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I wasn’t born in the country, but we moved to Saffron Walden when I was three. I grew up in what had once been a cricket pavilion, which my dad converted into a great little house surrounded by 2½ acres of meadow. As a toddler I pottered around the great outdoors. I loved animals from the very beginning and used to keep scores of them like some Essex version of Gerald Durrell. I had spiders and insects and ferrets and rabbits – I even converted the carport into an aviary.

The fields were even better, a never-ending source of interesting bugs and insects. My best friend had a smallholding – I saw my first lamb being born when I was 13 and the memory has stayed with me to this day – it was named Buttons! Later, I worked in a wildlife park in Widdinton, first as an assistant and then helping run the butterfly house. Attached to this was a working farm and it was that that kindled a real interest in farming.

But I buried that fascination for a while by heading off to do a zoology degree and then on to read for a doctorate in entomology. By the time I was in my mid-twenties I found myself teaching in Coventry and running the university insect lab. I was reasonably successful and broadly content, but something was missing.

What next?

It was 11 September 2001 that changed everything. I was staring down a microscope, counting flies, when the planes went into the Twin Towers. That event suddenly brought everything into perspective. I thought, what would happen if some calamity befell me? What if a car skidded off the road, if I was in a plane crash, or a scaffolding pipe fell onto me from a building as I was passing? What would my life mean? Would I just be a guy who one moment was counting flies and the next wasn’t there any more? When people asked what I’d done with my life, would friends say, ‘Jim? Oh, he counted flies’?

I had always had a deep-rooted respect for farmers. A lot of people just see a grumpy bloke in a flat cap complaining about the weather, but actually they are genuine wizards – the real Harry Potters and Dumbledores of today. They take an empty patch of ground and a few months later they’ve got the food we all rely on. You can’t have a bank manager, computer programmer or politician without the farmer who produces the food we all need to survive. They’ve got rare skills, ones which we all rely on, and I can’t bear the idea of losing this traditional knowledge.
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A future in farming?

So when I was looking around for something to do with my life, it seemed natural to turn to food production. My problem – and in some ways my great advantage – was that I had no farming background. This meant there was no father to turn to for help and no tractor to borrow, but it also meant I wasn’t loaded down with years of doing things in a particular way and selling through the age-old channels of livestock markets and wholesale butchers. Instead I was free to experiment and make mistakes – and boy did I make some mistakes – and I could come at things from a fresh angle.

I knew there was no point in producing food without a market. I had no interest in growing and rearing things just as a self-indulgent hobby. In the end the only way you know you’re doing a good job is if other people are prepared to pay for what you’ve produced.Our farm is very small in East Anglian terms, so it was clear I had to develop something unique, something that wasn’t already out there. For my dreams to work, I knew I had to have a market.

I started by going to a lot of farmers’ markets and then to Borough Market in London. All these are full of great producers with brilliant produce and really fantastic ideas. I looked at their stalls and I asked a lot of questions. To this day I am really grateful for the generous and incredibly helpful advice I got from countless producers who had much better things to do than answer my naive questions.

Pigs quickly struck me as ideal for what I wanted to do. They have large litters compared with sheep or cattle. In other words, each sow will produce at least eight piglets (we aim for ten in a litter), twice a year. A cow or sheep, on the other hand, will only manage one, or possibly two, young in the same period. Better still, you can keep them on very rough land, so it meant I didn’t need a lot of expensive prime land. Pigs also mature quickly and are ready for slaughter at six months or so (it’s at least two years with a beef animal). But, most important of all, they produce a fantastic meat which has a ready market in Britain. We just love our pork, bacon, ham and – of course – sausages.

Picking the perfect spot

I then started to look around for a farm. From the outset I knew that location would be critical. Someone once told me that it is really important to count the chimney pots that are visible from the farm – each one represents potential customers. I found the ideal location just south of Ipswich. It was an old farm in a poor state of repair with a few near-derelict barns, a stream or two and 100 acres of fairly rough pasture – the perfect place to rear pigs.

From the outset my pigs were always going to be reared outdoors. They like it and it’s more natural for a start, but there are good practical reasons too. There’s very little mucking out and they graze much more than people realise. This means they find a fair amount of their own food. They are also good at turning over rough ground. Admittedly, this does encourage thistles and docks, but you can get round that by ploughing and planting with crops or reseeding with grass.

Getting going

Once I had signed the lease on the farm, I started knocking things into shape. I began by putting up some rough-and-ready electric fencing. My first arks (movable runs) were no more than rudimentary straw bales with a waterproof top.

It was tough at first, but at least I always knew that to make a living I would have to add value in every conceivable way I could. Even the biggest pig farmers live on a financial roller coaster. Unlike cattle or sheep, there are no subsidies for pigs and the industry goes through regular booms and busts. If the biggest farmers were regularly going bankrupt, I knew I had to do something more than just produce pork – quality would be key. It was also vital to take control of as much of the journey from field to plate as possible. So while my first pigs were putting on weight in their paddock, I built a butchery out of old fridge panels inside one of the tractor sheds. It was crude, but the panels were virtually free and easy to wipe down and sterilise.

There is nothing wrong with modern commercial breeds of pigs – after all, they produce 99 per cent of the pork and bacon we eat in Britain today – but I wanted something extra special both in taste and texture.

It always strikes me as ironic that every major town has galleries and museums dedicated to preserving our artistic and cultural heritage, yet it’s left up to a handful of unpaid enthusiasts to save our traditional breeds. These animals are the living embodiment of our agricultural past, and if they die out, that’s it: they take their unique qualities and genes with them.

So I decided to buy up as many of the traditional East Anglian pig breed – the saddleback – as I could afford and establish my own herd. I consciously scoured the area looking for the last specimens from the old Essex lines and slowly I began to select some of the best gilts to build up our own breeding herd. Later I added other rare breeds – Tamworths, Berkshires and Gloucester Old Spots – each of which has its own particular virtues.

It was a good move. There’s great character in their meat. It has denser muscle fibre and more fat for cooking, which makes it, in my mind, better meat, and therefore it’s a more exciting eating experience too. Commercial pork has less resistance when chewed and the lack of fat means it has less flavour than its traditional cousins.

In the beginning it was just me and the butcher – and he doubled up as stockman when I was out at the markets. He was an ex-student of mine who, when he started, could just about remember how to cut things up, so he did all the butchery while I did the bacon – at least I did the bacon when I wasn’t at one of the five various farmers’ markets I was attending every week.
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This was incredibly time-consuming, but looking back I know it was also vital. I just had to do the selling because I am convinced the best salesman is the person who truly understands the product. That generally means the farmer or the person who’s turned it into something special and delicious. The other great benefit is that you get feedback. This is priceless for any producer; it’s a chance to ask your customers what they like and what they don’t like about your product. And then you take it on from there – what else do they like? What else would they like to see on your counter? It’s a brilliant way to gather free and vital market research (no pun intended).

All the same, I slowly realised I couldn’t do everything, so after a couple of years we started to employ a stockman. In fact, I think taking on too much is one of the biggest mistakes almost everyone makes when starting out with farming. They plant too much and then don’t have enough time to water or weed it. Or they buy too much stock, forgetting that as it grows, so will its appetite and it will need ever-increasing amounts of expensive food, or more and more space.

Building the business

We decided to open the shop because we figured that there was always someone here anyway, so we might as well sell to anyone who turned up. When we had the official opening and we took £1,500 in a day I felt as if I’d won the Lottery. Naturally that dropped off a bit, but the important thing was that now people were coming to us rather than me spending a huge amount of time, money and fuel driving to farmers’ markets all over East Anglia.

The next step was a natural one. When customers arrived to buy their sausages and pork, they were obviously keen to see the pigs. Once they’d seen the saddlebacks they wanted to compare them with the other rare breeds, so slowly we found the paddocks nearest the shop were turning into an animal trail. So I went out and bought a few rare breeds of sheep, cattle and poultry to make it more interesting, and then we got some rabbits and guinea pigs, a few ferrets, goats and a couple of rheas for the children.

We then turned one of the sties closest to the farm into a herb garden, and as people began to linger around it we put in a few bales for people to sit on and I got a cheap barbeque and cooked sausages. Most recently, I added something I had always dreamed of – a butterfly house. This is a polytunnel which is packed with exotic plants like bananas and ginger. It is full of the most beautiful tropical butterflies which fly around the visitors as they walk through. Next I want to turn the adjoining paddock into a haven for British butterflies by encouraging wildflowers and food plants for the caterpillars.
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All the way, as we slowly built up the business, we kept reinvesting every penny of profit. When I started I was so naive. In a way this was a good thing – it meant I went to see the bank manager full of confidence rather than weighed down with realistic predictions of what I’d actually be earning. My first business plans were all looking ahead at sales and they failed to take into account some of the elementary running costs. There is an accountancy saying: ‘Profit is sanity, turnover is vanity’ – but that’s the trap most people fall into in their first couple of years of trading. They are thinking about the money coming into the cash tills and forgetting about the way money trickles out of the account day to day.

I carried on making mistakes, of course. For example, at the outset the online business was a mess. I muddled up the first two orders and sent each to the wrong address. Soon after we lost over £1,000 of produce when stock got delayed in transit, and while the courier will reimburse you for the carriage they don’t cover perishable goods.

Looking back – and ahead

The whole journey from first arriving at the farm through the building up of the business has been great fun, with a lot of laughs. For example, just after we started the online business I was told the Prince of Wales had ordered 15kg of sausages. I was absolutely delighted. I thought he’d heard of the fantastic quality of my sausages and I had visions of ‘By Royal Appointment’ – can you imagine my disappointment when it turned out the Prince of Wales was the pub down the road?

I am still learning. No sooner do you get one new project running than fresh problems arise. No business is immune to the activities of the general economic climate, and this is certainly true of food production. A recession is a real test of a nation’s food culture. One of the first things people cut back on is the quality of their ingredients. As a result takings at our weekly farmers’ market have dived recently. At first this comes as a blow, but once I’d absorbed it I realised it could have advantages too. After all, it applies all the way up the food chain and actually the products that will really suffer are those at the top of the chain. My sausages are high-quality and not cheap as sausages go, but they are still very affordable. In other words, I reckon that if people are cutting back on fillet steak, then they are the perfect customers for a premium sausage instead. There’s still a future in farming.
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CHAPTER ONE
 PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS
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BEFORE YOU BEGIN...




There is an intrinsic romance about farming. Perhaps it’s something buried deep in our DNA, a long-lost urge to follow in the footsteps of our hunter-gatherer ancestors, but it seems as if almost everyone hankers after producing their own food.

This dream is very much alive today, and every year hundreds of thousands of people take their first tentative steps towards setting up their very own version of The Good Life by growing their first vegetables, collecting their first back-garden egg or tentatively bottling their first jam.

A few go further, ‘seizing the day’ to desert conventional nine-to-five urban life and set up in some rural idyll. Whatever route most appeals to you, the most important thing is to start by making some broad decisions; in particular, is this going to be a hobby or a career? If the latter, perhaps you should start in your spare time and then launch into it once you have learned the inevitable hard lessons and built up some experience.

Then there’s the issue of what you are going to target: food or non-food, growing plants or rearing livestock? To make this work you need to enjoy this new venture, as you will probably need to put lots of time and effort into it, so it’s fine to let your heart rule at the very outset. If you love working with animals but hate watering and weeding, then market gardening is probably not for you, but poultry or pigs could be the answer. If you love animals and are likely to build up bonds with them, then perhaps non-lethal farming – such as eggs or specialist wools – might be less emotional than rearing for meat.

As a part of considering what it is that you are trying to achieve, you need to decide whether you want to produce just a little homegrown food to supplement your shopping or if you have grander dreams of being self-sufficient. Simply growing a few courgettes or gathering half a dozen eggs from your back-garden hens can be immensely satisfying; there is nothing like the warm glow of putting a home-produced meal in front of friends or family.

If you have bigger ideas and hope to sell your produce, you should decide whether you need to earn a living or if a little pocket money is enough. In either case, it’s important to keep an open mind as you look at the possibilities. Remember – your ideas have to fit the market, not the other way round.

Let us assume that you do have a broad idea of what you want to do; the next step is to plan where you intend to do it. The budget you have available is clearly critical to the scale of your venture, but it is also often more flexible than you might think. Many small-scale schemes are perfectly feasible in cities, while other, grander ideas might require you to look further afield. Varying property prices across Britain mean that many homeowners do have the option of selling up their smaller space in the city and for similar money buying something much larger in the country.

For now, let’s start at the beginning and see how best to turn the dream into a reality. If the whole idea of farming is new to you, it might be best to start small and gain that all-important experience before you commit to what will inevitably be a major life change.
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Harvesting from the tiniest spaces
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Just because you dream of a kitchen stuffed with home-grown produce doesn’t mean you have to sell up your city pad and move out into the countryside; it is perfectly possible to produce some food in the very smallest of spaces.

You can produce crops on windowsills, balconies or in hanging baskets, or you can even grow mushrooms and sprouting beans in cellars, under the stairs or beneath the kitchen sink, for example. Just two or three window boxes will provide all the fresh herbs most families will eat. If you have a balcony or a flat roof you could cultivate a more substantial amount of vegetables and fruit in growbags or tubs.

Another possibility that is often overlooked is house plants; instead of a yucca, for example, while not try growing a chilli plant? These are usually treated as annuals by most gardening books, but in their native tropics they are perennial shrubs – and most are very attractive too, particularly when festooned with colourful fruits.
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There is a huge amount of fun to be had in the kitchen with your harvest, and some of your produce could be turned to profit (it can often break even on the smallest scale). Markets, roadside stalls and pick-your-own farms are full of perishable crops, and in autumn and winter there is always a glut of game which can be turned into delicious pâtés and casseroles. If you buy seasonally and think creatively, you can cash in a glut of fruit or vegetables to make mountains of jams, chutneys and puddings for the price of a few bottles of vinegar, oil and spices, or a little sugar, butter and flour.
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Don’t forget that even a gardenless homeowner is a landowner on one level. Roadside verges, parks, canal towpaths and footpath hedges are effectively public property, so anyone can gather seasonal buckets of berries, nuts and edible fungi. Many of these are not only far superior in taste and quality to anything you can cultivate yourself, but are potentially expensive delicacies too – such as hop shoots, bilberries (myrtilles to the French) and porcini mushrooms.

Surprisingly, even keeping livestock is still an option in a very small space – albeit not inside your home. For instance, you don’t need land to be a beekeeper. Cities and towns are great foraging grounds for these industrious little insects because other people’s gardens and parks are full of flowers and blossom for most of the spring and summer. As a result London now boasts hundreds of rooftop hives. The workers quietly buzz in and out, usually completely unbeknownst to the neighbours, producing hundreds of kilos of honey for very little human effort.

Once you have a bit of experience under your belt you can then branch out and try beekeeping at a distance, and you may find that you are able to produce honey with no land – or even roof – at all. Most farmers will willingly fence off a corner of one of their fields in return for free pollination of their crops. Indeed, many fruit growers will actually pay beekeepers to move hives into their orchards in spring.
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Back-garden productivity
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If you’re lucky enough to have a garden, your productivity has just increased significantly – with a little careful planning you can grow a great deal of food on even the smallest patio.

The 1970s sit-com, The Good Life, might have poked fun at the niceties of middle-class suburbia, but the truth is you can genuinely produce most of a family’s food needs in a moderately sized garden. Indeed, you can do a great deal if you are imaginative, do your research into each plant or variety’s requirements and target your efforts intelligently.

Among the first considerations – and this actually applies to all growing and rearing – are the local weather conditions, soil type and situation. The first two will have a huge bearing on what crops will grow well and may have implications for livestock too. The last is often overlooked, but is equally important. For example, if you have a large, south-facing wall in a sheltered garden you can grow some surprisingly delicate plants – espalier apricots and cherries, for example, or even grapes.

This also often applies to apparently soil-less patios. These may have originally been designed as suntraps for humans, but plants love the same conditions, particularly because paving stones soak up heat during the day and then slowly release it at night, rather like a sort of solar-powered night storage heater. This means tubs or raised beds situated here can be extremely productive.

Growbags, too, are good as temporary ‘beds’ for plants. They are cheaply available from supermarkets and garden centres and take up only a little space. You can extend the usage of these over a longer growing season, too, thereby increasing the plants’ output, by covering them with a transparent plastic tent to make a ‘micro-greenhouse’.

There is plenty you can do in the smallest garden, although you will need to do a bit more planning in order to maximise your output. Potatoes will crop heavily in an old dustbin or even a strong plastic sack filled with compost, while herbs, strawberries and tomatoes thrive in tub planters. There is much to be said for these because, unlike conventional beds, they are relatively weed-free, meaning they can be very productive in a small space with very little maintenance.
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It goes without saying that the bigger the garden the more flexibility you have. In larger gardens it may even be possible to keep smaller breeds of sheep, such as Soays, or perhaps goats (but these will devastate vegetable patches or flower borders unless strictly controlled). Pigs can also be just about possible, but all of these bigger creatures can cause noise and smell problems, so there may be local restrictions on keeping such animals. Before you go out and buy animals, the best advice is to check first with your neighbours, trading standards and environmental health departments and establish if there are any objections to you keeping livestock.
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Bountiful beds and borders

Vegetable beds have more modest space requirements; three or four beds (preferably raised, to increase soil temperature and ease of access) will supply enough vegetables to feed a family for most of the year, with occasional surpluses that can be sold or processed into jams, pickles and chutneys. Productive raised beds can also be made to look good or simply blend into your garden when planted up with striking vegetables such as globe artichokes, colourful chards or purple basil, thus giving you the double whammy of an attractive garden feature as well as providing delicious food.

The options become greater still if you add a moderately sized greenhouse – let alone the possibilities of a polytunnel. These will not only greatly extend the growing season of your crops but will also allow you to raise your own seedlings. By starting plants off in this way you can maximise the output from your vegetable beds, because as soon as you harvest one crop you can transplant young plants to replace them, rather than having to start from seed all over again and thereby losing precious weeks of harvesting time. As well as shortening the gaps between cropping, this ‘successional planting’ also keeps the soil at least partially covered and shaded all the time, preventing weed invasions and reducing your weeding work. It also allows you to have young plants ready to go into the ground as soon as the frosts have passed, meaning you can get ahead of the game because the plants will be ready to crop sooner.

Urban livestock

If you have set your heart on having an animal or two, keeping rabbits and chickens is certainly possible, even in a modest garden. These animals will live inexpensively on kitchen and garden scraps, producing eggs and meat. Also, provided their rich manure is properly rotted down (see ‘composting’, pp.66–7), they can provide a valuable fertiliser for your plants, reducing your expensive imports from the garden centre.

Rabbits and chickens have modest space requirements and are very happy in a movable ark with a run that you can shift across the lawn. It can be even nicer to allow the chickens to range freely, feeding on insect pests in the vegetable patch. Bantams (which are just miniature hens) are generally content to restrict themselves to creepy crawlies, but the bigger hens can develop a taste for your crops, so keep a wary eye on them. All chickens are descended from jungle fowl, which live in family groups, so the domesticated birds are happiest in small groups of hens with one or two cockerels. The last will crow, however, which can be charming for the owner, but neighbours may be less enthusiastic in mid-summer when the noise begins at dawn.

Another downside is that both rabbits and hens are magnets for foxes. In the countryside persecution means these predators are wary and generally nocturnal, but urban foxes have lost their fear and can be remarkably bold – they are quite happy to seize your pets in broad daylight under your very nose. This
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