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CHAPTER 1


MY FAMILY AND OUR ANIMALS


My name is Kaleb, and I am a farmer. I’ve been a farmer since I was a young boy, and I absolutely LOVE it. Farming is brilliant. I reckon that everything in the world can be broken up into two piles. Things that are brilliant, and things that are rubbish.


[image: Kaleb, wearing a checked shirt and a bodywarmer, beams as he gives a thumbs-up with his left hand.]




Things that are


BRILLIANT


(in no particular order):


[image: A pair of worn wellington boots with little clumps of mud around them.]


Farming


Tractors


My family


My dog


Cows


Chickens


Pigs


Manchester United


Poached eggs on toast


New haircuts


[image: A plate bearing a slice of toast, topped with a poached egg that has steam rising up from it.]







Things that are


RUBBISH


(also in no particular order):


Cities


Rabbits


City people who come to live in the country


Jeff the Mad Rooster


Sheep


Tea and biscuits





You might have noticed that the rubbish list is much shorter than the brilliant list, which is how it should be. As you read on, I’ll explain more about why I think the good things are good and the bad things are bad. For now, let me introduce myself and my family.


I live slap bang in the middle of England with my fiancée, Taya, our two children, Oscar and Willa, and our dog, Alfie. Alfie is a Labrador. Labradors are hunting dogs and their job is to bring back birds like pheasants and whatnot. I think hunting is cruel, so Alfie doesn’t have much of a job to do. He spends his time staring at tennis balls and sometimes helpfully brings back escaped chickens. He doesn’t hurt them, but they don’t like it much and they squawk and squabble and flap as he trots back across the yard.


Now, I don’t have a farm of my own. I own a little patch of land where I keep my chickens, sheep, pigs and of course my tractors. Most of the farming I do is on other people’s farms. I am what’s known as a contractor. It’s my dream to one day own my own farm. However, before I can buy my own farm, I need to work very hard.


[image: Alfie the Labrador stands happily wagging his tail, with one paw off the ground.]




Dreams don’t work unless you do!





Now, what else to tell you?


Oh, there’s my brother Kieron. He’ll appear from time to time in this book. He’s a lot like me except not as good at farming. (Don’t tell him I said that.) Kieron is good with cows and he’s not a bad farmer, but he’s never been quite as mad about the countryside and animals as me. When we were kids, he wanted to watch SpongeBob SquarePants when I wanted to watch nature documentaries with David Attenborough. We’d argue over the remote for ages until Grandad would come in and turn the channel over to a cowboy film.


So, what else do you need to know about me?


Well, I’m a farmer, and I wear farming clothes, which maybe aren’t that interesting or stylish. However, there is one thing about my appearance that is ALWAYS interesting, if not always stylish.




It’s my hair.





I go to the hairdresser a LOT. I have the best hairdresser in the world. Her name is Jojo and she cuts my hair in her fancy salon. And when I say fancy salon, of course I mean a shed in her back garden. Jojo says I have great hair. Or at least I do for now. You see, my dad is completely bald. He doesn’t have a single hair on his head. I know that one day I’ll join him and become equally hairless up on top. So I’m determined to try every haircut in the world before that happens.


I’ve had a topknot, a Mohawk and a skin fade. I’ve tried the seagull and the mullet. I’ve had a buzz cut, a crew cut and a bowl cut. I’m even looking forward to trying the comb-over when my hair does start to go. You know what a comb-over is, don’t you? It’s when the hair on the top has gone so you grow your hair on the side of your head long and sort of fold it over the top. Some people think comb-overs look rubbish, but I say, why not? If you’ve got it, flaunt it.


[image: Kaleb, wearing a gown and wellies, swivels in the hairdresser’s chair to show off a tall, curly hairstyle. Around the mirror are 4 photos of him with different haircuts.]


I think my favourite hairstyle I’ve ever had was a perm, which is short for permanent wave. As I was getting back into my tractor after getting it, admiring myself in the rear-view mirror, Jojo ran after me.


‘Try not to mess it up,’ she said. ‘Don’t wear a hat.’


‘I thought it was permanent?’ I said.


‘It’s permanent until you squash it,’ she said, then went back inside.


So I didn’t wear a hat for the next week even though it was the coldest February in ten years and I ended up catching a cold.


It was worth it, though. My hair looked great!


Apart from all that, there’s not much else you need to know about me. Except that I’m a TERRIBLE singer. I once did a rap song in a cow shed and all the milk curdled.


Anyway, I’d like to tell you a few stories about what it’s like being a farmer. Like I said, I love my job and my life, and I really hope you enjoy these stories and get an idea of why I love it so much. What I’m really passionate about is telling everyone about farming, about the countryside and about where our food comes from.




Hint: food doesn’t grow on shelves!





[image: A pumpkin, 3 carrots, a cabbage and 3 onions, all looking freshly picked and healthy.]


[image: A tractor parked in a field with trees in the background.]


Our story starts here at home on a bright, cold autumn morning. We were having breakfast (poached eggs on toast) and Alfie was lying down in the living room, staring at his favourite tennis ball. He had to watch it very carefully in case it tried to get away.


‘He loves that ball,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘He just can’t stop staring at it.’


‘Just like you staring at your tractor,’ Taya said.


‘I don’t stare at my tractor,’ I replied.


‘You do,’ Oscar said. ‘You love your tractor.’


‘That’s true,’ I admitted.


‘Maybe you should marry your tractor,’ Taya added. Oscar giggled at this. He was only three and he and his mum were already ganging up on me.


‘I don’t want to marry my tractor,’ I said, patiently. ‘It’s just a machine.’


‘I think you love that machine more than you love your family sometimes,’ Taya said with a grin. Both kids giggled this time. They do like to take the mickey out of me. But they’re right. I do love my tractor. Not more than I love my family, mind, but more than I love chips, or Manchester United, or even poached eggs on toast (just).


I use my tractor for everything. I take my nan shopping in it, I drive it down to the hairdresser, I drive it to my friend Jeremy’s house to explain to him just how much better my tractor is than his.


Anyway, I was about to take another bite of my poached eggs when suddenly there was a huge crash from outside.


‘Oh no!’ I said. ‘What was that?’


‘Maybe the tractor has escaped and run off with the combine harvester,’ Taya suggested.


I pulled on my wellies, and Alfie and I rushed outside to find out what was going on. I had wondered if it was best to leave Alfie behind, since this was not likely to be a pheasant-based problem on account of us not having any pheasants. And unless the noise had been an explosion in a tennis ball factory, Alfie was not going to be much help. But it’s a bit hard to explain this to a Labrador who’s desperate to go outside and get in trouble.
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There are lots of loud noises around farms: roaring engines, clanking machinery, Jeff the Mad Rooster screaming his head off at four in the morning. But this had been more of a SPLINTERING, CRUNCHING sound. I was worried, because it was coming from the direction of the pig pen. Splintering and crunching noises are not good noises. Especially when pigs are involved.


Alfie and I ran around the corner of the barn and skidded to a stop as we saw the problem. The big heavy gate that keeps the pigs in was lying on the ground, all broken. Standing outside the pen, looking very pleased with himself, was Bruce the Boar.


Bruce had somehow managed to get his fat snout underneath the gate and flip it off its hinges. That had been the crunching sound. The splintering came when he tossed it to one side.


[image: Close-up of a large pig’s snout breathing heavily through the nostrils as it forces its way under the bottom of a wooden gate. The hinge breaks as 2 screws fly out from it.]


Now, let me tell you something about pigs. They are big, they are heavy and they are very, very strong. You don’t mess with pigs. Especially boars, who are male pigs and are bigger and stronger than the female sows. Pigs are usually very friendly, but even a friendly pig can be dangerous, especially when they’re the size of Bruce. They might not mean to hurt you, but they can if you’re not careful. I reached out and grabbed Alfie by the collar. Alfie might have tried to ‘fetch’ Bruce, which would not have ended happily for Alfie.


‘How did he break the gate?’ Taya called. She was watching from the upstairs window, the kids peering out on either side of her. Great, now I had an audience.


‘The pen can’t have been strong enough,’ she went on.


‘Of course it was strong enough,’ I said. ‘I built it myself.’


‘So why is it all broken and splintered?’ Taya asked, reasonably. ‘And why is Bruce standing on this side of it?’


‘Look, he’s very big and strong … and sometimes pigs want to break out!’


I don’t usually mind questions. Especially from the children. Like I mentioned, I love telling people about farming and where our food comes from and how everything works. Questions are good. Asking questions shows you’re interested, that you care about the world you live in.


But sometimes it’s not the right time for questions. And this was one of those times. This was pig-herding time! I told Alfie to wait. He’s usually pretty good at doing what he’s told, so he sat down, dropped his tennis ball and watched it intently.




Bruce looked at me.


I looked at Bruce.


I took a step towards him.


He snorted.





[image: In front of the broken pig-pen gate, Kaleb stands with his fists clenched, facing Bruce the Boar and looking determined. Bruce stands firm, glaring back up at him.]


‘Come on, Bruce,’ I said. ‘Let’s get you back into your pen.’ But Bruce did not want to go back in his pen.


He’d had a taste of freedom and he wasn’t going to let it go. As I took another step towards him, he was off, like a fat pink rocket, across the yard, through the open gate into the paddock.


That’s the other thing about pigs – they can run very fast when they want to.


‘What now?’ Taya called.


‘This is a job for the tractor!’ I replied.


If I had my way, every job would be a job for the tractor. I’m never happier than when I’m in my tractor, watching other farmers in the neighbouring fields, seeing the birds wheeling through the blue sky. I might be ploughing a field to break it up ready for planting seeds, or I might be cultivating, or drilling, or harvesting. Tractors are also useful for hammering in fence posts, or laying pipes underground, or pulling trailers around, or a dozen other jobs around the farm.


I’d use my tractor to brush my teeth if I could only find the right attachment.


And now I was going to find out if I could use the tractor to catch a pig. There was plenty of room in the cab for me and Alfie. We climbed up into the cab, then I shut the door, buckled in and went to turn the key in the ignition.


[image: Kaleb looking baffled and shrugging his shoulders with his palms facing up. Above his head, a think bubble contains an image of his missing tractor keys.]


‘Where are my keys?’ I muttered. Alfie whined impatiently. We’ve been through this before. I don’t have a great memory. I always hide my keys somewhere safe around the place (you know, for security?) but I can never remember where they are.


We had to have a bit of a hunt and eventually I found them under a brick in the barn. That’s right, I remembered I’d put them there the night before so no tractor thieves could get them. It must have worked because the tractor was where I left it.


Then we got back in the cab and, with a roar, we were off, racing through the gate in hot pursuit of naughty Bruce.


Our house is surrounded by fields owned by other farmers, and they all have fences, or walls, or hedges around them to keep animals in. Or out. But Bruce didn’t seem to know about that. The fences he broke down, the walls he jumped over, and the hedges he hopped might have not existed for all the good they did. He just ran through them like they weren’t there.




I told you pigs were STRONG.





[image: A fence with a large hole in it, which is the shape of a pig’s head. There are broken planks in front of it and a little rabbit peeks curiously through from the other side.]


We drove across the field and saw a splintered fence with a Bruce-shaped hole in it. Sigh. That was something else I was going to have to fix, as well as the gate to the pen.


We roared towards it, but when I got through the gap in the fence, I stopped the tractor.


Alfie barked excitedly. He could see Bruce lumbering away from us, across the field. He looked at me and whined, wondering why I wasn’t hammering after the boar. But I shook my head. Because Bruce had run right through a field of barley which was very nearly ready for me to harvest.


‘If I chase him across,’ I explained to Alfie. ‘I’ll damage all the plants. And they’re not my plants either!’ It was true. I had planted this field, as it happened. But I didn’t own it. Alfie cocked his head, puzzled. Alfie didn’t care about plants.


‘They’re worth a lot of money!’ I explained. ‘Or they will be, when it’s time to harvest.’ Early autumn is a busy time for farming as that’s when most of the harvesting takes place. It had been wet this year and everything was running late.


I tried to explain all this to Alfie, who was growing increasingly impatient. I’m not sure how much Alfie understands, but it’s good to have someone to talk to when you’re alone in the cab and I’ll talk about farming to anyone who’ll listen.


There are two types of farming. There’s livestock, which is cows and sheep and escaped pigs and that sort of thing. And then there’s arable, which means growing plants like potatoes, grain or fruit. Arable is much easier than livestock. You don’t get potatoes breaking down fences and running off. Barley doesn’t wake you up like a rooster ‘screaming’ at four in the morning. Fruit trees don’t stand on your feet when you’re picking apples. Arable makes the farmer more money too.


You might be wondering why we bother with animals at all. But that’s an easy one to answer. It’s because we love the way of life. And farm animals are an important part of that. They certainly keep things very … interesting!


Alfie whined. He was right – it was time for me to make a decision. Bruce was getting away.


‘We’ll have to go around the margin,’ I said, setting off along the edge of the field.


Alfie barked. I assumed this meant he wanted me to explain what a margin was and I was happy to oblige.


[image: ]


‘Farmers leave a strip on all four sides of a field,’ I explained as we bumped along. ‘We use it to turn our farm vehicles when ploughing and to get all the way around like we’re doing now. But it is also an area where we can grow wildflowers, which are good for insects and birds.’


Alfie seemed satisfied with my explanation and finally we made it around the field to where we’d seen Bruce burst through a hedge. We had to stop and open the gate to get the tractor through, which delayed us even more!


‘We need to try and cut him off before he gets to the woods on top of the hill,’ I said as we roared off again. ‘Once he’s in there, he’ll be very hard to find. And there’s no way I’ll be able to fit the tractor in between the trees.’


I hate it when you can’t use a tractor to do a job.


‘Go, Kaleb, go!’ Alfie barked as I revved the engine. The tractor raced up the hill, but Bruce had a good head start. It was going to be close!


[image: ]


‘Nearly there, nearly there!’ I hissed as we closed in on the boar. He must be tired now, I thought.


I had intended to overtake Bruce and steer him back down the hill, as though the tractor was the world’s biggest sheepdog. But he must have heard us coming up behind, because just as we drew level with him, he put on a burst of speed and shot away from us. I almost thought I could hear him laughing!


‘Speed up!’ Alfie barked. Well, I don’t speak dog, but it was pretty obvious what he was saying.


But it was too late. Bruce burst through the undergrowth straight into the thick woods. I slammed on the brakes and we skidded to a halt just inches away from a big oak tree. He’d escaped.


‘That’s disappointing,’ I said after a few moments.


Alfie whined.


‘At least I know where he is,’ I said. ‘I reckon he’ll hide in there. There are loads of acorns for him to eat. He’s tired and he’s not going anywhere. I can come back on the quad bike after I’ve fed the calves. Easy-peasy, lemon squeezy.’


Alfie looked at me doubtfully.


‘Trust me,’ I said as I turned the tractor around. ‘I know EXACTLY what I’m doing.’


[image: Kaleb drives his tractor away from the woods, with Alfie sat by his side. Behind them, Bruce lies back against a tree, a pile of acorns on his tummy, munching contentedly.]
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