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To the one who danced.
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INTRODUCTION


Running under, over and through all the stories of The Archers, as mood music to the lives of all our characters, are two essentials – food and farming.


Think of Jill Archer and you envisage her in the Brookfield kitchen, baking. When the Aldridges had to leave Home Farm, one of the things that upset Jennifer was that she was going to have to leave behind her precious range. Think of the Grundys and you think of cider, the first thing you know about Neil Carter is that he is a brilliant pigman (and the second thing that springs to mind is chilli con carne), of Helen and you think of Borsetshire Blue (now that’s a mouthful – you try saying it).


At the heart of the story of Ambridge are Brookfield, Home Farm, Bridge Farm and Grange Farm. Food, farming and the progress of the seasons – whether it be the Flower and Produce show, Deck the Hall at Lower Loxley, or lambing with Pip, Ruth, David and co – are what help define The Archers.


We are delighted to have the opportunity to explore a year of food and farming in more detail in this book. We give you the lowdown on Jill’s baking secrets, share the art of Grundy cider pressing, tuck into a hearty and very special breakfast at Lower Loxley, and enjoy the Single Wicket (but enjoy Fallon’s post-match tea and cakes even more).


We hope you are entertained by this glimpse into the life of Ambridge today, one of England’s most visited and celebrated villages. It’s a place rooted in an eventful past and – who knows – with an exciting future, but rest assured, that whatever happens the sun will rise every day over Lakey Hill and there will always be cows to milk.


Jeremy Howe
Editor, The Archers
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No, you haven’t opened the book at the wrong page – and the publisher has assembled it in the correct order. A teacher will tell you that the year starts in September. And so will a farmer, so that is where we are starting our Archers year.


But for many Ambridge worthies, September also means a culmination. Armed with weighing scale and preserving funnel, trug and trowel, they are preparing to do battle in the annual Flower and Produce Show. Two rivals are gearing up for this gladiatorial contest. It started with an unthinking remark from Fallon Rogers, during a busy Sunday in her Ambridge Tearoom. Apparently unaware that the 1950s ended some time ago, Jennifer Aldridge had treated her stepson Ruairi to a slap-up end-of-the-holidays afternoon tea. A wizard wheeze, Ruairi had dubbed it, although Jennifer did not quite catch the irony. In any case, both had been sent into raptures by the scones and driven quite ecstatic by the Victoria sponge.
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On the Menu – Ambridge Tearoom


VICTORIA SPONGE


Makes 8–10 slices


200g unsalted butter (at room temperature), plus extra for greasing


200g golden caster sugar


4 eggs


200g self-raising flour


2 tbsp milk or water


4–6 tbsp jam


200g double cream, whipped (optional)


icing sugar, for dusting


Preheat the oven to 190°C/Fan 170°C/Gas 5. Grease 2 x 20cm sandwich tins with butter and line the base of each with baking parchment.


Beat the butter and sugar together in a bowl until light and creamy. Add the eggs, one at a time, then fold in the flour with a metal spoon. Add the milk or water to make a soft batter.


Divide the mixture between the prepared tins and smooth the tops. Bake for 20 minutes until the cakes are golden, nicely risen and feel springy when touched. Leave the cakes to cool for about 5 minutes in the tins, then turn them onto a wire rack to cool completely. Remove the baking parchment.


Spread the top of one cake with jam and add the cream, if using, then top with the other cake. Dust with icing sugar to finish.





The sugar rush might have had something to do with it, but Jennifer was effusive in her praise. ‘It’s just as well you can’t enter your cakes in the Flower and Produce Show, Fallon,’ she had said, dropping her change into her Moroccan leather purse.


‘It leaves the way clear for people like Emma,’ Fallon joked as she closed the till, unaware that her employee had suddenly turned as cold and chippy as the mint choc ice cream in their freezer.


‘What did you mean by that?’ The café was now empty, and Emma was sweeping the floor with unnecessary vigour. ‘Are you saying I’m an amateur?’


‘Um …’ They usually rubbed along well, but sometimes Fallon was reminded that Emma was Susan Carter’s daughter. Both could take offence in an empty room, if they thought it was casting aspersions on their status.


‘’Cos I bake as much of the food here as you do.’ This was not strictly true, but Fallon knew better than to quibble.


‘No, I just meant … you have put stuff in the show. Your … those Brazilian things.’








BRIGADEIROS


Makes about 16


397g can of condensed milk


30g cocoa powder


pinch of salt


20g butter, plus extra for greasing


chocolate sprinkles, chopped nuts or desiccated coconut, for coating


Put the condensed milk, cocoa powder, salt and butter in a pan. Place over a gentle heat and cook, stirring constantly with a wooden spoon until the mixture thickens and starts to pull away from the bottom of the pan. Don’t stop stirring or the mixture will catch on the base of the pan and burn.


Grease a plate with butter, then pour the mixture onto the plate and leave it to cool. Shape the mixture into small balls with your hands – you’ll find this easier if you grease your hands with a little butter first – then roll the balls in the coating of your choice. Store in the fridge.





Fallon blundered on. ‘It just wouldn’t seem right for me to enter somehow. I’ve been a judge.’


‘If you did, I’d give you a good run for your money.’


‘I’m sure you would, but I can’t, can I?’


Emma’s eyes narrowed. ‘Not with a cake, maybe.’


And so the battle lines were drawn and the weapons selected. Cakes were clearly off limits. But the chutney that the tearoom serves with its Ploughman’s Platefuls comes from a small supplier in St John’s Parva. So there could be no accusations of professionalism in that category.


[image: ]


September can be a glorious time of year, as we cling on a little longer to the warmth of summer. Assuming we have had a traditional sunny summer, of course. Sometimes a warm September can act as a consolation for that washed-out camping holiday in watery July. But whatever the weather brings, on the four working farms of Ambridge this is the time for preparation and planting. For the vegetable gardener, spring is the peak sowing season. But cereal crops can be sown now, while the soil is still warm, giving the delicate seedlings a chance to establish themselves and break through, before the chill of winter slows everything to dormancy.


On a misty early morning, a lone figure armed with a spade strides into a field of stubble. Adam Macy digs a small hole and then delves into it, crumbling the soil between his fingers. He is checking how it is recovering since he banished the plough from Home Farm and adopted no-tillage. Usually shortened to ‘no-till’, this method of cultivation causes only minimal disturbance to the soil. Adam is pleased to see several earthworms, which break down dead plant matter and mix it into the soil. They also create space underground for oxygen and water. But he is most fascinated by the life he can’t see. Microbes and fungi help unlock nutrients so that plants can use them. They can even protect against disease by releasing natural antibiotics.


Adam is happy that he’s not driving ploughshares through this complex web. He had a tough time persuading his stepfather Brian Aldridge to invest in the no-till drill – the machine was an expensive beast. It cuts a shallow groove in the soil as the tractor drives along. The seeds drop into the groove, and the drill pushes loose soil over to cover them. The stubble from the previous crop is left behind – more food for the earthworms.


Adam’s decisions have a big impact on the Ambridge farming scene. As well as running the 1,500-acre Home Farm, he usually has the contract to farm the arable (crop-growing) land of the Berrow Estate, the best part of another 1,000 acres. He also handles the much smaller task of Brookfield Farm’s arable. He is going to drill this field with winter wheat, his principal crop. But wheat is ‘hungry’, so he has to rotate his crops, for their health and the soil’s – and with an eye on what is fetching a good price. Winter wheat is often followed by barley sown in the spring. This is cheaper to grow because it needs looking after with fungicide and fertiliser for a shorter time. Adam may choose oilseed rape or winter beans after that, both of which leave the soil with plenty of nitrogen, ready for the wheat to use. He is also keen on planting short-term crops over the winter: a fodder crop for the sheep or a ‘cover crop’, such as mustard, to protect the soil. Sometimes he will slot his beloved herbal leys into the rotation – but more of them later.
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In the years after the Second World War, Britain was struggling to feed itself and was still subject to food rationing. So The Archers was originally conceived as a way of educating farmers in modern production methods. But because of the quality of the storytelling, the programme quickly became hugely popular with the whole country. The Archers lost its educational remit in 1972, but still aims to portray an accurate picture of farming and village life.





As we trace the River Am south, its tributary Heydon Brook leads us to Bridge Farm. Tom and Helen Archer carry the torch that their parents Pat and Tony lit in 1984. As organic farmers, they champion an alternative to the industrialised system that has dominated agriculture since the Second World War. They reject chemical fertilisers, herbicides and pesticides. So, although their yields are lower and costs are higher, they can point to far greater soil quality, and to huge benefits for wildlife. The Bridge Farm Archers are long-established members of the Soil Association, the certification body and campaigning organisation. The SA claims that plant, insect and birdlife is fifty per cent more abundant on organic farms which on average are home to thirty per cent more species.


As we stroll onto Bridge Farm land, we are quite likely to see a robin pulling at a worm. The robin is a year-round resident. But if we lift our eyes to the power lines paralleling the Felpersham road, we may see house martins with their rich blue-black colouring; or swallows, lighter in colour, with their distinctive tuning-fork tail. Sitting like pegs on a washing line, they are gathering ready for the migration to Africa. Both species feed mainly on insects snatched on the wing. Tom asserts that these critters are much more plentiful over his land than over Home Farm’s large monocultural fields. Adam counters with the need for affordable food for an ever-growing world population.


Bridge Farm grows winter wheat too, but with some key differences. At the back end of August, the field we now stand in was full of clover, which Tom ploughed into the soil. Clover makes free fertiliser from fresh air, working with soil bacteria to ‘fix’ nitrogen from the atmosphere. This essential element is then available for the next crop. By harnessing clover in this way, Bridge Farm has no need for synthetic fertilisers based on fossil fuels, which release the greenhouse gas nitrous oxide. And Pat and Tony have not had a fertiliser bill to pay since they converted to organic.


Towards the end of this month, the surrounding trees gradually modulate their variations on a theme of green into the joyous, fiery jazz of autumn. In their lengthening shadows, Tom will scratch out the weeds with a simple piece of kit called a comb harrow, and then drill his wheat seeds the old-fashioned way.


Most of that is a one-person, one-tractor job. The potato harvest, which also happens this month, is much more labour-intensive. Although the spuds are earthed up by a tractor-towed device, they still have to be picked up by hand. Bridge Farm used to have a regular gang of casuals, who relieved their back-bent work with a raucous commentary. Their unofficial leader was the shameless Beryl, whose bawdy comments would make a stevedore blush. Most of that crew are retired now, but in 2018 Beryl’s grandson kept the family tradition going – for potato picking, if not for ribaldry. Potatoes are a staple of Bridge Farm’s veg boxes, so this important crop will be stored and eked out through the coming months.
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Ambridge International


ARGENTINA


[image: ]


Rex and Toby Fairbrother arrived in Ambridge in 2015, planning to break into farming by raising geese. But Toby always thinks big; rather too big, many would say. He was soon pitching a ‘share farming’ proposal to Adam Macy in which he and Rex would run beef cattle on Home Farm land. Toby claimed that his brother had spent his gap year working on a ranch in Argentina, and ended up nearly running the place. This was news to Rex, who had in fact spent just a fortnight there.


There are two more definite connections between Ambridge and the land of pampas and tango. Retired wine importer Carol Tregorran had business connections in Mendoza. And raffish Nelson Gabriel died there in 2001, having fled his creditors two years earlier. Attendees at his funeral in Ambridge included two men in camel coats, an array of policemen and a beautiful weeping Argentinian woman.








ARGENTINIAN EMPANADAS


Makes 10–12


Filling


1 tbsp olive oil, plus extra for brushing


1 red onion, peeled and finely chopped


2 garlic cloves, peeled and finely chopped


400g minced or finely chopped beef


75g pimento-stuffed olives, finely chopped


zest of ½ lemon


1 tsp dried oregano


2 tbsp finely chopped parsley


50ml white wine


2 hard-boiled eggs, finely chopped


salt and black pepper


Pastry


500g plain flour


1 tsp baking powder


1 tsp sweet smoked paprika


100ml olive oil


100ml white wine


1–2 tbsp ice-cold water


First make the filling. Heat the tablespoon of olive oil in a large frying pan and add the red onion. Sauté until very soft and translucent, then turn up the heat and add the garlic and the beef. Brown the meat quickly, then turn down the heat again and add the olives, lemon zest, oregano, parsley and white wine. Season with plenty of salt and pepper then cook for a few minutes. Leave to cool, then add the chopped eggs.


To make the pastry, put the flour, baking powder, paprika and a little salt in a bowl and stir to combine. Gradually drizzle in the olive oil and wine and cut it in with a knife until you have crumbly clumps. Add the water, a tablespoon at a time, until you can form a dough. Knead the dough for a few minutes until very smooth. Preheat the oven to 200°C/Fan 180°C/Gas 6.


To assemble the empanadas, roll out the dough, either by hand with a rolling pin or with a pasta machine. You will not need to flour your work surface, as the dough will not be sticky. Keep rolling until the dough stops springing back – it will do so to start with as it is very elastic.


Cut 10cm rounds and place a dessertspoonful of the filling on each one. Wet around the edges with water and fold together. The easiest way to do this is to stretch one side over the filling and press it down onto the other side.




Arrange the empanadas over two baking trays and brush them with olive oil. Bake in the oven for 20–25 minutes until puffed up into smooth domes and a rich red brown in colour. Good hot or cold.
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At Brookfield, uber-matriarch Jill Archer is slicing potatoes, while on the Aga a pan of vegetable stock (home-made, of course) is starting to bubble.


‘Thing is, I’ve never made chutney in my life.’ Fallon is already regretting getting involved.


‘It’s really not that difficult.’


Fallon observes Jill’s potato-slicing technique.


‘You don’t use a mandoline for that?’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Or a food processor?’


‘For this little job?’ With a bemused smile, Jill swiftly spreads the slices over the vegetables in the blue-edged enamel roaster. Almost wafer-thin, they overlap like fish scales.


‘What is it?’


‘Something I made years ago for a Harvest Supper. With the show coming up, Bert’s being very selective in his garden, so he’s given me some of his rejects.’


‘It looks delicious.’


‘Once I get it in the oven, we’ll have a cup of tea and little chutney lesson, shall we?’








LEEK AND POTATO BOULANGÈRE


Serves 4


75g butter, plus extra for greasing


2 tbsp olive oil


4 leeks, washed and thinly sliced


100ml white wine


1kg floury potatoes (Maris Pipers or King Edwards)


2 garlic cloves, peeled and finely sliced (optional)


1 tsp dried sage


500ml vegetable or chicken stock


salt and black pepper


Preheat the oven to 180°C/Fan 160°C/Gas 4. Generously butter a large baking dish. Cut a piece of baking parchment to about the same size.


Heat half the butter and the oil in a large lidded sauté pan. When the butter has melted, add the leeks. Cook over a gentle heat for about 10 minutes, then pour in the wine. Bring to the boil and allow the wine to reduce down to almost nothing.


While the leeks are cooking, prepare the potatoes. Wash them while they are still whole and pat them dry. Slice, unpeeled, as thinly as possible, with a mandoline if you dare. Do not wash again as you don’t want to lose all the starch.


Arrange a layer of about a quarter of the sliced potatoes in the base of the baking dish. Season with salt and pepper, then follow with a third of the leeks, some garlic, if using, and a little sage. Repeat twice, remembering to season each time, then finish with a final layer of potatoes.




Put the stock in a saucepan and bring it to the boil, then pour over the potatoes. Dot the top with the remaining butter, then cover the potatoes with the baking parchment and press down. Bake for an hour, then remove the baking parchment. Using the point of a knife, check to make sure the potatoes are tender. Leave the dish in the oven for a further 10 minutes to allow the top layer of potatoes to crisp up and take on some colour.








Unlike Rex Fairbrother, Jill’s grandson David has genuine experience with beef cattle. While doing his routine checks this morning, he was pleased to find one of his deep red and white Hereford cows licking her newborn calf. David and Ruth have selectively bred their beef cattle for easy calving, keeping those dams (mothers) who have not needed much help in the past, and who are most likely to bear calves of a suitable shape and size. As a result, most of them get on with it themselves. The rough towelling the calf is receiving is rather like being assailed with damp sandpaper. But it dries it off, warms it up, and stimulates its breathing, circulation and digestive system.


David and Ruth got into high-quality beef production in 2001. They chose Herefords, one of the oldest British breeds, partly because they are friendly and docile, and also because of their ability to convert grass into desirable ‘marbled’ beef. As the calf starts to feed, David gets back on his quad bike and heads off to take a look at the sheep.
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Fallon is not the only one seeking advice from a more experienced head.


‘But I’ve already made my chutney, Emma.’


In the kitchen at Grange Farm, Clarrie is rolling out a football of pastry to something approaching the size of a manhole cover. Feeding the Grundy family requires catering on an industrial scale, as she knows only too well.


‘I know,’ replies Emma. ‘I just want some pointers, that’s all.’


‘Well, I s’pose I could—’


The kitchen door crashes open.


‘What’s for tea, Clarrielove?’ Eddie carries a plastic bucket full of rich purple berries. You could take them for blueberries but taste one and the sourness would pucker your face.


‘You be careful with them sloes. They’ll stain.’


‘Just going to stick ’em in the freezer. Since Toby Fairbrother’s been good enough to give us a bottle of his gin …’


Clarrie looks dubious. ‘He did what?’


‘Well, it were actually in settlement of a debt of honour.’


A word of advice. Never play cards with a Grundy.








SLOE GIN


Makes 1.5 litres


500g sloes


250g caster sugar


1 litre gin (or vodka)


Wash the sloes well and pick off any stalks. Dry the berries with kitchen paper, then prick each one a few times with a darning needle. If you don’t fancy doing this, you can put the berries in a plastic bag and freeze them for a day or so. This will split the berries so you don’t need to prick them.


Pile them into a sterilised 2-litre Kilner jar, or a couple of smaller jars, and add the sugar and the gin. Seal the jar and shake well. For the next few weeks give the mixture a good shake every day and then put the jar away in a cool, dark cupboard for at least 2 months, preferably longer.




When you’re ready to use, strain the sloe gin through a muslin-lined sieve and decant into clean bottles.








Eddie is in good spirits, because tomorrow is the start of the turkey-rearing season. A cacophony of screechy chirps will herald the arrival of several dozen six-week-old turkey poults. He and his son Ed Grundy will introduce them to their new straw-baled home in the rough pole barn in Grundy’s Field down the road. Pigeon-sized and fluffy now, when fully grown these birds are destined for the Christmas dining tables of Borsetshire, giving the Grundys a useful income at that expensive time of year.
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‘The judging’s finished. You can come back in.’ Robert Snell has to nip nimbly sideways to avoid the anxious flood of contenders re-entering the Village Hall. They stream between the white-clothed tables, scanning their entries for the cards that announce this year’s victors in the Ambridge Flower and Produce Show. There are plates of five tomatoes, or twelve French beans, uncannily uniform in size and colour. Ten spikes of mixed sweet peas, each a candy-coloured dream. Seven rock buns, some showing the nibbled evidence of the judges’ tasting. One entry carries the dreaded mark ‘NAS’ – Not As Schedule. It has been disqualified for being presented without the required clear covering; a rookie error.


And there on the table near the stage, neatly labelled and snugly lidded, sit the preserves.


Shoulder to shoulder, past the glossy quiches and larger-than-life onions, Emma and Fallon approach their reckoning. Not just their dignity is at stake. Their families have had to endure hours of vacillation over coarseness of chopping, sugar types and spicing. Both houses have reeked for days with the nostril-invading smell of hot vinegar. But this moment … this moment is going to make it all worthwhile.


The women survey the table. Three jars have been adorned with the coveted cards. First prize goes to Jill Archer. Second to Clarrie Grundy. Third, Pat Fletcher. Emma and Fallon’s efforts have been spurned, unfeted. Not even a Highly Commended.


Emma gives Fallon a look.


‘If I’m honest, I was never very keen on chutney anyway.’


‘Me neither. Fancy a drink?’
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GREEN TOMATO CHUTNEY


Makes about 4 jars
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1.5kg green tomatoes


1 litre white wine vinegar


450g brown sugar


1 tsp salt


1 tsp mustard seeds


1 tsp ground ginger


1 tsp ground allspice


1 onion, peeled and finely chopped


200g sultanas


Peel and chop the tomatoes and put them in a large pan with the vinegar, sugar and salt. Cook over a gentle heat until the sugar has dissolved, stirring often, then add the spices, chopped onion and sultanas. Bring to the boil and then simmer for about 2 hours, stirring frequently, until the chutney has a jam-like consistency.




Transfer to sterilised jars and cover with lids or jam-pot covers. Store in a cool, dark place and, if possible, leave for a few weeks before using. Store in the fridge after opening.
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I have to warn you, there is a lot of sex in October. And it is described with very direct Middle English words, so buckle up.


‘Tup’ is both a noun and a verb. It’s the old name for a ram, and you will still hear it used in that way. More frequently it is used to describe the act itself. At many farms, including Brookfield, October into November is tupping season.


As the morning sun lances through the mist, giving an ethereal quality to the familiar pastures, David and his younger son Ben drive their bleating ewes. David nods with approval as sheepdog Bess responds fluidly to Ben’s commands. A firm ‘Come bye!’ and Bess moves to the left, clockwise around the flock. ‘Away!’ means the opposite. When Bess is at a distance, Ben uses the whistle – a curved-sided metal triangle that sits on his tongue. A quick, high double note through the small hole signifies Come Bye, a single mid-tone Away. Now Ben blows a longer, higher blast and Bess immediately drops to the ground, alert and ready for the next command.


These ewes are being placed in various fields depending on their weight. Too skinny and they may not ovulate, but too much fat will bring problems come lambing time. So they will be fed appropriately to bring them all near the ideal tupping weight of about 70 kilograms. This will be a daily job for someone, and they need to be as nimble as Robert Snell in the Village Hall doorway. Keen Flower and Produce Show contestants are as nothing compared to hungry ewes hearing their dinner tumbling from that large plastic sack into a long metal trough. David has had his legs bowled from under him on more than one occasion.


Ben turns to his father. ‘So we’re not doing anything for Harvest Supper this year?’


David’s face darkens. ‘No. Uncle Tony’s giving them a side of beef.’


‘That’s good, isn’t it? If we don’t have to bother—’


‘Because your uncle Kenton reckoned Bridge Farm beef was better than ours.’


‘What?!’


‘Yeah. Thanks, brother.’


Although theoretically retired from running Bridge Farm, Tony has found it hard to let go completely. In 2019, his family thought he would give up his hobby herd of Angus cattle to make way for the new Montbéliarde dairy herd. Instead, he came up with a plan to sell their meat at the farm shop and direct to customers. It was a blow for Brookfield, who had up to then supplied their Hereford beef to the Bridge Farm shop.


In the yard at Bridge Farm, Johnny is helping his grandfather run the herd through a handling system. Angus cattle turn grass into beef very efficiently, so they are well suited to Bridge Farm’s organic system. Tony appraises the glossy black four-square beasts with their distinctive domed heads. He is looking for steers (neutered males) and heifers (females that have not given birth) which have enough ‘condition’ (essentially, bulk) to be sent for slaughter. Johnny swings the gate left for the abattoir or right for a stay of execution.
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