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INTRODUCTION


‘It is just as rude to arrive early as it is to arrive late.’ My granny’s voice rang in my memory as I sat waiting, heart pounding, until the clock struck exactly 2pm. Little did I know that this day would change my life forever.


Tottering up the uneven drive, pounding on the farmhouse door with more force than I had intended, fate began her work of setting plans in motion. I was standing outside the door of a farm, preparing for a job interview. The advert had been vague, requiring a multitude of skills, some of which I had and some of which I definitely did not. That’s the thing about youth – it arms you with a confidence that anything is possible, and at that moment in my life the only real experience I had was knowing how to sell, and what is an interview if it is not an assignment to sell yourself?


The interview didn’t go that well. We shook hands, mine grasping once again with unintended force. Given my slight frame, the firmness of my handshake has often taken its recipient by surprise. As I drove back down the pothole-filled lanes, a mixture of bewilderment and intrigue rose from my belly. Looking back now, those feelings were entirely appropriate for the rollercoaster ride I was about to embark upon.


A few days later, an email landed in my inbox from Will, son of co-founders Peter and Henri, and managing director ‘in training’ or ‘in transition’ of the farm (it’s always hard to put your finger on these things when it comes to shifting a family farming business down the line). ‘Job Offer’ was the subject line. A directness that, in time, I would come to love and appreciate from Will.


I had spent the last five years working in sales and marketing for a variety of media companies alongside c0-founding my own business running networking events for chefs. I had decided that I needed a new challenge and, boy, was I about to get what I was asking for. After some ‘contract negotiations’, I accepted the role with complete and utter naivety and with no real thought of the future. Thirteen years on and it is extraordinary how significant that day was, and how much my life has changed.


In many ways, I truly believe I would have eventually found my way to working with nature in some form or other. My connection to the countryside is deeply rooted, thanks to an idyllic childhood in rural Devon, where my mum and grandparents nurtured my love of animals, the outdoors and cookery.


Spring was spent in the greenhouse with my beloved Grampy, sowing tomato seeds and listening to his majestic stories of growing up in rural Berkshire with the backdrop of the war never far from his consciousness. I always particularly enjoyed the stories that included Jessica the goat, and Terrence his beloved pig. Summers were filled with Famous Five-style adventures – trying to catch trout in the River Exe, building campfires and climbing trees, spending every minute outside from dawn until dusk with my sister and our dog Bess. Autumn, my favourite season of all, was harvest time. Blackberry picking, pie making, jamming, pumpkin carving and enjoying the fruits of the year’s labour. There would always be the last of the sunflowers in a jug to brighten up any rainy September days. Winter was spent defrosting frozen fingers by the Aga and warming up by making soups or stews, or baking with Mum and Granny. It was a good life and provided me with knowledge of and respect for the natural world that was the backdrop to my imagination.
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For the last decade plus, during what I refer to now as ‘the longest agricultural degree in history’, I have been immersed in food and farming. I have been lucky enough to meet and work directly with some of the most inspirational people who are committed to finding solutions for the ever-growing list of challenges laid at the door of agriculture. Broadening my knowledge and seeing first-hand what it really means to farm the land and produce food during a time of unprecedented change. During this time, not only did I fall wildly in love with farming, but with Will, too.


In 2017 Will and I took over the running of the farm, the business his parents Peter and Henri Greig founded over 35 years ago. We wanted to continue their mission of building a beautiful, living, breathing tapestry of small-scale farms, supporting each family to produce food in harmony with nature, by providing them with a secure and fair route to market.


It is through a life connected with nature, a deeply rooted love of the natural world, of food, of the many wonderful people I have met along my journey’s path that drives me to share my vision of a kind, more harmonious world, where eating can become a positive act, not just a human necessity.


For most of us, home is where we lay our head at night. It’s the walls that protect us from the elements and the place we keep our belongings. A private space where we eat, sleep and live. However, our home is more than just our house and our belongings. It is the air that we breathe, the water that laps against our shores and runs through our rivers. It’s the trees that provide us with shade and the hedgerows that provide shelter.


We are responsible for not just our home, but for the many homes of the billions of living beings around us, from the bird’s nest made in an unflailed hedge in the spring, to the nutrient-rich cowpat that the dung beetle burrows deep inside to feed upon. The choices we make are not just contained within our own four walls; they echo across our landscape and permeate our planet.


The more we are able to understand the natural cycles that surround us, that we are part of, makes the answer what should we be eating more obvious, and brings into focus just how dangerous a tightrope we have been walking over the past few decades.


Our connection with nature, with seasons, with the knowledge and skill that are required to grow and prepare food has slowly been severed and, in its place, we have been promised convenience, ‘cheap’ food and silver bullet solutions in the form of chemicals to fix the malnourished planet and ever-increasing list of health issues we have unwittingly created.


When we started thinking of food as convenient, we started thinking we could have whatever we wanted at any time. Instead of waiting for the first bright green spears of asparagus to burst through the soil in the spring, enjoying and appreciating every mouthful during their fleeting season, we began flying asparagus around the world from countries such as China and Peru to fulfil our insatiable appetite for eating what we wanted on demand, 365 days a year.


Our food system encouraged us to become spoilt and lazy and disconnected from natural systems to such an extent that many people no longer know what is in season and when. We stopped thinking of food as something meaningful, something worth waiting for and worth working for.


The truth is, in order to alter the trajectory on which we are heading, we must find a deeper connection with nature. We must rebuild the knowledge that is fading fast. We must put people at the heart of our food system, valuing their skills and appreciating their work. We must think of more than within our own four walls.


As a wise sheep farmer once told me when discussing coppicing an ancient woodland, ‘When we allow light in, it’s amazing what can grow.’ I like to think that hope is that light. When we allow hope in, we can reimagine our future. But how do we grow hope? It starts with you at home.


This is your awakening. Join me as I share the notes from my farm kitchen in these pages, to help you reconnect with the land and with the people who care for it, to make all our homes a better place.
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SPRING


Spring, a tale of two halves. As winter holds her grip tightly, indecisive as to when she will return to her slumberous state, it can be difficult to pinpoint the exact moment of spring’s arrival. You see, while there are clear signs – those optimistic days, filled with brilliant white light and the warmth of the long-lost sun on one’s face, cheering on the chorus of garden birds and persuading flowers to push their heads through the last centimetres of soil – as generously as Mother Nature gives, she can take away, throwing an almighty tantrum, bringing gales, deluge and even snow whenever she pleases.


Gardening at this time of year is a little like playing a game of chess. You must always stay one step ahead of an opponent’s next move. Tender young plants could be smashed like pawns by one quick frost. While losing a few pawns here and there is not the end of the world, and for any seasoned gardener is to be expected, what must be prevented is the loss of the ‘key pieces’, the structure and backbone of this season’s garden, such as the dahlias, lilies, cosmos and the like. Choosing when to plant out is a test of courage and connection to the shifting season.


As the natural world slowly awakens, new precious life can be seen all around us. Just like in the garden, nature’s increasing volatility can play havoc with the rhythm and flow at this important time of year. The jelly-like frogspawn gathered around the edges of algae-filled ponds is always the first indicator that clement weather is on the horizon. Next, it’s the sound of the rooks, busily swooping and calling to their mates that nest building is on the agenda. Finally, the first wobbly legged lambs can be seen bouncing and skipping through the pasture, never too far from the warmth and sustenance their mothers provide.


With all four seasons often apparent within a matter of hours, the unpredictability of this crucial time of year is a reminder to us all that the delicate balance of nature is a perilous thing. Get it right and abundance will ensue. Get it wrong and hardship will follow.
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Hot or Cold Pea & Lovage Soup


Of all the seasons, spring often has a propensity to be the most fickle when it comes to the weather. Mother Nature has a canny ability to lull you into a false sense of security with balmy, sun-drenched days, yet she can cruelly cast them aside in the blink of an eye, and in their place come bitter winds and monsoon rains. I like to think this recipe keeps you one step ahead of these curveballs, as it is equally good eaten chilled on a beautiful temperate day, as it is served warm with butter-laden, crusty bread on a chilly, drizzly day.


SERVES 2


a knob of grass-fed butter, for frying


1 large onion, finely diced


2 garlic cloves, finely sliced


600ml (20fl oz) vegetable stock


750g (1lb 10oz) peas, fresh or frozen


2 tablespoons chopped lovage leaves, plus a few extra sprigs to garnish


juice of ½ lemon


200ml (7fl oz) double cream, plus extra to garnish


flaky sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


Heat the butter in a saucepan, then add the onion and garlic along with a pinch of sea salt and sweat down until they have become translucent, around 6–7 minutes.


Pour in the vegetable stock and bring to the boil. Once boiling, add the peas and simmer for around 2–3 minutes. Remove the pan from the heat and stir in the lovage, lemon juice and double cream. Set aside to cool.


Once cooled, transfer to a blender and whizz until completely smooth. (If you want to retain some texture, reserve a few spoonfuls of peas to add back into the soup later.) Check the seasoning, adding a pinch of black pepper and more salt if required.


Serve chilled or warm with crusty bread, drizzled with a little extra cream and garnished with a few lovage leaves and a twist of black pepper, if wished.
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Broad Bean, Pea, Mint, Viola & Sheep’s Cheese Toasts


It was a picture-perfect spring day in the countryside, with blossom and blooms everywhere. The farm was to be the backdrop for a party I was hosting to celebrate a friend’s forthcoming nuptials. I remember so clearly thinking about how to capture her spirit in the menu for the day, so I set upon an idea that every dish should be bursting with colour, florals and fresh flavours. And so these delicious, delicate toasts were born. We have since made these special toasts to celebrate weddings, engagements, new babies and many other joyful moments.


MAKES 8


110g (4oz) broad beans


150g (5½oz) peas


zest and juice of ½ unwaxed lemon


extra virgin olive oil, for drizzling


90g (3¼oz) sheep’s cheese


1 bunch of mint


4 slices of sourdough bread


1–2 garlic cloves, peeled


a small handful of viola flowers


flaky sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


Place a pan of cold salted water over a high heat and bring to the boil. Tip in the broad beans and peas and simmer for around 1 minute. Lift them out with a slotted spoon and plunge them straight into cold water. Drain well and pat dry.


Pod the broad beans, removing the bitter outer skin, leaving you with bright green beans. Tip most of the podded beans and peas into a mixing bowl, reserving a few to garnish the toasts later. Add a pinch of salt and pepper, the lemon zest and juice, a small drizzle of olive oil and most of the sheep’s cheese, again reserving a little for garnish. Using the back of a fork, carefully press the peas and beans, mashing them and mixing them with the other ingredients while still holding onto some of their texture.


Roughly chop the mint, reserving a few whole leaves for garnish, then mix the chopped mint with the smashed beans.


Drizzle the sourdough bread with a little olive oil, then toast on a hot griddle pan or a barbecue. Once golden and crisp, rub a garlic clove over the toasts and slice to size.


Pile up the toasts with the smashed peas and beans and drizzle with a little more olive oil. Garnish them with the reserved whole peas, beans, crumbled sheep’s cheese and mint leaves, and add some viola flowers.


Serve on a pretty platter with a glass of something fresh and sparkling.
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New Potato, Sheep’s Cheese, Asparagus, Pea & Mint Frittata


Eating with the seasons is fundamental to how I live my life. It is an innate part of my existence, where my biological clock starts to crave produce that is coming into bloom. Because of this, you will find lots of my recipes are flexible and interchangeable. For example, once the fleeting asparagus season is over, you could move onto courgettes, or perhaps as the summer rumbles on, swap in tomatoes and basil; squash and red onions make a lovely autumnal version; in winter, spinach or kale pair with maincrop potatoes. The principle of this frittata remains the same throughout the year, but the joy comes from swapping the delicious, everchanging veg.


SERVES 4


100g (3½oz) new potatoes, scrubbed (I like to use Charlotte potatoes)


5 asparagus spears, trimmed


150g (5½oz) peas


a knob of grass-fed butter


1 small onion, finely sliced


a drizzle of organic rapeseed oil


6 large organic and/or free-range eggs


2 tablespoons double cream


200g (7oz) sheep’s cheese, crumbled


100g (3½oz) mint, roughly chopped


2–3 spring onions, sliced


flaky sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


Preheat the oven to 190°C/375°F/gas mark 5.


Quarter the potatoes, then tip them into a saucepan of cold salted water and bring to the boil. Once boiling, cook for 4–5 minutes until they are tender but still with some bite. Strain, then leave the potatoes in the saucepan to steam for a few minutes.


In a second saucepan filled with salted boiling water, add the asparagus and cook for about 1 minute, then add the peas and cook for a further minute. Drain the veg, then plunge into cold water and set to one side.


Place a cast-iron frying pan over a medium heat and add the butter. Add the onion with a pinch of salt and sweat down until it has become translucent. This should take around 6–7 minutes.


Turn the heat up and drizzle in a little rapeseed oil. Tip in the potatoes, season well and allow them to caramelize on one side. This will take around 5–6 minutes.


Meanwhile, whisk the eggs and double cream together in a mixing bowl. Add half of the crumbled sheep’s cheese along with a big pinch of black pepper, a generous pinch of sea salt and most of the mint, reserving a little to scatter over the top of the frittata once finished.


Give the potatoes and onions a mix, then scatter over the blanched asparagus and peas. Sprinkle in the spring onions, then pour in the creamy egg mixture. Scatter the remaining sheep’s cheese over the top.


Bake in the oven for around 30–35 minutes. Once the frittata is set, I like to pop it under a very hot grill for the last 2–3 minutes so it gets a nice bubbly crust.


Scatter over the remaining mint and serve with a sharply dressed leafy salad.
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Granny’s Cheese & Bacon Swirls


My wonderful grandparents were not materialistic, they were both brought up in humble surroundings by families who were deeply connected to the land and their local community. My granny’s mother was a dressmaker for the fashionable women of the 1920s, and my grampy’s father was a chauffeur for the family living in the ‘big house’, Downton Abbey-style. They lived through the war, starting their married life at a time when so much was still needing to be rebuilt. They never talked much about what happened during the previous decades and instead focused their energy on what needed to be done now. My granny was the sort of soul who would do anything for another person. Her home was always warm and welcoming. No matter how brief your visit, you were never without a hug, a plate of biscuits and a hot drink. When it was time to gather as a family, in celebration or commiseration, she would put on the most wonderful spreads, never without a plate of her famous cheese and bacon swirls. This is my family silver, so to speak, but I know Granny would have no qualms with me giving it away; she would have given you her last shilling. I love the thought of you incorporating one of our special family recipes into your own repertoire, and creating your own memories as you catch up over a plateful of these, cup of tea in hand.


MAKES 12


a knob of grass-fed butter


1 onion, finely chopped


4 rashers of smoked streaky bacon, chopped


2–3 spring onions, finely chopped


1 teaspoon wholegrain mustard


200g (7oz) clothbound Cheddar, grated


2 organic and/or free-range eggs


flaky sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


For the rough puff pastry


400g (14oz) stoneground unbleached white flour, plus extra for dusting


200g (7oz) grass-fed butter, fridge-cold and diced


1 tablespoon flaky sea salt


200ml (7fl oz) water


Preheat the oven to 180°C/350°F/gas mark 4. Line a baking tray with greaseproof paper.


First, make the pastry. Place the flour in a mixing bowl and add the cold, diced butter and salt. Slowly pour in the water, gently mixing together without breaking up the butter, then form into a rough dough (it will feel quite dry). Wrap in baking parchment and place in the fridge to chill for 1 hour.


Remove the dough from the fridge. On a flour-dusted work surface, roll it into a rectangle 1cm (½in) thick. Fold either end to the centre, then fold in half top to bottom. You should end up with something that looks a little like a book. Turn the pastry 90 degrees, then roll out and repeat the process once again. This is called laminating. Place the pastry back in the fridge and leave for another hour.


Remove the dough from the fridge and repeat the laminating process with two more folds. Roll, fold, roll, fold. You should have folded the pastry four times in total. Place the pastry back in the fridge for another hour, and then it’s ready to use.


To make the filling, set a cast-iron frying pan over a low–medium heat and add the knob of butter. Once sizzling, add the onion along with a pinch of salt and sweat for 7–8 minutes, or until it has become soft and translucent. Tip the onion into a mixing bowl and set to one side.


Increase the heat, then fry off the bacon until the fat has rendered and the lardons are crispy and golden. Tip the bacon into the bowl of onions.


Add the spring onions to the mixing bowl along with the mustard and grated Cheddar.


Once the mixture is completely cool, add 1 egg and mix well to combine. Season with a pinch of salt and pepper.


Whisk the second egg in a separate bowl to create an egg wash.


Dust the worktop with a little flour and roll out the pastry into a thin rectangle.


Spoon the filling mixture into the centre of the pastry and spread it out evenly across the surface, leaving a 1cm (½in) border along one long edge. Roll the pastry from the other long edge to form a log. Egg wash the pastry border and seal the log. Place the log in the fridge and chill for 1 hour to allow the pastry to firm up.


Once chilled, use a sharp knife to cut the log into discs 1cm-width (½ inch) and lay each swirl onto the lined baking tray. Egg wash the top and sides of each swirl. Bake in the oven for 25–30 minutes, or until the pastry is beautifully golden and crisp.


Slide the swirls onto a wire rack and leave to cool for 10 minutes or so.


Pack up to take with you on a picnic, or serve them as part of an afternoon tea or any gathering needing delicious snacks. The swirls are great to make ahead. You can freeze them at the raw stage, then defrost and bake them later. Or you can freeze them once baked and all you’ll need to do is defrost them and gently warm through in the oven. They will keep well in either state, wrapped in greaseproof paper and stored in an airtight container in the freezer, for up to 6 months.
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Jersey Royals with Quail’s Eggs & Asparagus


Having been born in Guernsey and lived on the very point of the island, I’m au fait with a salty sea breeze. In fact, where I spent my formative years would have been ideal growing ground for the famous Jersey Royal. You see, it’s the saltiness in the air and soil, as well as the seaweed hauled up from the beaches below for use as a fertilizer, that make the Jersey Royal so special.


Sadly though, these days the king of new potatoes is mistreated by corporations, who are more interested in profit than taste. Most Jersey Royals are sold suffocated in plastic bags with their fine soil mercilessly washed away. This treatment does nothing to enhance their texture. If you can find them in retailers sold in paper bags, do hoover them up with relish.


SERVES 4


300g (10½oz) Jersey Royal potatoes, scrubbed and any larger ones halved


a knob of grass-fed butter


6 quail’s eggs


1 bunch of asparagus, woody ends trimmed


6 slices of air-dried ham


a few sprigs of fresh dill, roughly chopped


flaky sea salt


For the dressing


3 tablespoons mayonnaise


3 tablespoons organic natural yogurt


a small bunch of dill, roughly chopped


2 tablespoons lemon juice, plus extra to finish


flaky sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


Fill a medium saucepan with cold water, add a pinch of salt and set over a high heat.


Add the potatoes, bring to the boil and simmer for around 20 minutes, or until tender. Once cooked, drain the potatoes into a colander and leave them to steam while you prepare the dressing.


To make the dressing, add the mayonnaise, yogurt, dill, lemon juice and a pinch of salt and pepper in a large bowl and mix thoroughly. Check the seasoning and adjust as necessary. You want this dressing to be quite salty and sharp, as it will season all the other ingredients.


Tip the cooked potatoes into the dressing bowl and stir through, allowing each potato to become generously coated. Set to one side.


Preheat the oven to 190°C/375°F/gas mark 5.


Fill a small saucepan with boiling water and place over a medium–high heat. Carefully lower in the quail’s eggs. Boil for 2 minutes, then remove and immediately plunge into cold water. Allow to cool and then peel and slice each egg in half.


Take a frying pan and set over a medium heat. Add a knob of butter and allow it to sizzle, then throw in the asparagus along with a pinch of salt. Allow and the spears to caramelise for around 4 minutes, ensuring they retain some bite and have a nice colour.


Line a baking tray with greaseproof paper. Spread out the air-dried ham and place in the oven. After exactly 2 minutes, check the ham is beautifully crisp; if it needs a little longer, carefully watch it, as it doesn’t take long for it to catch and go too far. Once crispy and golden, remove from the oven and leave to cool.


To assemble the dish, tip the dressed potatoes onto a large platter. Scatter over the asparagus spears, quail’s eggs, crispy ham and dill. Finish with a squeeze of lemon, and serve immediately.
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Baked New Potatoes with Chives, Cornish Yarg & Hot Cheese Sauce


One of life’s most simple and arguably best delights is freshly pulled potatoes from the garden in springtime. There is something magical about the smell of warm earth and the anticipation of the treasures that are waiting for you below. While you cannot beat a new potato treated simply with a smidge of butter, some robust sea salt and perhaps a few mint leaves, I love potatoes so much that I feel they need to be celebrated – elevated even – so here is my super-indulgent, jubilant ode to the humble new potato.


SERVES 4


300g (10½oz) new potatoes, scrubbed (I like to use Charlotte potatoes)


a drizzle of organic rapeseed oil


3 tablespoons cider vinegar


grass-fed butter


150g (5½oz) Cornish Yarg cheese, sliced


40g (1½oz) chives, flowers picked and stems chopped


flaky sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


For the cheese sauce


2 organic and/or free-range egg yolks


300g (10½oz) crème fraîche


70g (2½oz) clothbound Cheddar, grated


50g (1¾oz) Old Winchester cheese, grated


a small pinch of nutmeg


Preheat the oven to 190°C/375°F/gas mark 5.


Tip the new potatoes into a roasting tray, drizzle with a generous glug of oil and a big pinch of sea salt, then give everything a shake to ensure the potatoes are well covered. Bake in the oven for around 45–50 minutes.


Remove the potatoes from the oven and leave to cool for just a few minutes. Slice them down the centre, not quite all the way through, season the flesh with salt and pepper, then douse with a generous splash of cider vinegar. Add a little knob of butter to each potato, then take a slice of Cornish Yarg and wedge it into the centre, scattering over the chopped chives as you go. Set aside.


To make the cheese sauce, set a pan of simmering water over a high heat and place a heatproof bowl over the pan, making sure the bowl doesn’t touch the water. Add the egg yolks and crème fraîche to the bowl and whisk vigorously until the mixture thickens. Remove the bowl from the heat and tip in the grated cheeses, a pinch of salt and pepper and a small pinch of nutmeg and carefully mix to combine.


Serve immediately, dunking the vinegary potatoes into the rich, hot cheese sauce or drizzling it over them.
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Growing Our Own Food


The urge to grow your own food is instinctive. I have had it for as long as I can remember, and often refer to it as my ‘call to the wild’. When life becomes out of kilter, the call becomes louder, there is a primal longing to reach for nature and put my hands in the soil. It truly is the best medicine, no matter what the ailment.


Growing up in rural Devon, during a time before the internet and the immense connectivity that wraps around our lives today, my childhood was filled with simple pleasures – climbing trees, walking the dog, catching fish in the river and growing food in our garden. Living a life spent outside more often than in undoubtedly gave Mother Nature a hand in raising me. I noted when the first blackberries were ripe for picking, how the wisteria would gently scent an early summer morning, the moment the first snowdrops were brave enough to push through the frozen soil in bleak midwinter. None of these natural phenomena escaped my fascination. The rhythms of nature, understanding her ways and witnessing how changes in the weather affected the usual order of things has provided me with useful tools to navigate my life today.


Tending to plants has helped me through some of my most difficult times. Gardening has provided me with a sense of purpose, knowing that my crops’ survival relies upon my care and attention. When the world seems so big and full of so much complexity, being able to rely on nature to remind you what is truly important in life is a gift that none of us should ever take for granted.


It is, of course, wonderful to have a big garden with a greenhouse and all the tools required to cultivate the land, but no matter where I have lived, or what stage of life I have been at, I have always gravitated to finding a patch of earth, or just a few pots to grow things. Don’t let the pull of social media with its glorified images of perfection put you off; there are many ways to connect with the land, no matter whether you are urban or rural, have vast amounts of space or just a few window boxes here and there. Growing your own is accessible to everyone.
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