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It’s Ostrich Time
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Yes, it’s all a complete disaster. Last summer was so hot and so dry for so long that the ground was harder than diamond-infused granite. I could have fired a bunker-busting Hellfire missile at it and all I’d have got was a small divot. And by the time we’d had enough rain to make it soft enough to plant our oilseed rape, the flea beetle was so hungry it ate the lot in one sitting.

We were therefore forced to write off the £3,000 we’d spent on seed and instead plant oats. I’m not sure how they’re doing as I’ve never planted them before, but I did notice that when I went to the pub the other night they were all green, and that when I came back an hour or so later they’d become a sort of hearing-aid beige. This meant they’d all died extremely suddenly. Maybe that’s supposed to happen. But not being in the porridge business, I have a horrible feeling it isn’t.

Then there’s the spring barley. It’s never easy to grow that here in the brashy hills of the Cotswolds, but as we need it for our Hawkstone beer we plough on regardless. And this year things are looking extremely challenging.

We had a very cold spring. You may remember. Which meant the barley didn’t get going terribly well. The sheaf things on the top were much smaller than they should have been. And then June was a scorcher. This prompted each of the plants to develop new shoots, which are now taking all the energy that should be going to the important seedy bits. Cheerful Charlie tells me that we are in very real danger of ending up with a crop that will be rejected by the maltsters, and will have to be sold as animal feed for about three pence a tonne. Which, when I think about the cost of the fertiliser I’ve used on it this year, causes my knacker hammock to shrivel and my teeth to move about with worry.

You should be fearful too because we are not the only ones in this boat. Many of my neighbouring farmers are telling me they’re having the exact same problem with their spring barley, which means prices are going to skyrocket. And that’s going to make a pint of lager cost more than a medium-sized hatchback. Doubtless there will be many stories in the newspapers this autumn with everyone moaning about how this is yet another example of ‘the cost of living crisis in the sustainable community for hard-working families’. And everyone will blame Brexit and the Tories and Putin – but the real reason is climate change.

All of which brings me on to wheat. Ever since the days of scythes and tithes, British farmers have grown milling wheat, which is used to make bread. It suited our climate well and everyone was happy.

But now our climate is different and that’s why, three years ago, we started growing durum wheat, which is used to make pasta. Ordinarily, this is what fills the fields in countries such as Italy, India, Pakistan and Turkey. It’s like a British Instagrammer. It likes long, hot summer days. So you’d imagine it would fail spectacularly up here in the Oxfordshire stratosphere.

Well, it hasn’t. If you can get the seeds through the post-Brexit customs at Calais, and the only realistic way of doing that is to ask a young Albanian chap to bring them over the Channel in his Zodiac inflatable, it does well.

We’ve just had, according to some reports, the hottest June ever. Which obviously isn’t true. It was much hotter in the early Eocene era. It was so hot in fact that alligators lived in Alaska. But let’s accept that some people can be prone to a bit of climate change hyperbole and simply accept that June 2023 was lovely and warm. So lovely and warm that our durum wheat has flourished.

And there’s more. In Cornwall one family’s tea-growing business is doing so well that they’ve been able to invest £175,000 in a solar-powered robotic harvesting machine. In Devon a farmer now has 50 acres of walnut and hazelnut trees. And all over southern England there are vineyards producing some surprisingly good wines. I know you’ve read that before and I know you don’t believe it. But try a bottle of Diddly Squat’s sparkling wine – which we get from just down the road – and tell me Moët does it better.

If I were Kaleb Cooper, my young tractor driver who’s just getting going in the world of farming, I wouldn’t be thinking about barley, wheat and oilseed rape. I’d be thinking about oranges and lemons. I’d be planting peach orchards and ostrich enclosures and replacing all my cows with camels.

This, it seems to me, is the most sensible way of approaching climate change. Don’t walk slowly through the richer bits of London and don’t throw orange powder at paintings. And definitely don’t get your teenage children to appear on the world stage, snarling and raging about ‘stolen dreams’. Just adapt.

Do you think when the last Ice Age ended, people continued to sit around in Kent wearing massive yak coats and moaning about how there was no mammoth on the menu? No. They stripped down to a goatskin loincloth and invented bread.

Humans are good at this. You don’t have bosses at Ford saying, ‘No one wants to buy our Model T any more. We’ve had it.’ They progressed. They kept up with the times. And because British Leyland didn’t – they soldiered on with the original Mini for 41 years and the Land Rover Defender for a ridiculous 68 years – they were absorbed into other companies that didn’t have a Birmingham state of mind.

Even animals can progress to suit the conditions. The beak on a gang-gang cockatoo is used to shed excess heat from its body, and it’s now 10 per cent bigger than it was a hundred or so years ago. Meanwhile in the Turks and Caicos Islands, iguanas have developed smaller back legs so that when an all-too-frequent hurricane arrives, they can cling to a tree with their front legs and simply flap about like a flag. Farmers can learn much from this.

And so can coral. Sir Attenborough is forever telling us that the waters off various idyllic islands in the Indian Ocean and the Caribbean are becoming too warm and that these tiny little sea creatures are becoming bleached and useless. Yeah, well, I’m sorry but the solution to that is: move to where the water isn’t so hot. The Humber estuary perhaps. I know Hull is no match for the Maldives but it’s better than being extinct.

That’s why I’m abandoning the strips of land I’ve planted to bring back the turtle dove. It has now moved somewhere else and there’s nothing I could, or even should, do about that. Instead I’m going to try to attract the birds that will find the new British weather to their taste. Lilac-breasted rollers. Wilson’s bird of paradise. Parrots. That kind of thing.




Chipping Tikka Masala
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When I moved to the Cotswolds 25 years ago, visitors from London would be genuinely surprised when they pressed a light switch and the rural darkness was vanquished. ‘You have electricity,’ they’d exclaim in amazement. Yes. And if you turn that tap, drinking water will arrive.

But they’d then point out that they couldn’t possibly live here among the mud and the crow-scarers because there were no decent restaurants in the area. On this they had a point. There were a few – some, aimed at the anniversary and birthday party customer, that did scampi in a basket with a lemon wedge and a sprinkling of cress, which they called garnish. And others that catered for the elderly by bringing the vegetables to the boil when you made your reservation.

But then, about 15 years ago, everything changed. A young couple bought a pub called the Kingham Plough and started to make stuff that you’d actually want to put in your mouth. The chef had trained at Heston’s Fat Duck, the boisterous Sunday lunches were tremendous and pretty soon it had a Michelin Bib Gourmand.

The Kingham Plough was a great success. So great that other people started buying pubs and employing chefs to make shepherd’s pie and deep-fried haddock and tasty burgers. And when people from London noticed they could have water that didn’t have bits in it, and light that didn’t come from a candle, and decent food, they started to up sticks and actually move here. And many of them decided to herald their arrival by buying a pub as well.

Today there are so many, I could light a party lantern and no matter which way the wind was blowing I could be virtually certain it would land on a thatched pub and set it on fire. Within ten miles of my farm there are also three private members’ establishments that put a sticker on your phone’s camera lens when you arrive and ferry you around in hideous golf carts. And that’s not counting Soho Farmhouse. Or ‘C***lins’, as the locals call it.

I don’t bother with the clubs, though. I don’t need a ‘taste of the Cotswolds’ – I live here. But I do bother, a lot, with the pubs. And today there are at least a dozen very excellent places where I can bang my head on the beams, have a pint of very excellent beer (mine) and a shepherd’s pie. Or a deep-fried haddock. Or a tasty burger.

Last weekend, a new one opened in Charlbury. It’s called the Bull, it’s being run by a guy whose hospitality skills took New York by storm and now, even though his beer is awful (it’s not mine), he’s offering excellent roasted mushrooms (which are mine) in his idyllic garden to an army of wide-eyed ex-Londoners.

I was there last weekend, and, having scanned the beer garden, one of my friends noticed that it housed a higher concentration of people from Notting Hill than Notting Hill. And in a few weeks Carole Bamford of Daylesford fame will open a pub called the Bell (which will serve my beer) right next door.

People now are saying that the Cotswolds have become to London what the Hamptons are to New York. But they’re way beyond that. For 40 weeks of the year the Hamptons are monochromatic and horrid and shut, whereas the Cotswolds are year-round. Pub gardens full of rosé and laughter in the summer; pub fires and shepherd’s pie and shotguns in the winter.

As a local, I have to say this is all very tremendous, but soon I fear it will get to the point where these excellent pubs will run out of rich people to eat in them. Yup, pretty soon there will be a tosser shortage in north Oxfordshire, and more will be needed to keep the chefs busy. We may need to start advertising in the Evening Standard or, better still, Campaign: ‘Tossers wanted in OX7. And please bring your children so they can be waiters.’

And then we’ll have to get on to the local council and ask it to stop carpet-bombing the area with affordable housing and start throwing up some tosser housing: mansions with swimming pools and tennis courts and helicopter landing pads.

For now, though, the Cotswolds would appear to be perfect. The countryside is not spectacular, like in Yorkshire, but, my God, it’s pretty. And it’s full of agreeable parents in agreeable trousers chewing the fat with their friends under the cedar tree in the garden while their children pass the time by taking ketamine and mating. And then there are the to-die-for villages with their wisteria and their low-beamed cottages and their pubs selling shepherd’s pie and deep-fried haddock and tasty burgers.

But one thing is missing. Diversity. I’m not saying there should be a migration centre here for displaced Syrians or a fancy new mosque, but I wouldn’t say no to a Chinese restaurant. Or a Japanese sushi joint. Anything that could give me a break from the traditional English fayre you get in the pubs.

In any town or city, people have a massive choice when it comes to eating out. You can eat Iranian or Italian or Brazilian. And after you’ve tried them all, you can start on the restaurants that do fusion food – Peruvian cooking with a Mongolian twist. Guinea pig in yak’s milk, anyone?

This, then, is my plea this morning. Are there any people who run properly good Indian restaurants in London – I’m talking mainly to the guys at the Durbar in Hereford Road – who fancy setting up shop in the Cotswolds? Because, while we’re good for shepherd’s pie and tasty burgers, there comes a time in the working week when a decent chicken madras would really hit the spot.
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Global Warming’s Day Off
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I just tuned into Instagram and there was Adam Henson from Countryfile telling us, I thought rather smugly, that his Maris Otter barley has passed all the tests and will now be sent off to the maltsters before being turned into a beer that he has decided to launch. No clue where he got that idea from.

Well, bully for you, Adam, because my barley has not passed all the tests. So it will not be going to the maltsters and it will not end up in your next pint of Hawkstone. Instead it’ll end up in a pig.

It’s pretty much the same story with my wheat. Three years ago I decided that rather than sit around moaning about global warming, I’d grow a variety that likes warm weather. I therefore imported some durum wheat from Italy and sat back to watch the spaghetti growing.

Great. Except that this year there was no global warming. The spring was ridiculously cold and throughout July and August the drizzle stopped only to make way for much heavier spells of rain. And the upshot of that is: it hasn’t passed muster either, so it too will end up in a pig.

We will have some very healthy pigs, that’s for sure. And then they are likely to stay very healthy because it has just been announced that our local abattoir is going to become sustainable eco-housing for hard-working young families in the community. The only option I have is to drive the pigs for one and a half hours to a slaughterhouse that is bloody nearly in Wales and then go to pick them up the next day. Every week. For ever. That’s economically impractical and it’s not nice for the pigs either. So now I’m faced with the prospect of having to sell them. Or hosting one last gigantic bacon-sandwich-and-pork-chop party. With ham hats for the children.

Of course you’ve heard all this before. Farmers moan. I spoke to an old boy the other day and he said that in his 60 years of working the land, only two harvests were what he’d call good. This year, though, it was noticeably bad. Very bad. And what made it worse is that I normally invest maybe £40,000 in seeds, fertiliser and sprays. But last year, thanks to the war in Ukraine and the inflation that resulted, I had to invest £110,000. And then, having done that, all I could do was hope the weather would be good. Which it wasn’t.

In my first year of farming I made a profit of £114. That will look like a dream result when I get the figures for this year.

Small wonder that I heard the other day of a young farmer who finished the harvest, dug a hole in the garden, climbed in and shot himself. It’s all right for Adam Henson, because somehow his stuff grew well, and it’s all right for me, because I had Amazon in the background. But for thousands of other farmers it’s not all right: 2023 has been a disaster.

So what’s next? When the government was obsessed with cutting carbon emissions to zero, it actively persuaded farmers to stop growing food, which is obviously idiotic. We have a climate that’s changing but no real idea what it will be like in the future. So do I invest in tobacco or rice? And we have standards and bureaucracy in this country that are always ready to leap out of a closet like Cato in the Pink Panther films and hack you to the ground.

Earlier this year I converted an old Second World War air-raid shelter into a small mushroom facility. Mostly I grew grey oysters, which sold well at local pubs and in our burger van. But Lisa asked that I also grow something called a lion’s mane mushroom, which, she says, is very popular with the area’s thin, rich women. At first I said no, but after she said they go for £35 for 150g, I said yes.

I gave up a third of the shelter to lion’s mane and they grew well. So I picked them, dehydrated them, put them in a whizzer to turn them into powder – which the thin, rich women put in their coffee for no obvious reason as there’s no health benefit I can see – and sent off a sample to some kind of food-checking facility.

It failed. And then a weird mould that smelt like the rotting anus of a putrefying goat infiltrated the air-raid shelter and I had to go in there and clean it out. Which meant I spent an hour vomiting explosively into my facemask. So for the past two weeks I’ve had no mushrooms at all.

I do have porridge, though. After the oilseed rape failed in the autumn of last year – another £3,000 up the Swanee – I planted oats. Some of these have now been husked and I’ve bought a wooden oat roller that attaches with a vice to my kitchen island so that I can grind my own porridge every morning. Not since I bought a wasabi grater have I felt quite so middle class.

But do you want to grind your own porridge of a morning? No. Didn’t think so. That’s why I’m going to get only £200 a tonne for my oats. Because you’d rather have Cheerios for your breakfast. And if I try to sell you one of my goats for anything like what it cost to raise, you’ll say ‘How much?’ and go to McDonald’s instead.

So I’ve tried farming conventionally and it didn’t work. I’ve tried diversifying and that hasn’t really worked either. And I’ve tried with sheep and pigs and cows and that has been a bit of a disaster as well. So I arrived at a crossroads. And was not sure which way to turn.

I could sell the farm and earn far more from the interest than I do from growing bread and beer and vegetable oil. But I like having it and for very good reasons there are no death duties on farmland. So my children like me having it too. This means I have to hang on to it, but what then? Do nothing? That would be heartbreaking. So I have to do something. But what?

I was pondering this all week and then on Friday night my land agent, Cheerful Charlie, dropped in for a cup of tea and announced he’d bought all the fertiliser we’d need for the next nine months and that Kaleb was already out there drilling cover crops. ‘Which put nitrogen in the soil,’ he said excitedly.

So, there we are. The farming circle has begun all over again. And I’m growing nitrogen. Which I’m told, with a bit of HP Sauce, tastes pretty good.




Blessed are the Brickmakers
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On a recent trip to Zimbabwe I drove past an enormous and extremely fancy house. This wasn’t Versailles or Mar-a-Lago. It was way vaster and more opulent than that. Think Louis XIV and Trump but with a hefty dollop of Saudi prince and a generous splash of Putin, and you’ll be about halfway there.

I assumed that it belonged to a member of the ruling elite or someone with a couple of goldmines. But no. The owner was a businessman who’d managed to convince the nation that if they built a house using bricks that he hadn’t blessed, at $10 a brick, then it would fall down, or catch fire, or become a centre of excellence for ghosts. And as Zimbabweans are some of the most superstitious people on Earth, they’d gone for it.

Ever since I heard about this brilliant wheeze, I’ve looked at the sweaty men who go on Dragons’ Den and thought: ‘Really. That little plastic thing that saves water in a lavatory cistern is the best you can do? Come on, man. Think big. Bless bricks. At a tenner a go, that’d be £100,000 a house.

Which, in the UK, where we build a quarter of a million houses a year, would give you an annual salary of £25,000,000,000. If you had a business like that, you could buy Peter Jones and make him do all your washing-up. And now I’ve heard of a wheeze that is even better. Because a woman in Pennsylvania called Nikki Vasconez has started a business venture where you send her £440 and a picture of your dog, and she will tell you what it’s thinking.

She says she got the idea after a masseuse at her local wellness centre said she’d heard some crows talking to one another and a passing dog explaining that it was going to see its grandmother. And afterwards Nikki decided she could deduce what animals were thinking as well. Crackpot? Maybe. But I’m tempted to sign up anyway because what if she really is a latter-day Doctor Dolittle? I’d certainly love to send her a picture of Lisa’s cat because I’m keen to know if it’s worked out what I’m thinking. I hope not.

I prefer, by a very considerable margin, dogs. And at night I always wonder what’s going through their heads when I’m watching television. Of course, they don’t understand the HD liquid-crystal display or many of the more complex storylines in a modern-day drama. But surely, if Nikki’s right and they can think, they must be wondering: ‘Why is our master, who spends all day rushing about, now happy to just sit there for hours looking at that talking wall?’

One of my dogs can open the back door, so she does, a lot. She opens it. I shout to no one in particular that I’m working my fingers to the bone all day and every bloody day so I can heat half of bloody Oxfordshire, and close it. And then she opens it to come in again. She does this 50 times a day and I’d love Nikki to tell me why.

I know a goldfish has a memory of only seven seconds, so every single part of its bowl is a constant and delightful surprise. But my dog isn’t a fish. She knows what’s on the other side of the back door. It’s not as if she goes out there and thinks, ‘Wow.’ So why does she keep opening it? And why has she not yet learnt how to close it?

There’s more. In the developing world there are always lots of stray dogs dotted about the place. Most of the time they just lie around in the shade, but then, for no obvious reason, they’ll get up and set off. You see them strutting through town centres with a determined gait, looking for all the world as though they know exactly where they’re going and why. But do they?

Science has proved that elephants can recognise themselves in a mirror but dogs cannot. So if Rover doesn’t know what he looks like, how can he suddenly decide at 3 p.m. that he must rise from his shady repose and set off at a brisk trot to somewhere else? Has he just woken up feeling horny and decided to find a mate? Or has he been ‘thinking’ in the same way that we ‘think’? Because that would make him intelligent, and that’s a tricky subject.

People often say that a dolphin can be trained to place a magnetic sea mine on the hull of a destroyer, which they claim is a sign of intelligence. But if it really were intelligent, it wouldn’t go around planting mines on enemy warships.

Naturalists also tell us that whales are capable of recognising, remembering, reasoning, communicating, perceiving, problem-solving and understanding.

Yes, but without wishing to sound like Derek and Clive, it’s not as if they invented the fax machine, is it? And then you have the chimpanzee, which is often held aloft as the animal kingdom’s Albert Einstein. And it eats the fleas out of its friends’ bottoms.

I know. I’m being fatuous, and I’m sorry. This is a subject that interests me because when I load my sheeps into a trailer to move them to another field, they behave very differently from when I load them into a trailer because I’m taking them to the abattoir. Or do they? Maybe I perceive a difference because I have guilt. I may send Nikki a picture of one of my sheeps and ask her what’s going through its mind.

Actually, I already know. It’s thinking: ‘How can I die today to cause maximum inconvenience to that bastard in the wellies?’

It’s the same story with my dogs, really. They’re sitting in the kitchen right now with an imploring look in their eyes, and in my mind they’re thinking: ‘We love you and thank you for taking such good care of us.’ Whereas in fact they’re just hungry and know that the only way they can get food is if the fat biped fetches it for them.

So. Brick blessing it is, then.




Dead Lorry, Yellow Lorry
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In the olden days, when everyone had diphtheria and everything was covered in soot, children would walk to school. But then, when the motor car became affordable, the school run became a thing. And soon everyone realised it could be shared.

I was there when this began to happen. So one week we’d go to school in Austin Finnegan’s Mk 10 Jag, the next we’d be in my dad’s Cortina and the next Derek Atkins’s mustard yellow Moskvich. As other local parents began to see the wisdom of this, we’d simply add another family to the roster, so that soon there would be 20 kids going into Doncaster every morning in Leslie Turnbull’s Renault 14.

Dangerous? Not at all. We were all wedged in so tightly that if Mr Turnbull had been unable to stop one morning because Deirdre Anderson was under his brake pedal, we’d absorb the impact like corned beef.

Others thought differently, however. Pretty soon it became compulsory for each child to have their own seat, their own safety belt and their own collection of colour-coordinated airbags. This meant cars had to get bigger and there is nothing that inflames class prejudice more than watching little Johnny being deposited at the school gates every morning by a car that’s longer than most aircraft carriers. Now the school run is seen as a greater contributor to the ‘climate catastrophe’ than a BP executive’s private jet.

It’s doomed. They are imposing such preposterously low speed limits and such draconian parking regulations, and there are so many cycle and bus lanes that the 15-mile school run from here into Oxford every morning now takes two hours.

All of which brings me, naturally, to the rumoured closure of our local abattoir. There are whisperings in the rectory that it’s up for sale and that the site will be turned into affordable and sustainable housing for hard-working families in the community. Can’t say I blame the owners. Thanks to Brexit, all the migrants who were any good at killing animals are now back in Latvia and it’s hard to get local school leavers to work there (or indeed anywhere). Plus the animals have to be stunned with CO2 before they’re killed and, hilariously, there’s a shortage.

Abattoir closures are becoming a big issue everywhere and no one seems to be paying much attention. I’m not surprised. The government, Ms Thunberg and Sir Attenborough have been telling us for quite some time that the planet cannot feed its human population if we carry on eating meat. And we all nod sagely and agree that it’s daft to grow crops for animals and that it would be more sensible for us to eat those crops instead. And then we pop into the butcher’s and buy a leg of lamb for the Sunday roast.

Sure, there are a small number of vegetarians out there, in the same way that there are a small number of morris dancers. But most normal people love meat, which makes Mr Rishi’s important net-zero goal even harder to achieve. With no abattoirs, though?

Figures show that 10 per cent of small slaughterhouses are closing every year and that in a few years’ time there could be none at all. Naturally, farmers are deeply worried and want the government to help. Ha. Fat chance. Not when net zero is king.

If and when my local abattoir is turned into a housing estate, it will be a serious problem because the nearest alternative is beyond the M5, which is basically Wales. It takes nearly an hour to get there, and when I arrive with my pigs I’ll be placed in a queue with an increasing number of other small farmers, which means I’ll need to set aside a whole day for the job. And I can’t afford to do that. Especially if I have to make a return journey to pick up the hides.

And what do I do when that abattoir closes as well? Which it surely will sooner rather than later. Because even if it’s running at full capacity, the site is always going to be more valuable if it’s sold for housing.

Solutions? Well, there are people trying desperately to develop mobile abattoirs, but the rules and regulations imposed by our Thunberg-obsessed chums in Whitehall mean it would be easier to open an open-air anthrax factory in the middle of Godalming.

So what if farmers all clubbed together to keep their local abattoir open? Sounds great, but how many cash-strapped farmers would you need to match the multimillion-pound offer on the table from some lodge-boss freemason at Barratt Homes?

Happily I’ve had another idea that takes us back to where we started – with the school run. At present farmers take their own animals to slaughter, which means getting up before you’ve gone to bed, washing out the trailer, loading it with the correct animals, which means going back into the house to find your spectacles so you can read the ear tags, filling out 5,000 totally useless government forms, loading the animals into the trailer, driving for an hour or two, queueing for another hour or two and then driving home.

Well, what if that job was shared? What if farmers all clubbed together and bought a lorry. And then they took it in turns to do the abattoir run in it?

Within a minute of having this brainwave I assumed that of course the government would already have in place a raft of rules to prevent it from becoming a reality, so I called Cheerful Charlie Ireland, who is Wikipedia. He explained that an animal must be healthy before it can be killed. That’s how mad farming regulations have become these days. If it’s lame or has a poorly eye it must go back to the farm and heal before someone is allowed to fire a bolt through its forehead. And it gets worse, because if one animal is rejected, then all the animals in the trailer have to go back home as well.

This is a nuisance when you’ve taken only your own pigs to be killed. But if you have a lorryful of other farmers’ pigs as well and one of them turns up with a sick note saying it has a headache, they all have to go back.

And then Charlie started chewing through the issues and reckoned that the lorry could be compartmentalised so that an entire load need never be rejected. He then said he’d call back and hasn’t, which means I must be on to something.

I hope so, because if I’m not Mr Rishi will soon win his battle and the British countryside will no longer echo to the mournful lowing of cows or the idiotic noises that sheep make. I don’t know what sound tofu makes when it’s growing, but whatever it is that’s all you’ll hear.

This will have absolutely no effect on global weather because if man is changing that, it’s a Chinese man who works in a coal-fired power station. And it will have no effect on our eating habits either. It’s just that the meat we eat will all have been imported. And will taste, just faintly, of chlorine.




Decent, Hard-working Farmers in the Community
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The next time you go food shopping, have a look to see if there’s a little red tractor on the packaging somewhere. It’s important, because what this means is that the farmers who grew and reared all the ingredients have spent a whole day in the recent past rolling their eyes and being annoyed.

Let me flesh that out for you. In order to get Red Tractor certification my farm has to be inspected to make sure I’m not feeding my pigs dead dogs or using Fairy Liquid to wash the poultry.

This means spending several hours with a Red Tractor inspector called Colin. Sometimes he says his name isn’t Colin, but it is really. And Colin wants to see everything. He wants to see all my paperwork, he wants to make sure I’m not storing dangerous chemicals in a primary school playground and he wants to know that my animals are all as happy as that pig in Babe. And then, having escorted him around all day, I have to give him £800.

In return I am allowed to put Red Tractor stickers on my food. Which you, the consumer, ignore. Because you’d rather buy the alternative from Morocco. Because it costs 2p less. So thanks.

Honestly, though, I think the Red Tractor initiative is probably worth doing because it says the food has been grown by someone who cares. And most important of all it was grown in Britain, where the standards are high.

And it’s nice to know the discerning consumer can be made aware of all this with nothing more complicated than a little red tractor on the packaging.

And then, out of the blue, the little red tractor announced it had designs on becoming green. It unveiled a scheme whereby farmers would have to prove that they were not only clean and well organised but as eco-friendly as a butterfly. This infuriated my Schöffel-wearing chums to the point where their mutton chops started to swell up and explode. The NSA – not the national security people, the National Sheep Association – held an extraordinary meeting and demanded the whole scheme be rethought. The NFU reared up onto its hind legs as well and now the Red Tractor people have announced that they’re having a rethink.

What worries me, though, is that environmentally minded people never do have a rethink. They are as relentless as lava. Which means, one day soon, the harebrained scheme will be back. I know I’m only a farming new boy but this worries me.

It’s perfectly fine, really, for Red Tractor to make sure I’m not selling spring onions that have been fertilised with cocaine, but it’s not fine to insist that before I get my accreditation I’ll need to prove that, underneath the overalls and the beanie, I’m Greta bloody Thunberg.

And nor is it fine to argue that the scheme will only be voluntary. Because to an eco-person ‘voluntary’ is just another way of saying ‘believe that and you’ll believe anything’.

I was told just this afternoon by Cheerful Charlie that there are already plans afoot to make me pay for not just all the environmental damage I do – which isn’t much – but also the damage done by everyone who supplies me. Yup. I’ll be made to pay for the carbon sins of the people who make my ammonium nitrate fertiliser and for the sins of the lorry drivers who deliver it, and their children. And their children’s children.

And now there’s a threat that I’m going to have Chris Packham coming round my farm every 15 minutes saying that I’ll be effectively frozen out of the marketplace until I build a kindergarten for the farm’s baby earwigs and machinegun all my cows.

I was told last week by West Oxfordshire district council – yes, them again – that I’m planting too many trees and must stop. That’s what’s going on in the countryside. That’s the level of idiocy farmers are facing on a daily basis, and now it’s likely to get worse.

Colin will be gone and, in his place, we are going to get one of those pink-haired lunatics who spent the morning throwing soup at paintings and is now in a pair of wellies made from hemp, stomping around the farm telling me to comply with a load of stuff she read about in an XR pamphlet.

And no one is stopping it. That’s what makes my teeth itch and my hair move about. Everyone has it in their heads that farmers are made of money and can simply go on paying. Now I’m not going to plead poverty here because that would be daft, but the vast majority of farmers, especially tenant farmers, are not rich. And they’re getting unricher by the day. The grants and the subsidies get smaller. The prices go down. And the government demands get more preposterous. And still the eco-squeeze keeps on coming. Dairy farmers right now are getting 5p a litre less for their milk than it costs to make. And it now seems likely that they’ll get Packham and Thunberg and all the other lunatics demanding that they sit on a spike for their crimes.

What crimes? I know that when eco warriors aren’t wandering around the countryside sniffing wildlife, they like to sound important on Twitter/X. But I don’t just sit on social media and hope that’s enough: I actually get off my arse every single bloody day and do something. And at this time of year thousands of other farmers are out and about doing the same thing. They’re in the rain mending fences and replanting hedges and sorting out waterways and keeping the countryside ticking over. So that all the misguided fools who think Packham is some kind of god can stomp about saying that property is theft and that farming is all part of big pharma and the military industrial complex and that they have a right to roam wherever they please. There’s a word I’d like to use to describe them, but as I’m in a newspaper and not a Downing Street meeting, it’s probably best that I don’t.

So instead I shall calm down and explain what I’m trying to do. I make ponds and I ensure creepy-crawlies have the conditions they need to survive, and I’m working with Andy Cato from Groove Armada to try to improve my soil health and I’m caring for my animals and making sure they’re happy and I’m trying not to lose too much money by putting food on your table.

I’m absolutely certain I’m not alone in this. Which is why I’m chewing over an idea. If the Red Tractor scheme does become stupid, then maybe Diddly Squat could become the new benchmark. You can use our tractor logo as a way of telling consumers that you’re a decent, hardworking farmer who just wants to be left alone to get on with it.

I could run it like a club. If you’re proposed by two other members who know you fit the bill, you’re in. No charge. And only one rule for members: don’t be a twat.
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A Home-grown Christmas
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For almost everyone Christmas Day is predictable. That’s part of its appeal. You know what you’ll eat, who’ll be round the table, that you’ll be wearing a silly jumper, that the hat from the cracker won’t fit, and while you can’t predict what it will be about, that there will be a row of some sorts.

Unless you work at a petrol station, of course. But even then your day will be predictable as well. You’ll sit behind the till all day wondering why on earth the man at pump three didn’t fill up earlier in the week. Because who wants to spend even a small part of Christmas Day buying petrol?

In farming, though, there is no such thing as predictability. Yes, I have a tree in the kitchen and I have a piece of beef in the fridge and in one of the cupboards there are crackers full of hats for pinheads. But will I be doing any of that yo-ho-ho festive jollity? Dunno.

Hopefully I’ll feed the pigs and the cows and the goats and I’ll have a quick whizz round to make sure a sheep hasn’t impaled itself on a fence post, and then there’ll be time to cook my beef and find my crackers and have some gurgly time with my new granddaughter, before heading out after the King’s speech to do it all again.

In reality, however, I’ll find that a fence has blown over in the night, so instead of lunch I’ll be in the barn looking for the post-knocker and some nails so I can mend it. Or it will have been cold in the night so I’ll have to go round all the water troughs, breaking up the ice with a hammer. Or one of the sheep’s heads will have fallen off.

The only absolute certainty is that Lisa’s 26-year-old horse won’t die. I know this because it did that last week. It wasn’t a fun event, even for me, and I didn’t like it one bit. It had a habit of tiptoeing up behind me when I was in its field and then, while I was minding my own business, shoving its enormous head into my peripheral vision. Every single time there was a brief moment when I thought it was a dinosaur and my heart did a quick, electrified spin round my entire torso.

All horses – or hay burners, as Kaleb calls them – annoy me. I quite like Cheltenham, mingling with all those tweedy owners who are there to see who has the fastest pet. But I don’t like being stuck behind horseboxes on the road. Or the animals themselves. Or the people who ride them, in their silly trousers and their DayGlo jackets. And I hate the way the wave of thanks you get when you slow down isn’t really a wave of thanks at all. It’s a taciturn acknowledgement that while you really shouldn’t be using a car on the road, there is no actual law to stop you. Yet.

I certainly don’t like riding horses. Partly because they are very uncomfortable, but mostly because it’s screamingly obvious at all times that you are flirting with great danger. Horses are spooked by everything. Rain. Wind. Gateposts. Crisp packets. Crows. Puddles. The lot. And when a horse is spooked, there’s a lot of jittering about and then you are put in a helicopter and taken to a spinal injuries unit.

Horses also kick things. And when they do, it’s never their fault. The owner will step over the corpse of your poor dog to pet the murdering bastard horse’s stupid face and say, ‘There there, Dobbin. Was the nasty dog bothering you? Well done for kicking it to death. Have a carrot and then you can kick its owner to death as well.’

Anyway, all that being said, when Lisa’s horse died I was upset because I could see she was. And because I would have to deal with it.

Picture the scenario. It’s dark, I’m getting ready to go to an agreeable shoot dinner and I get a call from a guy who helps with our animals to say Bertie was lying on his side, in a stream. Now I’m no vet, but immediately I realised that something was probably wrong.

So I took off my smoking jacket and my brogues and, having replaced them with something more sensible, went off to see what was what. When I arrived on the scene the man from the hunt was already there and he’d already done the deed. And if this wasn’t a time of good cheer and warmth, and if it had been somebody else’s horse, I would tell you all about the difficulties of towing a dead horse up a muddy bank and getting it into a horsebox. But it is a time of good cheer and it was Lisa’s horse, so I won’t. Save to say it took such a long time that I missed my shoot dinner.

But at least with all this unpleasantness out of the way we won’t have to face it tomorrow. Which will free up some time for some other unpleasantness. A cow getting on to the road and being run over by someone on their way to the petrol station? A sheep mastering the art of self-combustion? A fox in the henhouse again? They’re all possibilities.

However, and here comes the gooey, Christmassy bit that my editor was expecting. This is my fourth Christmas as a farmer but my first where every single thing was grown and reared here. I witnessed the birth of the cow that provided the joint I shall have for lunch tomorrow. I can see the field from my kitchen window where the potatoes grew. The flour in the gravy. The beer. The horseradish. It’s all from here. Even the Christmas tree.

I find that weirdly satisfying and I’m not sure why. Given enough time and the right equipment I might be able to build a car. The finished item, I’m sure, would give me a great deal of pride, but I’m also fairly certain it wouldn’t drive as well as a mass-produced alternative. It’s the same story with a television set. It’s conceivable, just, that I could make one, but the picture quality on a Sony Bravia would be better.

And yet, when you’ve grown your own food, it’s a different matter. Yes, the carrots are the wrong shape, and the potatoes have brown holes in them and fresh horseradish never tastes as good as the creamy stuff you get in a shop. But if you planted the seed and you watered the plant as it grew, the satisfaction you get when you eat it is as enormous as it is unexplainable.

Obviously none of this applies to HP sauce. If you tried to make that at home it would be disgusting. But it does apply to beer. When I raise a glass of Hawkstone tomorrow to remember Bertie the horse and to thank whoever it was who put the food on the table – me – I shall take great pride in the knowledge that I grew the barley used to make it. And then, after I’ve had five more, I won’t care.

Till the next time then, have a very happy Christmas. Eat well. And see you on the flipside.




The End is Nigh!
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I lie awake at night worrying about soil. We are told that in just 90 years, we’ll have killed it, and it will be unable to produce any more food. Which means there’s not much point worrying about the sky. Because by the time that’s warmed up enough to have made a difference, we will all have starved to death.

Of course, there are those who pooh-pooh both these scenarios. They even pooh-pooh the notion that some third-world crackpot will start an atomic war, because they say the biggest worry is that some kind of virus will leak from a lab in China, or from a cave in West Africa, and that’ll be that.

Unless, of course, a giant meteorite gets here first. We are told that such an event would bring about a lot of very unseasonal dust, an extended nuclear winter and, when everything settles down, not a single living thing on the planet. Apart from Piers Morgan, obviously. He’s impervious to this kind of thing. He’s impervious to every kind of thing.

Last week though, we were reminded that, actually, the extinction of humankind is likely to come not from space, or a Nigerian cave, or our own short-sightedness, but from beneath our feet. The eruption in Iceland was extremely dramatic. Some of the footage I’ve seen is mesmerising. And the billions of gigatonnes of carbon dioxide it released certainly makes me feel less guilty about my Range Rovers. But by geological standards it was very small. It was just the Earth shedding a few hot tears.

I’ve seen bigger. I was up there in the frozen north once when a volcano went off underneath Vatnajökull, which is one of the biggest glaciers in the northern hemisphere. Naturally, I drove over to have a look and I’m not sure I’ll ever see anything in my life quite so incredible. The lava was coming up from the bowels of the Earth and then flowing between the rock and the ice, before shooting, at considerable speed, into that lagoon where James Bond once strangled someone and escaped with George Best’s girlfriend. The steam and the noise and the fury was beyond anything you can imagine. I’ve been to a space shuttle rocket test and that was pretty loud. But this was even bigger. This made a sound so massive it hurt your spleen.

And yet. Even though the eruption was quite big, it was all being contained by what, when all is said and done, was an ice cube. That’s all it took to keep the lava at bay and the skies free of ash. A dollop of frozen water. So what happens when there is no ice plug? Well, I was in Sicily in 1983 when Etna burped. That generated a mushroom cloud more impressive than anything you saw in Oppenheimer. Partly this is because it was enormous, but mostly it’s because the jet-black cloud was being underlit by a particularly orange sunset. I was transfixed for hours but then it stopped burping and that was that. I went back to my bruschetta.

It would be easy to think then that volcanoes look incredible, and they sometimes cause a few flights to be cancelled, but as planetary events they’re nothing more than burst pimples. A moment of wonder, some residual redness and then no real evidence anything had ever happened.

’Fraid not. We may not have seen a truly huge eruption in recent decades but when one comes, and it will, you’d better have a cellar. When a volcano on the uninhabited island of Krakatoa started to erupt, on 20 May, 1883, people on neighbouring islands went down to the beach to point and say ‘oooh’. Or whatever sound they use in this part of the world to express shock and surprise. By the end of July though, they had grown bored with the constant plume of ash and the endless earthquakes and went back to their fishing. They figured it would die down soon enough. But it didn’t. And on 27 August, it blew.

There’s no ice cube on the planet that could have contained this explosion because it was four times more powerful than the most powerful nuclear bomb ever built. Twenty miles away, Royal Navy ships reported lumps of hot pumice four inches across raining down on their rigging. Eardrums burst. The ash cloud was 17 miles high. Hundred-foot-high tsunamis were triggered and reached the coast of South Africa 5,500 miles away. Nearly 40,000 people in the region died.

And then it blew again – only this time, it was cataclysmic. The island of Krakatoa, which was about the same size as the Isle of Wight, was vaporised. It simply vanished. And the sound was so loud that in the Falkland Islands, on the other side of the world, they manned the guns because they thought an invasion was under way.

The pressure wave was measured on barographs around the world, not just once but over and over again. Because it travelled round the world, at 700mph, seven times before settling down. Then the bad stuff began. The following year, temperatures in the northern hemisphere fell by 0.7 degrees. Los Angeles was drowned by constant rain. Huge quantities of sulphur dioxide were blasted into the stratosphere, which caused acid rain to fall everywhere. The moon became green and the sky a vivid red. You know Edvard Munch’s painting The Scream? The sky is that colour because of Krakatoa. And he was in Norway.

And here’s what makes the whole event even scarier. Krakatoa was nowhere near the biggest eruption the Earth has ever seen. There had been bigger ones in the past and there will be bigger ones in the future. They won’t be caused by man, and there’s not a damn thing we can do to stop them.

So perhaps we should all stop getting our knickers in a twist about how we are killing the planet, because one day, when it’s good and ready, it’ll kill us. And on that cheery note, may I wish you all a very happy Christmas and a volcanically quiet new year.




Das Traktor
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Every government in the civilised world knows that food must not be too expensive. If people can’t afford to eat, it’s a known fact that within days, or maybe even hours, everything will go full zombie apocalypse. This is why a standard-sized tin of Heinz baked beans is just £1.40.

That’s great of course. Except, if you think for a moment, it’s not great at all because how in the name of all that’s holy can a supermarket sell you 415g of food for so little? You’ve got all the tomatoes needed to make the sauce, and the herb extracts and the salt and the cornflour and the vinegar. And then you need the tin and the labelling. And all of the trucks needed to get the ingredients to the Heinz factory in Wigan, and the distribution centres, and the profit that the retailers are going to need. So how much of the £1.40 do you suppose is left over to pay the farmer who grew the 465 beans that you find in each tin?

Yes, you’re absolutely right. It’s bugger all. And it’s not just beans either. McDonald’s has got staff bills and heating and lighting and a logistical empire bigger than the US navy’s. So how much of the £4 they charge for a Big Mac goes to the farmers who grew the cows and the potatoes and the flour and the tomatoes and whatever it is they put in that delicious sauce?

Answer? Not much. Which is why, historically, governments in the civilised world have given farmers subsidies and cut-price fuel and so on. It was compensation for the fact that people simply would not pay what it had cost to grow the food.

Now though, the green movement has come along and announced that it’s bad for the upper atmosphere to grow food and we must all stop. And because modern politicians have all become enslaved by idiotic left-leaning pressure groups, they’ve nodded, said OK and decided to cut farming subsidies to the bone. Which means Europe’s farmers are screwed. They can’t make anything approximating to a living wage without government help and they can’t put up prices because the supermarket system doesn’t allow it.

You’d have expected the French to be first out of the blocks with some kind of protest. They’re excellent at making a point with muck spreaders and burning sheep. But no. It was the Belgians. Sadly, however, they weren’t very good at chanting, so no one really noticed, and the baton passed to the Dutch. Who, it turned out, were.

After some mad new laws about nitrogen were imposed, they took to the streets in their tractors and caused absolute mayhem. And it seems they had the public on their side, because in last year’s elections a hastily convened pro-farmer party won a bigger slice of the voting cake than the prime minister.

Today, the protest movement has spread over the border into Germany and boy, are they on form. Angered by government proposals to make them pay the same for their diesel as anyone else, they’ve climbed into their Fendts and brought the country to its knees. Waving banners which read ‘No beer without farmers’ – snappy as ever – they’ve blockaded Berlin even more effectively than the Russians did, and in the rural northern states every single autobahn on-and-off ramp was blocked by tractors. Thousands of tonnes of manure are being liberally dumped into city centres from Wank in the south to the Danish border.

Fearful that they will suffer the same humiliation as the Dutch, the government has backed down on its proposals slightly, but the farmers are having none of it. And for the first time ever, I’m cheering for Germany. Go Fritz Go.

I fear, however, that sinister forces and the dark arts are being mustered to make sure they lose. Which is why, if you can actually find a report about the dispute, there’s no sympathy for poor old Farmer Giles. Because he’s being labelled as Hitler in a tractor.

Everyone from the BBC to the Guardian is saying that the farmer protests in Germany have nothing to do with fuel prices and are, in fact, a smokescreen for a resurgence of the far right. They imply that if you peer over the steaming piles of manure being left at the Brandenburg Gate, you can see lots of weird rural boys in brown shirts with daggers and suspiciously neat hair.

We saw the same response during the Dutch uprising, but no one paid much attention because it’s hard to see Mr Van Der Valk as a Schmeisser-toting Nazi. It’s a different story with the Germans though. Because if the world gets even so much as the whiff of an idea that these beer and bratwurst farmers are actually SS stormtroopers, the game is over.

They’re doing the same thing in Italy as well. That melon woman who became prime minister recently talked about the need to limit immigration and suddenly they’re out there on the streets with their pink hair saying she’s the new Mussolini. And in America, of course, we have Mr Trump. I’d describe him as a bit weird but to those on the left, he’s definitely got a model of Auschwitz in his man cave.

Closer to home, Suella Braverman – remember her? – tried to stop a pro-Hamas march in London and was accused of far rightery. And in all of the world’s elections this year, we’re told it’s a battle between the centrist left and the ‘far right’. This is the new racism and misogyny catch-all badge of disgrace, handed out by the left whenever they think they might lose a debate. ‘You’re far-right,’ they scream.

We need to pay attention to this kind of thing in Germany though. They no longer have access to cheap Russian oil and gas. Their car industry is being wiped out by the Chinese. They’ve lost Merkel and now, it seems, they have communist informers running around claiming that the man with a turnip field on the edge of the village is actually Josef Mengele. It’s all a bit of a worry.




In My Back Yard
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When I was very little we learnt that in farming there was a rotation. You grew corn one year, beans the next and in the third you let the field get its breath back. But now there’s a new, and much more profitable, crop rotation. Corn. Beans. Houses.

Ever since the Tories came to power in 1756, they’ve been saying they will build 300,000 new houses a year. And ever since 1756, they’ve failed to get even close to the target. But just before Christmas the housing minister, Michael Gove, announced a bold new plan to build 300,000 houses a year. And he claims that this time round he’ll pull it off.

The main reason he won’t is that he has to keep backbench Tories with constituencies in the shires happy. I can’t see why. They’re all going to lose their seats at the next election no matter how many houses are or aren’t built in the coming 12 months. But to give them a fighting chance he says he will protect the green belt.

This means that all the 300,000 new houses will have to go where there already are houses. They’ll have to squeeze them in on back gardens and in parks and where there used to be shops. They will have to build houses on top of other houses and where there used to be a cinema or a bowling alley. And this is the problem.

I understand completely that open countryside should not be turned into a housing estate. We need it to grow food. But there’s a bit of land here at Diddly Squat that isn’t really ‘open countryside’. It’s technically in an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, but it’s sandwiched by houses on two sides and a road on the other. You could get maybe 50 houses on it and that would help Gove reach his target. And make me very rich.

Now if you are reading this in the village of Chadlington, where the field is located, don’t worry. I’ve pissed you off enough with the farm shop, so I’m not going to make things worse by shoehorning a flock of what my grandfather called ‘ticky tackies’ into your midst. You’re getting barley instead.

But what about farmers who don’t have columns in the Sunday Times and quiz shows on ITV and a successful farm shop to keep the wolf from the door? You can understand that in these circumstances it’s tempting to find little pockets of land like mine and flog them off to Barratt.

Under Gove’s new plan councils will be forced to look upon this sort of housing scheme promptly and favourably – or risk losing their ability to make decisions in the future. That’s great if you’ve just got divorced and you need somewhere to live, or if you’ve just arrived on a Kent beach in a Zodiac. It’s also great for Barratt. But it’s not great for those with a penchant for red trousers, and they may, in this instance, have a point.

When I moved to Chipping Norton about 30 years ago, it was a small market town with a population of 5,800. Today it’s still a small market town but the population has skyrocketed to 9,400. The housing development has been phenomenal. And it doesn’t seem to be slowing down.

But here’s the thing. Building the houses is easy and financially rewarding, but when you double the size of a town, which is what they’ve done here, you have to double the resources. And that’s not easy or financially rewarding at all.

Today Chipping Norton does not have a police station. It was closed a couple of years ago and is now being turned into flats. Instead the thin blue line, and it’s very thin indeed these days, is housed in a broom cupboard at the fire station.

There’s also a problem with the shops. Chippy, as it’s known locally, used to be great. There was a hardware store and a shop selling top-end hi-fis and a florist. And you could pop in whenever you liked, apart from on a Wednesday afternoon, because that’s when we had a traffic warden.

Then we got an army of parking enforcement officers, which meant you couldn’t pop into the local shops any more. So they all closed and in their place we have a Sainsbury’s, Marks & Spencer, Aldi and Co-op.

Places to work? Well, Parker Knoll used to have a factory here making excellent reclining armchairs in button-back velour. That’s gone now, which means the working population has to either get a job in one of the supermarkets or open a small shop or café of their own – which will close after six months because there’s nowhere to park – or they commute to a light industrial unit elsewhere in the county. On roads that were built for Dick Turpin.

I never used to even look when I pulled on to the A361 Burford Road because nothing was ever coming. Now I have to wait so long for a big enough gap in the traffic that sometimes I need a shave. And it fills me with despair because what’s happening is the Surreyfication of somewhere that was extremely lovely.

Yes, the green belt is being protected (mostly), but the brown bits and the grey bits are now massively overloaded.

This is what the housing enthusiasts need to remember. It’s not just about throwing up a field full of three and four-bedroom executive homes and then adding a playground and some affordable pleb-class flats to keep the lefties sweet; you have to look at the bigger picture. You have to think about how all these new residents will affect the schools and health services and the roads and public transport and the quality of life.

I’ve chosen Chipping Norton as a microcosm, but I bet the same thing is happening where you live too. It’s certainly going to happen in Cambridge soon because for some reason Gove has decided this area needs a whopping 150,000 new homes. Why he hasn’t chosen Hull or Bolton, I don’t know. Maybe it’s because he was an Oxford boy.

Some say, though, that he’s on the right track. And that rather than expand every town and village in the country to the point where they all burst, he should simply build an all-new city. Better to ruin one place rather than everywhere. But where would it go? Anywhere, really. You’d be amazed if you flew over Britain in a helicopter how much of it is pretty much empty. You could build a new Leeds in Dorset and no one would know for a couple of years.

But I don’t agree with this view. People don’t want to be shipped off to a sort of rural Dubai. They want to live where their friends are.

Which means the only solution to this never-ending mess is to wonder why we need so many new houses – three million over the next ten years – and maybe do something about that instead.




Love is … Mucking Out Pigs
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We read a great deal these days about how awful it is to be a woman. Having to live with someone who sits around all day scratching his balls and watching football, and having to work in an environment where some of the other staff stand up while urinating, and having to deal with the menopause and periods and childbirth and scaffolders. It all sounds terrible.

Certainly, I would admit that I was pretty lucky when I realised that my gender matched the collection of genitalia in my underpants and that I could identify as what I was: a man. Because I think that on balance, we have an easier time of it. Except for one day of the year when we most definitely don’t. This coming Wednesday. Valentine’s Day. Even the initials are enough to cause us to spasm with fear a bit: VD.

If you want to see the very definition of misery etched on a human face, walk into the poshest Harvester in your area on Wednesday evening and look at all the men, sitting there in their too-small jackets, sweating at the prices and wondering if they could get away with ordering an olive and a small glass of tap water. And then trying not to actually soil themselves when their girlfriend or wife asks for a glass of champagne.

And listen to them. On table six, there’s John attempting to look interested in tales from that morning’s yoga class and how it’d be nice to go to a health farm soon. And next door on table eight, there’s Pete, his eyes flicking around the room as he tries to establish if anyone is listening to the bollocking he’s getting for buying his valentine a pair of very small red knickers. Or a dress that’s two sizes two small. Or something with a plug.

It’s so weird. Both partners may wish to discuss events in Yemen, Iran’s influence in the region or Joe Biden’s recent meeting with the president of Germany, François Mitterrand. They may want to talk about little Johnny’s school report or how the plumbing’s gone wrong again. But convention dictates that even if they are Boutros Boutros-Ghali and Michelle Obama, they must sit there telling each other that they have eyes like pools of moonlight.

I once hosted a pretty boisterous party at a restaurant in Sydney. It happened to be the evening of St Valentine’s Day, and we all had great fun wandering up to each of the endless candlelit tables for two and asking the couple if they’d like to join us. Invariably, the man sat there in a puddle of envy, doing calculations in his head about the repercussions of saying yes. And the girl sat there with a steely face that said: ‘I dare you. I double dare you.’ Not one of the couples accepted. And that was Australia.

To understand why Valentine’s Day is so grisly and awful, you need to go back to the third century, when Mr Valentine was alive and kicking in Rome, or Tunisia, or Umbria. No one’s quite sure. What we are sure about is that the Pope bestowed a sainthood on him for ‘acts known only to God’. A bit like that bra woman being made a baroness, then.

‘Why is he a saint?’

‘Because he just is.’

We also know he was knocking about at a time when the ruler of the Roman empire was a chap called Claudius Gothicus, a brutish ‘soldier-emperor’ who once knocked out all of his horse’s teeth with a single punch. There’s a bust of him at Worcester Art Museum in Massachusetts and his nose is missing. It’s possible it’s eroded over the years, but it’s equally possible it was bitten off in a wrestling bout.

Whatever, this noseless bear of a man – known as Claudius the Cruel – had reasoned that a loved-up chap would be less likely to join his extremely busy army. So he decided that if he were to beat the Goths and the Vandals and all the other European hairies, he needed to ban men from becoming romantically involved.

And this is where Valentine comes into the story. He thought the emperor was wrong and carried on conducting marriage ceremonies in secret. Except they weren’t quite as secret as he’d hoped, so he was arrested, convicted and, on 14 February, given the choice by Mr Cruel of being beaten to death with clubs or beheaded. In the end, both things happened. I’m not sure in what order. I’m not sure it matters, though.

And that’s how the syrupy, Hallmark-tastic St Valentine’s Day was conceived. In a blizzard of toothless horses, smashed Goths and arterial blood spatters.

And that’s fine, of course. We have Easter bunnies and chocolate eggs to celebrate the day a carpenter’s dead son disappeared from his tomb after being nailed to a cross, and we all come together at Christmas in idiotic jumpers to remind ourselves of the day when a woman and her delusional husband were forced by a racist innkeeper to spend the night in a stable. So why not have one romantic day every year when we can give our girlfriend a tiny pair of knickers to commemorate the beating to death of a priest?

Hmmm. There’d be nothing wrong with it if it really were two people spending one evening of the year demonstrating their love for each other. But it isn’t, because the whole thing has been completely hijacked by women. That’s why it has to be a fancy restaurant and stupid scented candles in the bathroom later. And why there’s never any talk of football or porn.

As you may have gathered, I will not be doing anything special on Wednesday, and luckily I share my life with someone who wouldn’t want to. The very idea makes a little bit of sick go into her mouth.

Instead we will be knee-deep in mud and dung, in the rain and the cold, feeding the pigs and mucking out the cows. And no, in case you were thinking of asking, I wouldn’t want to swap it for all the pinkness on Moonpig.




A Fate Worse Than Golf?

[image: ]



As I write, the longest month of the year is drawing to a close. It’s January 43rd and, outside, I can hear the area’s chins smoking the last of the low hens, and the ribald banter of the country folk as they enjoy their beaters’ days. What I’m trying to say is: it’s the end of the shooting season.

Normally this is a time for everyone with a pair of tweed shorts to oil their heat and be grumpy until the middle of August, when it’s possible to head north to waste some grouse. But I wonder. Is the time coming when we put our guns away for the very last time?

Shooting is such an easy target for Sir Starmer and I feel sure he will raise the issue, much like Mr Blair did with foxhunting, whenever he needs to distract the electorate from an awkward moment. You mark my words: if the economy tanks or he misses an immigration target or one of his backbenchers throws some paint at a statue of Winston Churchill, he’ll pop up out of nowhere and say, ‘I think we need to stop people from shooting pheasants.’

And immediately every BLT+ student, academic, human resources enthusiast and vegetablist will run amok in London, smashing windows in St James’s and burning tweed to show their support. And how will the shooting fraternity respond to the chanting and the lawlessness? By saying very little because, on the face of it, rearing birds so that they can be shot for sport is fairly hard to defend.

I’ll try my best, though. Golf is worse for the environment. To run a shoot you need to be at one with nature; you need to nurture it and allow it to do its thing. And you need woods and hedges and crops where not just the pheasants but also songbirds can hide and thrive. Golf courses, on the other hand, are just filled with emerald green splodges, some sandpits and people who think Donald Trump is a snappy dresser. So if I wanted to ban something to help the environment, I’d go after golf.

Animal cruelty then? Well, yes, on a big day where eight guns bring down fifteen hundred partridges, it’s hard to argue that they’re all taken home and eaten by grateful cleaning ladies. But on a little family shoot where you bag a few dozen birds and everyone involved takes a brace home? That is surely fine because what is the alternative? Eating the bird while it’s still alive? Strangling it? Kicking it to death? Shooting is the best and most humane option.

I’ve heard it said that the gamekeepers who run these shooting days will also shoot any bird that they think will interfere with their flock. Ospreys, for example. Well, I’m sure that there are some wrong ’uns out there, but you can’t judge a whole fraternity because of a single rotten apple. That’d be like banning the West Riding of Yorkshire because of Peter Sutcliffe.

I could go on. Game shooting provides 74,000 full-time jobs, so it’s a bigger employer than the steel industry. And these are not people who can get re-employed elsewhere. The country is all they know. And they know it a damn sight better than pretty well anyone in Whitehall. Gerald, for example, on my farm, has a better understanding of the way things work out here than anyone in Sir Starmer’s Labour Party. Making a negroni? They win. Getting a pheasant out of a thicket? The G Dog is your man.

I’ll nail my colours to the mast here. I used to have a small shoot at Diddly Squat. On the first day, maybe 25 years ago, the bag was three woodcock, one pheasant, one fox and a trout. But many years later, after a lot of hard work, we had a day where we shot 100 birds. That sounds pretty impressive. Except on the first drive the bag was zero, on the second it was zero and on the third it was zero. Then, on the fourth, it was a hot-barrelled blizzard.

Brexit finished it, though. Pheasant chicks (poults) are often imported from France and used to cost a couple of quid. But then we left the EU, legislation arrived, Covid messed around with supply and the price shot up in some places to £8. Factor in the cost of rearing, feeding and good husbandry and the cost of shooting a single bird rocketed up to about £45. Times that by 100 birds on my shoot and it’s £4,500 a day. So five shooting days a year would cost £22,500. You could run a private jet for that.

But it brings us on to the main reason why Sir Starmer wants to see the end of shooting. Because winding up the chins always goes down well with those who wish to keep the red flag flying.

Happily, however, I am already ahead of the curve, because last year I hosted a shooting day. All the usual suspects turned up and we had the usual sloe gin and champagne cocktails for breakfast. But instead of stomping off into the woods to shoot some lunch, we wandered down to the bottom of the garden and shot clays instead.

I’ve never really liked the idea of clay-pigeon shooting because there’s a lot of noise and then afterwards nothing to serve with the vegetables. It’s sort of airborne golf.

And yet. What a day it was. A company from Shropshire turned up with three traps that fired two different types of clays at various random heights and in various random directions. You never knew where the next one was coming from, or how fast it would be, or how far it would be into the sky. All I do know is that when the whistle blew after five minutes, signifying it was time for your shooting partner to have a go, everyone was sweating like a shoplifter in downtown Tehran.

Five minutes later, after the second rank of guns had had their turn, we all repaired to the boot of my car for a couple more refreshments, and then something strange happened. Many of us had children there, and on a normal shoot they’d be saying things such as, ‘Is it lunchtime soon?’ But on my clay day they all wanted to have a go.

So there we were. Ten proud fathers on a lovely sunny day, showing their sons and daughters how to load a shotgun and where to aim and how to keep on swinging after pulling the trigger.

And I couldn’t help thinking, as I surveyed this idyllic scene, that Starmer can do his worst and it won’t be so bad. Apart from the fact that half of the woods in the British countryside will be chopped down because there’s no need for them any more, the countryside will become even more full of people with alcohol problems, the songbird population will plummet and half of the country’s Labradors will be out of work.




A Load of Old Rubbish
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A bastard has been in the night. He broke a padlocked gate and fly-tipped a small mountain of household waste in one of my fields. Hubcaps, an old trampoline, assorted bin bags and various soft porn DVDs. You know the sort of thing. And it’s so annoying. If he’d dumped it at the side of the road it would have been the council’s job to sit around thinking of excuses for not clearing it up. But he didn’t. He dumped it on my land, so the responsibility was mine.

At first I thought about moving it to the side of the road myself but then, in the eyes of the law, I’d be fly-tipping. So I had to hire a skip – which cost a not inconsiderable £250 – and head over to the newly polluted field in my JCB telehandler to spend a morning doing outdoor housework.

And then something strange happened. I hadn’t even had the chance to start the job when a couple in their late fifties arrived on the scene, stepped out of their brown Skoda and started taking pictures through huge telephoto lenses. When one of the girls on the Clarkson’s Farm production team went over to ask what they were doing, they were rude and evasive. So I went over too, and while the husband called me a bellend and a dick, his wife carried on snapping away.

It was all very puzzling. They looked like the sort of retired couple you see mooching around the garden centre every weekend. So what were they doing in the countryside, aggressively taking pictures of people? Maybe they were the fly-tippers, hanging around the scene of the crime to see what distress it caused. Or perhaps they were doggers, scoping out suitable sites.

Two days later, though, when the pictures appeared on Mail Online, all became clear. They were paps. And that’s odd. If you are a well-known person and you stumble out of the Chiltern Firehouse at 3 a.m. with a Love Island starlet on your arm, you can expect to get snapped. But when you’re clearing up someone else’s mess on a farm on a cold February day, you don’t.

Anyway, I hope they enjoy the £12.50 they were paid for the pictures and that they both get an embarrassing itch in their nether regions very soon.

The next day I was papped again, though this time I was expecting it. I parked a top-of-the-range McLaren 750S outside a restaurant in Notting Hill and within hours readers of the Mail Online were told that this £260,000 purple supercar was mine. Nearly right. It was blue, it cost £308,000 and it wasn’t.

The next day this amazing(ly inaccurate) story was picked up by the Mirror, which said that I also own a Ferrari F355, a Lamborghini Gallardo and an Aston Martin Virage.

I don’t. In fact these days I prefer my old Range Rover to any supercar. They’re too difficult to get in and out of, there’s nowhere for the dogs and they’re too powerful. Of course, I know what to do if a car’s rear tyres light up and some oversteer happens, but I’m old now and consequently I’m not completely sure I’d have the reflexes to deal with it.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m not Joe Biden. I know the difference between Egypt and Mexico, and I know President Mitterrand isn’t the prime minister of Germany. But you do need to be on it to sort out a 740bhp car when the road’s a bit greasy and you’ve accidentally given it too many beans.

I do still like supercars, though, and I’ll be sad when they’re gone. Which they will be when socialism forces their wailing power units into retirement and replaces them with the motors from the back of a chest freezer. Certainly, this is the last McLaren to have a V8.

So what’s it like? Well, the most intriguing thing is that it’s slower than the car it replaces, the 720S. Actually, it’s not slower than the 720S I drove because that broke down and had to be taken away on the back of a tow truck. But the fact is that the top speed has dropped from 212mph to just 206mph.

Why? Well, McLaren has shortened the final drive ratio and added more downforce, so you get snappier acceleration and more grip in the corners. It has also tinkered with the brakes, which are no longer annoying. In fact it has tinkered with a lot of things – a third of all the components are new.

The main focus has been on making the car more useable on a day-to-day basis, and I’ve got to say that it has been extremely successful. This is a car that can be parked easily in Notting Hill, and which can be used in torrential rain to go to pick up a slightly tipsy Lisa from the railway station. Although she couldn’t find the door handle on the outside and I couldn’t find one on the inside and it was chucking it down, so she didn’t like the 750 as much as I do.

It is very civilised. In comfort mode it rides extremely smoothly, although I noticed that when the fuel tank was nearly empty it did get a bit choppier. And everything is so very easy and simple to use. When you move the steering wheel in and out or up and down, the whole instrument binnacle moves as well, so the dials are always visible. And the sat-nav graphics are excellent and the heater is brilliant. And the roof comes off. But not in February, thank you very much.

In many ways it’s like driving a Golf. Until you put your foot down. It might not have the outright speed of its predecessor but it can still get from 0 to 62mph in 2.8 seconds. And to 124mph in a scarcely believable 7.3 seconds. To make everything more bowel loosening, when you put your foot down hard it’s very, very loud.

It’s not an especially nice noise. It doesn’t howl like a V10 or scream like a V12. It doesn’t even rumble like a normal V8. The brace of turbochargers sees to that. It’s just noise, and lots of it. And it seems to be at odds somehow with the styling, which is all very detailed and precise. It’s a Swiss watch, then, that sounds like a bombed dam.

It didn’t bother me unduly, though, because once I’d tasted the G and experienced the volcano, I went back to being 63. Even when I found myself alongside a Porsche 911 Turbo on the M40, I didn’t feel the need to show its driver what’s what. Well, maybe I felt a bit of need. Quite a lot actually. But I resisted as only an old man can.

Speaking of the opposition, how does it stack up to its rivals from Ferrari and Lamborghini? It’s a tricky one to answer because all three deliver broadly the same kind of experience. The Ferrari is perhaps more soulful and the Lambo more mad but really it comes down to whether you prefer Charles Leclerc, Lando Norris or the Cylons from Battlestar Galactica.
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My Cows Don’t Want Your Cuddles
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James May, the thinker, music scholar and YouTube enthusiast, once said that the countryside is ‘just something you drive past’. He saw no reason to live in it or to explore it. It was, in his mind, just a pointless and muddy gap between the nation’s towns and cities. And therefore no more interesting than that gap in an atom between the neutrons.

I wish there were more people who shared this view because then farmers would be left alone to get on with growing your lunch. But sadly everyone has suddenly decided they are now qualified to explain what the countryside is for. And they all seem to have decided that lunch has nothing to do with it. Instead it’s basically two things: a river-to-the-sea homeland for insects and a handy spot for silly women to go swimming in someone else’s lake.

I spoke the other day to a young lady who, literally, wouldn’t have a clue how to operate a wellington boot, but having read all the eco-pamphlets that were being distributed at the last protest march she attended, she was absolutely up to speed on the innumerable benefits of rewilding. I tried some gentle persuasion but, of course, she found this offensive and said I was affecting her mental health.

She then explained that almond milk is milk, and droned into her juiced avocado about how much environmental damage is being done by beef farming.

I then went on my TikTok feed and was presented with a healthy-looking and obviously bright young girl who had plainly learnt everything there was to know about the countryside from her annual pilgrimage to Glastonbury. And she had decided that if she pulled a serious enough face and used the word ‘sustainable’ a lot, everyone would immediately go and throw some soup at a duke.

She’s not alone on social media. There are thousands just like her, parking their van conversions in other people’s fields and lying in woods, humming, to spiritualise their souls. This Islingtonification of the countryside is relentless and it means life for farmers is becoming extremely complicated.

There was a time when cows were used to make milk, beef, burgers, tripe, shoes, jackets and rugs. But now, thanks to the new army of people who have opinions based on fluff and what they read on a placard, farmers are having to think of new ways of making some cash from their herds.

Which brings me neatly on to some enterprising souls in East Yorkshire who’ve hit upon the idea of charging visitors £50 to spend three hours in a barn cuddling their cows. And amazingly it’s working. After a positive review in the Guardian, obviously, the kumbaya people are arriving in droves.

Now let me be straight from the outset here. This is a brilliant idea, because if you can’t milk the cows, the next best thing is milking a bunch of hippies who want to turn up and hug them. I therefore wish the farmers responsible for this scheme the very best of luck. But having spent the past two years dealing with cows, I must advise sensible people to think of something else to do with their time.

The first problem with a cow is that it is a shitting machine. That’s all it does. It gets up, shits itself, and then it goes back to sleep. Where it dreams of doing more shitting. I sometimes watch my cows nibbling tenderly at a tiny clump of grass, and selecting only the juiciest morsels, which are then turned into a ten-gallon torrent of shit.

I’m sure our farmer friends in East Yorkshire do their best to ensure the barn is full of fresh straw when their guests from Islington arrive. But after three hours of bovine intimacy I can pretty much guarantee the Corbyns will smell less good than when they arrived.

There’s more too, because a cow is constantly being sick. It eats a tiny morsel and then regurgitates this back into its mouth for more mastication. So that’s another thing to be borne in mind when you’re in there stroking its back. It’s vomiting more often than most young men.

And then there’s the peril. You may think, as you gaze into the beast’s soft brown eyes, that it’s as harmless as an old lady’s ball of wool. Not so. A cow doesn’t want to kill you, but if it rolls over when you’re singing peace songs in its ear and crushes you, it will be completely unbothered about the whole episode. Indeed, it may use your ruined and flattened body as a back scratcher for a little while.

To understand what I’m on about here, invite a cow to eat some snacks from a bucket. Right. And now try to lift the bucket. It would be easier to pick up Thor’s hammer. I’m no expert on the scale of animal strength. I’m not even sure there is one. But if there is, a cow would be very near the top.

So is there maybe another farmyard animal that could be used to generate some income from the newly enlightened eco-socialist? Sheep? No. Disgusting and surprisingly strong also. Pigs? Yes, when they’re young of course, but when you look into the eyes of an adult pig you sense that, given the choice, it would rather you get back in your Tesla and go away.

Last year Lisa experimented with the idea of goat yoga. One day a dozen of her friends arrived to spend an hour or so doing whatever yoga is, and I can sort of see the appeal of doing whatever this is in a goat pen. Yes, goats are a bit headbutty from time to time, but by and large all they ever do is nibble your clothes with their one set of teeth. Plus, they’re very clean. Even their stools are tiny and neat and firm. So, according to Lisa, it was all a great success. But I have noted that none of the girls ever came back for more.

I think the problem is that people have an idea of what the countryside should be like, but it doesn’t ever match up to their bucolic expectations. If you lie in a wood, humming, you’ll get bitten by an ant. If you go swimming in someone’s freezing cold lake, you’ll have TGA (transient global amnesia) and not remember doing it. And if you ask most farmers if you can cuddle one of his animals, he’s going to fetch his shotgun. Oh, and if you ‘rewild’ and put nature back in the driving seat, you’ll just end up with 94,000 square miles of nettles.

Happily, I have a solution. Many farmers, I’ve noticed, put lorry trailers in fields adjacent to main roads and use them as billboards. Well, instead of advertising a local Land Rover specialist, simply put up a message that says ‘Move along. Nothing to see here’.

Because if you don’t, we’re going to come to Oxford Street in our checked shirts and our steel toe-capped shoes and start demanding that you provide parking spaces for our tractors, stabling for the fox hunt’s horses and an abattoir at Speakers’ Corner.




Metal Box Nation

[image: ]



I was sitting in a traffic jam outside the Natural History Museum recently and I thought what I always think when I’m sitting in a traffic jam outside the Natural History Museum: that building is amazing.

And the amazingness goes way beyond all those terracotta gargoyles and the sheer enormity of the damn thing. Because it was built in just seven years for £330,000. Which was about £160,000 less than had been set aside in the budget.

And that brings us on to an interesting point. Back in the 19th century, the great and the good had realised that various naturalists were coming back from their exotic holidays with all sorts of beetles and dinosaurs and that none of these things were being properly looked after.

Hans Sloane, who bought Chelsea for £17,800 – that’s not the football club by the way, that’s Chelsea, all of it – had more than 71,000 items at home and if someone left a window open, they’d blow away. So it was decided that there should be a proper half-million-quid building where all these interesting spiders and brontosauruses could be housed.

And literally no one stood up and said: ‘But wouldn’t the money be better spent on hard-working families in the community?’ Nor did the local planners say: ‘What if lots of people come to see these natural wonders? Where will they all park their horses?’ They just decided to build it and then they did. And even today, it’s still amazing.

So is the Humber Bridge. Let’s be honest, the country didn’t really need to connect the villages of Barton and Hessle. But we just went ahead and did it anyway, and every time I see what used to be the longest suspension bridge in the world, spearing off into the morning mist, it always takes a little bit of my breath away.

Since then, however, everything’s gone backwards. Sure, there were still great British architects throwing up stuff like the Millau viaduct in France and the Pompidou Centre in Paris and the Heydar Aliyev Centre in Baku, which is my favourite building in the whole world. But all of these things, along with the spaceport in New Mexico and the pencil-slim KK100 skyscraper in China and those upended indoor gardens in Singapore, are abroad.

Here, if we build a house, we want it to look Georgian. Or like a tech company’s Seattle HQ. And for everything else, we use shipping containers.

I want to build a small stone barn at home so that I can grow mushrooms. But everyone is frowning and saying I should give the money this would cost to hard-working families in the community, and use a shipping container instead. But I won’t.

Mainly because I’m running out of the damn things. We have one at the farm shop which is used for storage and one lying around in a field that’s used to house chemicals and two more which are welded together to create a farm kitchen. Honestly, my yard looks like the foyer at Maersk’s world headquarters.

And I’m not alone. Every time you are outside a city centre railway station or on a Cornish coastal path, and you fancy a cup full of piping hot Israeli free peace coffee, and a vegan whelk, the man with the tattoo and the George Galloway T-shirt who serves it to you will be standing in a shipping container that he’s painted in all the colours of the rainbow.

Need to find the site manager on a construction site? He’ll be in a shipping container. There are now classrooms made out of shipping containers and hospital wards too. And why pay for your old dad to go into a proper home when he starts to wet himself? Let him see out his final days in a steel box. No one’s yet said that our immigrants could be housed in shipping containers, but I bet someone has thought of it.

It’s easy to understand why the shipping container has become our go-to solution for everything. Now that Covid has gone away and global shipping is back to normal, prices have tumbled so that now you can get a good 20-footer for less than £3,000. So if you include the cost of a window and a fan heater, you can have a home office in your garden by tomorrow evening for less than five grand. And because it’s moveable, you usually don’t need planning permission.

Good idea, yes? No. It isn’t. It’s a terrible idea. Shipping containers are built so that Chinese lust bums can be transported efficiently around the world. They were not designed for you to live in. And when I see one, they fill my heart with despair because practicality should never be allowed to trump aesthetics.

I believe they should be banned because they give us a get-out-of-jail-free card. They make us lazy. Imagine if they’d been around in the olden days. You’d have had Hans Sloane putting all his natural wonders in shipping containers rather than them going in the Natural History Museum.

The Royal Albert Hall. The Palace of Westminster. Stonehenge. They’d all have been metal boxes piled up on top of one another. Actually, scrub Stonehenge from that list because that’s what it probably was. Lazy-arse druids who couldn’t be bothered to build something nice.

Digressing slightly, I had a friend who wanted a swimming pool in his garden, but he only had a couple of hundred quid. So he got a skip, tilted it slightly to create a deep end, and then lit a brazier underneath it so that it was heated. Very heated, in fact, if you allowed your feet to touch the bottom.

Now you may think of this as a classic example of make-do-and-mend thinking. But what about our legacy? We built the great cathedrals and palaces and castles. And then we had all of the wondrous stately homes and those wide, elegant streets in Mayfair. And then, while the rest of the world went on to make cities in space, we all decided to live in small metal boxes and wash ourselves in skips.




A Cotswold Co-op
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After Brexit was done and our plumbing suddenly went wrong because all the Poles had gone home, the government said farmers shouldn’t worry about life outside the EU because there would be ‘public money for public good’.

I did worry, though, because this was just a slogan. It was as much use as telling us that ‘three months from now you will thank yourself’. It didn’t mean anything. In the past we had public money as a reward for selling food for less than it had cost to produce. But now we could only have it if we did something good for the public. But what’s good? Giving bunches of snowdrops to passing ramblers?

Well, it has taken more than four years, but finally we are starting to get some answers. And I’ve been trying to understand what they all mean. It’s hopeless, I’m afraid. Looking at all the government initiatives and schemes and acronyms is like reading the old cosine book I had at school or trying to work out what a slide rule is for.

Naturally I consulted my land agent, Cheerful Charlie, who said Mr Rishi was going to up the payment I have for my wildflower meadows from £100 an acre to £250 an acre. As I have 250 acres of these meadows I was very pleased.

And there was more. I was going to get actual cash money for growing rye grass and something called GS4 and vetch and a million other things that nobody wants to eat. Why? Well, apparently, if I do these things the public will benefit from better-quality soils and fewer carbon dioxides in the sky. Something, then, that will help to make their agonising malnutrition more palatable.

Of course you might think, as you sit there eating your shoes in a desperate bid to stave off starvation, that it might have been better if we’d stuck with the old system where farmers were paid to produce below-cost food, rather than this new system where they get taxpayer cash for growing nitrogen. I do too. Because while the new eco-scheme sounds generous, the amount I get is less than what I got in the olden days.

So what’s happened? Why would the British government decide to reduce a farmer’s income and introduce mass starvation? Well, I think the main reason is: governments are useless. Think about it. You’ve got a man who got a 2:1 in media studies from Loughborough University who becomes an MP and is put in charge of, say, transport. He doesn’t know anything about transport. He has never been interested in it. And yet here he is, deciding whether Nuneaton needs a new ring road.

And it’s not just transport that’s gone wrong either. The health service is so bad we’ve got people queueing round the block in Bristol for new teeth. Both our aircraft carriers have broken down. And I can never go to London on the train any more because the drivers are always on strike. So why should we expect Defra to be capable of doing something sensible for farming?

And that brings me on to this morning’s big question. Do we need Defra at all?

I ask as I’ve been watching a lot of TV dramas about the cocaine trade in recent months. Narcos, Griselda, Snowfall and so on. And a thought occurred to me. You’ve got these semi-literate farmers in the South American jungles growing coca. They are completely unregulated, and if they eat their product or even smell it to see if it’s OK they will go loopy. And yet, somehow, using an army of completely uneducated and violent salesmen from the world’s social substrata, they have created a global supply network so that, even if you live in Godalming, you only need make a phone call and, within minutes, a small county lines boy will arrive on a bicycle with your order.

I find that incredible. These farmers grow a crop that is not monitored by a Colombian Red Tractor system. There are no regulations of any kind. And there are hundreds of burly middlemen who move the product around on dodgy aeroplanes and wonky submarines. And yet it arrives in an English village with a low price and consistent quality.

All of which makes me wonder: why can’t British farmers be allowed to operate in a similarly liberated way? I grow my barley in whatever field takes my fancy and I spray it with whatever chemical it may need. And if that chemical starts to kill fish in the river or the bees or the end user, then obviously I’ll stop using it and think of something else. I don’t need a 12-year-old from Defra to tell me to do this.

Of course, in the drug trade disputes are often settled with chainsaws and people dangling from motorway bridges, and that’s bad. But I’m sitting here picturing my neighbouring farmers in the Chipping Norton area and I don’t believe any of them would resort to such tactics. There’d be no cartels, just a few co-ops maybe. And we’d all meet up in the pub every evening to have a laugh and spend some of the money we’d finally been allowed to make.

There are, honestly, some government regulations I’ve encountered that make sense. Such as the ban on bee-killing neonicotinoids. But I believe farmers would have stopped using these on their own. I know I would. Mostly, though, the regulations I encounter every single day boggle the mind. And the forms I must fill in to comply waste hours. Mainly because I simply don’t understand most of the questions.

This is not the sort of red tape that you need to wade through to register a classic car or take your dog on holiday. It’s horror-film impenetrable. Remember what it was like trying to put the tape back in a 90-minute cassette? Well, imagine being in a room where a billion of them have become unspooled. It’s that. And as we know, because Pablo Escobar taught us this, it’s completely unnecessary.

And let’s not forget that the government didn’t tax his wealth and distribute it to the poor. He did that of his own volition. He built houses for the homeless and constructed scores of community football pitches. So do we need a Treasury either? Of course, some people wouldn’t play ball, in the same way that some people don’t stick to the speed limit. But most do.

And that’s how I feel about completely unregulated farming. Yes, there would be a few rotten apples who’d take the mickey, but ’twas ever thus and the countryside survived. It would survive again. Maybe more. Maybe it would even thrive.

The only downside, of course, is that the ten thousand people currently employed by Defra to write the questionnaires, and then put them in the bin once they’re completed, would be out of work. But there may be a solution to that; they could come and do a proper day’s work on the newly liberated farms producing good, wholesome, meaty food. Rather than working from home eating South American weeds.




Chadlington Thunderbirds are Go!
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JCB Agri Super telehandler

I went for 59 years without a telehandler and I have no idea how. It’s a machine with a telescopic arm that can lift and move heavy loads and is as cool as the kit on Thunderbirds. You will recall from childhood that we had very small straw bales because that was as much as a man could lift. Now they’re much bigger because of the telehandler. Seed comes in half-tonne bags since all farmers have one. They are the Swiss army knives of the farm. I once used it to transport crates of empty bottles, and although it’s me we’re talking about, I didn’t drop one. You can also drive it to the pub. How did the world work before telehandlers?

Robocut2 RC40 mulching machine

This may have a top speed of only 2.5mph but it’s a destroyer of worlds. They could have had HS2 built in 20 minutes with one of these. It has tracks and a snazzy yellow paint job, but it’s not much bigger than a kitchen table and has a tiny diesel engine, so it’s as fast as an earwig. Plus it’s radio-controlled, so there are complex electronics, which is just what you don’t want in a big wet wood. But it works. On the front there’s a rotating drum, studded with steel spiky bits. I used it to clear brambles by the pond and two minutes after starting the engine they were dust. I’ve never encountered a machine that does so efficiently what it sets out to do.

Kokan berry harvester 500S

A brilliant machine but we couldn’t make it work. You had to get it to straddle a hedge, but to reach a hedge that was rich in blackberries first we had to get it down 200 yards of stone wall. The wall is still destroyed as a result, so that was a bit of a disaster. Most of my hedges proved too big and thick because I let them grow wild to attract insects and birds.

Kobelco mini-excavator

I don’t think there’s a man alive who wouldn’t have fun with a digger. Go and make a pond. No, make a trench. There was a wonderful moment while we were building the farm shop car park when Lisa was using the road roller, Gerald was on the tractor and Kaleb and I were excavating. The full Avengers Assembled. I love days like that.

Lamborghini R8 270 tractor

I quite wanted a Fendt tractor, but they are expensive and I’m from Yorkshire. The R8 was only £40,000 second-hand, but it has 48 gears and 188 buttons and it’s impossible to remember what all of them do. It’s also huge. It was too big for my barn, so I had to build a new one. Even the front tyres are taller than me. I said when I got it that if a Lamborghini Aventador made love to a spaceship, this is what you’d end up with. I’ve never been terrified at 25mph before, but when I first drove it I really was. At the start I didn’t complete a single job without at least one crash, but I’ve got the hang of driving it.

Nettle harvester

Half my farm is brambles and nettles, so I came up with a plan to harvest the nettles for soup. At first I tried the same machines they use for harvesting tea, but it was suspended from my shoulders, so my back was soon in agony. Then I switched to a bigger device with a hedge-cutter underneath and a fan for blowing the leaves into a collecting bag. It was good at hoovering up the top leaves but it also harvested the stalks as well as twigs, dead mice and everything else on the forest floor. While I might get people to try soup made from nettles, they would shy away from a label saying, ‘May contain traces of deer faeces’.

K Two Bio 1600 muck spreader

That thing had the power of a Gatling gun. You could load it with gravel and drive it through a war zone. Actually, you could just leave it full of cow manure. No soldier is going to like being hit in the face by cow manure doing 150mph. The only problem is that when a stone gets into the muck, as sometimes happens, it gets flung at high speed out of the back. One went 48 metres across a field and somebody’s garden, through their sitting room window, ripped a hole in their sofa, went into their kitchen, hit the fridge door and broke it.

Protech P200S post-driver

Until these hydraulic post-knockers came along you had to use a manual one, nicknamed a ‘man killer’. There’s nothing that wears you out more than manually knocking in a fencepost, particularly around here where the ground is 90 per cent stone. So the hydraulic machine is a very good invention, although it’s also a scary-looking thing. It could be used in Gangs of Chipping Norton. This really would break you in half. But we got all the fences done – not terribly well, but we did a pretty good job.

Supacat ATMP 6×6

I went to a sale of ex-army equipment and saw the Supacat. I think it was £9,000. The army used them to rescue Snatch Land Rovers that had broken down or been blown up in the desert in Afghanistan or Iraq. I thought, ‘That’ll be very useful on the farm.’ With it having not stopped raining since 8 December, it’s useful because it has big, fat, soft tyres. It doesn’t get stuck or damage the earth. It has no roof, number plates or suspension, so it’s no good on the M40, but around the farm it’s ideal. No matter what the weather’s doing I can fire up the Supacat, attach the trailer using an extremely manly Nato hitch and head off for firewood.

BHC twin-engine hovercraft

I like hovercrafts and this one was a lovely former air – sea rescue machine. We tried it for crop spraying. A tractor leaves wheel ruts in a field where nothing grows afterwards, but a hovercraft doesn’t, so you get better coverage. The trouble was, it couldn’t cope with any kind of gradient or, as it turned out, any kind of weight in terms of the liquid fertiliser spray. So you set off and after a minute you had to come back and refill it with nitrate fertiliser. I think it would have needed 75 refills to do one field, so it would have taken Kaleb all day. Also, he fell off. So, tragically, the hovercraft was abandoned.




Howzat!
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Cricket. It goes on for weeks, and when it’s over you play the same team again in a different city. And then again. And you stop every day for tea. And you wear a jumper, and most of the 12 spectators in the stands are dead. It’s sport in the same way that gardening is sport. Or hoovering.

I found out this morning that for centuries there wasn’t even a standard size for a cricket bat. You could turn up with a dustbin lid on a stick and simply park it in front of the stumps. Or you could do what an Australian player called Matthew Hayden did and use Thor’s hammer.

I wish I’d known this when I was at school, because cricket was compulsory. So, twice a week, in the height of the hay fever season, I was forced to play. Which meant standing in front of the stumps while a big boy called Phil threw what was basically a rock at me. And I didn’t have Thor’s hammer or a dustbin lid to hide behind. Just a little plastic box to protect my man vegetables.

After being profoundly uncoordinated – and frightened – for a few minutes, my team would be out for about no runs and we’d have to do fielding. And because I was even more useless at catching, I was forced to stand in the long grass as far away from the action as possible. Which made my hay fever even worse.

Occasionally someone would hit a ball in my direction and I’d be asked to catch it. Which was impossible, partly because it was still hot from re-entering the Earth’s atmosphere, but mostly because my eyes were streaming and I was on the cusp of a sneeze so gigantic it would rock seismographs in Hawaii.

As a result this superheated rock would smash into the end of a finger, causing me to howl in agony and sink to my knees, which meant I couldn’t throw the ball back to the bowler. Which would cause the bigger boys to throw me in the plunge pool the next morning. And hit me with their sharp-cornered Globe-Trotter suitcases.

So today it’s not as though I have a casual dislike of cricket. I actively hate it. I see people playing it sometimes when I’m in Surrey and my lip curls in an involuntary, animalistic display of rage. You know how your dog behaves when it sees a stranger walking past your house? Well, that’s me driving through Chiddingfold. But now I’ve worked out how I can get my own back on these people. I’m going to take all of their money.

For the past 18 months I’ve been engaged in an interesting project at Diddly Squat, trying to monetise bits of the land that don’t normally generate any cash at all. I’ve harvested blackberries and nettles and sent trees off to the local power station and, for the most part, it has all been a complete disaster. But I’ve remained hopeful that if I continue to experiment I will end up with a diamond mine. And so it turned out to be.

Here’s what happened. I received word from the government’s farming police that two of my trees that overhang a footpath for hard-working families in the rambling community might fall over and hit someone on the head. So, at considerable expense, I hired a machine to chop them down. And now I’ve received word from the farming police to say that the machine in question has made a mess of the footpath and that I need to clear it up in case someone falls over. Welcome to farming everyone.

And it really is a big hearty welcome, because the man who came with the second machine looked at the felled trees and said, ‘They’re nice bat willows, those.’

Obviously this meant nothing to me, so I checked it out with Cheerful Charlie, who explained that bat willows have nothing to do with squeaky upside-down ‘bat’ bats, but rather leather-on-willow cricket bats. He knew all about this, telling me at length how he and his school friends used to count the grains in their bats and feel proud if there were eight or nine. I had no clue what he was on about. But he did say that my felled trees might produce ten clefts (no idea either). Which might be worth £750 because they could be turned into cricket bats, which might then retail for up to £900. Each.

So stand by, cricketists. I’m going to hurt you, but not like you hurt me. I’m going to hurt you in your wallets. I’m going to become the cricket bat king of Chipping Norton and I’m going to bash your credit cards until they look like Steve Martin’s in Planes, Trains and Automobiles.

I’ve even done a business plan. Demand is huge in India and Pakistan, where cricket has always been popular. But now there’s a game called T20 that can be played in as little as 17 days. In today’s fast-paced life it has really caught on and some say that more than a billion people are playing it at any given moment. Some use bats made from Kashmir willow, but most prefer the English variety because it’s lighter.

And there’s more. Normal cricket has always been too slow and boring for the Americans, and so they decided to play rounders instead. But superfast, blink-and-you’ll-miss-it T20 has caught on over there. It’s not as big yet as Nascar or tractor pulls in Wisconsin, but there are now 6,000 teams and 200,000 players. And with TV coverage now coming on stream, that’s set to explode. And over there they all want bats made from English willow.

Which is why, last weekend, I was to be found in a field we have at Diddly Squat called Cow Ground. It’s littered with springs and, as a result, it’s paradise for anyone who wants to lose a wellie in the ooze. It is, to use the language of AA Milne, a sad and boggy place. And that’s exactly what bat willows love.

I therefore did a deal with a local supplier for 20 trees, which, even though they’re already six or seven metres tall, cost only 20 quid each. The guy who sold them to me will then maintain them, using sandpaper on emerging branches every year to ensure there are no knots – a bad thing, apparently, if you’re making cricket bats – and then, when I sell them back to him in 20 years’ time, I get a cheque for what, in today’s money, is £15,000.

Well, I won’t get a cheque obviously, because there won’t be cheques then. And there won’t be a Jeremy Clarkson either. But there will be a Jeremy Clarkson’s son, and he loves cricket. So that’s a nice thing I think.




Not So Top Soil …
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Many of us will remember that Mungo Jerry song featuring the line, ‘Have a drink, have a drive. Go out and see what you can find.’ And of course we all realise you can’t even think that any more. And nor, really, is it considered acceptable to follow up with: ‘If her daddy’s rich, take her out for a meal. If her daddy’s poor, just do what you feel.’ Times have moved on.

Of course lots of lyrics now feel as if they’re from another aeon. Clair by Gilbert O’Sullivan especially. But you might think it’s impossible for the lyrics in a harvest festival hymn to become out of date. ‘We plough the fields and scatter the good seed on the land. But it is fed and watered by God’s almighty hand.’ Absolute timelessness. It was true ten thousand years ago and it’s true now.

No, it isn’t. God doesn’t water the land any more. The coal-fired Chinese power stations do that. And he doesn’t feed it either. That’s handled by CF Industries, which makes all the chemical fertiliser that farmers use on their fields.

We don’t even scatter seeds any more, because that’s wasteful onanism. We drill them into the ground, at precise intervals and at a precise depth using a computer-controlled, £40,000 seed drill. That’s towed behind a £250,000 Case tractor, which was built in the factory where they used to make Tiger tanks. Not much Goddishness going on in any of that.

There isn’t even any ploughing any more. In the olden days farmers would turn the top layer of soil over using a plough so that the weeds were buried. And because they were deprived of sunlight they died. It was a lovely, natural, rosy-cheeked way of creating the perfect seedbed for the following year’s crop.

But then along came Little Miss Thunberg and her merry band of Packhamites, who decided that 1,500 billion tonnes of carbon is stored in the planet’s soil. And that if you turn this soil over with a plough, all of it will be released into the upper atmosphere in the form of carbon dioxide. Which is bad. So the lovely, natural method of killing weeds had to stop. And instead farmers had to use chemical sorcery from Monsanto, BASF and the Zhejiang Xinan Chemical Industrial Group.

Farmers didn’t mind, if I’m honest, because ploughing is extremely expensive. You simply would not believe how much diesel is needed to drag a two-tonne land anchor through a muddy field. Using weedkiller instead is much cheaper.

Or rather it was. But weedkiller prices have gone up dramatically in recent years. And from where I’m sitting it doesn’t really seem to work any more. Every year Kaleb goes into the fields like a rural Terminator, hosing down the weeds with his ungodly chemical sorcery and then, a few weeks later, Cheerful Charlie walks me through the same fields, pointing out the brome and the black-grass, which is easy to spot because it’s purple and green and completely immune to anything the world’s chemists can throw at it.

So this year Charlie said we should become medieval and plough the fields instead. Selfish? Well, yes, this will shoot a tonne of CO2 into the troposphere and that’s obviously bad. And I’ll use four times more diesel than I would if I used weedkiller. So that’s not good for the environment either. But here’s the kicker: I wouldn’t be pumping any chemicals into the soil.

So that’s the choice – soil or sky? You have to hurt one of them if you want to eat. I went for the sky and rented a plough.

I settled on an eight-furrow monster for two good reasons. Number one: the bigger the plough, the faster you get the job done. And number two: none of Kaleb’s tractors would be powerful enough to pull it, so we’d have to use my 270bhp Lamborghini. Which would annoy him. Even admitting that it’s better than his tractors gives him a hot flush. Sometimes he vibrates with fury when he goes near it.

The only drawback to this cleverly wrought large plough plan was that, because Kaleb refuses to drive my tractor, I’d have to do the ploughing.

This is something I’ve done before. It was on Top Gear about 200 years ago and I did very well. Partly this was because my competitors in the ploughing competition were James May and Richard Hammond. And partly because one of the two judges was a really good friend of my mum.

In real life, though, things were different. I couldn’t hitch the plough to the tractor without help. I couldn’t do a three-point turn when it was attached. And I couldn’t make the tractor move when the furrows were in the sodden soil. All four wheels just sort of spun. So I had to lift the plough slightly, which meant I wasn’t ploughing. Or wiggle the steering wheel, which made big holes and, when it worked, caused me to set off in a new direction. It began to look as if a drunk, blind man with no arms was doing the ploughing.

All the time I was watching the fuel gauge plummet like the depth gauge in a holed submarine, and wondering if it might be cheaper, easier and kinder to the environment to use chemical weedkiller instead.

This is farming. Only last week I discovered that approximately 18 billion slugs have come to live in the fields where I’ve planted spring barley. If I adopt a live-and-let-live rewilding attitude and do nothing they will eat the lot and, next year, there will be no Hawkstone lager. As that makes no sense, I therefore have to pepper the field with slug pellets, which will kill them. Great. But these pellets will also kill all the worms. So what’s the answer? There isn’t one.

Similarly, I have signed up to the government’s eco-friendly grant scheme and will be planting things that aren’t food in three fields. They’re good for the soil and they’re good for my bank balance. But it means I’m not growing stuff people can eat. I know one chap who has taken 60 per cent of his farm out of food production and he’s not alone. So yippee. All that stored carbon and all of that fixed-in nitrogen.

But what if you want some bread? You’ll have to get a loaf made from wheat that was grown abroad. And how’s that good for global warming? And will it have been grown under the same stringent rules that we have here? Or will it have been fertilised with human faeces? You face a choice then. Do you want net zero in the UK? Or do you want to eat a Mexican’s turd?

Do you want lager or worms? Do you want healthy soil or a healthy sky? Do you want bees or orangutans? These are the questions I’m facing every single day. It’s a multiple-choice world of no right answers.

Which brings us back to another harvest festival hymn.

All things bright and beautiful. All birds that must be plucked. No matter what we choose to do, we’re well and truly.




Brand Ambassadon’t
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Quite rightly there’s been a lot of brouhaha and gnashing of teeth about the Welsh government’s weed-friendly farming policy. But the problem isn’t confined to Wales. Almost every government in the civilised world seems determined to ethnically cleanse farmers from the countryside. And it’s hard to see why.

Oh sure, they all say that farming makes a lot of carbon dioxides and that they have net zero targets to meet, but obviously that’s not the reason. Because what’s the point of keeping the global temperature down if there’s nothing to eat?

So if climate change isn’t the driver, why, all across Europe and America and Australia, is life being made so wilfully and unnecessarily hard for the people who feed us? And why in England did the number of farms fall from 132,400 in 2005 to just 104,000 in 2015? Well, bear with me on this one, but it’s necessary at this point to talk about my recent weekend city break in Copenhagen.

I’ve always said that if I were forced for some reason to leave the UK and I needed to live and work somewhere else, I’d go to Copenhagen. You eat dinner at a sensible time, not four in the morning, you’re never distracted by the beach, and you can have conversations with a van driver about how the krone is controlled by the European Central Bank. I know because I did. Here I spend most of my van-based conversations trying to explain what ‘fragile’ means.

Everywhere you go in Copenhagen there are attractive people having lunch in attractive restaurants before going back to the office to design some more attractive chairs. They put their solar farms between the motorway and the railway line, and all around the canals and docks there are no unsightly railings. If you fall in, you just get out again. And if you can’t swim, well, that’s your own silly fault.

And then there’s the business of getting about, which is done on a bicycle. Unlike here, though, no one wears a helmet or that idiotic Stasi stormtrooper combination of black tights and black shorts. Cycling is not some BLT+, pro-Hamas, kick-out-the-Tories political movement. It’s just something you do to get about, because even the crappiest little car is about a million pounds. And there are no hills.

I love pootling about on a bicycle there, stopping for a cup of coffee and a pastry, or to look in a little shop that sells nothing but lampshades made from thinly sliced ash. If Carlsberg did cities, they’d look like this.

But even here, amid all the loveliness, we find the awful Lawrence Stroll plague of Tommy Hilfiger, Prada, Chanel, Bulgari, Gucci and all those other multinational emporiums for the terminally dreadful, which now dominate every city centre, high-end Caribbean resort and airport terminal in the world. Terry Wogan once said he’d like to machine-gun everyone on Henman Hill. I feel the same way when I’m presented with a branch of Boss.

I’m told that these fashion, luggage and sunglasses shops are everywhere because they are the only ones that can afford city centre rents, and I’m sure that’s true. So that’s good for the city, the landlords and stupid people in white trousers who think it’s OK to spend £850 on a pair of shoes because it says Prada on the instep.

It’s not what we want, of course. We want interesting shops full of interesting things and interesting people, and we think it’s silly to spend £850 on a pair of shoes. But lots of little shops all selling different things? That’s too difficult to organise. It’s much easier to call some twat on a yacht and ask him to send over a light dusting of Hilfiger and a spot of Saint Laurent.

Which brings me back to farming. I’m sitting here now on top of a hill in the Cotswolds and I can see four other farms, all run by farmers who do things their own way. There’s a chap not too far away who produces eggs in mobile hen houses. There’s a lady who’s passionate about organic produce. Then there’s my neighbour who seems to be persevering with oilseed rape, and down in the valley there’s a brother and sister rearing pigs. It’s all small and higgledy-piggledy and charming. And it’s comforting to know that 90 per cent of Britain’s remaining farms are family owned. But if you stand back and look at the land as a business, you’d have to say, ‘Er, hang on a minute. This makes no sense at all.’

So I find myself wondering. Is this really what’s going on behind the scenes? Has the agricultural equivalent of Lawrence Stroll had a quiet word with the government: ‘Look, if you can get these pesky family farmers to sod off, I’ll buy the countryside, put in a bit of rewilding to keep the nutters happy and then use economies of scale to make all the food we need at a nice price.’

Think about it. My tractor is currently sitting in the yard because there’s nothing for it to do. But if I owned all the land from the south coast to the Wash it’d be working 24/7. Tomorrow I could send it to Hertfordshire to uproot hedges and pull down copses to make bigger, more economically viable fields, and the day after it would be in Dorset sprinkling some nitrogen on the barley.

It would all be a model of just-in-time efficiency and hydroponic tomatoes, and soon all of Europe’s farmland would be in the hands of four or five multinationals who could use freebies and dodgy handshakes to get government ministers to pass whatever legislation the shareholders wanted.

Under the present system farmers can’t really get governments to do anything as there are too many of us and we all have different needs. It’d be like asking a classroom of kids what they want for Christmas and expecting them all to say the same thing. There’s always going to be one that wants peace and love and another who wants a subscription to Pornhub. And a Ferrari.

If the multinationals move in that would all be solved. Plus, it would be good for the global economy, good for investors and food prices will probably fall. And to make it all even more palatable fields will be full of signs saying ‘Monsanto Inc. Growing sustainably for hard-working families in the community’. I think for certain the world’s governments have this utopian vision in their heads. Which is why their policies are so skewed against farmers and the present system. They’d much rather have five guys who speak their language and have pit passes at the Monaco Grand Prix every year than five thousand who come into town once in a blue moon to spray government buildings with their disgusting manure.

You may think they have a point. You may like the idea of cheaper food, but do you want to wave goodbye to the hedgerows and the copses? And do you want the British countryside to be owned and run by a private equity outfit in Chicago? Or let me put it to you another way: do you want a hydroponic Tommy Hilfiger tomato? Because I don’t.
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Don’t be a Canute

[image: ]



When you look back over the past 14 years of Conservative rule, it’s hard to pick out the single biggest mistake. Truss and the Brexit referendum are certainly up there, but I’m going to have a stab and suggest it was the moment they decided that strong economic growth and net zero weren’t mutually exclusive.

They are. If you have to go through life producing no carbon dioxide, it means you will be cold, lonely, poor, unhappy and covered in weeping sores. The sun and the tide and the wind sound like a triple-headed nirvana, but to harness them properly you need an army of bright young things to work out how. And we don’t have that because our army of bright young things are either glued to the road or arguing about the meaning of a penis or rushing about with a keffiyeh on their head. No one is sitting in a lab playing with pipettes and thermodynamics.

You get a sense that the current leadership understands this, which is why they pushed the target date for net zero back and allowed oil companies to do more drilling in the North Sea. It’s also why Mr Rishi has been talking recently about the importance of food security. He’s dead right. It’s very important that we have the ability to feed ourselves, but we simply cannot do that when the main mission is to achieve net zero.

It’s like smoking, drinking and partying. You can do that or you can live to be a hundred. It’s either/or. You can’t do both.

Ever since I bought my farm back in 2008 we have used weedkillers to keep the weeds at bay. But weedkiller is now extremely expensive and possibly not that good for us, so this year we ploughed some of the fields. This old-fashioned system means the soil is turned over, so the weeds are buried and, owing to a lack of sunshine, die.

That sounds rustic and bucolic and lovely, but I did some maths the other day and worked out that when it was pulling an eight-farrow plough, my tractor was using a gallon of diesel to cover 100 yards. You read that right. A gallon for 100 yards. That’s a lot of carbon. Plus, the soil is a huge carbon sink and when I turn it over some of that carbon escapes.

So in one day I produced more greenhouse gases than India, Brazil and China combined. Greta Thunberg would have been furious with me, were she not in a cell for protesting about Palestine. It seems she has decided that that’s more important than climate change these days.

Whatever, there is then the question of fertiliser. I could use chemicals but they are bad for the soil and, we are told, bad for the nation’s streams and rivers. It’s better and cheaper, therefore, to use cow muck. But that means keeping cows and that, again, is a global warming no-no apparently because of their endless burping and farting.

I know I’ve written about these dilemmas before, and I will do again because it’s important the people who need food understand that farming is either kind to the sky or kind to the soil. You choose. I have, and the sky can eff off.

So let’s get back to the food-security issue. Because this country signed up to an international agreement to achieve net zero at some point in the future – point located just after the last person who signed it has died – I’ve been told that I can have government subsidies only if I do environmental work.

There are pages and pages and pages of rules and regulations on this, and I’ll be honest I haven’t read many (any) of them because that’s Cheerful Charlie’s job. But what I do know is that this year the biggest field on the farm is being used to grow a herbal ley called GS4. And all you need to know about this is: you can’t eat it.

The second biggest field has been given over to rye grass and you can’t eat that either. But the government pays me to do this because less farming is needed, which means I’m producing less carbon dioxide. And I’m helping to replenish the nitrogen content of the soil. Which I approve of.

It’s why, in the regen field I handed over to Andy Cato from Groove Armada’s Wildfarmed project last year, we are growing a beige plant with a Latin name. Naturally you can’t eat it, but power stations can.

All this means that perhaps 20 per cent of my farm is not producing any food this year. I know of other farmers who’ve put 60 per cent into environmental schemes. And all of this is tremendous if you are a global-warming enthusiast. It frees you up to go on more marches. But what if you want a sandwich?

Ah well, the ingredients for that will have to be imported from a country where they either haven’t heard of Greta Thunberg or they have but they realise it’s silly to take scientific advice from someone who has barely been to school.

And what’s the point of that? Climate change is a planetary problem, and it won’t make any difference if a small rock in the North Atlantic simply exports its CO2 emissions to Peru. Actually, it will. Because we will have to ship all our food over here and that will actually increase global emissions.

And that’s before we address the security issues. Yes, we can reduce farming in the UK and import our food. That’s what happened in the 1930s. The government of the time said they wanted workers in the factories, not the fields, and we’d get our food from abroad. Then the U-boats came and we all nearly starved to death. So what if there’s another war, or another pandemic, and all I’m growing is nitrogen and electricity?

It’s the same story on the roads. Net zero means people are being herded into cars that don’t really work as cars. Lisa’s new Range Rover, for instance, has an air-conditioning system that’s pretty much useless, and while I accept this is possibly because it’s broken, I’m more inclined to think it’s operating on reduced power because of net zero-inspired rules.

So here’s what I’d do. Accept that human beings need to produce carbon dioxide and use the money saved on funding research into technology. Lure all our bright young things back into the lab to work on ways we can deal with the problem, rather than going backwards in a vague, King Canute-like hope that the problem will go away.




What’s Brown and Sticky?
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As I write, it’s a beautiful Monday morning. The skies are blue and, though there’s a breeze coming in from the east, it’s pleasantly warm. These then are the ideal conditions for getting out there and getting stuff done. So what am I doing in the kitchen writing this?

The truth is I was up very early and, after a boiled egg and a cup of coffee, I pootled over to the farmyard to get cracking. But I couldn’t. I just stood there, utterly overwhelmed and feeling as if I was the centrepiece in one of those contra-rotating Hollywood shots in which the hero spins one way and the camera whizzes round him in the opposite direction. It’s used to convey panic and disorder.

The problem I have is this. After a year of farming Diddly Squat the way it has always been farmed, I got itchy feet and decided that rather than growing wheat, barley and oilseed rape over and over again until I fell into a bit of machinery and became mince, I’d introduce new stuff. So I got sheep, then cows, then hens and then pigs. And then a brewery for my spring barley. And then I started growing mushrooms and cricket bats. And a few months ago I embarked on yet another new project, which is so massive and so time-consuming that sleep is as distant a memory as smoking.

All of which takes us back to 1977. For reasons that are entirely unclear, I decided that I should study economics as an A-level subject, which meant I had to spend several hours every week listening to a man talking in a language that was pure Gerald. Which is why I shifted the dial in my head. He was broadcasting on 94.7 and I was listening on 98.3. It was just static and that enabled me to do what I really wanted to do, which was the Melody Maker crossword.

In two years I learnt pretty much nothing because while he was droning on about Keynes, I was trying desperately to remember who played bass in Bachman-Turner Overdrive. Somehow, though, one thing did lodge in my head: that there was a chap in the eighteenth century called Adam Smith who argued that to survive you had to specialise. Subliminally this is probably why I decided to devote my entire life to nothing but motoring journalism.

What’s more of a certainty is that I should have paid more attention, because in farming it seems Mr Smith may have had a point. Birds Eye don’t do beef for a reason. Warburtons don’t do vegetables. And at no point did Bernard Matthews ever say, ‘Let’s try our hand with venison.’ So what was I thinking of when I woke up one morning and thought, ‘Yes! Wasabi, that’s the answer.’

And why I am growing – not counting the regen enterprise – three different types of wheat? A decision that meant that yesterday – yes, on a Sunday – we had to start work on yet another grain store. So that’s another thing to think about. Where should the spoil go? How much hardcore will we need from the quarry? Can I really afford to spend two whole days carting waste, or would it be better to employ one of Kaleb’s lads?

And if I don’t cart the subsoil, what will I do? Top the rides (translation: move the nettles in the paths in the woods), put up signs asking shop customers not to block the field entrances, drill the rye grass. Or simply stare in despair at what looks like a meteor-landing site but which, one day, will be a new wildlife pond.

In short I’ve overdone it. My enthusiasm for new farming ideas when it’s ten at night and I’ve had some beers is starting to be a serious problem.

You don’t have eye surgeons saying, ‘You know what? I think I’ll try my hand at picture restoring today.’ I did, though, and that’s why I stood for an hour in the farmyard this morning doing nothing at all, and it’s why I decided in the end to come inside and write this. Because this is my comfort zone. My laptop is my blanky. Writing is the moat I use when life’s confusing and I don’t want to think about anything else.

Soon, though, this column will be over and I’ll have to go back into a world of decisions and questions and bureaucratic hurdles. But all I really want to do is shed some of the load and focus on just one thing.

And now I’ve found the thing. Back in the winter, giant machinery came to our woods to remove maybe 50 per cent of the trees in there. This will get more light on to the forest floor, which will promote new growth and, so long as we can keep the deer numbers in check, that’s excellent. Plus, of course, the tree trunks have been sold to make electricity and that’s obviously excellent as well. But I have been left with a simply staggering amount of what foresters call brash. And what we call branches. There’s a pile maybe thirty feet high and getting on for half a mile long and after I went down to look at it the other day with a bottle of what I call ‘thinking juice’ and you call ‘Hawkstone’, I realised that much of it could be used to make … walking sticks.

The main initial problem is that I have an even bigger mental block when it comes to trees than the one that clogs up the system when I think about economics. This means I don’t know what wood is best suited for walking sticks, and whether I have any in the pile. But in my mind I do.

It’s much the same story with the manufacturing process. Apparently I need a steamer to make the wood curved at the top and a doweling machine to make it straight at the bottom. Sounds pretty simple to me. All I need to do to finish it off is fit a bit of metal to make a sturdy tip. And I’m thinking of using Cornish silver. Which, again in my mind, is still a thriving business.

Some people have said to me that there’s no demand for walking sticks any more and that’s probably true. In the same way that there was no demand for the iPhone until there was an iPhone. I walk regularly with a stick, not because I need it but because it’s a comfort. And there’s more. You can use it to point at things and lean on. And it can be used to stop yourself falling over and to catch an errant sheep. And you can bang it on a tree to make a pheasant take flight, and you can have a collection and a favourite. Like you do with your hats.

Forget mushrooms. Those were a flash in the pan. Walking sticks. They’re the future of farming, and best of all you can’t eat them. That’s important to the government these days, so I’ll probably get a grant.




The Best Pub … in the World
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I decided last year that I’d like to buy a pub. So I called everyone I know who has one and they all said the same thing: the pub business is dying.

They’re closing at the rate of more than a thousand a year. You would have to be mad to buy one. Insane.

So I’ve bought a pub. The first pub I looked at had a great deal of appeal. It was a 400-year-old coaching inn that in recent years had been an Indian restaurant and then a county lines meth lab. But it needed too much work. There was even a slug in the Britvic fizzy drinks dispenser. So I went on the hunt for an alternative.

It turns out that when you walk into a pub and ask if you can buy it, the owner will react in one of two ways. Either he will fall to his knees and sob with gratitude. Or he will fall to his knees and cling tightly to your legs while making a high-pitched keening noise, and sob with gratitude.

There are two ways the price negotiations go as well. They say they want a million. You offer them £17.50, and they either say ‘yes’, or they say ‘er, let me think, yes’.

So why, in the face of such overwhelming evidence that pubs are no longer viable, did I persevere? As one friend put it: ‘Owning a pub these days is even more daft than owning a farm. What’s next? You buying a cinema?’ But there’s something inside a man that causes him to think, when he has the means, it’d be nice to buy the village boozer.

Obviously, I couldn’t buy my village boozer. The locals would set fire to me if I did that. But the idea wouldn’t go away. I dreamt, as many men have dreamt in the past, of chatting with the regulars about nothing of any consequence and then having a Sunday roast with my family at my own table on a Sunday. And then not paying. That’s the sentimental reasoning. ‘Yeah,’ said another friend who left his job in advertising to open a pub, ‘I thought that. But most nights I was mopping the lavatories because some kid hadn’t turned up.’

In my case, however, there was more to it. I had failed to get planning permission to turn a barn on my farm into a restaurant, but I still wanted somewhere where I could sell all that we make here. And my own beer in the taps too.

I also wanted a room I could turn into a clubhouse, which, on wet weekdays, would provide a mental-health forum and a free pint for the nation’s farmers. I wanted dogs and families round the fire. And a restaurant where absolutely everything had been grown or reared in Britain. Even the salt, pepper and wine. I had even decided there’d be no coffee or Coca-Cola.

I just needed the pub where all this could happen, and then, after I’d looked at about 14,000, I found just the place. Old, Cotswoldy and sitting in five acres of its own land. So I did a deal and then discovered that there was a famous dogging site in the area. Photographs from inside the nearby lavatories showed holes in the cubicle walls, strong pornography on the floor and evidence of enthusiastic consumption of the drugs made at the first pub I’d considered.

So I went to see West Oxfordshire district council, expecting no help at all, and, blow me down, it was very happy to close the dogging site. So I was in business. My dream would become a reality. All I needed was a bar person and someone who could rustle up some gammon, egg and chips, and I’d be away.

Hahahahahahahaha. I’ve learnt since I signed on the dotted line that a pub of this size is going to need a general manager and an operations director and a bar manager and, because there will be shifts, maybe 80 people on the payroll. And I’m told that everyone suitable is now in Poland or Italy, thanks to Brexit. Except the people I’ll need to run something called the human resources department. They’re still here.

But before I start the hunt for these people, there is some work to be done on the pub itself. For example, the cellar is too small, the gable end is falling down, the outside decking area is dangerous, the water is unfit for human consumption, the loft is full of dead rats and the lavatories are illegal.

And I can’t start work on any of these things now because when I bought the pub, I inherited a long-standing commitment to a young couple who, in a couple of weeks’ time, are having their wedding reception there.

It’s entirely possible that I won’t get the place mended and open until the icy hand of winter has descended, which means I’ll have 80 people to pay every week, a quagmire for a car park and no customers because – as I’ve been told time and again – people just don’t go to country pubs any more. I think there are good reasons for that. Some have three locals at the bar who stare at you when you walk in, and some are full of octogenarians complaining that the carrots haven’t been cooked for long enough before going home at 8.30 p.m. Fun is in short supply, and fun is what I want to put back. There will be bar billiards, there will be darts and in the garden there will be Aunt Sally, even though I’m not entirely certain what Aunt Sally is.

And in the corner there will be a table with my name on it. A place where I can go on a Sunday with my granddaughter for some gammon, egg and chips. Well-priced, British-grown food with a pint of Hawkstone beer. And a warm fuzzy feeling inside.
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‘Brilliant … laugh out loud’


Daily Telegraph
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‘If you want a laugh, it’s Jeremy Clarkson’s Diddly Squat: ‘Til the Cows Come Home …’


Spectator
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‘Outrageously funny … will have you in stitches’


Time Out
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