of 
a pigsty at the moment – no 
offence, Pig. I sincerely hope 
I have not offended you Pig, 
it really is the very last 
thing I would wish to do.
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CELEBRATION
There was something very special about the anniversary on October 16th 

this year, when many friends shared our gratitude for this miracle of survival 
and our belief in what we are doing.

A Pilsdon Christmas Letter, December 1962

So for me the meals and the 
cooking and the celebrations of 
birthdays, regardless of whether 
people wanted them or not ……
we did the same for everybody. And 
the birthdays would go into the 
diary straight away when someone 
came, so that we hoped no-one 
would ever be forgotten. And again 
some people found it hard to 
receive, but when everybody else 
was receiving again, I think they 
might begin to think, well, maybe I 
am worth it.     

Mary Barnett

I have no idea how it happened, but I remember spending my 18th 
birthday at Pilsdon and Gillian asking me what I would like to eat. I asked 
for a lemon meringue pie, and I think she thought I’d chosen one of the 
most difficult puddings to make, but she very kindly gave me a lemon 
meringue pie. I have a photograph of that, actually sitting in front of that 
lemon meringue pie with a candle in it.      

Caroline Hillyard

Annie Hardie, who was a Member 
at the time, had made a cake 
for somebody’s birthday, because 
when they come in the Wayfarers 
give their birth dates. And they 
realised it was this guy’s birthday, 
so they’d made a birthday cake. 
And this guy was absolutely 
dumbfounded and very tearful, 
and he said that no-one had ever 
made him a birthday cake before.     

Hilary Joyce
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The Wayfarer’s Tale

This sacred throne of community
This sceptred isle
This heart of majesty
This seat of compassion
This other Eden; demi-paradise
This manor house, built upon nature
For everyone against infection and the hand of pain

This happy breed of people 
This little solace
This precious beacon of light, and peace
Set in a turbulent sea of discontent
Which serves it like an office, or a wall
Or as a moat defensive to this house
Which welcomes people from far less happier lives

This blessed plot, this earth, this realm 
This Pilsdon

This nurse
This teeming room of beautiful community
Blessed by its breed
And famous for its compassion, love and care
And wardens renowned for their deeds of hard work
As far from home
For Christian service and true chivalry

As of the world’s ransom
Blessed Mary’s son
This Pilsdon of such dear souls
This dear dear Pilsdon
Dear for her reputation throughout the Sarum Diocese.
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I could talk to Michael Deegan, 
he’d say, ‘You OK?’ I’d say, ‘Can I 

have a chat, Michael?’ And I’d feel 
really like rough and ten minutes 

later I’d walk out there, and you’re 
crying ‘cause I’m like, well, I feel 

better now, it’s like ‘Whoa!’ It’s just 
like ‘Thank you, Michael’, and he 

does what he does, ‘Sure’.
Simon Smith

NURTURING
So anyway, Sister Anne was there …… ‘Oh Michael’, she said, ‘what 
happened to you, you look awful’. She said, ‘Get in the car’. She drove me 
straight back here and I came out in these bloody hives and everything, 
my body was just … it was terrible. And she nursed me through it and she 
got me back on my feet again.    

Michael O’Shaughnessy

Even if a Guest only leans over a 
loose box and strokes the nose of 

a calf or a bullock it gives them 
something, as it does for those who 
get more involved with milking and 

helping look after the sheep and 
such things. It’s a very, very, very 
important part of the life here.     

John Schnadhorst

So, I’m pretty good these days at walking into a GP appointment with 
someone and saying, ‘I’m here because they need this and they don’t 

know how to ask for it, and here are the reasons why’. Then the GP will 
question them, but someone needs to play advocate, someone needs to 

kind of open some of those doors to try to make sense of this.    
Michael Deegan

Body and soul, Pilsdon, ain’t it?    
Bill Scanlon
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CREATIVITY

Linda made the table for the chapel at Pilsdon, the wood came from a cherry 
tree from the orchard at her family’s house. The tree had been blown in a 
storm and to all intents and purposes was of no further use, but she saw the 
potential and the link between the tree and Pilsdon, and out of a fallen tree 
created a beautiful table where the Eucharist could be celebrated.     

Sue Sollars

I can always remember the morning I came out of the pottery and I was 
going up to do something in the cowshed, and I could point, within a foot 
or two I would think, at the exact point where I stopped in my walk up the 
courtyard there. I’d come out of the pottery and I said, ‘I’ll do this for a living, 
make pots’.     

 Nick Hillyard

But going into the pottery 
and learning from Nick the 
potter, the hardest part for 
me was to learn patience 
being here, and control. To 
have a tiny piece of clay 
and put it on the middle of 
the potter’s wheel and to 
get it to centre, I relate that 
to my inner self.  If I’m not 
centred, it’ll come out in the 
clay.        

Daniel Kittow
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The Lovers’ Tale

SHE: We first met the night the piglets were born,
 We were bottle-feeding ‘cos the sow had died.

HE: And the next day I found you sat on the lawn,
 Upset. You told me your story and cried.

SHE: My life was such a complete mess back then
 But you listened – not like my usual men!

HE: I’d been there, knew what you were going through
 And at Pilsdon I’d started to learn to cope.

SHE: Whereas I’d just arrived, didn’t know what to do
 And your words, I remember, made me think there was  
 hope.

HE: Well, it worked both ways, I gained much from your  
 trust. And that’s not to mention the subject of  
 lust!

SHE: Well you’ve mentioned it now! Of course I felt it  
 too. There was only one way our friendship was   
 heading.

HE: I knew that it wasn’t the right thing to do,
 New female Guests are not meant for bedding!

SHE: They have to have rules and that’s fair enough,
 Though keeping them sometimes can feel very tough.

HE: Looking back now it all seems a bit daft,
 Secretly sneaking my way to your room –

SHE: Like a teenager! Oh, we giggled and laughed
 And played silly games, me a bride, you a groom.
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HE: Though we knew from the start that our time would  
 be short, Sooner or later we were bound to get   
 caught.

SHE:  Such affairs can disrupt Pilsdon’s balance and flow
 And I’d difficult stuff to address of my own.

HE: There was much understanding but I had to go
 Though I went feeling good ‘cos a seed had been  
 sown.

 SHE:  It was hard, very hard, to accept you were leaving.  
 But our love felt so strong we kept on believing.  
 
HE: A paradox, I suppose, is what you could call it:
 Brought together by Pilsdon, and by Pilsdon parted.

SHE: But this tale of love, Pilsdon didn’t spoil it;
 It showed us what’s possible, made us strong-  
 hearted,

HE:  Better able to deal with the world’s stress and  
 bother,

BOTH: Secure in our life and love for each other.
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The Volunteer’s Tale

A few years ago I bought  a little statuette. It 
is of a woman in bronze sitting on the edge of 
a sheer cliff of Portland marble. She is looking 
out – perhaps to sea – with her hands on 
the ground beside her helping her balance in 
what is quite a precarious position.  It is called 
‘Edge.’

I’ve always felt a bit on the edge of things 
myself. As a child I used to fit people together 
in groups that left me out.  Now I’m retired I 
feel I’m on the edge of knowing what it means 
to be old.  And the balance thing is significant 
because I had an awful ear infection that 
caused acute vertigo and continuing problems 
with balance. So I look for connections, for 
places I can fit. Places where the risks of falling 
are balanced by the possibilities of being 
caught and nurtured if I do so.

Day volunteers arrive after the milking, we 
leave before everyone gathers for dinner 
and conversation about the days activities.  
We miss many of the planned festivals and 
impromptu celebrations. We aren’t there 
when Wayfarers arrive for the weekend. It 
takes time for guests and members to feel 
comfortable with us. We come and go – will 
we come back? Do we really get what it’s all 
about? We are on the edge of the community, 
seeking a balance between giving and 
receiving, and knowing that we can come and 
go.

Pilsdon itself might be seen as on the edge of 
things – tucked away and secluded. But within 
it what powerful connections! What friendships, 
what loves. What evidence of care given 
and received. And whilst visitors to Pilsdon 
might be on the edge of things, we bring our 
experience and insights from other places, 
other perspectives on shared vulnerabilities 
and needs for care. And we take Pilsdon with 
us when we go. We share with others what 
Pilsdon is, what it means to us and to so many 
others. We help to shift the edges of Pilsdon.  

Edges can be the starting point for new 
connections.  The woman on the cliff may 
be about to jump down into a boat where a 
friend is waiting. One day I might be able to be 
here to milk a cow and if Ian holds the ladder 
for me I could overcome my vertigo enough to 
prune one of the higher hedges. 
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Well, I was in a bit of a state at 
the time because I was coming to 
the end of a long-term relationship 
which had collapsed, and I wasn’t 
getting access to my children. And 
there was all sorts of domestic 
problems and I just needed a 
break. So when I came here … I 
really needed to come here, you 
know, it’s so beautiful.    

James Morris

BROKENNESS

As children we would say to dad, 
mum, ‘Where have they gone?’ 
And they’d say, ‘They’re alcoholics. 
They’re recovery drug addicts’, 
whatever, ‘they’ve had to go’. And 
occasionally they never, ever came 
back. So that was quite a wrench 
for us, to make these bonds with 
these incredible people who we 
never saw again.  

Dominic Affleck

When something happens, when the death of a child happens in 
the Community, then we’re all the same. So, all the other people’s 
remembrances of pain and loss come out, and they just hold you, literally 
hold you, until you stop crying and they’re there.

Annie Hardie

I learnt that there weren’t people who everything was fine for and there 
were people who weren’t. It was actually that the brokenness that I 
experience and the brokenness that you experience is what connects us. 
It’s not the good times. We can all have fun and laughter, but actually it’s 
the brokenness where we meet.       

Stuart Affleck
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The Comet’s Tale

You may have heard the phrase ‘hitting rock-bottom’. You may’ve even been there, spent 
time in your own hell realm. And many have, although these often are pseudo rock-bottoms, 
containing an as yet unclaimed chasm.   

Imagine a comet hurtling through space, its icy ball slowly disintegrating and trailing a growing 
tail of debris until there is nothing left. The tale of my descent, fuelled by alcohol and aided by 
despair could be told something like that.

Of pseudo rock-bottoms I had plenty. But in each there was still something left to grasp, a few 
friends and family, a quid or two in the bank. These remains are the ‘yets’: still there, yet they 
too will go if the descent is not checked.

The descent accelerates. As more yets burn-off the cold reality and horror of isolation creeps 
in while the craving for non-existence grows like mould on a long suffering and half-dead 
once-upon-a-time me. Suicide. Oh yes. Well I tried but didn’t have the courage to stick the 
knife into artery or heart, or jump from the cliff or tie the noose.

But there’s oblivion of a kind: all yets are now activated and the role call of the dead would 
read something like no friends, no family, no partner, no home, no job, no money, no self-
esteem, no courage, no dreams, no regrets, no story, no sorrow, no anger. Nothing. An empty 
vessel. Perfectly empty. And a calm realisation that war with myself and with alcohol is on 
hold, an armistice; there is no one left to do the fighting.

This, then, is rock-bottom. Unlike the pseudo experience it’s not suffused with guilt and 
resentment: here there is no craving to be or not to be, fear has fled and there is no judge 
and no jury. ‘To arrive where we started and know the place for the first time…’

But like any newborn what remains is fragile; a green shoot liable to be trampled by an 
uncaring boot, an unwanted baby dying for lack of nourishment. That was me. I made the 
descent - all the crazy screaming way - but the vulnerable survivor needed help.

The day after, I arrived at Pilsdon as a weekend wayfarer. I’d survived the spiritual and 
physical battering but was running on empty. If I’d had to leave Pilsdon on the Monday 
it’s unlikely I would have survived the day. I asked to stay, the community said yes and this 
became my home for the next year. 

Did Pilsdon save my life? I think so, I’ll be forever grateful.
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And so then started a major 
restoration project … and I got 
in an architect and a surveyor 
and all the rest of it, who drew 
up the plans for the whole of the 
Manor House and then also the 
contingency plans for the buildings 
round the yards which were going 
to be done in phases. And that 
started in 1997, and was finished 
about 3 years later with a new 
roof and new windows.       

Peter Barnett

CONTINUITY AND 
CHANGE

The buildings will be renovated and 
changed, people will come and go, 
there’ll be other Wardens, Guests 
are in constant transit. But as long 
as it’s got that heart, that ethos, 
that intent, it’ll last… I think that’s 
what keeps it going.     

Alex Kelly

Yeah, they (long term volunteers and visitors) felt like important people 
in giving some sort of stability and continuity amongst the changes of 
the Membership team. And of course the other key people in the whole 
process of stability are the long-stay Guests … … And they help the place 
because they just get on with things in their own predictable way, which 
when you’ve got a group of people whose lives have been unpredictable, 
actually to have a seam of predictability in the midst of it feels important.       

Adam Dickens

Pilsdon could take a different direction and then fade away and die. That 
feels to me a risk every time there’s a change of Warden ……… Nobody 
should try to keep it exactly where it is. The old order changes and so it 
should, but there are some deep principles that I felt ought to be retained 
and I felt that it was really important to make sure there were always 
people who remember them and who were prepared to do something to 
give them life. New life, perhaps, but life.         

John MacAuslan
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Time to Move On

Nicholas: Percy my friend, you look strained. It’s been  
  twenty years that you have been at Pilsdon.  
  Longer than I was at Little Gidding.

  To everything there is a season,
  And a time to every purpose under the heaven.
  A time to…

Percy: A time to move on.

Gaynor: A time to say goodbye.

They look at each other. They each take up a suitcase.

Gaynor: Goodbye Percy

Percy: Goodbye Gaynor

They walk off in different directions. Stuart Affleck 
enters. Percy pauses, and welcomes him.

(Later)

Stuart:  Thirteen years living in a community… being  
  at times a bit like a benign dictator. But I  
  shall miss this place so deeply. It has been  
  my spiritual home. I am not sure if I will  
  ever find such a place of spirituality in my  
  life time. 
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Tony:  Stuart and Judy, 1981-1994
   
Jack:  Peter and Mary, 1994-2004 
 
Seamus: Jonathan and Suzi, 2004-2009
  
Bill:  Adam and Teresa, 2009-2012  

Voices:  Footsteps following footsteps 

Michael enters through the gate. 

Voices: The unknown, remembered gate. 
  

He looks at Pierrot. Then 
Pierrot picks up a set of 
boards with the Wardens’ names 
on them. He places them one by 
one on the easel.

The Wayfarers stand to 
attention in motley army 
style. They read the names 
like a role of honour as 
Pierrot puts the signs up.

The DRUM/bell sounds between 
each sign./cont.

James: Percy and Gaynor, 
1958-1980
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If people would ask me now, 
‘What is it about Pilsdon that you 
loved so much?’, I would say ‘It’s 
living the Kingdom. It’s just living 
the Kingdom. The Kingdom of 
Heaven is among you.  

Shirley Edwards

KINGDOM OF GOD

Pilsdon isn’t a phase. Pilsdon is 
built on very strong beliefs and a 
real feeling of the power to love 
people, a lot of whom haven’t 
felt that kind of love. It’s the love 
thing. It’s that kind of compassion 
that grew out of being aware of 
other people’s pain and needs and 
loneliness.     

Ruth Thurgur

We are the stewards of Pilsdon 
for a brief period of time and we 
believe that the work of Pilsdon 
is heading towards the Kingdom. 
As the stewards of Pilsdon for this 
brief moment in time, is it? If it 
isn’t, what are we doing about it? 
Our decisions need to be there, 
and not out of fear or not out of 
scarcity, but out of abundance.       

Michael Deegan 

You find Christians who like to 
shout and tell other people what 
they should be doing, and they 
you find people who live Christian 
values and show you, ‘This is what 
Jesus taught. We love each other, 
we look out for each other, we 
forgive each other’. That’s what 
I’ve seen in action here, that 
forgiveness, that kindness, that love. 
And when you see it in action and 
the good it does, to me, you can’t 
really deny it. I can’t deny the good 
it’s done me to be near it. I think 
it is, it’s vitally important to have 
those values at the heart of the 
Community.   

Alex Kelly

I walked into that space, that courtyard at the back, that house, and I just 
thought, ‘Yeah, this is a kingdom place’.    

Jonathan Herbert
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HOLDING
Percy Smith 1958-1980
That in my book is what unconditional 
love means. That is what Pilsdon 
is all about. It challenges us to 
show uncomplicated affection and 
unbreakable goodwill and tender care, 
whatever we may be feeling, even to 
those with whom we find it hard to 
bear and with those who find it hard 
to bear with us, whether we like a 
person or not, whether we approve of 
a person or not. And when inevitable 
conflict arises, there must be no 
hostility. Of course we fail every day of 
our lives. Sometimes we wonder if we 
have even begun to love like this, as 
we fall back into a fatal preoccupation 
with ourselves, and our obsession with 
what we want out of life. Nevertheless 
the inescapable challenge remains, 
and Pilsdon is a constant reminder of 
that Love which is from God and of 
God and towards God, and which is the 
living Presence of the God we believe 
in.  (From a sermon given at Pilsdon in 
1998)

Stuart Affleck 1980-1994
I think that’s what I always knew, that 
Pilsdon was where I needed to be. 
So, for those 14 years, I think it was 
just that, it was the place I needed 
to be in. It taught me so much about 
me ‘cause you had plenty of time to 
reflect and I learnt that there weren’t 
people who everything was fine for 
and there were people who weren’t. 
It was actually that the brokenness 
that I experience and the brokenness 
that you experience is what connects 
us. It’s not the good times. We can all 
have fun and laughter but actually, it’s 
the brokenness where we meet [...] I 
used to talk about ripples at Pilsdon 
ad infinitum, basically, that actually, all 
we’re doing is rippling. If it’s right, if it’s 
working well, then the person who’s 
been affected by Pilsdon goes out into 
their lives and they chuck their stone 
into the pond and the ripple goes and 
they touch someone else’s life and so 
on. So, I think it’s massive, what its able 
to do but it’s so insignificant in how it 
does it and there’s nothing you can do 
to make it any bigger.
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Peter Barnett 1994-2004
The reason why Pilsdon is prophetic, I believe, is because it is very countercultural in 
so many ways, there is no monetary value to anything that involves the residents of 
Pilsdon. You are not valued monetarily by what you do or by who you are or what 
your circumstances are, whereas everything today seems to be how much are 
you worth or how much do you earn or what is it worth? And the understanding, 
I think, of radical hospitality. [...] And to know that you have, in some respects, a 
workforce, if you can put it like that, that will put its shoulder into anything if asked 
and if they can see the reason why we’re doing it. And to sit down at the table and 
to see all the food has been home produced, prepared, cooked and cleared away, 
all the meat has been nurtured and whatever and some of the decoration and the 
cups or whatever have been made in the pottery and all of the jugs and all that. 
And for most people on any given day they can sit down at lunch and can say to 
themselves I contributed to this, this is my contribution to the community or I made 
this or I sewed this or I picked that, and for that to be of worth. And I think that’s 
profoundly prophetic to society today, and of course it’s profoundly gospel in its 
importance and in its origins really.

Jonathan Herbert 2004-2009
It felt like the place I always wanted to be. Utterly congruent with my values, my 
vision of what the Kingdom of God is about, or as close as you can get. I utterly 
loved it, utterly enchanted by Pilsdon and it was our home. That was the lovely 
thing about Nicholas Ferrar’s vision in Little Gidding; that it was about an extended 
family and we lived there. We weren’t experts, we weren’t staff but just a bunch of 
people struggling to live together [...] It was lovely to go to a daily Eucharist and to 
sometimes be the priest there. It was good to listen to people, to be with people. It 
was very good to have that sense of... it might sound pretentious but being a priest 
of all creation. To understand the value of the earth and to be part of that and 
actually, going from the vegetable garden straight into chapel. Probably washed my 
hands first. Getting down off the roof when the bell rang, going into chapel. It felt all 
very integrated. It felt holistic and it felt like that was just part of me, being a priest 
and it just owed out of the life [...] Just to learn from people who themselves have 
been very marginalised but have a huge amount of wisdom. I think that’s been a 
big gift to me.
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Adam Dickens 2009-2012
It’s about trying to hold the vision of the community. And something about offering a model 
of priesthood that is very ... incarnational, I guess is probably as good a word as any, but 
you’re there in the thick of it. There’s a Roman Catholic priest in Derby and he said, ‘Parish 
priests need to smell of sheep,’ and basically what he meant was you’re engaging and 
involving with your flock and somehow you’ve got the whiff of them, and I mean in more 
ways than one at Pilsdon you have the whiff of sheep. And manure and whatever. And you 
were entwined with people’s lives really. It impacted on how I understand myself as a priest. 
I think I would say that I felt both blessed and battered by Pilsdon really. I think amongst 
the blessings are something about the whole process of learning to accept yourself with 
all of your ... wounds and edges and all of that sort of thing, and also embody the process 
of doing that for other people. As you learn to accept others and their difficulties, there’s 
something that causes you to confront some of your own vulnerabilities because I think 
when people are carrying a lot of pain, that can expose your own vulnerabilities so you 
become aware not only of their struggles but also of your own. That process of acceptance 
allows for the possibility of new life and growth and that that is primary; the acceptance is 
primary. 

Michael Deegan 2012 - Present
When you’re in community, the thing I’ve learnt, and it took a while, is when you sit down 
to supper in the dining room, you have to be in relationship with every person in the 
dining room. You cannot re people, you cannot treat them with disrespect, you cannot be 
manipulative. There are so many things that you cannot be. You can be hard and you can 
be truthful and you can do those things in love but you have to remain in relationship in 
order to sit in the dining room. The other thing that someone pointed out is, ‘If this were a 
therapeutic relationship, you would never, ever, ever want to be perceived as a parent.’ In 
community, there’s no other way, so I accept the fact that for many people, I am simply a 
really strong father figure who holds a line around behaviour. ‘You said you were gonna do 
something and you didn’t do it, now tell me why.’ There is affection there, there are a lot 
of feelings that go with it and it’s a learning experience for me and I think it’s a learning 
experience for them that it’s not hard conversations and then dismissing them. It’s hard 
conversations and we’re still gonna wash up dishes together and we’re still gonna work 
in the garden or do something, or you’re still gonna come and say, ‘Can I do this?’ One is 
not necessarily gonna rub up against the other. So, that’s the only way. The only way I can 
explain it is it’s just a discipline about, you can’t forget that you love them. 
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Thanks

Thank you to all those who contributed in large ways and small to the 
anniversary production and celebrations.

Particular thanks must go to Sharon “Muiruri” Coyne who wrote and directed 
the play and to Marie O’Flaherty, Kathy Pinsent, Sean Martin, James Morris, 
David Prior, Marian Barnes, and Ian Todd who wrote the monologues written 
here.

We thank all the 38 people who agreed to be interviewed for this project; the 
words of many of them appear in this booklet. Finally, many thanks to Sonya 
Bangle who kindly designed all the exhibition materials.

The oral history project was coordinated by Mary Davies. It was generously 
funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund and has been supported by the Dorset 
History Centre

The Pilsdon Community
Pilsdon Manor
Pilsdon, Dorset

DT6 5NZ

Tel: +44 (0)1308 868308

Email: pilsdon@pilsdon.org.uk
Twitter : @pilsdoncomm

www.pilsdon.org.uk




