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just been lucky. Plus I’ve been 
around a long time.’ At 67, he 
shows no sign of slowing down. 
‘I really want to see snow leo-
pards in Kurdistan.’ 

He’s also collaborating with 
Butterf ly Conservation to pre-
serve the rare high brown 
fritilliary butterf ly on his farm. 
‘It’s a very picky eater; it only likes 
violet leaves. After a lifetime of 
travelling, it’s good to do conser-
vation work on my doorstep.’

As well as continuing his 
environmental work at home 
and abroad, Mr Johnson wants 
to develop his ‘wordsmithing’ 
further. His first writing success 
came with Oxford University’s 
Newdigate Prize for Poetry; the 
winning entry, May Morning, 
written in Chaucerian rime royal, 
was about dawn on Exmoor (an 
inescapable inspiration). ‘My life 
has come full circle: I started off 
writing, and now I’ve come back 
to it. I’m keen to try something 
new. Anecdotage is a real skill. At 
3,000 words, you can go on a bit, 
but in a column, you jolly well 
make sure every word counts.’

However, Mr Johnson’s work 
is not only pithy, it has also 
proved remarkably prescient. 
His 1968 novel Panther Jones for 
President features America’s first 
African-American president, 
and the 1999 Icecap revolves 
around a search for Arctic rocks 
that absorb carbon, a fictional 
solution to our current global-
warming crisis. Mr Johnson 
prides himself on being ahead 
of the curve: ‘I was the first 
Conservative desk officer on 
the environment, and I wrote 
The Politics of Environment in 
1973, long before the subject 
became a hot topic.’ 

Does he have any more 
predictions? ‘A Conservative 
victory!’

MARIANKA SWAIN
Stanley Johnson’s memoir, ‘Stanley, 
I presume’, will be published on 
February 2, 2009, by 4th Estate/
HarperCollins.
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NEXT WEEK: Annabelle Bond

REACHING Stanley 
Johnson’s farmhouse
 deep in an Exmoor 

valley requires an Indiana 
Jones-style journey, scaling 
steep hills and crawling over 
narrow bridges and cattle grids: 
‘You have to be pretty deter-
mined to get here.’ It’s a wel-
come escape from the attention 
the Johnson family has endured 
in the build-up to son Boris’ 
election as Mayor of London, 
and Mr Johnson refers to the 
farm, which also provides 
a country retreat for his sister, 
Bertie, and daughter, Rachel, 
as ‘the Johnson Compound’.

The 500-acre farm has been 
in his family since 1951—‘we 
couldn’t celebrate our 50th anni-
versary because of foot-and-
mouth’—and, at nearly 1,200ft, 
has heart-lifting views over 
Somerset. ‘As a small boy, it had 
an enormous impact on me, and 
Exmoor has been a dominant 
feature of my life ever since.’ 

During his career as a Con-
servative MEP, Mr Johnson was 
on the Countryside Commis-
sion, looking after national parks 
and ‘keeping an eye on my own 
backyard. What really matters 
here is the farming community, 
so I’m very anti the hunting ban. 
There was an unspoken pact 
between farmers and the hunt-
ing folk, but now, it’s down to 
poachers, or farmers trying to 
keep the balance themselves, 
which is ineffective and environ-
mentally unsound. Hopefully, 
it’s a debate David Cameron will 
reopen if he’s elected.

‘I can understand that Boris 
didn’t want to make a big thing 
of his farming origins, and 
didn’t want hunting to become 
the major issue. However, in due 

1980 British Antarctic Survey, 
and has sought out orang-utans 
in Borneo, tigers in India and 
gorillas in the Congo, the latter 
as a Gorilla Organisation trustee. 
He dismisses my comment that 
he’s intrepid, and that he has  
achieved a huge amount: ‘I’ve 

Where is your favourite 
place in Britain?
Our own valley in the heart 
of Exmoor
What is your favourite 
building in Britain?
Sherborne Abbey, Dorset. At 
school, I used to gaze up at the 
fan-vaulted ceiling in wonder 
and—dare I say it—reverence
Who is your hero?
Winston Churchill. In 1951, 
when I was 10, I wrote him 
a letter congratulating him 
on his election victory. 
Amazingly, I got a thank-you 
letter by return of post. 
I still have it today

course, he’ll discover that there 
are many people on Exmoor 
with London pied-à-terres and 
voting rights, so the urban fox, 
as well as the rural, may well 
get its comeuppance.’

What, however, of Mr 
Johnson’s own political career? 
Referring to recent speculation 
about him standing for his son’s 
vacated seat at Henley, he says: 
‘I think I’m done with politics 
now, or perhaps it’s done with 
me.’ Instead, he’s focusing on 
his 11 grandchildren—‘we could 
field a cricket team. I’m a terrible 
role model, however’.

Mr Johnson spends a large 
part of his time on environ-
mental excursions around the 
world. Is it a shock going from 
his Exmoor Eden to exotic 
destinations? ‘Not really. I actu-
ally feel London is more 
foreign.’ Following an adven-
turous gap year—‘I went into 
a pilots’ bar in Brasilia and cadged 
a lift to Rio’—he was part of the 

‘At 67, he shows no 
sign of slowing down. 

“I really want to see 
snow leopards in 

Kurdistan”’

Stanley Johnson: writer, environmentalist and Boris’ dad

Stanley Johnson has left politics for the moors, but believes ‘Boris will 
discover that there are many Exmoor people with London pied-à-terres’ 
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