
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			Title

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Copyright

			Copyright © 2018 Helen Browning and Tim Finney

			The right of Helen Browning and Tim Finney to be identified as the Authors of the Work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

			Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

			First published as an Ebook in Great Britain by Wildfire, an imprint of Headline Publishing Group, in 2018

			All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

			Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

			Cover design by Patrick Insole

			Illustrations by Quinton Winter

			Maps by Jeff Edwards

			eISBN: 978 1 4722 5806 9

			HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			An Hachette UK Company

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			www.headline.co.uk

			www.hachette.co.uk

		

	
		
			Contents

			Title

			Copyright

			About the Authors

			Praise for Pig and Helen Browning

			About the Book

			Dedication

			Maps

			An Introductory Note

			1. The Twelve Days of Christmas

			2. To Meat or Not to Meat

			3. It Began Like This

			4. A Week with the Soil Association

			5. Survival Tactics

			6. A Death in the Family

			7. My, How You Have Grown!

			8. Paternity Leave: An Excerpt from Tim’s Diary

			9. In Praise of Trees

			10. The Drugs Don’t Work

			11. The Beast from the East

			12. A Minister Calls

			13. Sex and the Pig City

			14. How Much Land Does a Man Need?

			15. Rain, Rain, Go Away 

			16. High Pressure

			17. May Day

			18. Sunshine and Shadows

			19. Make Hay While the Sun Shines 

			20. A Day at the Races

			21. Summer Solstice

			Epilogue

			Acknowledgements

			Join the Soil Association and come to meet the pigs!

		

	
		
			About the Authors

			Helen Browning runs Eastbrook Farm in Wiltshire, home to her beloved pig herd and many other animals, as well as the Helen Browning’s Organic brand. Since 2011 she has also been Chief Executive of the Soil Association, a charity which campaigns for a more humane, healthy and organic future for farming and food.

			Tim Finney grew up in Bradford and studied Agricultural Economics at Aberdeen University. He was an editor and presenter for BBC Radio 4’s farming and environment programmes, before joining Helen Browning’s businesses in 1995. Today, he runs the Royal Oak – Eastbrook Farm’s dining pub – and Helen Browning’s Chop House in Swindon. He lives with Helen Browning, much to his (and her) surprise.

		

	
		
			Praise for Pig and Helen Browning

			‘Helen Browning has that rare combination of a being a highly successful, hard-headed farmer with real emotional intelligence and a burning commitment to the sustainable health of our environment and the food we produce as well as the ability to express all these things in beautifully crafted language. Anyone who has any interest in what we eat, how we produce it or how we should manage the landscape for our children should read this book’ Monty Don, author of Nigel: My Family and Other Dogs

			‘I can think of no-one better equipped to tell it how it is. A lifetime tenant farmer and an organic pioneer who needed to make her farm profitable.  A campaigner for the values of this farming method – not as a niche market but as a vital means of farming in a sustainable way for all our benefits – is not a preacher but a practician. This makes her story invaluable’ Jonathan Dimbleby, author of The Battle of the Atlantic

			‘Fascinating’ Prue Leith, author of Leiths Cookery Bible

			‘Entrepreneur, mother, farmer, idealist: Helen Browning is the best of modern heroes. Pig is full of brilliant, vivid and eye-opening detail about the realities and hard work of a modern organic farmer’s life, but more than that it is a book about Helen’s championing of values – her care for the animals she raises and for the land on which she farms, for her own family’s wellbeing and their future, the natural networks of which they are a part, the political world in which all this operates and the welfare of the customers who will eat the food she grows. What deeper or richer engagement could there be with what matters in life?’ Adam Nicolson, author of The Seabird’s Cry and winner of the Wainwright Prize 2018

		

	
		
			About the Book

			p i g

			tales from an 

			organic farm

			A magical account of the lives of pigs, from one of the UK’s most influential organic farmers

			What is it about the humble pig that holds such a special place in our hearts?

			In a frosty field on the longest night of the year, eight piglets snuffle their first breath, and jostle close to their mother to feed . . .

			Over the six months that follow, Helen Browning and her partner Tim Finney follow their adventures to show how piglets become the mischievous, competitive, intelligent and inventive characters that we know them to be. In doing so, they demonstrate why it is so crucial that the welfare of our farm animals – and equally, the way we manage our countryside – takes centre stage in the contemporary discussions around food, climate change and the loss of wildlife. 

			Lyrically told and drawing on a lifetime’s worth of knowledge, this is a timely and entrancing exploration of our relationship with farm animals, with nature, and with life itself.
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			An Introductory Note

			Pigs are everywhere in our culture: in cartoons, in language, in cutesy films. We are entranced by them, disgusted by them, we campaign to give them a better life while tucking into a bacon sandwich without too much thought about the origins of the pig that provided it.

			Why do so many of us feel drawn to pigs? Perhaps because they are like us in many, though by no means all, ways. We are physiologically similar, so much so that humans are designing pigs to be used for organ transplants. They are omnivores, and unlike prey animals, they express themselves fairly clearly. A pig lets you know if it’s distressed, while a cow will suffer in silence. They are comical; this may be a derogatory term to some, but there’s no denying it. The many, many visitors we take to see the pigs, almost without exception, find them amusing, enchanting and a little unnerving. They do look you in the eye, at the same time as dismantling your footwear. They are curious, inventive and independent.

			They are unlike us in that they cannot sweat, so they need to wallow in water or mud when the temperature gets above 18°C or 20°C. Hence their reputation for dirtiness, I guess, but where the saying ‘sweat like a pig’ comes from, I have no idea; not from someone who knew anything about them. Their noses are ultra-strong and sensitive, and their sense of smell is so much more acute than ours – hence their use as truffle hunters. Given the need they have to experience the world through their noses and mouths, it seems an especial crime against pigs to prevent them from this basic requirement by housing them in barren concrete pens, or putting rings through their noses.

			Humans have lived with pigs for thousands of years, notably in Asia. For the vast majority of that time, it has been a symbiotic relationship. We have fed them our waste and protected them from many of the challenges they would face in the wild, while they have provided delicious meat, well suited to preserving with salt for winter fare. Until 80 years ago, most rural households would have had a pig or two, and the autumn slaughtering, while grim from our sanitized perspective today, was a moment of community and celebration.

			The breeds of pigs we have now, and worry about losing, are all a result of fairly recent human interference. The origins of many of our breeds are obscure, but most came into being in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, with many of the breed societies being formed only in the early twentieth century. The Essex and Wessex Saddleback societies started in the 1920s and amalgamated the breeds into one – the British Saddleback, the breed we keep here at Eastbrook – in 1967. Since then, the pig world has changed very fast, with intensive, large-scale indoor units becoming the norm, and the traditional breeds and systems very quickly became rarities.

			I have been an organic farmer all my life, and pigs have been a big part of my farming career. I have never done what we are about to do now, however, which is to closely observe one particular group throughout their lives, to get to know them more intimately, and to record this faithfully. It feels quite an adventure, possibly an uncomfortable one at times. Like most farmers, I guess I protect myself emotionally with a degree of detachment from seeing the majority of our animals as individuals, though there are always some that stand out from the crowd, whilst also campaigning vigorously for a better life for pigs generally. My rural and farming upbringing has engendered a pragmatic perspective on the cycles of living and dying, and our part in that as farmers. I am aware that this matter-of-factness can be a little daunting for some, as can be our mutual sense of mischief. A degree of gallows humour is a pre-requisite for survival at times, and so far, we are survivors. I sense, though, that some huge challenges lie ahead for farmers and rural businesses. 

			This is not the definitive book of the pig. It is the story of a group of pigs on my farm, from birth to death. It is the story of a rural business created to allow us to keep pigs as we feel they should be kept, and some of the twists and turns of that seemingly impossible task. It is an exploration of our relationship with farmed animals, with nature, with each other, with life and death.

			I write this at a moment of change, with the next generation starting to take the reins on the farm. And change in the wider world too, as the UK prepares to leave the EU, and the security blanket – or straightjacket, for it has been both – that our membership has provided for farmers over the last 40 years. What lies ahead is uncertain. This is a pivotal period, one that future generations will judge us by. There is a very short window of time to avoid the worst of the climate-change disaster that we are wreaking on ourselves, and we have already triggered the sixth mass extinction of other species. And it’s not as if we are enjoying the fruits of our destruction; we are stressed, overweight and fearful.

			For many years, I have been a member (and for over a decade the Chair) of the Food Ethics Council, a small charity that demands powerful thinking on how we put values centre stage in the food system. The fundamental question they ask – a question that I have asked myself repeatedly in my work as a farmer – is ‘What should we do, all things considered?’ I hope my book can be a useful contribution to this eternal question.

			Helen Browning

			September 2018

		

	
		
			1

			1. The Twelve Days of Christmas

			21 December 

			It is the shortest day. The ground stiffens as dusk descends on the winter solstice. Silence, but for the hum of wings as a cloud of starlings wheels and then streams like smoke towards the hill. The year closes in upon itself: dark reflection, a suspended moment. There is still some movement in the field, however. Renegade piglets returning home after bedtime, bigger ones grabbing a last snack from the feeders before the long night ahead. A restless young sow continues to carry grass and straw to the nest she is building, even though she feels the milk heavy in her udder, and rumbling spasms starting. Finally she is satisfied with her bower, and eases herself down, cumbersome and grunting, back to the open door to block the way.

			By midnight, the first piglet is born. Shocked by sudden cold and silence, she lies stunned for a moment, snuffling first breaths, then miraculous instinct prompts the scrabbling towards milk. The sow’s legs are in the way, twitching as another piglet begins the pressured dive. Straw sticks to mucus, shaking limbs, heart fluttering fast, the desperate groping towards salvation. Blind persistence rewarded, the teat is grasped, so that within 20 minutes of undocking from the placenta that has sustained life until now, she is reattached to the sow. The rich first milk, the antibody-filled colostrum, flows freely.

			Ten minutes later, competition arrives, and long before dawn, eight piglets are lined up on the udder, feeding and sleeping, feeding and sleeping. One last push and the placenta is expelled, steaming briefly. The sow carefully shuffles and stands; she needs to drink, and to pee. The piglets heap up together for warmth, silky little devils with their long faces and soft skin over bone. Mum is back soon, nosing them away from the bowl of her nest so that she can very carefully lie down again. This first return to the nest is a high-risk moment. The piglets are weak and huddling, so easy to tread on or squash. They squeal quietly, she grunts and totters and presents her teats again, as she will do repeatedly over the coming weeks.

			Before first light, the sound of a tractor rouses pregnant sows elsewhere in the field. Breakfast is on its way. They have to wait, however, as David, the head pigman, checks the farrowing sows to see what the night has brought. Two bundles of piglets, all alive, one Saddleback litter of 13 and our Large White cross batch of eight. He brings feed, though the sows haven’t got much appetite yet, and checks the piglets over while their mothers are rather apathetically eating.

			He selects the two largest piglets, a boar and a gilt from the Saddleback litter, holding them close to stop them squealing, and slips them into the mound of white piglets in the adjacent arc. A strong sow can just about feed 13, but it takes its toll, both on Mum and the babies. Litters of ten or 11 should ensure that they all get plenty of milk and grow evenly. The sows seem oblivious. Unlike cows and sheep, they will accept other piglets readily if introduced soon after birth; maybe they can’t count beyond five.

			The sows are all British Saddlebacks, glorious black pigs with a white stripe across their shoulders. They are usually wonderful mothers, producing lots of milk if well fed, and because they carry plenty of condition (that’s fat to you and me) they can feed their piglets until they are eight weeks or more, without getting thin. They are hardy, loving the outdoors, happily foraging away in most weathers. And their offspring taste fantastic. But many people are wary of too much fat on their meat, so the boars are Large Whites, a leaner breed. Crossed with a Saddleback, the piglets benefit from ‘hybrid vigour’ . . . a strong immune system that results from two diverse strains breeding together. The resulting piglets are predominantly white with moderate amounts of subcutaneous fat.

			Every month or so, the very best sows are selected to be mated with a Saddleback boar, to produce the next generation of mothers. So amongst the hundreds of chubby white piglets roaming the field, there’s a smattering of perfect little Saddlebacks. The boys will be eaten, but the girls, the gilts, as they are called, will stay on the farm to breed.

			The night frost has given way to milder air, so the tractor squelches through mud as David moves up the lines of sows, checking each litter and feeding the sows who are still housed individually. The field is laid out in blocks, each holding either eight sows and their piglets, or around 80 weaned pigs, or 16 dry sows, either pregnant or with the boars. About a week before they are due to give birth, sows move into their farrowing paddocks, fresh grassy pasture subdivided by a cat’s cradle of electric wire so that each sow has her own patch, with an arc – a little house – and access to water. They settle in, start rooting up the turf and making their nests. It’s best to give them their own space at this stage, so that they can be fed individually by hand. If they eat too much before they farrow, they are more inclined to have problems during or after the birth. And it stops the problem of sows doing sleepovers in each other’s houses. Two sows in an arc meant for one means any piglets that are born are more likely to get squashed.

			Once the sows have farrowed, they need a lot more food, building up over the first ten days of their piglets’ lives. The amount they need depends on the number of youngsters they are feeding; a rule of thumb is 0.4 kg for every piglet, plus 2 kg for the sow. So if a sow is feeding ten babies, she will need to eat around 6 kg of feed by the time the piglets are two weeks old, maybe more than that for the next week or two, before the piglets start eating some solid food too.

			Bucket in hand, David puts the right amount of food close to the arc. Sows who have just given birth are wary of leaving their piglets and prefer to eat close enough to guard the door. He encourages the sows out, to make sure they are shipshape, and so that he can check the litter over without being molested. Moving back and forth to the feed wagon to the rear of the tractor, stepping over the low single electric wires dividing the paddocks, he soon warms up. There’s a thin veil of frost on the water troughs, which he breaks; the sows need to drink plenty of water to make all that milk.

			Watching him work while I’m keeping an eye on the newborns, I reflect on how tough a job it is, out here in the winter. In a normal week, I may spend a couple of hours in the pig field, popping in to see how things are going. David is here all day, every day, in wind, rain and mud. You have to like pigs a lot to care for them outdoors in a British winter!

			Once the youngest litters have been checked, David moves on to the older ones. The dividing wires have been removed in these groups, and they have one big feeder so that they can just help themselves whenever they want. Moving from pen to pen, he ensures that the feed is running freely, that the water trough is full, the fence is working, and that all the pigs are present and correct. After an hour, with all groups inspected, it’s time for a break and a cup of tea.

			Our sow has eaten a bit and is back with her litter, oblivious, it seems, to the cuckoos who have joined the nest. They are less than eight hours old, yet a pecking order has already been established. The firstborn – let’s call her Molly; I am reluctant to allocate names as, with a few exceptions, we just don’t do it, but it will make this tale easier – is especially strong, and has claimed the second teat. The Saddleback infiltrators have quickly barged their way in, bagging other prime spots. But there’s plenty for all. The milk is still colostrum, rich in antibodies, which will protect the young pigs from disease. They are born almost defenceless, weighing around 0.5% of their mother’s mass, with little body fat. These first feeds are absolutely vital to their survival. Over 150 g, ideally twice that, needs to be consumed in the first six hours of life, while the piglet’s gut is still permeable, allowing the colostrum antibodies into their blood system. By the time the pig is a day old, the gut will have closed completely; by then, the colostrum has become milk anyway.

			The tiny size of piglets compared to their mums also explains why sows have relatively few problems giving birth, unlike sheep, or cows, or us, who usually give birth to only one or two young at a time, but which are much larger offspring compared to the size of the pelvis. While David will keep an eye on sows due to farrow, and intervene on the rare occasions when things aren’t progressing, it’s usually best to just let them get on with it in peace.

			So ends the first day of my adventure with these pigs. I came to the field before dawn knowing that the piglets born overnight would be my companions over the coming months, as I observe their lives and seek to understand them even more intimately than ever before in my 30 years of farming. It is a lottery, this choosing of a group to follow, but then, so much of life is. I am especially curious about how much they will let me into their lives, and whether getting to know them as individuals will change the way I feel about farming these remarkable creatures.

			22 December

			Dawn is breaking, but there’s no sun. A grey, murky, morning mist is sweeping over the Downs as warmer air hits the cold land. A perfect morning for pigs, and through the mist they emerge from their shelters, trekking across the paddocks to feed, drink and undertake their morning ablutions.

			Molly and her siblings seem full and contented. They are a motley bunch, I can see now, with a range of markings, quite apart from the Saddleback pair. Two, including Molly, have black heads, and two have black blotches around their middles. Even by day two, they have started to lose their rat-like look, with the beginnings of some fat appearing under their thin skins. It always astonishes me how quickly they fill out, almost as though they were being gently blown up with a bicycle pump.

			Another sow in the group of eight is just finishing farrowing as I arrive. The last piglet to be born is still covered in afterbirth, but is already suckling. It’s a big litter; we think we count 14 but don’t want to disturb her too much. They are on the small side, and in an ideal world David would take at least a couple of them to another sow with a smaller litter, but no one else has farrowed overnight. They will have to take their chances.

			It’s Friday, and Christmas Day is on Monday. So along with the usual routine, David and Tony, his assistant, are trying to get well ahead before the holiday break. All of the feeders are filled up; they can hold enough to keep the pigs happy for at least five days. Every arc is bedded up with fresh straw, and as it’s getting wet in the field, more straw is put by the entrance to the arcs, so that the pigs’ feet are clean before they get inside. Despite our derisory allusions to pigs – usually when we are talking about each other – pigs are fastidious animals. They never soil their bedding unless they are forced to through confinement. But when the field is muddy, they need a doormat. Mud traipsed into the house will dry and turn to dust, and dust can cause respiratory problems.

			The bales of straw are huge, and the guys carry a wedge from these large square bales to each farrowing arc and tease out the right amount of straw so that there are no lumps and bumps for piglets to get trapped behind. Until the sows have farrowed, they are not given too much straw. The last thing we want is a steep-sided, deep nest with piglets at the bottom. They must be able to move away from the sow easily, and she needs plenty of room to get up and down without squashing them. The first few days are the dangerous ones. When the piglets are a week old, more straw can be added, which they bury themselves in when it’s cold.

			While bedding-up, David checks for any damage to the arc where the wind could get in. It only takes a small hole, or a back window left ajar, for a draught to form that will chill the vulnerable piglets. However cold it is outside, the arc itself should feel snug. The back of the arc faces the prevailing wind, and with a sow inside generating plenty of heat, temperatures should stay above 10°C or 12°C.

			Bedding the weaned pigs and the pregnant ‘dry’ sows is a cruder task. Big chunks of straw, even whole bales, are chucked into the large arcs, and the pigs have fun making their own beds.

			In the afternoon, the guys start making up the paddocks for next week’s farrowings and weanings. Unlike most outdoor herds, which can stay on the same field for years, this organic herd moves across a big swath of land. Whenever a sow farrows, she does so on a fresh bit of grassland that hasn’t had pigs on it for several years. When her piglets are weaned, they also go on to fresh ground. So the pig enterprise rotates around all of the suitable land – that which is flat and reasonably free draining – with new paddocks created each week, and old ones dismantled. Their dung fertilizes the soil, so that heavy crops can be grown after they leave.

			To many people, farmers included, this seems like a lot of work. But David and Tony have got a slick routine, and can build a paddock in a few hours. The whole field is planned out so the three parts of the enterprise – the farrowing sows, the growing pigs and the dry sows – move along together, making best use of the space. Each paddock is 40 metres square, with two strands of electric wire around the perimeter. David and Tony start by marking the corners with strong wooden stakes, with white plastic ones holding the wire along each run. Then there’s water to be plumbed in, and arcs and feeders to install. The feeders and water troughs are placed on platforms of wooden railway sleepers, which provide a solid base out of the mud for the pigs to stand on. The farrowing paddocks are subdivided further, so that each arc stands in its own sliver of ground.

			It is dusk by the time they finish, so the final check and feed for new mums is by torchlight. They do the rounds together. David is on leave for the next four days, so it’s good to do a handover.

			It’s not just David and Tony who are getting ready for Christmas. The whole farm has spent much of the week clearing muck from the dairy and youngstock, piling in the straw so that no new bedding will be needed until Boxing Day, stockpiling feed in the right places – anything to minimize work on the day when everyone wants to be with their family and friends as much as possible. As well as the pigs, Eastbrook has a milking herd of around 200 British Friesians, cared for by Teo, our wonderful Romanian herd manager, and his assistant, Andy. The cows have a calf each year, of course, and these are all reared on older dairy cows until they are weaned at around six months. So there are usually around 600 cattle, at various ages and stages, and mostly housed at this time of year, except for the dry cows and a few older beef cattle who are living on fields of turnips, with bale silage and straw to balance their diet.

			We grow arable crops too: wheat, barley, spelt, beans and oats. You can understand why so many farmers choose just to grow crops. At this time of year, there’s nothing much to be done on an all-arable farm. Crops don’t need feeding or bedding or fencing, and they don’t escape just as you are sitting down for a quiet evening, or worse still, about to eat Christmas lunch. A load of malting barley is leaving the farm today, though, so the augers are chugging away in the grain store, a sound that takes me to summertime.

			There’s a somewhat impromptu farm get-together this evening. Friday’s always a lively night at the Royal Oak, the pub/restaurant/mini-hotel that we run in the village, with loads of locals drinking after work, including some of the farm stalwarts, and tonight there are a few more of us, though by no means all the crew. Two of the staff team are laid low with some lurgy, and there’s much hoping that they will recover in time to fulfil their part of the Christmas routine. This rota has been carefully planned over the last few weeks, and the last thing we need is to have to reschedule it all. Even on Christmas Day at least four people need to be on duty: one to milk, one to look after the calves and youngstock, one to feed and bed the cows, and one on pigs.

			I end up talking to David for a fair while, hearing about how he came to have a life with pigs. Raised in Fraserburgh, and still with a Scottish accent that the pigs seem to decipher more easily than do his colleagues, he started life as a painter and decorator before training at a huge pig unit nearby, never having even seen a pig before. He recounts his shock at the noise of sows in stalls waiting to be fed, and how, day one, he spilled more food than went into the troughs in his hurry to stop the screeching. He had seen some sows in straw yards, the ones that were shown to visitors, and naively asked when the ones trapped in their cages would go outside. It was a daft question. Back then, in the 80s, stalls for pregnant sows – which confine them in cages for all of their four-month pregnancy – were still legal, and indeed the norm on most indoor pig units. The sows would spend their entire pregnancy confined, only to be moved into farrowing crates a few days before they were due to give birth. His triumph, in his two and a half years there, was to ensure that all the sows had six weeks a year in the straw yards, free for a short while.

			David moved between several farms over the next 15 years, before finding himself at Eastbrook. He far preferred the outdoor farms he worked on over the indoor ones, but was still surprised by our organic approach when he arrived here five years ago: things such as moving the pigs on to clean ground, weaning much later, at eight weeks rather than the three to four weeks on other farms, the use of a traditional breed, and smaller things too, like the fact that we don’t use fenders – metal barriers that attach to the doorway of the arc – to keep the piglets confined to barracks.

			As we drink beer and eat pub-made sausage rolls, the place fills up. Our neighbours come in with excited children, ordering plates of chips. Hotel guests come in to dine, and the last big office party is getting underway upstairs. Suddenly, there’s a holi­day feel. Christmas is a bit special. Even though the farm and the pub are always working, for me it’s the one time of year when emails stop arriving, when everyone does the minimum necessary, a chance to settle into the rhythm of our local village of Bishopstone and of the farm without constantly dashing off to Bristol or London. My role as Chief Executive of the Soil Association, the charity that champions a healthier way forward for farming, forestry and food in line with organic principles, keeps me away from the farm here for far too much of the time.

			23 December

			My daily routine now includes an early-morning visit to see how the piglets are faring. I’ve kept pigs for over 30 years now, but it’s the first time since the very early days that I have followed a specific gang. I am fretting about the new big litter. Can they possibly all have survived their first 24 hours, so many and so small?

			There are 13 piglets still with the sow. Possibly we miscounted yesterday. Tony comes over. He’s found none dead this morning, but says the sows are skittish, and wonders whether there’s a fox about. The worst time for foxes is usually in the spring, when vixens are feeding their cubs, and piglets make an easy meal. They will creep up and take piglets just as they are born, while the sow is still distracted by her labour, or grab a piglet that strays. It’s rare to see any evidence except for lower litter numbers than we would expect, or have counted before.

			The sow is number 111, and is still inside the arc feeding her young. For the first two or three days, especially with a litter this big, she will rarely leave them. Her neighbours are up and about though. Molly’s mum is eating heartily, but both she and the sow with the Saddleback litter are very protective, barking at me as I come to have a look at their babies. They stand in front of their doors, on guard.

			I come back in the evening. It’s mild, even up here at 600 feet, warm enough to lean up against straw bales that protect the entrance to the weaned pigs’ chalets and watch a large flock of lapwings wheeling and diving. They seem to have made the field south of the pig field home for now. This field, Starveall Penning, was oats in the summer, undersown with a new clover ley (temporary grass). The stubble still prickles up, even though the sheep have recently grazed it, and the lapwings seem to move between the short pasture and the empty paddocks that the pigs have finished with. Lots of bugs and earthworms, I guess. It’s deeply peaceful, just the frisson of energy that emanates from the birds as they whirl and swoop, white flashing against the darkening sky. 

			Christmas Eve

			I walk the Downs with Dog, our ageing brindle greyhound, before checking in on the sows. The farm is some five miles long, and only half a mile wide, a thin strip of land that runs from the flat heavy clay of the Vale of the White Horse to the open downland. It belongs to a large landowning institution, and my father came here as their tenant in 1950. So I have lived here all my life, and the farm is as much a part of me as my own skin.

			Roughly half the land lies above the village, Bishopstone, rising on the underlying chalk to the ancient Ridgeway that traverses east to west. Wonderful dry valleys run from this ridge down to the plain, formed by meltwaters, we believe, at the end of the last ice age. Then the ground levels out for a mile or so, the chalk covered by a silty loam; only a foot of soil at best, but sticky in winter, and capable of growing good crops of grass and cereals. ‘A vale farm on the hill,’ my father used to say. A second rise takes you up on to the very top of the Downs, and it is here that I walk this morning.

			The sealed road ends abruptly, and a track of chalk, dug many moons ago from the valley, scoured and crevassed by water running from the hill, takes you up to the top. As children we called this ‘the bumpy track’, and unless it’s been recently graded, it still requires some careful driving. I prefer to walk, and so does Dog – the steep incline gets the blood moving. The track initially divides Eastbrook from our neighbour’s farm, then veers away on to his land, up to Two o’Clock Bushes, a patch of scrub on the skyline. His downland is all in arable cropping, and there’s a somewhat smelly mountain of sewage sludge near the bushes, awaiting spreading. Despite the rather strange odour, nothing like the wholesome tang of farmyard manure, it’s good that this land is getting some organic material back into it. As a society, we have flushed far too many precious nutrients out to sea; recycling these to the land is vital, if we can do so without contaminating it with heavy metals or industrial pollutants.

			I turn left along the high ridge. The path is springy. The soil up here is very rich in organic matter, even on the land that has been cultivated for decades now, and you can feel the sponginess under your boot. It feels wild and free, though if the wind’s in the wrong direction, you can hear the hum of the M4, and see it too, carrying poor souls towards London. Before long, I am back on the grasslands of Eastbrook, and I put the lead on Dog as we slip through the hunting gate to join the pregnant ewes.

			The sheep are New Zealand Romneys, bred to be hardy and easy to look after. They belong to my daughter, Sophie, and her husband, Dai, and will outwinter on the hill before lambing in late March. They are the only livestock still up here in midwinter, and once we are through them, Dog can run free. From here, the view is expansive. To the south-east there is no road or habi­tation in sight as the Downs roll to Lambourn some six miles away as the crow flies. Weathercock Hill runs due east, hiding the famous White Horse Hill at Uffington, a little further along the Ridgeway. Our eastern boundary is also the county boundary between Wiltshire and Oxfordshire, and a strong hedge marks it. But my eye is always drawn to Ashdown House, which nestles beyond, reminiscent of a French chateau with its perfect proportions and gold ball on the apex of its cupola, possibly the prettiest of all National Trust properties, and surrounded by woodland.

			The farm stretches out below, visible to the Ridgeway. It is a patchwork of crops and grass, with the pig field, Broad Gap, pockmarked with arcs, bales of straw and tracks, providing the main action at this time of year. Seagulls are spread out across the field, crows too, and the starlings rise and fall as the mood, or the disturbance of the tractor, takes them.

			I start my descent across the thick old turf of Downs Bank, through into Downs Barn where manure is spread thick on the clover ley. This is a hungry field, but by the time the soil has digested this lot, it should be satisfied for a year or two. The eponymous barn in the corner has mostly collapsed, but we leave it there to house owls. As a child I would camp overnight here, in an old caravan, to keep an eye on the ewes lambing on the Downs. Any ewes that needed care, or who were having lambs fostered on to them, were kept in little pens, ‘cubs’, for a few days, amongst the straw and hay bales. In between lambing checks, I would doze, watching the silent, ghostly barn owls gliding between the high wooden rafters.

			Then on to Upper Whitehill, a large undulating field with a broad strip against the foot of the Downs, which is planted with a mix of sunflowers, now long-withered, fodder radish, triticale, phacelia and quinoa, to feed wild birds over the winter. There are photography hides there too, disguised as pig arcs, so that keen photographers can watch the badger sett late into the night – another of our farm ventures! Next door is Lower Whitehill. The pigs were here last winter, and now it is in turnips. Turnips are a great crop to plant after pigs, as they grow quickly, catching and holding the fertility that the pigs deposit so that it doesn’t leach away during the winter; we can’t afford to lose all those wonderful nutrients, and it’s not great if they end up in the watercourses either. Our dry cows are strip grazing them now, getting a new section every day or two. The field is polka-dotted with lines of plastic-wrapped silage and naked straw bales; the silage provides some extra energy and variety – cows cannot live on turnips alone – and the straw provides dry pickings and somewhere less muddy to lie.

			By the time I get to the pigs, it is blowing hard and spitting rain. Dog is happy to stay in the truck, and with the sows on their mettle, it’s best to keep him away. Of the eight sows in the block, five have now farrowed. Two gilts have small but strong litters of seven and eight, with a hotchpotch of colourings; 111 is still womanfully feeding her 13; then there’s the Saddleback litter of 11, and Molly and her siblings. There’s a surprise, though. In the end section, two gilts I haven’t seen here before are together in one arc with a bundle of piglets snuggled up between them. I can’t count them, and I can’t work out what they are doing here.

			I find Tony to ask what’s going on. He explains that they both farrowed unexpectedly, in with the pregnant ‘dry’ sows, rather than in the individual arcs we put them in a week or so before they are expected to give birth. They seemed inseparable, and in any case it was impossible to tell which piglets belonged to which mum, so he moved them into this block together. They are lying udder to udder, with the piglets surrounded by teats, and all look perfectly content. Perhaps the gilts are sisters and have maintained a strong sibling bond. It’s impossible to tell without going through the records in the office.

			The remaining three sows show no signs of getting on with producing piglets. One of them, a prick-eared girl who must have some ‘unpure’ genes in her lineage, is full of beans, prancing around in mock horror as I approach. Her bed is a lumpy mess too. I can’t see her giving birth for a while yet!

			Christmas Day

			As far as getting some time together and unwrapping a few pres­ents was concerned, my partner, Tim, and I had our Christmas Day on Saturday, even if our celebratory meal was a bowl of rather stodgy chilli, the result of over-enthusiastic stretching of the meat with pulses, rather than turkey and trimmings. As ever, our lives spin in different dimensions, he with the pub, rooms and Chop House (our restaurant in Swindon), and me with the farm and Soil Association. So it’s a pretty cursory ‘Happy Christmas’ as we go our separate ways.

			It’s 7.30 a.m., but the dairy is already washed down and empty, the cows fed and bedded. On Christmas Day, everyone is especially keen to get started and finished as soon as possible, but Dai is still struggling with the newest batch of calves. When we foster the young calves on to their ‘mums’, we usually put a group of six to eight calves in the same pen as two cows. For the first few feeds, we will yoke the cows if necessary to allow the calves to suckle. In this group, however, one cow greedily adopted six of the seven calves, and for the first few days, had enough milk to keep them all happy. But the calves are getting bigger and hungrier, and the other cow needs to start pulling her weight. She’s not keen, and keeps kicking the calves off as they try to drink. There’s only so many times they are prepared to get kicked before they give up and get listless with hunger.

			Sorting this one pen, making sure that every calf has a full feed, can take longer than all the rest of the jobs put together. Dai’s patience is extraordinary, especially given that he was up at five to scrape and bed the dairy cubicles. Eventually, they have all suckled, and then Daz, one of our longest-serving farm folk, arrives with the feeder wagon, spewing a fresh line of silage mixed with grains, soya and straw down the feed passage. Although it’s an ‘ad lib’ system, the cows all rouse themselves for the new food; it’s a race to get the yummiest bits, I think. A good time to see whether there are any problems brewing, any cows that hang back who may be malingering.

			On my way to the pigs, I stop to walk Dog down to the Marral woodland. This is an 18-acre wood that we planted close to the village 16 years ago. There was no woodland on the farm then, which seemed a huge shame; surely every farm should have a wood, and a hay meadow too, to provide some refuge for all the wildlife that we have displaced. Our landlords weren’t too keen, however. Under the current crazy farm-support system, farmers lose their area payments when they turn cropland into woodland, which means that the land value may be reduced. In the end, they saw the merits in the plan
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