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Prologue


June 2019 was the lunar equivalent of an annus horribilis. The price of beef plumbed new depths just as the bulls came fat, driven down further no doubt by the vegan popular front. The holiday cottage booking system caused my blood pressure to reach new heights, exacerbated by algorithms created by Californian dotcoms; but worse, much worse, my old dad died. It was his pipe that got him in the end; that and the fags, which caused his old lungs to give up the unequal struggle, a medical fact that I tried to impress on his eleven grandchildren. I suppose you could say that it was an occupational hazard, given that for years the pipe had warded off the midges on evenings spent fishing on the River Borgie, and latterly the Nith, or waiting for a duck in the gloaming of a September evening after harvest, and it kept him warm in the punt as he edged it past icebergs in January dawns stalking geese on the Solway. Though he had given it up ten years ago on doctor’s orders, I found it in a drawer and stuck it in his coffin with his old leather pouch of whisky flake. It still had the empty brass case of a .303 round he had picked up off a firing range in Kenya in 1960 and used to tamp the baccy into the bowl of his pipe for fifty years thereafter. His declaration that he had ‘no live rounds or empty cases in his possession’ that day had been a fib. I like to think he is up there now, wreathed in blue smoke, puffing away contentedly, rod in hand.


His last conversation with me was about hunting. And his pipe accompanied him into the hunting field as well. If there is still hunting in the Elysian Fields, and I am sure there is, he will be there on his good mare Twiggy, pipe jutting out beneath his top hat at each check or smouldering in his coat pocket when the action starts. As he lay in hospital in Oxford, the life slowly fading out of him, he gazed out of the window across the city to the patchwork of green fields beyond. ‘I like to imagine a good run across those fields, it looks good hunting country.’


We brought him home to Galloway to be buried. Fittingly it was a busy farming day, after a catchy spell of weather there was a window to get on and cut silage. I hesitated before allowing the contractors to come on the day of the funeral, then thought Dad would have insisted that we cracked on, so made a plan for them to go for it with the aim of sheeting the pit the day after, it would be good for us to be kept busy. So, as we sadly made our way towards the church in Dumfries we passed frenzied activity: the chopper munching its way through thick rows of mown grass in the field next to the kennels, and tractors thundering round the roads leading silage to the pit. It was a grassy year and our first cut was the heaviest ever. Dad had seen it on his last day with us ten days before and had glowed with pleasure as he gave me rare praise for the crop. It all served to emphasise that life goes on.


When our friend Maggie Gladstone played the ‘Eton Boating Song’ on the organ while the congregation took their seats, there was for once a genuine ‘hay harvest breeze’. And the metaphor being ‘gathered’ seemed very appropriate as his grandsons carried him in feet first. Everything had gone according to plan. He would have been quietly pleased by ‘a good turnout’ and chuckled at his friend Andrew Duncan’s eulogy recalling their many days shooting together, and I hope his chest swelled inside the coffin as he was carried out to the strains of the regimental march, ‘Milanollo’, by a different team: Davie, Graham, Ainslie, Peter, John and Raymond, all of whom had worked on the estate at one time or another.1 There was a feeling of relief as we loaded him onto the hearse and headed out of the town for his last journey back to ‘God’s Acre’, the little family cemetery at Arbigland, to be buried alongside previous generations and, as importantly, his dogs: spaniels and a long line of huge yellow Labradors already buried around the walls.


It was only at the lychgate that it all went pear-shaped. If you had to nominate the five most dispiriting words in the English language, ‘the grave has fallen in’ take some beating. But then Dad’s life never went entirely according to plan. I could almost hear him roaring with laughter and declaring that it was, ‘like something out of The Irish RM’ as I hastily convened an ‘O Group’2 with the vicar, agreed a contingency plan, and we carried on with the ‘dust to dust’ bit with his coffin placed on the grass, and listened to Andrew our huntsman blowing ‘Gone Away’ to speed him on his way before turfing Dad over and heading for the wake.


***


Victorian novelists loved to write about the death of the squire – or laird in this case – with all the drama of the reading of the will and the seismic effects on the family and the community on the estate. That is rarely the case these days as the effects of inheritance tax planning and longevity mean that most landowners try to hand over long before they die, as my father had done to me nearly twenty years before. He had then carried on living here until my stepmother’s illness forced a move to be closer to my sisters, fulfilling the sort of laird emeritus role touchingly played by Richard Briers in the television series Monarch of the Glen. The same role that I remember my own grandfather filling. Driving around the estate, tweed cap pulled down over his eyes, fag in mouth, commenting acidly on any lapses in standards; chairing the Community Council in autocratic Vicar of Dibley style and ensuring that the village’s poppy collection exceeded the previous year’s record.


It should not, therefore, have felt like a moment of epochal change. I had been running things for two decades since leaving the army – a story told in my previous book Red Rag to a Bull3 – and will, God willing, have another one to go before it is my son Oliver’s turn to take on the responsibilities. But it felt as if the ground was being wrenched from under my feet and I suffered from a deep depression that went well beyond bereavement.


For twenty years I had gradually built a business that could sustain us, doing up properties, starting a successful holiday cottage business, breeding a pedigree beef herd and initiating the resurrection of the Dumfriesshire and Stewartry Foxhounds on the estate. We had started to make good profits and I was at last earning more than I had in the army. At the end of Red Rag to a Bull, with egregious conceit I had finished with a poem that ended with the words, ‘All will be well.’ But almost as soon as I had put my pen down nemesis began to overcome my hubris. The groove I thought I had carved out started to feel like a rut. Cheap flights to the sun were making holiday cottages a hard sell, the price of beef was collapsing as our costs kept going up. I had hidden it from Dad, as I didn’t want to worry him, but we were starting to lose money and every waking moment was spent worrying about cashflow as the potholes in the drive deepened and the fabric of the estate started to unravel before my eyes for lack of funds. I felt like Mr Micawber in David Copperfield:




Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure nineteen nineteen six, result happiness. Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure twenty pounds ought and six, result misery.





But I knew that hoping that ‘something will turn up’, like Mr Micawber, was not an option and would result in disaster as we would rapidly be unable to keep up the various mortgage payments. Brexit was coming down the tracks at us like an express train and I was chained to the tracks. If we were not making money then, how would we survive when we left the EU, our subsidies were removed and cheap imports flooded the UK to fulfil the Brexiteers’ promise of cheaper food?


Beneath it all Scotland was feeling like an increasingly unhappy place. The decisive vote in 2014 to remain part of the United Kingdom was being ignored by the SNP on the pretext that Brexit changed everything. The ‘once in a generation’ promise was being rescinded as they pressurised Westminster for another vote. Every time Nicola Sturgeon opened her mouth it felt as though we were losing customers. Traditionally 80 per cent of our holiday cottage guests came from England and only 20 per cent from Scotland. Some weeks those proportions were being reversed. And the Scotch beef premium, which had given Scottish farmers as much as 15 per cent more for their meat than their English competitors, was fast disappearing.4 It was dawning on me that our farming and tourism brands that had been steadily built up by Scottish farming families were now being trashed in the eyes of English housewives by the steady drip of nationalist Anglophobia in the media. Communities were becoming divided once again and the poison of separatism seemed to infect every political decision. I had served in Northern Ireland and seen how the local people kept their heads down, intimidated by nationalists. I could feel Scotland going the same way.


I was also depressed at the thought of losing the hunt. After the law in Scotland changed in 2001, to make it so that foxes had to be flushed to guns by hounds, we had started a new hunt in 2005 and had managed to keep going under the new rules. It had created a tight-knit community with friendships forged across three counties5 and every walk of life. Our lives had revolved around not just the hunting but hunt balls, point-to-points and raft races – all the fundraising events that raise money for the hunt, but, more importantly, maintain morale in rural communities. Now Nicola Sturgeon was threatening an outright ban on hunting.6


It was as if everything in my life was falling apart and all my efforts of the last twenty years were coming to nought. I have always compared aspects of farming – the feeling of two steps forward two back – to the story of Sisyphus, the mythical Greek condemned to push a boulder up a hill forever. It now felt as though the boulder might overcome me and crash to the bottom of the hill, taking me with it. The stress caused a large black dog to break loose inside my head and it chased me night and day so that sleep was impossible and even violent exercise could not shift the adrenaline in my system. After weeks without sleep I started to inhabit nightmare worst-case scenarios and became obsessed with the thought of having to sell up and move away, of being cursed with being the one who dropped the baton and severed our connection with the land after at least seven centuries of land ownership in my family. By cruel coincidence that long hot summer of 2019 made Arbigland look bewitchingly beautiful, the view across the Solway to the mountains in the Lake District took on deeper shades of blue in the midsummer sun and the roses against the mellow stonework of our home, the House on the Shore, bloomed as never before. The thought of falling from paradise haunted me.


I had to find a way through it all. But how?


_______________


1.Dad had made it clear that he did not want to be wheeled out like a cake on a trolley.


2.O Group stands for Orders Group, without which nothing in the army happens. Dad continued to run his life that way as a civilian and I was always being ‘blown for’ for an O Group.


3.Available on Amazon and in all good bookshops, a steal at £20 if you want to start at the beginning.


4.At the time of writing it has been reversed completely.


5.Dumfriesshire, the Stewartry of Kirkcudbright and Wigtownshire, which together form Dumfries and Galloway.


6.The current proposal would make it impossible by insisting on only two hounds and also outlaw trail hunting.




CHAPTER 1


Rock Bottom


January 2019


‘I’m sorry I can’t give you a date. They are full this week and next. Maybe the week after but I can’t promise anything.’


‘Okay Guy, well please do your best, we really need them away.’


There is a large and hyperactive butterfly fluttering around in my stomach as I put my mobile back in my pocket after talking to the Farmstock buying agent. Davie and I exchange shrugs and I can see that he is as worried as I am. Davie is my stockman, mechanic, solver of problems, fixer of breakages and right-hand man. We are standing by the cattle sheds watching the fat cattle eating. Every mouthful is pushing us further into debt. The bulls are in peak condition. The longer we keep them the more it costs, and they will put on fat now so that when their carcasses are graded at the abattoir we will receive less pence per kilo. There is a short window to have them at the right specification before they go over the sixteen months age limit and over-weight and are worth much less.


I look around at the cattle sheds we have built, the concrete we have laid, the feed barriers Davie has welded with great care, and most of all at the cattle. After fourteen years of hard graft there are 200 cows now and 400 youngstock, all of which we have bred ourselves as the original forty I bought have all gone now, which means that Davie has pulled a fair few of them into the world himself and nurtured them as calves. Suddenly for the first time I am wondering if it has all been worth it. If no one wants our beef and we can’t even book them into an abattoir to be killed.


Everyone is in the same boat and our farming neighbours are equally worried. ‘Up corn, down horn’ is an old farming expression that often accurately reflects the agricultural business cycle. It also means that we are hit with a double whammy: low output prices and high input costs – of grain for fattening the cattle and fertiliser for making the grass grow, which usually follows corn up in price. The problem is that, as the supermarkets have fussed about the imminence of Brexit and the possibility of a ‘no-deal’ exit, the supply chain has filled every chiller with beef, most of it brought in from Ireland and Poland where the big three Irish meat processors who dominate the UK beef market also have abattoirs and cutting plants. And now they don’t need Scotch beef until further notice. This has never happened before. There have been times of poor demand when there has been a backlog and a queue to book cattle in for killing but it has never been like this. And usually it has been driven by the value of sterling being too high, this is happening when the pound is near an all-time low. Suddenly the reassurances that doing without EU subsidies would be more than offset by devaluation don’t look so reassuring. It takes between twenty-five and thirty-nine months between turning the bulls out with the cows and selling the resulting progeny to the abattoirs. When some of these cattle were conceived we hadn’t even voted to leave the EU.


The final twist of the knife is ‘Veganuary’, which started with a CBE for a certain high-profile vegan BBC presenter whose main mission seems to be to drive livestock farmers out of business. The Campaign for Random Accusations against Pastoralists – I’ll spare you the acronym – has intensified this year. And worryingly it has changed the buying habits of yet more consumers with some reports, possibly fake news, stating exponential year on year growth of non-meat products, including, bizarrely, petfood. It reminds me of Kipling’s poem ‘If’, especially the bit about ‘being lied about, don’t deal in lies/Or being hated, don’t give way to hating’. For there is no doubting the lies and the visceral hatred that some vegans have for British farming (as opposed to nice friendly soya cultivation in the Amazon basin). They are impervious to reason: I have just made the mistake of getting into a Twitter spat with a vegan blogger who refused to accept that leather is a by-product of the livestock industry. And they won’t let the facts get in the way as they ruthlessly bend the scientific community and the media to their will. If you want a masterclass in black propaganda, watch Cowspiracy on Netflix. It bewails the volume of water required to produce a kilo of beef. Really? Have these people ever been to Galloway? The trouble is if you are facing a hosepipe ban in Kent it is all too believable.


February 2019


The spine-chilling sound of a February night comes from foxes barking as they tryst on the bank above the house. There was a time when it would have had us rushing out with the rifle and a lamp. We used to have zero tolerance of foxes but we have been more forgiving since we have had the hunt kennelled here, and sought to maintain a balance. The hunt has accounted for several here this winter and I have not begrudged the occasional pheasant to the surviving vulpine population. Not so elsewhere. Some parishes are completely fox free. The extraordinary leap in the technology of night sights has tilted the odds firmly in the keeper’s favour and there has been a marked decrease in the fox population over the last decade. I am not sure it is an entirely healthy development, except on grouse moors where it is essential to keep the fox population down to conserve all the ground-nesting birds, especially waders.7


February also means that pheasants have reappeared everywhere with cocks starting to spar among the snowdrops. Where were you when we needed you in that blank drive you old bastards? It always amazes me how they seem to know that hostilities have ceased. The geese seem to know as well. We only had barnacles here for the last few weeks of the season, flaunting their protected status as they munch what little grass remains for the sheep. Now some pinkfeet have returned. The freezer is crammed full of ten months’ worth of ‘pheasant surprise’ culminating in the first shooting lunch of next season, if Sheri has not divorced me by then on the grounds of unreasonable demands on her culinary skills – and her good nature. Diehards who campaign to extend the shooting season to the end of February tend to be bachelors in my experience.


We have finally managed to get the remaining fat cattle away, but at a loss. I am racking my brains to try and find a solution to our deepening crisis. One half of my brain is telling me that this is a temporary blip, we need to stick with it and all will be well. The other is telling me that this is a wake-up call. Brexit is going to force huge changes and being an ostrich will jeopardise our future here.


March 2019


March. Here the fields that, God willing, will be hidden by dense crops in a matter of weeks, are snooker-table bare, not even striped by the roller yet, especially where the geese are taunting me by grazing through the day. Driving around, seeing the first sprays of blackthorn in the hedges and a reassuring crop of catkins for the birds this year, usually I will stop and search some of our bigger fields for hares dancing their March madness in the middle. There used to be at least half a dozen in each field when I was a child. But that was when the estate was intensively keepered and we still had a few coveys of grey partridges knocking about in the early seventies. We still see hares most days but of course they are much rarer now. If you drew two graphs and had one showing the decline in the number of hares, and the other showing the increase in the number of badgers and other predators over the same period, I wouldn’t mind betting that seen side by side they would form a symmetrical V. ‘Modern farming practices’, the usual scapegoat, have, if anything become more wildlife friendly here since the seventies. Although there are some who take three cuts of silage, we don’t and we reckon there is usually time for leverets to be up and off before our first cut in mid-June and then again before the second in August.


The hares no longer gather so conspicuously either. Perhaps they have adapted their behaviour to become more covert as the skies have filled with raptors. We no longer shoot hares here and the ‘no ground game’ edict seems to be fairly universal on shoots. But when my brother and I were learning to shoot my father could always guarantee that if we went out with the old .22 rifle we would get a stalk and then a shot. And sure enough, the Easter holidays when I was ten, the first thing I ever shot was a hare and I can still remember the thudding of my heart as I stalked it and the intense concentration as I pulled the trigger, then the pride with which I carried it back, my cheeks sticky where my father had ‘blooded’ me, and the taste of it jugged a few days later.


One thinks of the hare as a gentle, passive creature but they can be fierce in defence of their young. I once witnessed an adult hare knocking seven bells out of a rook. There must have been leverets nearby and the rook had obviously gone too close; the two tussled together for several minutes, with the hare kicking it hard. Eventually the rook threw in the towel and flew away unsteadily. The hare seemed none the worse for her scuffle. Sadly it was before the days of camera phones or it would surely have gone viral.


I am worried that there have been hare poachers. I keep getting reports of strange vehicles and lights at night. It is one of the baleful consequences of the hunting ban. We all said at the time that a ban on coursing would be terrible for the hare population and it is. It is fifteen years since the last Waterloo Cup, the climax of an annual programme of organised and highly regulated coursing events that followed the principles of natural selection, culled a few of the weaker hares and provided the incentive for hare conservation. Poachers rubbed shoulders with landed gentry in a bibulous festival of one-nation Toryism. Since then the gentry have departed like Chesterton’s last sad squires – leaving the fields to violent gangs of thugs who kill many more hares indiscriminately and terrorise farmers.


***


‘Oh my God. She looks as if she has mad cow disease.’


The cow, a good-looking Sim-Luing,8 one of the best in the herd, is shaking uncontrollably and staggering across the yard. Davie is having a well-earned break and Graham and I have brought the cows out of the shed to re-do their bedding. These crises always seem to happen when he is off. This is all we need. We watch helplessly as she writhes in agony and lurches across to one of the feed troughs and climbs in. I run across to try and stop her getting cast and then something remarkable happens. With her front feet on the trough and her hind feet on the concrete she stretches herself to her fullest extent and tilts her head back then there is a click and she instantly returns to normal, climbs out of the trough and walks back across the yard as if nothing has happened. She must have had a trapped nerve in her back and fixed it for herself. I think of my own troubles with a bad back. I have learnt to do exercises whenever a slipped disc threatens. But in my case it was a physiotherapist who taught me how to deal with it. She had worked it out for herself.


***


The joy of watching our cattle is tempered by a gnawing unease in the pit of my stomach. The continuing crisis in the beef market is concentrating minds. The bullish farmers for whom normally ‘every egg is a double yoker’ are some of the worst affected. We are all looking out for each other, greetings are suffixed with ‘Are you okay?’, a question loaded with the knowledge that one farmer a week is taking his life in the UK. Mental health is no longer a taboo subject and the farming charities, overrun with providing unprecedented support to people close to the edge, are encouraging us to talk. Wherever I go the weary resignation is the same. It is focused on ‘they’. ‘They don’t care about farming, they just want one big forest.’ ‘They (the supermarkets and beef processors) have sucked all the profit out of the job.’ ‘They are happy to burn fossil fuels flying avocados around the world then blame our cattle for climate change.’ The excellent Minette Batters9 spoke for us all when she urged celebrities to be careful of the consequences of their actions in the wake of yet another vegan publicity stunt, and warned of the dangers of a feeling of worthlessness on family farms. When I re-tweet Minette’s comments on Twitter an anonymous vegan activist replies to me, without a shred of irony, ‘Livestock farming will be done within the next decade … Lab grown meat is the future.’ Giving a talk to a group of farmers in Lochaber I attempt to cheer them up by reminding them that ‘lab food’ might not catch on. We have had artificial insemination for a couple of generations but the vast majority of couples still prefer the orthodox method of procreation.


It is at times like this that we question why we do it. It boils down to a visceral attachment to a business that is also a home and to animals that are part of our extended family. The wicked accusation that farmers don’t care about their stock was answered powerfully with images posted on social media of Faye Russell from Derbyshire swimming in a river to save her sheep during Storm Dennis. All that could be seen at one stage was her woolly hat.


April 2019


It is a blessing that the clocks have sprung forward. One old cock pheasant insists on cock-cocking and beating his chest below our bedroom window the moment there is a glimmer of light so we now wake one hour later, not that I am sleeping much worrying about how we are going to keep going. It is an iconic sound of British spring yet our Celtic ancestors must have had an awful shock when their Roman landlords produced these strange Asian fowl. The cocks are looking magnificent with chests like the summer coats of bay horses.


Our exit from the European Union hangs over the farming community. It is a surreal time as we drill spring crops and go about calving and lambing not knowing what the future holds for British farming. The hopes of an end to bureaucratic regulations that persuaded many farmers to vote Leave are currently outweighed by fears of the end of family farms like ours in the face of a double whammy of reduced subsidies and cheap imports. Conversations with farming neighbours are accompanied by frequent shrugs and sighs. It is a rather joyless spring this year as a result of the gnawing doubts. We have tightened our belts and given up any idea of a holiday.


It is a welcome morale boost then, when my neighbour Jeremy, the sporting agent, proposes a day on the loch. He has inside information from our friend Puffin the fish farmer, who stocks the loch, that a consignment of rainbow has just been deployed. Jezza has had a lean time of it after the dreadful grouse season of 2018. ‘Three men in a boat, that’s what we need. Dickie is coming, are you on?’ And so like Jerome K. Jerome’s three stalwarts we wobble out of the boathouse into the lapping waters of the loch with Ines, Jezza’s black lab playing the part of Montmorency with her front paws eagerly perched on the bow. Jezza takes the first shift on the oars and mutters disparaging Luddite thoughts at one of the other boats as it slides past, its electric outboard churning the water noiselessly. Dickie is a slipper farmer10 now and has a keen appreciation of the good things in life. He rummages in his creel. ‘Time for a drink? It’s gone 10.30. I think of this as a good mid-morning beer.’ He produces a bottle of Old Crafty Hen.


Out in the middle we are able to appreciate the aching expectancy of a Scottish spring. There is a tentative hint of warmth in the breeze, a pair of kestrels is chasing each other through the tops of the birch trees and striped silage fields stretch away in the distance, green with promise, looking much longer than usual. I scan the loch with my binos, a bunch of tufted duck rises behind the island and everywhere there are pairs of birds in the eager pangs of courtship: swans, coot, mallard and the hooting intruders, Canada geese. ‘No swallows yet.’


The hours fly past as we each catch a couple of glistening trout, giggling like ten-year-olds as we scrabble in the boat for landing net and priest. Then a leisurely lunch on pork pie and mustard washed down with claret on the island with its ruined chapel and thicket of untamed trees, before boarding the boat, a trifle unsteadily, the world put to rights, for the pull back to the boathouse. Then, out of the corner of my eye, a half-forgotten speck flickers across the water. ‘Was that a swallow ...? Sand martins!’ Small, brown and perfectly formed like some of the flies we have been using, there is no mistaking them as they soar and dive in joyful rediscovery of the loch. They have kept faith with us and made the long trip back from the Sahel. And suddenly life doesn’t seem so bad after all.


***


I can tell something is wrong as soon as I walk into the kitchen. Rosie has failed her driving test, one of life’s vicissitudes, as I start to point out – I failed mine several times. But it was the manner in which she failed that is upsetting. The examiner had intimidated her as she drove around the streets of Castle Douglas.


‘Where are you from? You don’t sound Scottish.’


‘Oh, well I am. I live locally.’


‘Ah, so the kind of Scot who doesn’t vote for independence then.’


He had put her off by grabbing the steering wheel, accusing her of being too close to some parked car, something she vehemently denies, and she had ended the test as a bag of nerves.


It has depressing echoes of Oliver’s test a few years ago. When Sheri collected him from the test centre, his examiner told Sheri with what sounded like satisfaction that he had failed.


‘Oh no, what a shame. It’s so hard for young people living where we live if they can’t drive.’


‘Oh, I ken where you live.’


They say that the slow descent into nationalism has not been so keenly felt because of boiling frog syndrome – the frog does not know the water is getting hotter at first so that it is too late when it does. It’s when an incident happens that violates one’s familiar bubble that one is shocked to realise the cauldron of hatred around it. Nationalism needs an ‘other’ to thrive. In Germany it was the Jews, in Scotland it is the English, or Scots like our children, who sound English, who are ‘othered’. The faux romance of the independence movement is not sustained by a love of Scotland but by a hatred of the English.


We curse ourselves for not paying Rosie’s driving instructor to sit in the back during the test, something that is possible apparently. And we wonder about making an official complaint, but there doesn’t seem much point, not when the bigotry comes right from the top.


***


A book comes in for review: Green and Prosperous Land, A Blueprint for Rescuing the British Countryside by Dieter Helm.


One of my favourite sayings is Jonathan Swift’s, ‘Whoever could make two ears of corn or two blades of grass to grow upon a spot of ground where only one grew before, would deserve better of mankind, and do more essential service to his country than the whole race of politicians put together’. It is a precept that has driven generations of farmers ever since he wrote it in 1726, but maybe not for much longer. During the Queen’s reign average household spending on food in the UK has fallen from 40 per cent to 10 per cent and, despite the recent proliferation of food banks, we live in an age of plenty. In fact the food banks, recipients of food that would otherwise be wasted, are themselves evidence of surpluses that would once have been unimaginable. But here is a book that assumes that ‘the possibility of Britain being cut off from foreign food supplies … is absurd: it is just silly’.


Dieter Helm is an Oxford Economics don and has the ear of government. He brings ‘the dismal science’ to bear in setting out a comprehensive blueprint for how we might reshape environmental policy after Brexit. He has a highly jaundiced view of modern agriculture coloured by the destructive conversion of his grandfather’s 350-acre farm in Essex into one large arable field in the 1960s, and we are all tarred with the same brush. But it is hard not to agree with his central thesis that we have wreaked havoc on our wildlife since the Second World War in pursuit of cheap food and we should now look upon our countryside in terms of its natural capital and recalibrate support mechanisms to reward good ecology with subsidy, and tax pollution. Enlightened farmers are used to seeing the returns from the land in qualitative as well as quantitative terms, and many do want to farm less intensively to enjoy richer birdlife and wild flowers as long as there is still a living to be made. Professor Helm is fairer than many environmental activists in acknowledging that ‘seventy years of subsidies have not brought prosperity to the bulk of farmers’. However, he acknowledges the possibility of ‘an awful violence to our farmers’ as many go out of business as a result of the reforms he proposes. His rather utopian solution of insisting on carbon taxes and welfare standards at the border to avoid simply exporting our production overseas may not stand up to the demands of the free traders, or indeed a porous Irish border.


For all its good intentions, the second half of the book descends into a depressingly interventionist agenda of Stalinist-lite five-year plans and bureaucratic controls for the countryside backed up by Orwellian policing of ‘compliance’ by drones and satellites. I wonder whether the word ‘prosperous’ in the title will apply not to farmers under his proposed regime but rather to civil servants through the extension of the Big State in partnership with its greedy and arrogant nephew Green quango.


Is this what we are hanging on for after Brexit?


***


‘It’s not good news I’m afraid. Are you sitting down?’


The voice at the other end of the line is friendly but hesitant, with the tone of someone who has something unpleasant to impart.


She goes on, ‘I’m sorry but we have looked at it again and we can’t pay you for the green manures. We accept that you did nothing wrong but the fact that the claim was made incorrectly means that it is being counted as an infringement so the money won’t be paid.’


My head swims and I feel a chemical shock of anxiety dissolving my insides.


‘But … Then we can’t carry on … we were relying on this money being paid.’


‘I know, I’m really sorry.’ I know she is genuine. She is a farmer’s wife who works part time for the department.11 ‘I’m afraid it gets worse. Because of the size of the claim it will incur penalties on some of your other claims and we will need to claw some of the money back from those as well. We don’t know how much but we will let you know as soon as possible. You can appeal of course but that may take some time.’


There is no point in arguing. This has been going on for two years and it has achieved nothing so I thank her and put the telephone down.


Quos Deus vult perdere, prius dementat – Those whom God wishes to destroy, he first sends mad.


It started when I thought that I would be clever and plan our arable rotation around green manures paid for through subsidy. It was in effect a risk-free income; the payment equated to a bumper crop of wheat, it gave us a break from growing cereals and the soil was left in a much better condition afterwards as the deep-rooted legumes broke up the soil and fixed nitrogen. When they were ploughed in (hence green manure) they would enrich the soil with organic matter. It seemed a no-brainer and all went well until we came to claim the money.


Part of the attraction was that it was simple to claim, there was no extra form to be filled in. All we had to do was fill in our annual ‘IACS form’12 with the acreage grown, which is something we have to do anyway, and the money would be paid. The problem was that, although we were only being paid a fixed amount to grow the green manure in parts of fields each year, the first year I decided that I would plant the remaining parts of the fields at my expense so that all the land received the benefit of it. Richard, our land agent who came for an annual form filling visit, and I dutifully filled in the box to show what was growing in the field, as we were bound to do, and that was when the problem started.


The system accused me of trying to over-claim. I had one of those circular arguments with the young civil servant in charge:


‘But you have over-claimed.’


‘But I only truthfully stated the acreage we were growing and I can’t over-claim because the contract says quite clearly that I will only be paid X.’


‘Yes but you have over-claimed.’


Whatever. We will appeal and if that fails Richard assures me that his firm’s professional indemnity insurance will cover the loss.13


Whatever the rights and wrongs of the EU’s mad subsidy system, in the meantime, I am £20,000 out of pocket. We are bumping up against our overdraft limit. I had been relying on this money to pay bills and service the mortgage.


Whether I like it or not, change is being forced on us now. With trepidation I ring the bank managers. The first call is to the one who deals with our current account to request a meeting and plead with her to extend the overdraft ‘while we carry out a major review of our farming operation. We are going to look at all the options. Nothing is off the table.’ Her answer is reassuring. ‘I’m sorry, there are a lot of others in the same boat. You’ll have to join the back of the queue as far as a meeting goes. But don’t worry, we’ll extend the overdraft to give you space to work things out.’


The other call is to the bank manager who deals with our capital borrowings – a sizeable seven-figure mortgage that we took out when we bought most of the estate back in the late nineties and extra borrowings for all the improvements I have made. He is also encouraging when I stutter a request to convert our loans to interest-only while I try and work things out.


‘I’ll come and see you. Don’t worry, it’s not the bank’s policy to foreclose unless we absolutely have to and we will do all we can to help.’


I start to feel a bit better about life. We don’t have a plan but at least the immediate cashflow worries can be put to one side while I do some serious thinking.


_______________


7.The British Mammal Society reports a sharp decline in the fox population in England and Wales since the hunting ban.


8.A Luing cow put to a Simmental bull produces a Sim-Luing, one of the best hybrid suckler cows. Our herd contained a number of them.


9.President of the English NFU.


10.A farmer who has ceased having stock of his own and lets his land out.


11.The Scottish Government Rural Payments and Inspections Division.


12.Actually now known as a Single Application Form (SAF) but still referred to by its previous name ‘ayacks’.


13.Months later, following an appeal adjudicated by a civil servant in the same office, we did receive most of the money from the Department and Richard’s firm decently made up the rest. It would have been scant comfort if we had gone under in the meantime.




CHAPTER 2


Spring Fever


It’s nearing peak bird nesting time and John, our holiday cottage gardener/handyman-cum-volunteer gamekeeper reports that the Larsen traps are out. The traps are cages in which call birds – carrion crows or magpies – are placed to attract others who fall through the trap doors on top and can then be killed. It sounds cruel but nature is red in tooth and claw. Without us the crows and magpies would have no natural predators and would wreak havoc on the songbirds – which is why we do it; it does not serve any agricultural purpose for us to expend time and energy in this way, and although sometimes we do put down some pheasants, the corvids don’t pose them any threat as the poults are too big for them to take when they arrive. We do it under a general licence to kill certain predator species.


Meanwhile there is uproar across the border in England as the licence has been withdrawn and the Daily Telegraph Comment Desk asks me to write about it:14




Classic FM listeners regularly vote for Vaughan Williams’s masterpiece ‘The Lark Ascending’ as their favourite piece of music. It touches us more than any other piece of music perhaps because it mimics nature so closely and the liquid exuberance of the lark’s singing, as he hovers above his nest, is for many of us the iconic sound of an English spring.


Perhaps that is why so many people – particularly rural people, as the lark is no metropolitan – are so bloody livid this morning, because the lark, already increasingly rare, has edged one step closer to extinction this week. Why? Because a highly paid BBC presenter has misused the power he has been given by our state broadcaster, paid for by millions of licence payers, to bully the government agency responsible for saying which birds can be controlled (and with the power to change the law without recourse to Parliament. Really?) And in the very week that farmers, those of us who genuinely care about preserving birds like the lark, are setting Larsen traps to control their number one enemy, the carrion crow, they are told that it is no longer legal. Just as the lark population is at its most vulnerable the muppets have declared open season on it for every crow and magpie in the country.


Natural England has bowed to a legal challenge from environmentalists led by Chris Packham, who call themselves Wild Justice, surely an oxymoron if ever there was one. Previously, the government issued a list of birds it was permissible to kill under general licence if they were causing damage. Under the old laws, they did not have to ask permission to kill the animals or record their deaths or the reason for shooting them. Now, Natural England has withdrawn all general licences while they ‘work at pace to put in place over the next few weeks alternative measures to allow lawful control of these bird species to continue where necessary’. It draws attention to the baleful influence of the EU in our legal framework. The whole system of licensing is based in continental Roman law, which is antithetical to the presumption in English law that you can do something until it is specifically banned. We really are in Alice Through the Looking Glass territory.


Vaughan Williams’s composition is based on George Meredith’s poem of the same name, and Meredith could have been writing about Packham when he wrote:







Unthinking save that he may give


His voice the outlet, there to live


Renew’d in endless notes of glee,


So thirsty of his voice is he







He just can’t resist it can he? Many will feel that Chris Packham has gone too far this time. Following on from his disgraceful accusation against the shooting fraternity in 2017 that the decline in the lapwing population was due to shooting (for which he later apologised) he has now caused untold damage to our songbird population by his clever-clogs court case, which focuses on a technicality in the way licences are issued and will not, in any case, lead to a permanent ban. There is a petition for the BBC to sack Chris Packham; if he survives this time stand by for a revolt as country folk refuse to pay their licence fees. This will be the final straw for many who were already feeling alienated by the il-liberal media’s broadcasting of the Rousseauist agenda of Packham, Monbiot et al, which is based on dogma rather than science.


We need an honest debate, one that focuses on empirical evidence not emotion, one where we are allowed to hear the voices of those who care about the countryside because they care for the countryside 24/7. It is simply wrong to say that a laissez-faire attitude to our wildlife will provide a balance in nature – there are too many cats, grey squirrels and other predators let loose by man. The crow, which is omnivorous and can survive on carrion, is out of control, its numbers boosted by the food provided by roadkill and rubbish tips. There are very few apex predators left in the British countryside. Man needs to perform that role. It is time that the BBC got itself a new wildlife presenter and allowed a different message on conservation, before it is too late for the lark.





****


Every year country people feel their way of life to be more under threat from the ‘Neo-Roos’. Neo-Roo is an abbreviation for Neo-Rousseauist – I am minting a new expression here. They form a loose leftist alliance that in Red Rag to a Bull I called the Axis of Spite. They are sometimes called ‘watermelons’, a term popularised by my friend James Delingpole – green on the outside but red to the core. And in Scotland the term GRINOs – green in name only – is gaining currency. It includes politicians, civil servants, quangocrats, academics, scientists, animal rights activists, charities directors, journalists and BBC presenters and now, most visibly, Extinction Rebellion. Blair’s victory in 1997 triggered the first assault – on fox hunting. At first it felt like traditional class war, a reflexive retaliation from Labour’s post-industrial heartlands for the turmoil of the Thatcher years. But it soon became clear that the protagonists were middle class and metropolitan, and very well organised. Reasoned arguments by pro-hunting supporters on the Right like Roger Scruton and Charles Moore were outflanked by cleverly crafted tropes.


The overwhelming evidence that foxes – flight animals that have evolved through being chased in the wild – are either killed instantly by hounds or live to fight another day, the only form of fox control that avoids wounding and closely mimics natural selection, was simply buried by the Neo-Roos falsely persuading people that foxes are ripped apart by hounds while they are still alive – and that the raison d’être of hunting is to watch that. Hunting’s genuine classlessness was cleverly redefined using identity politics. Its majority support in the countryside and the relatively small minority of anti-hunting activists were skilfully downplayed by a BBC determined to deploy equivalence with devastating effect. Even The Archers storylines were bent to the cause. As countryside organisations and campaigners have battled over the last two decades to defend the rural way of life armed with rational Enlightenment arguments, they have been outmanoeuvred by a post-modernist enemy that simply changes the truth if the truth doesn’t fit their agenda.


The hunting ban was the first big concession made by Westminster to the Neo-Roos. But it didn’t stop there. It became clear that this was something much bigger than the animal rights movement. It began to feel as if the countryside was now where the battle between Right and Left was to be fought in a way that it had not been at all in the twentieth century, and perhaps not since the 1840s. Slowly the penny dropped that the end of the Cold War had not seen communism vanquished, it had merely morphed back into an earlier form: Rousseauism. The ideology of the Swiss-French eighteenth-century philosopher provided the doctrinal underpinnings for the Jacobins during the French Revolution:




The first man who, having fenced in a piece of land, said ‘This is mine’, and found people naïve enough to believe him, that man was the true founder of civil society. From how many crimes, wars, and murders, from how many horrors and misfortunes might not any one have saved mankind, by pulling up the stakes, or filling up the ditch, and crying to his fellows: Beware of listening to this impostor; you are undone if you once forget that the fruits of the earth belong to us all, and the earth itself to nobody.


Rousseau, 1754





Rousseau’s thinking is behind the Left’s atavistic call to take the land back and its Counter-Enlightenment rejection of man’s management of the environment in favour of a return to its primordial state. While the obvious failures of communism behind the Iron Curtain made it difficult to argue for seizing the commanding heights of the economy, environmentalism was an easy sell. Neo-Rousseauism with its heady mixture of climate change activism and anti-capitalist rebellion, and its romantic call to ‘re-wild’ the land is what now captures the imagination of the disaffected. And its casus belli started to have far greater traction as concerns about climate change rose swiftly up the political agenda, pushed hard by Neo-Roos in the media.


Old-style Marxists found an easier way into politics through the Green Parties than via the Communist Party of Great Britain. In Scotland they have even reached power with the Scottish Greens (main policy: land reform) propping up the SNP-led coalition government. The proliferation of quangos set up by government to manage the countryside, partly to keep it compliant with ubiquitous EU environmental directives, played nicely into the hands of the Neo-Roos. The big charities were swiftly infiltrated and then leveraged their huge wealth from donations and bequests to weaponise issues that suited the cause. The Marxist idea of political correctness helped to close down opposition, sceptics were branded ‘climate deniers’.
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