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Introduction


I had been gone for thirty years, but it was still there: a battered, forlorn structure, with only a smattering of the original blue paint remaining. The door had come off its hinges and was lying on the ground; the roof’s tar-black asphalt had been overtaken by mossy green. It looked like the worst-kept garden shed in the world. Still, to me it represented everything.


I am back in the Yardley Wood allotments in Small Heath, Birmingham, where I grew up; a place of poverty and misery that scarred and inspired me in equal measure. It has been decades since I left, vowing never to return. Then, I was a poor, dyslexic, black youngster in a Britain where racism and intolerance were still the norm. Now, returning with a television crew in tow, I am an entrepreneur and a land owner – and someone wants to turn my story into a documentary.


The filmmakers persuaded me to return and, despite my reluctance, I am glad to be back, because this was where it all began – the one place of hope among all the dirt and deprivation of my upbringing. As soon as I enter the allotment I am navigating by memory, ten years old again and back with my father, building the shed that was his pride and joy, and my one place of refuge. This was where I spent countless afternoons in the closest thing to a green space that inner-city Birmingham could offer, learning about crops and simply enjoying the space to move and breathe. As one of nine siblings in a two-up two-down terraced house, space was one of my great luxuries.


It was on that allotment that I made promises to myself that would guide the course of the rest of my life. It was there that I decided I had to get out of the place where I had grown up and escape the life that seemed predetermined for me. And it was there that the dream to own a farm – a real one, not this poky excuse for a paradise – first entered my head. As I will explain in this book, that dream was the driving force that made everything else possible. It was the starting point for a life that has led me from a deprived part of 1960s Birmingham to a beautiful corner of the Devon countryside; which saw me leave school without qualifications at sixteen, but go on to work for the BBC, travel the world making food documentaries and establish two successful companies, including The Black Farmer, a fresh produce business with annual sales in the millions.


Back on the allotment all those years ago, as I helped my dad to paint that shed, I could never have known I would achieve all of this. But I knew I wanted something else, something bigger, something entirely outside the miserable life I knew. Four decades later, my return confirmed that this was the place where the seeds were planted.


How did I achieve these dreams? Indeed, how does anyone transcend their circumstances to change their life for the better? This book is devoted to answering those questions. In all our lives, there are so many different things that contribute to success. No single ingredient can magically erase your troubles and turn your dreams into reality. This book does not claim to provide a silver bullet to success. Instead it offers a key that unlocks the potential to succeed in all of us, regardless of age, background or experience. That key is a mindset we all need if we want to chase our dreams and live the life we always wanted: it is to have the courage to embrace jeopardy.


Jeopardy is the single greatest catalyst for making things happen in life. Where there is jeopardy, there is change, opportunity and possibility. It is the difference between muddling through life and being truly alive; where the world around you is not the drab, repetitive place that it can be, but full of new and exciting things.


Most people associate jeopardy with perilous situations and they are right to do so. What I am advocating here is taking a riskier approach to life than many people would naturally choose to. This is difficult but necessary, because our instinct to be cautious is one of the great barriers to making progress in life. It means we focus on protecting what we already have, rather than expanding our horizons and extending our reach. We might see opportunities and possibilities, but we convince ourselves that the risk of pursuing them is too great. We live life in defensive mode, looking inwards rather than outwards, remaining closed to the world. We think we are safeguarding ourselves, but in reality we are holding ourselves back, stifling our potential.


Conversely, if you accept and seek out jeopardy, you open the door to opportunity. This means being less comfortable or less secure in order to go further. It means trying things that you are not confident will work. And it means putting yourself in unfamiliar situations that force you to grow and get better in order to succeed.


Jeopardy is not about an easier life, but a better and more fulfilling one – the kind you have always wanted to live. I wish I could say that it’s possible to realise your dreams without getting off the sofa, but that isn’t the case. However easy some people may make it look, no one really succeeds without serious commitment and a healthy appetite for risk.


To move forward in life, regardless of your goal, you need to embrace jeopardy. Rather than shying away from risk and uncertainty you must acknowledge that they are fundamental components of life and essential ingredients for success. You cannot reap the benefits without first undertaking the challenge. You will never achieve what you really want until you are prepared to tangle with jeopardy.


Improving your odds in the game of life


This message is particularly relevant today because our unprecedented access to information has resulted in the widespread misconception that we can predict the future with certainty; that data will unlock all of the world’s mysteries and that we simply have to crunch the numbers and push the buttons to succeed. It is a seductive but ultimately false promise. As much as we may be able to predict, we can never truly know what is going to happen next. If we spend our time worrying about the future and fixating on things we cannot control, then we are simply wasting time and energy. Instead, you should focus your energy on the one thing you do have power over: yourself and your attitude to life. Things are going to happen that you can never foresee or expect; the world is going to change around you. But in the midst of this maelstrom, one thing that cannot be taken away from you is your own resilience and self-confidence.


The dictionary says that the word jeopardy derives from the French phrase jeu parti, a divided game in which there is an even chance of success or failure. That is the real message of this book. In the game of life, it so often feels like the odds are stacked against you, but they’re not. You are just as likely to win as you are to lose, as long as you put yourself in a position to succeed by embracing jeopardy, seeking out new opportunities and equipping yourself with the necessary skills to exploit them. Think of yourself as an athlete in training for the Olympics: only those with ruthless focus and boundless commitment ultimately stand on the podium. Success does not happen by accident: you have to plan for it, work for it and, often, go through hell to make it happen.


We do not live in a world of shortcuts and easy answers. There is only one foolproof route to success that I know: cultivate risk, embrace adversity and uncertainty, and give full expression to your dreams and passions, regardless of how untenable they may seem. Maintain faith and a positive attitude and you will give yourself the best possible chance of succeeding in the end.


A life of jeopardy can be terrifying, but it is always exhilarating. It is uncertain, but full of intent. And it is risky, but not nearly as dangerous as playing it safe. If you want to realise your dreams then jeopardy must be the starting point. If that thought sends a shiver down your spine and makes you feel a little afraid, then get used to it. Embrace it. For without any fear in your life, you have become complacent, comfortable and unchanging. With it, you’ve got a chance of doing something.


With those butterflies fluttering in your stomach, let us begin.




CHAPTER 1


Embrace jeopardy


In 1910, a baby born in the UK had a life expectancy of between fifty-one and fifty-five years. That same baby, born in 2037, is expected to live on average to the age of ninety-four. And that is just the average. We are getting to the stage where living to a hundred and beyond will no longer be something warranting a telegram from the monarch, but an entirely commonplace event.


Even within the lifetimes of people reading this book – and not just older readers – there have been so many advances in technology, medical science and human knowledge that our wellbeing is now protected in ways that would have been unthinkable for our parents and grandparents. Of course, new technology and longer lives bring their own problems with them. But, fundamentally, there has never been a safer or more prosperous time to be alive. Global levels of extreme poverty and deadly disease have never been lower. Murder rates have plummeted.


Only a committed luddite could ever pretend these developments were anything except wonderful examples of progress and human ingenuity. But such progress does not necessarily come without a price. Because we are not just empirically safer and more prosperous, we are also better protected from the realities of life and death.


I remember as a child accompanying my mother to the Caribbean food markets outside the Bull Ring shopping centre in Birmingham, where the produce was inspected with forensic care and the negotiations were ritually fierce. In those days you could still buy a whole chicken with its feathers on and guts intact. Today, most of us would buy the same animal wrapped up, washed and gutted, and often already jointed for us. We’re told that this is safer and healthier, though you only need to look at recent scandals around battery farming and chicken manufacturing to know that it is probably not the case. This may be a small example, but it is perhaps telling of the growing distance between many people and life’s harsh truths. This is not only about an appreciation of where our food comes from. You could say the same about how our over-reliance on technology and smartphones is driving people to live more fully in virtual worlds than they do in the real one. We risk not only encasing our relationship with food in plastic, but our entire approach to life. Our self-preservation instincts, designed for a world more immediately dangerous than the one we live in today, can hold us back from taking the risks we need to in order to move forward.


In countless small ways, society is enabling and encouraging us to strip out jeopardy and cocoon ourselves in the comfortable, safe and on-demand world that we have created. There is nothing wrong with all that convenience and efficiency, but it becomes a problem if we are then reluctant to step beyond it. We need to think about whether our safer, more regulated society is stopping us from doing the things we need to make progress in life. This matters, because without some element of danger, and often plenty of it, there cannot be real success. Businesses and careers do not grow without the people behind them pushing beyond what they think is reasonable or possible. There is simply no avoiding risk if you want to achieve big dreams in life. In fact, it is the other way around. It is only by taking risks, by embracing jeopardy and letting it into your life, that you can achieve the things you truly want.


The entire argument of this book is that jeopardy cannot be a foreign country to which you never travel. And it must not be something that you look upon with trepidation. If you spend your life afraid of jeopardy and trying to keep it at bay, it becomes your enemy – the force preventing you from doing the things that can help you make progress. If you embrace jeopardy, however, it can be your friend, propelling you on and helping you overcome the obstacles in your path.


Jeopardy is not something we should look on as a bitter medicine that needs to be swallowed. Rather, it is a wonderful elixir that contains everything you need to succeed. Living with risk sharpens the mind, making you open to opportunities that you might not otherwise have noticed. And if it introduces you to difficult situations you might once have avoided, it also equips you better to overcome these and all the other challenges you will inevitably face.


The greatest myth of all is that jeopardy is something we can avoid, if only we are careful enough in how we go about our daily lives. That is not the choice that you have. We will all face danger, fear and loss. The question is not whether you will encounter these things. It is how will you respond. The real choice is between being someone who embraces jeopardy, who uses it as the powerful tool it is to unlock personal and life potential, or being the person who shrinks away from it. The latter often think they are in control, whereas in reality they are the ones being controlled. It is the people who accept jeopardy, venturing out into the unknown and exploring the uncertain, who really have the closest thing there is to control over their future. You can never hope to achieve success unless you are first prepared to risk failure. We can never control everything, but each one of us can govern what our attitude to life will be, and how we will approach the challenges and opportunities that we are dealt.


Making things happen


The way many of us live in advanced economies today, the only real experience of jeopardy we have is through a television or computer screen. As science and technology have stripped out much of the risk intrinsic to human life, they have also pushed it into the realm of entertainment. In a country like the UK, most of us experience the worst things in life as performance art, something we can switch off at the touch of a button.


If you are happy with the life you have, entirely fulfilled in your job and career, succeeding in every ambition you ever had, then that may be fine. Not everyone needs to make a change. But for those who still want to move forward with their lives, to get a better job or make something of the idea that has been in their head for years, some of that jeopardy needs to be reclaimed from the land of entertainment. We need to make it real, to live with it and learn from it.


It starts with this question: are you living the life you really want, or the one that others want for you? That is one of the hardest and most fundamental issues we all face. What do we want to do and who do we want to become? Some people spend their whole lives trying to answer that question, while for others it has been clear for as long as they can remember. In either case, jeopardy is needed: either to discover the life you really want to live, or to fulfil the dream you have always held onto.


Let us be honest: great things in life are not accomplished by sitting in your office, having the same supermarket lunch as you do every day, and hoping that some act of God will rescue you from this tedium. I did not get out of the kitchens I worked in as a young man by hoping I was going to be magically rescued. I worked for it, set myself a daunting goal to enter the entirely unknown world of television and put myself in many uncomfortable positions to achieve that ambition. By doing so, I laid the foundations to eventually achieve my ultimate dream of becoming a farmer and business owner.


The unfortunate truth is that few of the things we want most in life are easily accomplished. Whether it is raising children, building a business or having a virtuoso career, the important things require buckets of stamina and resolve. There will be many times when you think that you are failing and feel ready to give up. Sometimes it is only by carrying on against the odds that you can reach a successful conclusion.


Jeopardy is essential to all enterprises, whether personal or professional. There is as much risk in starting a new relationship as there is in launching a start-up. Taking a chance on someone might be the most wonderful, brilliant thing you have ever done – or it could all end in tears and recrimination. But you won’t know until you’ve tried it. You’ll never find out how good something might be until you’ve exposed yourself to the pain and suffering that all these things risk.


The truth is that life can be extraordinarily exciting and it can also be crushingly dull. Most of us go through periods of experiencing both. I have done jobs that made my mind numb with boredom, as I am sure have many of you reading this. The important thing is that I never saw those things as a resting place. They were always the means to an end. I never stopped holding onto the idea that things could be better and that I had the power to make them so. It is not enough to simply wish change upon yourself. To move from one of these states to the other, to get past things that bore you and reach the ones that you find interesting, you need to go through jeopardy. The exciting jobs and the big opportunities don’t fall to people who aren’t prepared to risk something to get there. You have to put yourself out there and risk making a bit of an idiot of yourself before anyone is going to notice you or take you seriously. You have to take risks before you can expect to reap rewards. Everyone has to pitch their first product, staff their first professional kitchen service, fly their first plane or write their first article – in whatever field you choose, there is going to be a milestone that feels full of jeopardy as you approach it. There is no escaping it, so it’s far better to embrace it, to grab hold of the opportunity and see how far it can take you.


Choosing your own destiny


There is an old debate in the business world about whether entrepreneurs are ‘born or made’. Are their talents innate, or developed through experience and persistence? Is it nature or nurture? I have always found the argument somewhat meaningless. No one was calling me an entrepreneur when I was being a pain in the arse at school in Birmingham, or knocking round kitchens as just another commis chef. And I didn’t own a business of my own until my late thirties; if it really had been destiny from birth, it took me a bloody long time to get round to it.


No, the idea that we are born to do something, or born unable to do something, is ridiculous. Instead, we are shaped by our circumstances and how we respond to them. Though I didn’t think about it at the time, I probably did start to become entrepreneurial at quite a young age, because I looked around me and decided I wasn’t going to settle for this life, just following in the footsteps of my parents. I knew I could do better. I had that desire to escape, to make change happen in my life, and that, more than anything, has driven me ever since.


I was only able to achieve that escape because I chased jeopardy. I put myself into situations for which I had no proper training or preparation; I went up against people who were far more qualified than me; and I kept on throwing myself into unknown circumstances to achieve the things I wanted – from the worlds of television to business ownership, farming and, briefly, even politics. My life is one that began with the jeopardy of poverty, a trap I was only able to elude by continuing to pursue risk in everything I have done.


My story could all too easily have been written another way. People where I came from were destined to end up in dead-end jobs at best, prison if they were unlucky or the morgue at worst. But a poor start in life is not a life sentence; it is something that can be overcome, difficult as that may be.


The real trap in my life was not poverty, but victimhood. What decided my fate was not the place or circumstances I was born into, but my response to those things. If I had decided that the world was fated to be against me because I was poor, black, dyslexic and written off, then that is exactly how it would have turned out. But I didn’t feel sorry for myself. I got angry instead. And I became determined to show that all the people who had told me that I was thick and a waste of space were wrong. With that sort of motivation, and with a childhood of experiencing jeopardy behind me, chasing uncertainty was never going to feel that daunting. No job interview, sales meeting or investment pitch can ever really seem that terrifying when you know it is helping to prevent you from returning to the bottom of the pile.


We tend to place a lot of importance on people’s backgrounds, focusing on whether they were born privileged or not. It’s true that the statistics will show that race and poverty have a significant impact on whether you will be well educated, get a good job, enjoy good physical and mental health and stay out of the criminal justice system. There are damaging and disturbing racial disparities in the UK, which require urgent attention. I do not diminish that for a second, and, indeed, I have worked hard to try and open doors for young people of colour in the sectors I operate in: agriculture and retail.


Yet none of that can ever take away the ability of the individual to transcend their circumstances, or to turn an adverse situation to their advantage. If you wanted to argue whether someone born affluent is better placed to become a successful entrepreneur than someone who is born poor, I could make the case either way. If you are from a wealthy family, then you are likely to have some in-built advantages in your favour, whether that is a network of contacts, friends-and-family finance, or the confidence and polish that comes with an expensive education. It’s all in your favour, or at least that’s how it might seem.


If you were born poor, you probably won’t have any of those things. On the surface, it will seem as if you are completely disadvantaged and ill-equipped to succeed. But you will have one thing that more privileged people do not, and that is the desperate desire to succeed, the imperative to do well that comes from knowing what it is like to have no money and not enough food on the table. This is the real hunger possessed only by those who have known what life’s dustbin heap looks like. Because you already know what it means to live with jeopardy, you are better placed to seek it out and thrive in your professional life.


So, which is better? The truth is, it doesn’t matter if you don’t let it. You are the one who decides what sort of life you are going to live. A leg-up early in life can make a big difference, but it isn’t necessary. If it were, there wouldn’t be so many stories of successful people who came from nothing. We all need help along the way – of course we do – and I have benefited as much as anyone from mentors and guardian angels who helped to pave the way for me. But I would never have found those people had I not gone looking for them, showing my willingness to overcome the circumstances of my birth. You cannot expect anyone to help you unless you are first willing to help yourself.


There is still a lot to be said for the power of the individual. In fact, there is everything to be said for it. And that is true whatever your circumstances or stage in life. My message is, don’t buy into the myth of god-given talents and glass ceilings. Don’t think of successful people as members of some special breed that you will never be able to equal. Don’t fall for the act that some people put on of gliding through life, when the truth is that we all find it hard. Don’t get put off pursuing the things you want because others tell you it can’t be done. It’s natural to feel intimidated by people who look more comfortable, and seem to find everything in life that bit easier, than the rest of us. But that can only ever be wasted energy. You must focus instead on the things that you have the power to decide – and the most important of these is your willingness to let in jeopardy: to take risks others recoil from, and to embrace a life filled with uncertainty.


People who are willing to take chances can overcome any number of perceived disadvantages, because they place themselves outside the system; they do not depend upon it and its whims. You cannot become the victim of the system if you choose to live outside of it, setting your own rules and following a path of your own creation. So many people live their lives forever focusing on the external: what is going on around them, what other people are doing and what things might happen to them. That really is nothing more than a distraction technique, because the greatest insights come when we look inwards, scrutinising our own capabilities and ambitions, and taking personal responsibility for making them happen. That is one of the hardest but most important things you can do.


Life is not about destiny, but choice. The power to control the future is there for those who choose to take it. There is no guarantee that your journey will be easy, that you will succeed or get what you want. I’m not going to sell you some mumbo jumbo about the doors of opportunity flying open if only you wish it so – guardian angels may exist, but only fairy tales guarantee a happy ending every time. Instead, I am going to share with you the story of my life – from being a poor boy in Birmingham to a landowner and entrepreneur in Devon – and the lessons I have learned along the way. And I am going to explore the two very simple beliefs that have made that journey possible. The first is that every person has the power to set the course of their future life; whatever your circumstances, no one can take that essential ability to self-determine away from you and do not let anyone ever tell you otherwise. The second is that you give yourself the best chance of success if you embrace jeopardy, turning risk and uncertainty from things that you fear into forces through which you can thrive. This book tells you how to do that, explains the advantages this approach offers, and describes the tools it will equip you with to overcome obstacles and succeed.


There’s no avoiding it


Jeopardy is all around us. It is inescapable across everything we do, whether at work or at home. We can never be sure when something is about to change unexpectedly, or to go wrong in a way that seriously affects us. We are all going to experience risk, whether we like it or not, and however much we prepare to avoid it. Mistakes will be made, people will get ill, and we will experience painful bereavement and loss. Whatever your attitude towards it, and whether you recognise it or not, jeopardy is a fundamental part of the human existence. Because we cannot avoid it, we must learn to make the best of it.


Even in today’s world, safer by so many measures than in previous generations, there is no avoiding the fundamental jeopardy of things that can hurt or harm us. The idea that jeopardy can be bypassed is not simply wrong but actively harmful to our prospects, because it chips away at the mindset vital to achieving the things you want. When you try to close down risks, you are also closing off opportunities. If you are afraid you might not be up to a new job offer that also holds great interest for you, then you are likely to turn it down rather than risk it going wrong. If you worry more about why your business idea might fail than you consider how it might succeed, you are never going to cross the bridge from thinking about it to actually doing it. And if you are paralysed by the fear of rejection, then it is unlikely that you will pluck up the courage to ask someone you like out on a date.


Seeking to avoid risk is both a delusion – because it cannot be averted forever – and an attitude that will inhibit your ability to achieve the things you want most. All of the things we value most in life – falling in love, succeeding in our work, achieving our dreams – rely on an essential dose of courage. None of them can be achieved without trying things that might fail and stepping onto ground that might give way beneath your feet. That is the joy and the agony of being human. The things we most want are always a little out of reach, and sometimes way beyond our grasp. We have to move towards them, and away from the place of certainty that we crave, to reach them.


You can stay in that place of safety. You can minimise the risks you take, and your exposure to being wrong and experiencing failure. But the more you do that, the more you cling to the familiar and push away the uncertain, the smaller your world becomes. Opportunities will pass you by: to seek promotion, change career, start relationships or pursue personal ambitions. Through attempting to avoid risks, you actually create another: the risk that life ends up becoming a series of could-haves, would-haves and should-haves. The danger of holding back is that you are left empty-handed and unfulfilled. And, of course, whatever you do, you cannot escape the jeopardy that affects every life. There is no getting away from jeopardy in our lives, but you can certainly head down a road that ensures you fail to take advantage of the great opportunities life holds.


The opposite mentality is to embrace risk, to live and breathe it in every aspect of your life, from the personal to the professional. A life lived with jeopardy does not have to be about jumping out of planes, scaling tall buildings or crossing high wires. It can be about very normal, everyday things. It is not so much the ‘what’ that matters, as the ‘how’: how you choose to approach your everyday life, how you think about the future, how you go about seeking to achieve your dreams.


A person who lives with jeopardy is someone who fundamentally accepts that good things can only be achieved through risk and uncertainty. They are not afraid to try things that they do not know about, or may not be able to do. They do not worry about looking foolish in front of their peers. They are happy to be proved wrong, if that ultimately helps them to learn something and get it right next time. Their focus is not on the nonsense and politics of how things look, but on what works and what helps them to achieve the things they want. What they do fear is having a life that fails to live up to its potential, of passing up on opportunities to do big and exciting things, and of finally retreating to their pipe and slippers feeling unfulfilled. For these people, the real danger in life comes not in action but inaction. The real fear is of not achieving what you wanted from life. The real failure is in not trying at all.


Perhaps the best way to begin understanding jeopardy is to think about when you fell in love for the first time. How you felt your heart beat and the blood pump. The anticipation and the excitement. The fear and the joy all mixed together. That sick feeling in the pit of your stomach. That is jeopardy, a step into the unknown, one that could trip you up, but something that could also change your life.


Now think about your everyday life and work. Does it make your heart beat faster and leave you with that tingling sensation? For many people, the answer will be no. You do the things that are familiar, in a way that you know will work. You avoid things that could lead to mistakes and seek consensus rather than pursuing an idea that others have discounted. It is about the comfort of the familiar and the safety of the pack; it is about keeping danger at bay, locked away in its box.


There is another way, and that is the way of jeopardy. Trying things that might, and often will, fail. Going ahead, even when all the people you trust are telling you not to. Having a go, even when the odds against you seem daunting. And keeping going, even when you can’t immediately see a way to succeed. If you want to build a successful business or career, whatever your field, you will need to do all those things. You will have that sick feeling in your stomach often. You won’t always succeed and sometimes you will fail decisively. But you will give yourself the chance of success, and that is really all we can ever do. You can’t control what other people are going to say, think or do. Your idea might not work, your request might not be granted, or the timing may not be right for your particular venture. You can guarantee and predict none of these things. But you can control your attitude, your actions and your intent. And you can choose to put yourself in the game, whatever that may be, by embracing uncertainty. The other choice is to remain stuck on the sidelines, looking on but unable to participate. Only by accepting jeopardy do you ever get onto the field in the first place.
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