
Hollow Places packed with tales

Father’s vegan journey gives food for thought
When four-year-old Wren-Ophelia 
Claydon starts her first term at 
Manor Fields Primary School next 
week, she will be taking a vegan 
packed lunch.

The youngster and her baby 
brother Cape, who is 21 months old, 
have never eaten any animal 
product and the little girl always 
checks if  food “has animals in it”.

Her matter-of-fact approach has 
inspired dad Matt, a 41-year-old 
international brand director for a 
clothing company based in Los 
Angeles, to write a book to help 
other families understand their 
philosophy.

Wren’s Friends: A Fun Vegan 
Adventure is a picture book 
illustrated by his sister-in-law 
Danielle Hutchin, who lives in 
Harlow with husband Robbie and 
son Ronnie.

Matt said: “It’s a story of  meeting 
different animals and learning how 
similar they are to us.”

Matt uses verse to explain why 
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about the journalist and rugby 

coach’s labour of love…

Wren sees animals as her friends 
rather than food and suggests tasty 
vegan alternatives to traditional 
meat treats.

For example, a cow tells Wren: 
“I’m a gentle giant and I don’t mean 
to shout, but when humans drink 
milk, my babies miss out.”

Wren’s response is: “I spoke up, 
you know, just to lift the mood. ‘My 
dear cow, we prefer oat milk with 
our food’.”

Matt and his wife Jeri, a 
psychotherapist based in Bishop’s 
Stortford, changed to a plant-based 
diet before their children were born.

The change was prompted by Shih 
Tzu Humphrey, the family’s pet and 
Wren’s travelling companion in 
Matt’s book.

He explained that six years ago, 
when the couple were living in 
Stratford-upon-Avon, Humphrey 
encountered a ewe and her newborn 
lamb. The dog and the baby sheep 
were the same size and he 
immediately identified with the 
ewe’s protection of  her child and his 
own love for his pet, who is now 13. 
The thought of  eating lamb was as 
abhorrent as eating his dog.

He said: “Humphrey and the lamb 
were almost touching noses and 
from that day I couldn’t see what the 
difference was between Humphrey 

and the lamb and I knew I had to 
make a change.”

Matt became vegan overnight and 
the family have never regretted the 
decision. Supermarkets and 
restaurants increasingly offer vegan 
options as more people reduce their 
meat consumption, not just for 
animal welfare reasons but also 
because of  health and climate 
change concerns.

He said: “People can be quite 
defensive on both sides, but we feed 
more crops to animals than we eat 
ourselves.”

Ultimately, he would like his book 
to become a teaching resource in 
nursery and primary schools. 
 

 � Wren’s Friends: A Fun Vegan 
Adventure is published by 
SilverWood Books and costs £11.99. 
It is available online from the Vegan 
Society at www.vegansociety.com/
shop/books/childrens-books/wrens-
friends-fun-vegan-adventure
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A Bishop’s Stortford 
rugby club coach’s 
book chronicling 
Hertfordshire’s 
legendary dragonslayer 

Piers Shonks will be officially 
launched in the town next week.

Journalist Christopher Hadley 
has been working on the epic read, 
Hollow Places, An Unusual History 
of  Land and Legend, for the past 
decade and will be giving a talk and 
signing copies in South Street’s 
Waterstones on Wednesday (Sept 4).

The book’s publication earlier this 
month crowned an exciting August 
for the Hadley family. Son Max, 18, 
former head boy at The Bishop’s 
Stortford High School, passed his 
A-Levels with flying colours and is 
off  to study physics and philosophy 
at Balliol College, Oxford.

Christopher and wife Rebecca, a 
GP partner at the town’s South 
Street Surgery, are also parents to 
Daisy, 15, who is studying for her 
GCSEs at Herts and Essex High 
School, and Caspar, who is about to 
start Year 9 at TBSHS.

All three kids play at the rugby 
club, where their father has coached 
colts (U18s) for the past two years 
and is now training U18 girls and 
U14 boys.

Christopher, 47, was inspired by a 
black marble tomb in the north wall 
of  Brent Pelham’s church of  St 
Mary the Virgin, which is said to 
hold the bones of  legendary giant 
Piers Shonks, who slayed a dragon 
and defied the devil.

His book searches for the truth 
behind this fantastic story and asks 
if  people in the past believed such 
legends and if  they still have a 
message for today.   

The story is a first published book 
for Christopher, who has written for 
the Independent, Guardian, The 
Times, London Review of  Books 
and Esquire.

He said: “Hollow Places is a 
grown-up history book, but about 
dragons and dragonslayers, giants and 
the devil. That is such good material to 
get stuck into.

“For many years I was the main 
carer for the children, doing bits and 
pieces of journalism, but mostly 
looking after the children and getting 
involved in village life. 

“Being a writer with a history 
degree, I naturally started to find 
out about where I lived, the history 
of  the village, its stories and 
characters, the field names and so 
on.

“As I say in the opening par of  
chapter one of  my book, ‘I like to 
know where dragons once lurked 
and where the local fairies baked 
their loaves, where wolves were 
trapped and suicides buried’.”

He first learned about the tomb 
after moving to neighbouring 
Furneux Pelham 17 years ago. He 
said: “My curiosity just grew and 
grew – whose wouldn’t?! It’s an 
amazingly rich story and I set off  on 
a quest across history to get to the 
bottom of  it.

“I met a fantastic cast of  
characters to find out about and to 
write about – disreputable squires, 
18th-century antiquaries, penniless 
artists, Elizabethan poets, 
13th-century stonemasons – all who 
had played their part in this 
wonderful story in this little village 
in Hertfordshire. 

“It also meant that I could spend a 
lot of  time doing ‘detective’ work in 
the great libraries and archives of  
the land, handling centuries-old 
manuscripts and unriddling them. I 
love that and I do my utmost to 
convey the thrill of  the hunt to my 
readers. There’s also a lot of  
landscape in the book and I spent 
many hours exploring the fields and 
woods in this part of  the world. I 
was just doing that and taking notes 
on that anyway.

“I honestly cannot separate the 
writing and the researching of  
Hollow Places. They both happened 
in tandem, each driving the other. I 
started writing and researching the 
book as soon as I found out about 
the legend. Or rather I started 
writing and researching something, 
filling the notebooks. I probably 
didn’t know what it was going to be 
at the outset. An essay, a pamphlet – 
it grew in ambition and grew into 
Hollow Places.”

While the task – which included 
reading rat-eaten court documents 
from 1248 written in medieval Latin 
– stretched over a decade, 
Christopher was keen to stress there 
were fits and starts.

“I didn’t sit for 10 years writing 
it,” he said. “It came in fits and 
starts, particularly in the middle 
years. There was about a two-year 
period when I did nothing on it, got 
stuck and started writing something 
else. I wrote a novel in that time too 
which may see the light of  day, and I 
started another history-based 
project based on the Herts-Essex 
border. That has now become my 
next project.”

The book launch at Waterstones 
next Wednesday is from 6.30pm to 
8.30pm. Invitations are available 
from the bookshop.

 � Hollow Places, An Unusual History 
of Land and Legend, is published by 
William Collins and costs £20.
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