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The contents of this book first appeared in Jeremy Clarkson’s Sunday Times column. Read more about the world according to Clarkson every week in the Sunday Times.
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It’s Ostrich Time
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Yes, it’s all a complete disaster. Last summer was so hot and so dry for so long that the ground was harder than diamond-infused granite. I could have fired a bunker-busting Hellfire missile at it and all I’d have got was a small divot. And by the time we’d had enough rain to make it soft enough to plant our oilseed rape, the flea beetle was so hungry it ate the lot in one sitting.

We were therefore forced to write off the £3,000 we’d spent on seed and instead plant oats. I’m not sure how they’re doing as I’ve never planted them before, but I did notice that when I went to the pub the other night they were all green, and that when I came back an hour or so later they’d become a sort of hearing-aid beige. This meant they’d all died extremely suddenly. Maybe that’s supposed to happen. But not being in the porridge business, I have a horrible feeling it isn’t.

Then there’s the spring barley. It’s never easy to grow that here in the brashy hills of the Cotswolds, but as we need it for our Hawkstone beer we plough on regardless. And this year things are looking extremely challenging.

We had a very cold spring. You may remember. Which meant the barley didn’t get going terribly well. The sheaf things on the top were much smaller than they should have been. And then June was a scorcher. This prompted each of the plants to develop new shoots, which are now taking all the energy that should be going to the important seedy bits. Cheerful Charlie tells me that we are in very real danger of ending up with a crop that will be rejected by the maltsters, and will have to be sold as animal feed for about three pence a tonne. Which, when I think about the cost of the fertiliser I’ve used on it this year, causes my knacker hammock to shrivel and my teeth to move about with worry.

You should be fearful too because we are not the only ones in this boat. Many of my neighbouring farmers are telling me they’re having the exact same problem with their spring barley, which means prices are going to skyrocket. And that’s going to make a pint of lager cost more than a medium-sized hatchback. Doubtless there will be many stories in the newspapers this autumn with everyone moaning about how this is yet another example of ‘the cost of living crisis in the sustainable community for hard-working families’. And everyone will blame Brexit and the Tories and Putin – but the real reason is climate change.

All of which brings me on to wheat. Ever since the days of scythes and tithes, British farmers have grown milling wheat, which is used to make bread. It suited our climate well and everyone was happy.

But now our climate is different and that’s why, three years ago, we started growing durum wheat, which is used to make pasta. Ordinarily, this is what fills the fields in countries such as Italy, India, Pakistan and Turkey. It’s like a British Instagrammer. It likes long, hot summer days. So you’d imagine it would fail spectacularly up here in the Oxfordshire stratosphere.

Well, it hasn’t. If you can get the seeds through the post-Brexit customs at Calais, and the only realistic way of doing that is to ask a young Albanian chap to bring them over the Channel in his Zodiac inflatable, it does well.

We’ve just had, according to some reports, the hottest June ever. Which obviously isn’t true. It was much hotter in the early Eocene era. It was so hot in fact that alligators lived in Alaska. But let’s accept that some people can be prone to a bit of climate change hyperbole and simply accept that June 2023 was lovely and warm. So lovely and warm that our durum wheat has flourished.

And there’s more. In Cornwall one family’s tea-growing business is doing so well that they’ve been able to invest £175,000 in a solar-powered robotic harvesting machine. In Devon a farmer now has 50 acres of walnut and hazelnut trees. And all over southern England there are vineyards producing some surprisingly good wines. I know you’ve read that before and I know you don’t believe it. But try a bottle of Diddly Squat’s sparkling wine – which we get from just down the road – and tell me Moët does it better.

If I were Kaleb Cooper, my young tractor driver who’s just getting going in the world of farming, I wouldn’t be thinking about barley, wheat and oilseed rape. I’d be thinking about oranges and lemons. I’d be planting peach orchards and ostrich enclosures and replacing all my cows with camels.

This, it seems to me, is the most sensible way of approaching climate change. Don’t walk slowly through the richer bits of London and don’t throw orange powder at paintings. And definitely don’t get your teenage children to appear on the world stage, snarling and raging about ‘stolen dreams’. Just adapt.

Do you think when the last Ice Age ended, people continued to sit around in Kent wearing massive yak coats and moaning about how there was no mammoth on the menu? No. They stripped down to a goatskin loincloth and invented bread.

Humans are good at this. You don’t have bosses at Ford saying, ‘No one wants to buy our Model T any more. We’ve had it.’ They progressed. They kept up with the times. And because British Leyland didn’t – they soldiered on with the original Mini for 41 years and the Land Rover Defender for a ridiculous 68 years – they were absorbed into other companies that didn’t have a Birmingham state of mind.

Even animals can progress to suit the conditions. The beak on a gang-gang cockatoo is used to shed excess heat from its body, and it’s now 10 per cent bigger than it was a hundred or so years ago. Meanwhile in the Turks and Caicos Islands, iguanas have developed smaller back legs so that when an all-too-frequent hurricane arrives, they can cling to a tree with their front legs and simply flap about like a flag. Farmers can learn much from this.

And so can coral. Sir Attenborough is forever telling us that the waters off various idyllic islands in the Indian Ocean and the Caribbean are becoming too warm and that these tiny little sea creatures are becoming bleached and useless. Yeah, well, I’m sorry but the solution to that is: move to where the water isn’t so hot. The Humber estuary perhaps. I know Hull is no match for the Maldives but it’s better than being extinct.

That’s why I’m abandoning the strips of land I’ve planted to bring back the turtle dove. It has now moved somewhere else and there’s nothing I could, or even should, do about that. Instead I’m going to try to attract the birds that will find the new British weather to their taste. Lilac-breasted rollers. Wilson’s bird of paradise. Parrots. That kind of thing.




Chipping Tikka Masala
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When I moved to the Cotswolds 25 years ago, visitors from London would be genuinely surprised when they pressed a light switch and the rural darkness was vanquished. ‘You have electricity,’ they’d exclaim in amazement. Yes. And if you turn that tap, drinking water will arrive.

But they’d then point out that they couldn’t possibly live here among the mud and the crow-scarers because there were no decent restaurants in the area. On this they had a point. There were a few – some, aimed at the anniversary and birthday party customer, that did scampi in a basket with a lemon wedge and a sprinkling of cress, which they called garnish. And others that catered for the elderly by bringing the vegetables to the boil when you made your reservation.

But then, about 15 years ago, everything changed. A young couple bought a pub called the Kingham Plough and started to make stuff that you’d actually want to put in your mouth. The chef had trained at Heston’s Fat Duck, the boisterous Sunday lunches were tremendous and pretty soon it had a Michelin Bib Gourmand.

The Kingham Plough was a great success. So great that other people started buying pubs and employing chefs to make shepherd’s pie and deep-fried haddock and tasty burgers. And when people from London noticed they could have water that didn’t have bits in it, and light that didn’t come from a candle, and decent food, they started to up sticks and actually move here. And many of them decided to herald their arrival by buying a pub as well.

Today there are so many, I could light a party lantern and no matter which way the wind was blowing I could be virtually certain it would land on a thatched pub and set it on fire. Within ten miles of my farm there are also three private members’ establishments that put a sticker on your phone’s camera lens when you arrive and ferry you around in hideous golf carts. And that’s not counting Soho Farmhouse. Or ‘C***lins’, as the locals call it.

I don’t bother with the clubs, though. I don’t need a ‘taste of the Cotswolds’ – I live here. But I do bother, a lot, with the pubs. And today there are at least a dozen very excellent places where I can bang my head on the beams, have a pint of very excellent beer (mine) and a shepherd’s pie. Or a deep-fried haddock. Or a tasty burger.

Last weekend, a new one opened in Charlbury. It’s called the Bull, it’s being run by a guy whose hospitality skills took New York by storm and now, even though his beer is awful (it’s not mine), he’s offering excellent roasted mushrooms (which are mine) in his idyllic garden to an army of wide-eyed ex-Londoners.

I was there last weekend, and, having scanned the beer garden, one of my friends noticed that it housed a higher concentration of people from Notting Hill than Notting Hill. And in a few weeks Carole Bamford of Daylesford fame will open a pub called the Bell (which will serve my beer) right next door.

People now are saying that the Cotswolds have become to London what the Hamptons are to New York. But they’re way beyond that. For 40 weeks of the year the Hamptons are monochromatic and horrid and shut, whereas the Cotswolds are year-round. Pub gardens full of rosé and laughter in the summer; pub fires and shepherd’s pie and shotguns in the winter.

As a local, I have to say this is all very tremendous, but soon I fear it will get to the point where these excellent pubs will run out of rich people to eat in them. Yup, pretty soon there will be a tosser shortage in north Oxfordshire, and more will be needed to keep the chefs busy. We may need to start advertising in the Evening Standard or, better still, Campaign: ‘Tossers wanted in OX7. And please bring your children so they can be waiters.’

And then we’ll have to get on to the local council and ask it to stop carpet-bombing the area with affordable housing and start throwing up some tosser housing: mansions with swimming pools and tennis courts and helicopter landing pads.

For now, though, the Cotswolds would appear to be perfect. The countryside is not spectacular, like in Yorkshire, but, my God, it’s pretty. And it’s full of agreeable parents in agreeable trousers chewing the fat with their friends under the cedar tree in the garden while their children pass the time by taking ketamine and mating. And then there are the to-die-for villages with their wisteria and their low-beamed cottages and their pubs selling shepherd’s pie and deep-fried haddock and tasty burgers.

But one thing is missing. Diversity. I’m not saying there should be a migration centre here for displaced Syrians or a fancy new mosque, but I wouldn’t say no to a Chinese restaurant. Or a Japanese sushi joint. Anything that could give me a break from the traditional English fayre you get in the pubs.

In any town or city, people have a massive choice when it comes to eating out. You can eat Iranian or Italian or Brazilian. And after you’ve tried them all, you can start on the restaurants that do fusion food – Peruvian cooking with a Mongolian twist. Guinea pig in yak’s milk, anyone?

This, then, is my plea this morning. Are there any people who run properly good Indian restaurants in London – I’m talking mainly to the guys at the Durbar in Hereford Road – who fancy setting up shop in the Cotswolds? Because, while we’re good for shepherd’s pie and tasty burgers, there comes a time in the working week when a decent chicken madras would really hit the spot.
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Global Warming’s Day Off
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I just tuned into Instagram and there was Adam Henson from Countryfile telling us, I thought rather smugly, that his Maris Otter barley has passed all the tests and will now be sent off to the maltsters before being turned into a beer that he has decided to launch. No clue where he got that idea from.

Well, bully for you, Adam, because my barley has not passed all the tests. So it will not be going to the maltsters and it will not end up in your next pint of Hawkstone. Instead it’ll end up in a pig.

It’s pretty much the same story with my wheat. Three years ago I decided that rather than sit around moaning about global warming, I’d grow a variety that likes warm weather. I therefore imported some durum wheat from Italy and sat back to watch the spaghetti growing.

Great. Except that this year there was no global warming. The spring was ridiculously cold and throughout July and August the drizzle stopped only to make way for much heavier spells of rain. And the upshot of that is: it hasn’t passed muster either, so it too will end up in a pig.

We will have some very healthy pigs, that’s for sure. And then they are likely to stay very healthy because it has just been announced that our local abattoir is going to become sustainable eco-housing for hard-working young families in the community. The only option I
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