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FOREWORD


Hello again!


I’m buzzing to bring you my new book. Back when I was in-and-out of school as a kid (but mostly out, because I was building up my farming business from scratch, which you can read all about in just a bit), if somebody had come up to me and told me that I’d be a published author in the bestseller charts, I’d have thought the Cotswolds had suddenly got a crack problem. But here I am, on the printed page. Or maybe, if you’re a futuristic young gun, like me, an electronic one. I’m bringing you everything I know about the farming life, and why I’m so devoted to it.


It’s funny, being a book person. People – and by ‘people’, I mean hobby farmers, because no one else I know would be daft enough – sometimes ask me if I’ve read this or that book – usually it’s a book that’s got something to do with farming.


‘No’, I always tell them. ‘I don’t read books. I write them.’


The reason I write books is because I love farming, and I love the countryside, and I want there to be some books out there written by somebody who knows those things from the bottom-up rather than the top-down. I don’t have time to read books about farming – or anything else for that matter – because I’m too busy, y’know, farming – which, I like to think, has taught me more about the subject than any amount of books ever could.


That’s why I’ve called this one It’s a Farming Thing. It’s not because you, the reader, wouldn’t understand. Just the opposite. I really hope you will, and I’ve done my very best to make that happen. If you still don’t, that’s on me, not you. But the countryside has a lot of people in it nowadays who really don’t understand (no names mentioned, ahem).


And the trouble is, it’s people like that who end up writing most of the books about farming, as far as I can see. They treat farming as if it’s all a bit of an adventure or an experiment, and when it goes wrong they can go back to their nicely paid day job. Not me: this is my day job, and often my evening job, and my night job.


And that’s OK, because this is the thing I love doing most in the world. Well, fine, second most. To be strictly honest, the thing I love most is getting paid for it.


The only thing that comes close to my love for farming, is getting to tell other people about it. I made my farming career happen for myself, and I’m really proud of that. But it was pure luck that I happened to become a celebrity, with people interested in what I have to say. My friends still find that incredible. ‘We don’t even care what you have to say, Kaleb,’ they remind me. ‘And we’re your mates. Now there’s all these strangers who want to listen to you. It must be the end times or something.’


So, I’d be stupid not to take the opportunity to tell everybody why I love farming so much any chance I get. And that’s what this book is for: to look at every part of my life as a farmer and explain to people why it matters to me, and why farming matters so much to everybody. I heard an old American folk song the other day, which is all about how farmers work the whole year around, living on credit and getting ripped off by lenders and middlemen. Then the chorus says, ‘the farmer is the man who feeds them all.’ That’s from a hundred years ago. Some things never change.


Other things in farming never change, and that’s a good thing. Those are some of the things I talk about in this book: the character of farming people, the commitment to a way of life, the way you have to be truly dedicated to the work. It’s not a nine-to-five job. It’s not something you do just to pay the bills. Every proper farmer knows that, and I hope that if farming people read the book, they’ll relate. As for non-farming people, I couldn’t be happier if you choose to read this book. I hope you’ll come to share at least a bit of my enthusiasm, and understand how pleased I am to be part of a tradition that literally keeps this country going.


There’s so much to cover. I’ve started with food, because from beginning to end, that’s what farming’s all about: making sure everybody’s got what they need on their plate. I also wanted to write about work, families, kids, animals, machinery, clothes, and more besides. All the things that make up a farmer’s life. I’ve even dipped into art, because I do believe there’s an art to farming, and I’ve taken a look at some of the wackier ideas you find in country communities. Especially since city folk started moving here.


I’ve even spent a while looking back at my childhood and tried to explain how I’ve got here. Although, I admit, it baffles me sometimes. But I don’t worry about the past because there’s always the next day, and always something else to do, and that’s what keeps it fresh. So, yeah, it’s a farming thing. And I couldn’t be happier to tell you all about it.
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We’ll have you know this is a family book, thank you.





Food. Food, food, food. Food is the most important thing for farmers. I suppose it’s the most important thing for everybody. Without it, we’d die, so that’s about as important as it gets. But for farmers in particular. We spend our lives producing it and selling it. Then we spend whatever time is left over cooking it and eating it. Nobody has a connection to food quite like farmers do. For most people, suggesting that they ‘know how the sausage is made’ is just a saying. For us, it’s the literal truth.


Farmers know how everything is produced. Especially livestock: we’ve fed it and watched it grow, and at the end of it there’s an animal that you can actually eat. When you know exactly what’s gone into the animal and how it’s been treated, it tastes ten times better. It’s very rewarding. I’m not going to get into an argument with people who don’t eat meat, but for those who do, you want to know the animal’s been well treated. No one likes to kill an animal – not even when it’s a horrible pig that you can’t get into the pen. I’ve got one at the moment. I cannot physically get it anywhere, it’s a complete menace, 250 pounds of bacon-flavoured attitude – and I’m not going to lie, when you push one of those off into the abattoir, it tastes even more amazing.
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Trust us, it tastes a whole lot nicer than it looks.





I’ve got a veg patch full of runner beans, potatoes, onions. It’s amazing to see that stuff grow all year round and to eat your own produce. People always tell me I’m full of beans. Well, they should see my freezer. More beans than we’ll ever need. It’s unbelievable. It’s not just farm-to-table, it’s farm-to-self.
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Kaleb’s alarm clock.





Like most people, I have three meals a day (not three an hour, as my mates sometimes claim), but I have them at different times from the rest of you and call them different things. Farmers live by a schedule that hasn’t really changed much in hundreds of years. Everybody thinks farming’s very advanced now, and yes, we’ve got modern technology, tractors with GPS and all of that. But the basics, and the timetable, have stayed the same. So, I’m really an eighteenth-century person on a twenty-first-century farm.
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Kaleb’s snooze facility.





BREAKFAST


I have breakfast first thing. And I mean first thing – five or six o’clock in the morning. Unlike, ahem, some hobby farmers I could mention who think the working day starts at 10am after a full English, three lattes and the crossword. But it all depends on what kind of farming you’re doing. When I was dairy farming, I might just have had a cuppa at 5am, worked until 10am, then eaten after that, once I’d built up a bit of an appetite. While I am a morning person – I have to be, I’m a farmer after all – my stomach’s not a morning stomach. I like cereals in the summer months, but I’ve got a fascination with crumpets at the moment. With butter, of course. And jam. Obviously. And Cheddar cheese, which people might think is weird, but it all goes brilliantly together. People in Europe like quince jelly with cheese, apparently – I think they’ve totally got the right idea. I’ll just keep eating crumpets with butter, jam and cheese until one day, suddenly, I can’t face another crumpet, and then it’ll be back to eggs – dippy or scrambled.
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‘Now, Mr Cooper, I see that you are with us today due to crumpet poisoning.’





DINNER


This is what most people probably call lunch. I have dinner at lunchtime. If I had it at dinnertime, it would be called supper. I used to always have a hot dinner (at lunchtime). Homemade soup – leek and potato or something like that – is amazing to warm you up when you’ve just come in from the fields and you have to go back out again straight after. Nowadays, because I run my own business, I just have something quick and easy because my boss (me) is a real hard case about his employees (me) taking too long over dinner (at lunchtime). So, it’ll just be a toastie or a sandwich, using nice fresh bread, with Cheddar cheese or ham. A very basic version of a ploughman’s lunch, which really ought to be called a ploughman’s dinner (at lunchtime), but I don’t write the pub menus.
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Chopping board? Very fancy! Next you’ll be serving food on a roof slate!





TEA/SUPPER


This all depends on what time I finish the working day. In the harvest season, I normally have supper because I eat quite late, sometimes not until after nine. I’ll have done so much manual labour that I’m starving. I’m so tired I could go straight to bed, but I can’t sleep if I don’t eat. My stomach won’t have it. It’s an evening stomach, and if I don’t feed it, it nags me all night – it literally grumbles at me. In the winter, I have tea, which is at five or six o’clock in the evening. And I seem to put on a lot of weight. I think it is probably in my DNA. A bit like those people in the Arctic who kill a whale when the long winter approaches and eat as much of the fat as possible to bulk them up. Or I may be part bear – I certainly get an urge to hibernate, although when you’re a farmer, fat chance, so to speak.


For tea or supper, it’s usually a stew (I love me a stew done in a slow cooker) or a roast. Just give me a plain roast beef dinner. Lots of gravy. Horseradish. That’s what it’s all about. Horseradish, pepper and mustard are about as strong as I can take, flavour-wise, although I do love a bit of chopped raw onion on a steak. I can’t handle spices, which is a pity as I’d love a good curry from time to time, but I’m just not built for it. If I risk it, I have to put a toilet roll in the fridge the night before for the morning after.
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Sometimes, I think I’m part bear, bulking up in the winter to carry me through the long nights.







[image: ]


‘Kaleb, have you been making beans on toast again?’





HOME COOKING


I’m bloody awful at cooking. My other half has banned me from the kitchen. I know some men have that thing where they do stuff badly on purpose so the woman in their life has to do it instead, but I swear, this isn’t that. The other day, I reheated some soup, then I went off to sort something or other out and forgot about it. It was a disaster. I scorched the pan and ruined the hob. I’d love to be good at cooking. I watch all the cooking shows, Masterchef and the rest, and videos on YouTube – it fascinates me – but God help me, I physically can’t do it. So, I just stick to growing stuff. In the summer, we’ll have salad leaves from the garden. Then there’s runner beans, broccoli, peas and potatoes. We grow so much fruit and veg, our kitchen looks like it’s having its very own harvest festival for a few months every year. It’s wonderful growing your own food – I just can’t be trusted to cook any of it.


THE KALEB COOKBOOK


Since I’ve been on telly, I often get people calling me up and asking me for a recipe for a cookbook or an article – but it’s a bit like asking the Incredible Hulk for advice on tailoring. I only know one recipe and it’s for radishes, which are my favourite snack when I’m working.




Radishes à la Kaleb


❋ Take one radish.


❋ Bite the top off.


❋ Spit it out the back window of the tractor.


❋ Eat the radish.


❋ Repeat.
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Haute cuisine ahoy.








AND TO DRINK, SIR?


I normally have tea. I don’t drink much coffee anymore because I overdid it when I was younger, milking cows bang early. I started getting evil headaches – it got so bad I went to the doctor’s and had loads of scans, only to find out I was addicted to coffee. Coming off it was horrendous. I had to go pure cold turkey – and not the good kind you put in a sandwich for your dinner (at lunchtime). I felt how I imagine Keith Richards must have felt, or the guy out of Trainspotting. OK, I didn’t see terrible things crawling on the ceiling, but that’s because I was too busy climbing up the walls myself. So, now I just have a cup of tea in the morning. Or apple juice in warmer weather. Sometimes a mix of apple and orange juice, half and half, which sounds strange, but it’s amazing.
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Don’t get me started on nut ‘milks’. You can’t milk a nut.
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‘Cider and combine harvesters? You’re speaking our language, Kaleb!’





I might have a can of Coke with dinner (at lunchtime). At tea or supper (at dinnertime), maybe something stronger but I’m not much of a wine drinker. To quote The Wurzels, and there’s never a wrong time to quote The Wurzels, I am a cider drinker. I’m very much a cider drinker. I am so much a cider drinker that I’m having to be careful to be a lot less of a cider drinker. I know it was normal in the old days for people to drink beer or cider at any time of the day, because it was safer than the water – or at least, that was their story. It just sends me to sleep, though. The kind where you wake up and you don’t know what time, or day, or century it is, or who or where you are. One thing I’ll admit, though, I do like a nice, slow drink of cold cider when I’m corn-carting (which is pretty much what it sounds like, only these days instead of a horse and cart, you’re on the combine harvester). It’s more of a social thing, corn-carting, a get-together, when there’s a few of you on the combine or the tractors, trundling up and down, and you raise your drink when you pass each other – ‘Cheers, mate.’ Obviously, you don’t want to be drunk in charge of a combine harvester, or very bad things can happen, but a little of what you fancy helps get the grain in.


CHRISTMAS


We’ve only got one proper feast day in our country, which is, of course, Christmas. Maybe that’s why we make such a big deal of it – and spend what feels like a quarter of the year preparing for it. I love Christmas. It’s my favourite time of the year. Everyone wakes up in a different mood, a mood of joyfulness, and the whole family teams up to look after all the animals – because obviously animals don’t take the day off, so farmers can’t completely either. I don’t have breakfast on Christmas Day. At least, not strictly speaking, because there’s so much food being prepared in the kitchen, I just pick at it. When it comes to serving up time, people often wonder why the turkey’s got no wings on it. No use telling them it’s one of those flightless turkeys, either, because they just point out that turkeys can’t fly – so I try to change the subject instead. We go all out on Christmas dinner (at lunchtime – see, it’s not just me) – loads of meat and all the trimmings, which we’ve grown ourselves. We have a gammon, a joint of beef, a flightless turkey and a goose – which I’m telling you is the king of Christmas meats, and which also gets what’s coming to it. I’ve never forgiven the goose that attacked my, um, delicate parts and almost ended my family line. They say revenge is a dish best served cold, but anyone who’s tried potatoes roasted in goose fat can tell you the opposite is true.
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Let’s see you honk and peck your way out of that one.





I don’t have much of a sweet tooth, so Christmas is also the only time of year I get into desserts. Banoffee pie, especially. Well, you’ve got to get some sort of healthy fibre into your meal, haven’t you?
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Banoffee pie – technically speaking, one of your five-a-day.





FEASTS AROUND THE WORLD


I really like the idea of Thanksgiving. I actually think every country should have one, not just the USA – to say thank you for all the food we produce to a very high standard. We need to appreciate how lucky we are. Plus, I can rear some more turkeys and make some money off it.


I also like the midsummer festival they have in Nordic countries. I’d love to celebrate midsummer, but it’s peak season on the farm and I haven’t got time to blink let alone take part in a festival. The food sounds all right, too. Well, mostly. Herring, salmon, potatoes, that’s all good, but fermented shark? In Iceland, they bury it for three months, because that makes it less toxic. Anything that gets less poisonous after three months in a hole is probably not a great idea in the first place. But I appreciate that Iceland wasn’t the easiest place to find food back when they came up with that idea. Otherwise, why would you do that? Why?
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‘I’m not too keen on the whole idea myself.’





But the place I’m really in tune with is Greece. Lots of countries around the world traditionally have a big nosebag in the lead-up to Easter, just before Lent. That’s why we have Pancake Day, eating up all the foods we’ll be denied until Easter. In Greece, though, they get serious about it. They have one whole week that they dedicate to eating meat, followed by another whole week dedicated to eating cheese. When I heard about that, I thought, I love Greece, it’s going to be first place I go when I get a passport. I mean, yes, it’s the birthplace of democracy, science and philosophy, and that’s all well and good – but a national cheese week? That’s what I call civilization.
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What a friend we have in cheeses.
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