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The Seasons

Everything we do at Daylesford is governed by the natural rhythm of the seasons, from the animal husbandry to the taste of the milk and cheese, which changes subtly as the herds move from pasture to pasture. Spring, summer, autumn and winter are our constant watchwords, each season eagerly anticipated, each bringing particular treasures straight from the market garden into the kitchens. From the first purple sprouting broccoli and rhubarb into the colourful summer riot of tomatoes and berries, and on through the autumnal pumpkins, squash and orchard fruits, we make the most of everything we grow or source seasonally, in as many dishes as possible. And when we have a glut, it is all hands to the deck, making jams and chutneys and pickles, in order to capture the essence of one season to enjoy in another.

Of course some produce has an extended season, or more than one season, or it grows for most of the year, so there will be different combinations of fruit and vegetables to enjoy as the seasons change.

Other marriages are available to us for all too brief a time, so are not to be missed, and you will find some of these on the following pages.

Spring

Crushed New Potatoes with Olives, Capers and Herbs

Pearl Barley, Asparagus and Pea Shoot Risotto

Oddington Goat’s Cheese and Asparagus Tart

Rhubarb Queen of Puddings

Rhubarb and Ginger Jam

Summer

Broad Bean, Pea, Mint and Feta Toasts

Chilled Pea and Mint Soup

Broad Bean, Bulgar Wheat and Herb Salad

Smashed Broad Beans, Peas and Mint

Gooseberry Fool with Shortbread

Gooseberry and Elderflower Jam

High Summer

Daylesford Summer Wine Cup

Plum Brandy

Chilled Tomato, Cucumber and Fennel Soup

Grilled Peaches, Spelt, Pea, Rocket and Mozzarella Salad

Tomato and Feta Salad with Mint and Lemon Dressing

Three Tomato Tart

Red Tomato Chilli Jam

Strawberry and Vanilla Conserve

Autumn

Blackcurrant Vodka

Celeriac and Apple Soup

Butternut Squash, Honey and Sage Soup

Griddled Butternut Squash, Goat’s Cheese and Olive Salad

Pickled Pear and Hazelnut Salad, with Chickpeas, Quinoa and Daylesford Blue Cheese

Mushroom, Celeriac, Truffle Honey and Toasted Pine Nut Salad

Wild Rice, Red Cabbage, Apple and Toasted Cobnut Salad

Woodland Mushroom Shepherd’s Pie

Spiced Pumpkin, Butter Bean and Spinach Casserole

Butternut Squash and Kale Tart

Wootton Estate Game Pie

Venison Cottage Pie with Beetroot and Apple Salad

Poached Apple and Pear Jelly with Crumble Topping and Prune Cream

Vanilla Rice Pudding with Apple and Blackberry Compote

Blackberry and Apple Crumble Tart

Squash, Honey and Sage Bread

Spiced Apple Cake with Streusel Topping

Apple and Chilli Chutney

Butternut Squash Chutney

Winter

Sloe Gin

Purple Sprouting Broccoli, Spelt, Crispy Garlic and Toasted Almond Salad

Jerusalem Artichoke and Cavolo Nero Tart

Venison and Cranberry Pies

Mulled Wine and Orange Trifle
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‘It seemed so simple and obvious that it was all about the soil.’
Carole Bamford, The Beginning

What we are really trying to do here at Daylesford is to take a step back in time and re-learn the skills and values of our grand-parents’ generation, when country people had a kitchen garden or an allotment and ate whatever they grew. If they had a small-holding or farm, they raised crops to feed whatever animals they had, which in time would be slaughtered to feed the family. You might have a few hens for eggs, or a pig, or a cow to milk, so you might make butter and cheese, and it was all healthy and fresh and self-sustaining.

I grew up in the countryside in the Midlands, not on a farm, but close to farming, and the way we shopped was very simple. On Sunday we had a joint of meat or a chicken, which was a real treat that you had once every two weeks or so. Monday would be leftovers day, then on Tuesday we would shop afresh for the week, at the butcher’s shop, the bakery and the cheesemonger’s, and the fishmonger’s on Friday, which was always fish day. Everyone in the shop knew your name and what you liked, and it is that personal connection with food and the people who grow it and raise it that we are trying to achieve at Daylesford.

I really didn’t mean for the project to have grown as it has done; one thing just led to another. It started with wanting to make a difference, on a small, family level, after two chance incidents. The first was when we were living and farming at Wootton in Stafford-shire thirty-six years ago. I was in the garden with my eldest child, Alice, who was only six months old. I was pushing her in the pram and we went to look at some roses I had planted a few days before, and found they were wilting. This was the seventies, when like everyone we had big fields, because all the hedgerows had been taken out, and it turned out they were spraying Roundup on the farm. I didn’t even know what Roundup was, but I soon learned it was a very powerful herbicide, and that the toxins had carried in the air from the fields and affected the roses. As a new mother, I was horrified. That was the beginning of thinking that we couldn’t carry on farming as we were.

Then, a little later, I was at an agricultural show, again with Alice in the pushchair, and the Soil Association had a little tent there. The organic movement was quite a small, niche thing in those days, but I went inside and talked for about an hour and a half to a man who was so inspiring; it was a real open-window moment. That night I said to my husband, ‘We can’t carry on farming as we are. We are ruining the soil and the environment with chemicals, for our babies, and for future generations. We have to stop and think about what we are doing.’ It seemed so simple and obvious to me that it was all about the soil. Unless you look after the health of the soil, you don’t have good plants, and so you aren’t producing healthy food for us or for our animals. So we went to see the farm manager, who didn’t really believe it was possible, but I was quite determined, and after a few years he realised it was the right thing to do.

That was the start. We were farming deer, Aberdeen Angus cattle, sheep and chickens, then we came to Gloucestershire in 1992 and again, the first thing we did was convert the land to become organic. It took a long time for it to clean itself, because of the chemicals that had been used previously, but suddenly wonderful things started happening, wild flowers and plants that hadn’t been seen before began appearing in the undergrowth; I remember particularly seeing so many different kinds of violets growing. Everything comes back to the soil, and ours began to be rich and dark and alive with worms: a totally different colour to soil that has had chemicals in it.

I think there is no other way to farm, but organic has become a difficult word, because it has been abused – I don’t want to eat organic food that has come into the supermarket from 3,000 miles away and has been picked at the wrong time of year. So we prefer to talk about food that is local, seasonal and sustainable.

When we arrived at Daylesford we also inherited a dairy herd, so we were able to have our own milk – there is something wonderful about fresh farm milk that has a flavour you remember from childhood. And so I thought, ‘Why don’t we make cheese?’ But how on earth was I to find a cheesemaker? I bought a copy of the Specialist Cheesemakers’ Association magazine and rang the editor, who happened to live in Chipping Norton, and he said, ‘It’s funny you should call. There is an American cheese-maker called Joe Schneider ...’ Joe’s passion was British farmhouse cheese, and he was the first person I employed. We put together a plan and he started making our first Cheddar, which we matured for ten to eighteen months, greased with our own organic lard from our cattle and wrapped in organic muslin, and I hand-wrote the first labels. We wanted to take the artisan process as far as we could and be correct and ethical to the nth degree. We were very lucky, in that the Cheddar won a gold award the first year. I love our Cheddar and I am very proud of it. I like to see the cheeses in the maturing room, and the constant checking to see how they are coming along. Cheese-making is truly the work of the hands.

One of the things I love to do is go to the shows and livestock auctions with Richard, our farm manager, and as the farm has grown we have been able to support more and more heritage crops and breeds of animal, including Cotswold, Ryeland and Kerry Hill sheep, and South Devon cattle. And the lovely thing is we now have our own rare-breed Gloucester herd of cows, which are dual-purpose beef and dairy animals, and which we took over from a farmer who had died. Richard said, ‘Some of them aren’t well. I think I will just take the good ones.’ But I said, ‘No, take them all.’ Some didn’t make it, but we have since built up the herd, and the beef is wonderful, as it has so much marbling, which makes it really flavoursome and tender. And having the herd also means that we can make our own Double Gloucester and Single Gloucester cheese. The Single Gloucester is very special, because it is a very old cheese that was only made in farmhouse kitchens, not to be sold, and it had virtually disappeared. Now we are one of the few farms that make it. It has a very delicate flavour, not immediately commercially appealing, perhaps, but I love it.

Joe was a true artisan, very skilled and passionate, like John Longman, who now makes the cheese, and all the people on the team, from Richard, who is so down-to-earth, and dedicated to all that we do; to Jez who is in charge of the market garden and a real character. He has expanded the garden to twenty acres and introduced wonderful winter salad leaves and micro-leaves which the chefs love, because they give such a burst of flavour. Then there is Eric, our baker – there is nothing he doesn’t know about flour and bread-making. Every day in the bakery they are not only making bread, but cakes and tarts and biscuits – many of the things we are most proud of, and, like the team who work with John Longman in the dairy, our bakers are the unsung heroes of Daylesford. I truly value all these people and I am so lucky to have them, because they are really committed, hardworking and genuine characters. What they do isn’t just a job to them; they really believe in what we are trying to achieve.

A whole tapestry of people have helped and supported me right from the beginning, especially Carlo Petrini, who founded the Slow Food Movement. He speaks Italian; I speak English, but we understand each other! He inspired me so much with his love of food, his support for artisans and sustainable systems, and each year he would send us two students from the university he set up in Bra, in northern Italy. And Patrick Holden, who was then President of the Soil Association, would come down to the farm to advise us on what to do. When I had to find a way to present and package all the things we made, to sell in the shop, someone suggested I talk to designer Teresa Roviras. I went to her house and on the table in the kitchen was a big cardboard box of organic vegetables, just delivered: so I knew immediately she was the right person. We did everything using recycled paper and vegetable dye, and even sent out the first turkeys in sacking. And Teresa’s husband, Spencer Fung, who is a wonderful architect, designed all the interiors of the buildings on the farm, using wood from the estate.

In the same year that we produced our first cheese, we set up a little bakery in one of the barns, where Emmanuel Hadjiandreou, our first artisan baker, made sourdough, often with herbs or vegetables from the garden. And that is how the farmshop began, just with an idea of selling some of our bread, cheese and meat, locally. We were about to open around six weeks before Christmas, and it was so cold, I rather panicked, worrying about all these people coming out to a wintry barn, so we thought, ‘Why not do some soup and a sandwich to keep them warm?’ I never intended to open a proper café. But again, the project just grew. As more people came to the farmshop, they wanted to stay for lunch.

The food I have always wanted to eat is very simple, and the recipe books I treasured most when I was first married and learning to cook were the kind where you wrote notes in the margin, and were full of down-to-earth, nourishing food for the family. Some of the recipes we now use in the farmshop and kitchens are old favourites, or recipes that have been in my family for a long time, and I developed many of them, such as our Christmas pudding and cake, with Betty Thornton, who was a wonderful baker and worked with us for many years.

I have always felt that we can learn from Italy and Sicily, because there the cooking is all about using wonderful ingredients and letting them speak for themselves. There is a market that I have been to often in Catania in Sicily, which is held in the most incredible marble hall and is like a medieval piece of theatre. The colours of the fruit and vegetables and the fish and the carcasses of meat hanging are a true feast for the eyes ... and in the restaurants there I have eaten some of the simplest, most memorable food. But why not do the same with British ingredients?

There is nothing like a salad of different shapes and colours and flavours of English tomatoes, which have their own special taste; a fully ripe, freshly picked English strawberry, or a heritage apple from the orchard. Old English varieties can be difficult, because they are more susceptible to disease, and there will be years when you barely have a crop, but they are worth it, purely for the taste.

I have been very lucky in that I have had very good chefs in my life, and it has been interesting to watch Tom Aikens and Tom Kitchin, initially, and then our executive chef, John Hardwick; our head chef, Gaven Fuller; and Vladimir Niza, who launched our cookery school – all of whom came from Michelin-starred backgrounds – changing their perspective and enjoying seeing at first hand the way the fruit and vegetables are grown, and the meat and venison is produced. For a chef it is a very different challenge to create menus around what is available at any time of year on the farm, rather than phoning a supplier. When we were planning the café I said to Tom Aikens, ‘Don’t cook for a while, just go and research the best table birds, so we know which chickens we should be rearing, and look at different breeds of lamb, from a cooking point of view.’

John Hardwick, who is a great character, and a wonderful chef, has been in charge of the kitchens for over eleven years now, and the talented Gaven has been head chef for over eight – he was working in a country house hotel locally, and already ordering ingredients from the farm, before he joined the kitchen. And I think our food really represents that emphasis on fresh, seasonal, healthy food – or at least 80 per cent healthy, 20 per cent naughty. We are also very proud of our ‘real meals’ – freshly prepared dishes for people to finish off at home – that are created in the Black Barn on the farm every morning by our dedicated team led by Andy Wheeler. Andy is an absolute rock; so committed to what he does that he has been known to walk for hours through a blizzard to make it into the kitchens, and the recipes for some of our favourite recipes from the Black Barn appear in this book.

Fish is difficult for us, because we can’t produce it ourselves, but Tim Field, our very knowledgeable and enthusiastic environmental expert, is there to make sure we do the right thing, and we are always learning. And there is other produce that we can’t rear or grow, but we also like to celebrate, such as asparagus from the Vale of Evesham, and the best of European produce too. I like the first early French asparagus, which comes in just before the English crop. And I happen to love chestnuts, but I really think the best come from Italy, because they tend to dry out less quickly than our English ones.

Of the home-grown produce, the things I find most exciting are often the simplest: the winter black radishes, thinly sliced with some good sea salt and delicious butter. Purple sprouting broccoli is a favourite and I always look forward to it. Once it comes into season I don’t mind if I eat it for weeks, in all kinds of different ways. I look forward, too, to the first forced rhubarb, and the damsons in autumn, which feel so English; and I love it when all the marmalades and chutneys are being made. The idea of making marmalade on a cold day, with the fire going, takes me right back to my childhood. And in autumn, too, there are little treasures from the trees: wet walnuts and cobnuts. Sometimes there is a bumper crop, sometimes none, but there is nothing nicer than a glass of wine and some wet walnuts – just delicious.

In 2008, we created the Summer Solstice garden, which is now a part of the market garden, for the Chelsea Flower Show – everyone on the farm still talks about it, because, my goodness, it was ambitious, and there was such a lot of work involved! Richard grew a special field of wheat, which we managed, somehow, to get to London – it was the first time anyone had had a field of organic wheat at Chelsea before – and it was planted with traditional wildflowers: cornflowers, poppies, chamomile, ragged robin and ladies’ smock, which you rarely see in fields these days. We wanted to bring alive all the old country skills that we are in danger of losing, so there were proper laid hedges, and we had willow-weaving around the raised beds, which were full of vegetables, herbs and fruits; we even had medlar trees. It was all very English. We had rainwater being collected, and a wormery. Spencer designed the pavilion using recycled wood and logs from the farm, with solar panels, and a wood oven, where one of our bakers baked bread. The idea was to encapsulate the journey of sustainable food from the fields to the table, and everything in that garden had meaning. I chose bread for the theme, because it is so fundamental to life. In the wooden table in the ‘kitchen’ we had carved into the table: ‘Give us this day our daily bread.’

After the show, we brought the garden back to the farm and rebuilt it in the market garden, and now we run courses there, often for schoolchildren, who come to see the farm, and learn about what we do.

There is an old saying that I particularly like, which is along the lines of: ‘The earth is not a gift from our parents; we are only borrowing it from our children.’ What began with Alice and my worries about the future of our environment for her and for all our children has now come full circle, in that she has started growing fantastic produce bio-dynamically. She works as a film-maker and all these years I didn’t know how much she was watching and taking things in, so it really surprised me. But she saw the food being grown and realised that it was a good and fun thing to do ... and now, too, I have my grandchildren to take around the farm. They love to see the sheep-shearing and the spring lambs, and at Christmas we go to see the turkeys, which are very funny and follow you around. The children understand that this is where their food comes from ... and that makes me very happy.
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‘Funny old things seasons ...’
Jez Taylor, The Market Garden

When you grow fruit and vegetables, you seem to be forever saying, ‘That was a funny old season,’ because seasons generally are ... crops might be early or late, magnificent or spoilt by some freak of weather. There is always some new challenge, so, particularly when you farm organically, you are constantly discovering and adapting. In the five years since I arrived at Daylesford we have extended the market garden from eight to twenty acres, because ultimately we are trying to be as self-sufficient and diverse in our growing as it is possible to be. We want to concentrate on interesting, often heritage crops that have to be grown and harvested by hand and that suit our ‘terroir’ – sounds a bit pretentious, doesn’t it? But that is what growing, and especially organic growing, is all about: understanding and evolving a particular piece of ground, learning over time what grows best there; and nurturing the soil, preserving the micro-organisms, so that you leave the land in a good state to endure seasonal extremes, and for future generations.

In reality what we have at Daylesford isn’t naturally the kind of prime, horticultural growing land that the big specialists in East Anglia have. There it is all flat fields, very consistent terrain, quite peaty, rich soils, so it is easy to plan, plant, manage, hoe and harvest mechanically with all their specialist kit. We have land that isn’t flat, that has quite a lot of wind blowing through; we have mixed soils, and we harvest by hand.

The farm is on the site of an ancient river bed, and so there are river pebbles everywhere. It was a big, meandering river, so there are patches of field which are very sandy, others quite sticky clay, and there are significant dips which can flood and become boggy. Then on the slopes around, we have the traditional limestone shale normally associated with the Cotswolds. If you have waterlogged ground, a lot of the goodness will be washed out, much of the microbial, earthworm activity is knocked out, and if you keep going at it, rotovating it or driving on it, it becomes compacted, and suffers even more: which of course is the antithesis of the whole ethos of looking after the soil.

So when you have ground that can be quite vulnerable, you have to find your niche and celebrate and emphasise the crops that thrive, and that we can do brilliantly. Of course we can grow things like carrots, parsnips and potatoes well here, but we don’t want to do things just because we can; we want to make a song and dance about crops that we are really good at, like specialist leaves and herbs, heritage tomatoes, soft fruit, such as gooseberries, blackberries, jostaberries, plums and particularly strawberries; leafy things like kale, spinach and chard, or purple sprouting broccoli; and the whole allium family: onions, garlic and leeks. We are brilliant at leeks. In a good year, we have 40–50,000 of them, pert and gorgeous, bang on the money, that we will harvest over a good nine months.

When I arrived here there was an asparagus bed, but it is hard to control the slugs, asparagus beetle and perennial weeds such as couch grass and creeping buttercup – and it only really makes sense if you are a specialist. We like to celebrate local food as well as what we can grow ourselves – so it is better for us to sell beautiful English asparagus from the nearby Vale of Evesham in the farmshop, when it comes into season, than battle to try and grow some of our own.
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What we are doing here is exactly what I would do myself if I had my own smallholding – just on a much bigger scale. My background is in the kind of ‘rational peasantry’ which, historically in the country, meant that local people would cultivate a bit of land, growing whatever they could, do a bit of haymaking, harvesting, beating, foraging, and generally accumulate as many skills as possible in order to survive and turn a buck.

I was born on Jersey, where my father worked for the Ministry of Agriculture, helping to develop outdoor tomatoes and early potatoes. Then my parents bought an old farmshop in Cleeve Prior, near the Vale of Evesham, and tried growing everything from sweetcorn to raspberries, before they stumbled across the idea of making hanging baskets, and turned the farm into a highly successful hanging basket nursery. I was always interested in growing, and food but, because I was good at science, for a mad moment I thought I wanted to be a food technologist, until I started studying the subject at Reading University, and it seemed to be principally about incorporating cheap ingredients into processed food and advertising it well. So I went back to horticulture.

After I finished my degree, I rented two walled gardens near Reading for ten years where I grew specialist salad leaves and vegetables for restaurants and farmers’ markets, developed a box scheme and set up my own business making cider and apple juice in Cleeve Prior, then selling it in Reading, as well as doing a bit of tree surgery and willow work. Once, when I was growing up, my father made a vast amount of apple juice, which was kept in the garage and went fizzier and fizzier and then sour, because we couldn’t drink it all, but it was a formative moment for me, because it taught me you could do something amazing with unwanted apples. There used to be around 2,000 acres of apple, perry pear and plum orchards in Victorian times in the Vale of Evesham, and though so many had been grubbed up and lost, some of the small farms still had fruit trees. So I would go around them all and say, ‘Can I have your apples?’ and they would either give them to me for free, or trade them for juice or cider. Eventually I became quite snobbish and only wanted to get my fruit from old, wild orchards. I also started grafting fruit trees, and so my legacy in Cleeve Prior is some 300 cider apple trees planted around my parents’ nursery.

When the opportunity came up to be head gardener at Daylesford in 2008 I was doing a consultancy for the Eden Project in Cornwall, helping to develop a market garden there, and the timing was just right. It doesn’t matter whether you are growing on a small scale or a big one, you can still be romantic about the opportunity to grow organic, diverse and seasonal food, hands-on, using age-old skills; to build your own team around you and be part of a traditional mixed farming system, with animals, the creamery and the bakery. And it is great to work closely with chefs whose skill is in pulling off brilliance with simple fresh produce, and who appreciate the value of turning gluts into preserves to use for the rest of the year.

And then, a year after I started at Daylesford, by some sort of serendipity, an orchard just happened to become available a couple of miles up the road, planted with different cider apple varieties, and with its own cider-making shed and press. So I sold up my cider business in Cleeve Prior, and now we make local Cotswold cider for Daylesford. In a day at the orchard we can make 1,000 litres. Once it has fermented to cider, at least ten months later, it is bottled and a small amount of sugar is added – the equivalent of a level teaspoon per bottle – which balances the acidity. And it is carbonated, which is the way most people want to drink cider.

Making cider is such a simple thing to do, but it feels bio-regionally right to use apples that would otherwise go to waste, from this ‘terroir’, and produce a drink with local characteristics that is really contemporary and very enjoyable. I think it goes with everything, and I use it instead of white wine when I am cooking.
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An organic market garden is all about the diversity and safety of your food supply. Inevitably you are vulnerable to the vagaries of the weather, the temperature, too much rain, too little rain, but when you grow as many different crops and varieties as you can sustain, if one fails, you always have something else to fall back on. That way we don’t suffer in ‘funny old seasons’ in the way that specialists can do.

Diversity also means that terrible weather conditions for one crop can create a window of opportunity to work on something else – for example in 2012 we had the best tomatoes ever. We grow around 2,000 plants in thirty different varieties, many of them heritage: black, green, yellow, orange, stripy; bell-shaped, pear-shaped, plum-shaped ... and in that summer we harvested about 4 tonnes partly as a result of an awful, rainy strawberry season, when we couldn’t pick the berries in July because it was too wet. Instead we used the time to take off all the leafy side-shoots from the tomato plants in the tunnels, so without these sapping energy from the plants, all their efforts went into flowering and the subsequent, fantastic fruit. Bad seasons can teach you good lessons.

We regularly take on Soil Association apprentices and trainees – my assistant, Kate, who is an absolute star, started as an apprentice – and it is great to be able to show young people a rich, diverse and fascinating food culture, and teach skills that are in danger of being lost, in case there comes a time when communities have to fall back on them: rational peasantry again. We never have idle hands. In agriculture it is very easy to become a cog in the machine of a big operation producing for the supermarkets and doing something mind-numbingly repetitive every day, but here there is always something different happening and new things to learn.

Before Christmas a few years ago the whole farm was covered in a foot of snow, so there was very little that we could do in the gardens. But we have a little willow plantation, so we fashioned big wreaths from willow and foraged around the estate for leaves and berries. The wreaths were so successful that now we make them every year. Once the cider is made, we have the wreath-making ... and so the cycle goes on.
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Growing crops is all about food for me. Of course it is, you might think, but if you were working in a big agricultural packhouse day in, day out, you might not make that same connection. All the things I grow I want to cook and eat – especially the whole squash and pumpkin family. We concentrate on the best culinary ones that are valued for their tasty flesh, in soups, roasted in chunks on their own or in a risotto, rather than the more spectacular Halloween varieties. The secret with squash is to store them in nice warm, airy conditions, then you can keep them right through to April/May. In an ideal world I would like a nice specialist squash and pumpkin store, similar to the cheese room, where I could keep the humidity out – one day, maybe. Often I will make a big vegetable soup using squash at the beginning of the week, which will turn into a base for a spicy curry on another day.
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What I love to grow and eat most, though – and what I am really known for – are unusual salad leaves. In my family salad is a meal in itself: the base will be mixed leaves, chopped up a little, then lots of bean sprouts, which are very easy to produce. I have a kilner jar next to the sink, and I put some mung beans, alfalfa or green lentils in the bottom, fill the jar with water, then leave them to soak overnight. The next day I close the jar, but without the rubber seal, so there is a gap for the water to run out. Then I lay the jar on its side, so the water can drain into the sink. I just flush the jar two or three times a day with fresh water and let it drain away, because the only thing that is not good for sprouts is to let them sit in a container full of water. Within a few days I’ll have a jarful of sprouts.

To my leaves and sprouts in my salad bowl I’ll add some red onion that has been finely chopped and steeped in cider vinegar for twenty-five minutes, to take out some of the bitterness. Then I’ll roast some seeds in a dry pan: pumpkin in first, as they are the biggest, then sunflower, and when the pumpkin seeds start to pop, I put in some sesame seeds. When they start to turn golden I take the pan off the heat and mix the seeds with a little tamari (Japanese soy sauce), which gives a savouriness when you add the mix to the salad. Then there will be something like chopped cauliflower, grated carrot or finely chopped red cabbage for crunch and juiciness, and perhaps some chopped olives.

The dressing might be olive oil, balsamic vinegar, lots of garlic and chilli tomato jam. I’ll finish with some feta or toasted tofu for my wife Jo, who doesn’t eat meat, and for myself and the children, some salami, or perhaps pieces of roasted meat from Sunday lunch. Whatever else I make – whether it is big Spanish omelettes, risotto, or shepherd’s pie, there will pretty much always be a big salad on the side.
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Every year we increase the number of salad leaves that we grow: outside in summer, and inside in the six tunnels in winter – though even into January we can still be harvesting 40 per cent of salad leaves, such as mustard, rocket and endive, outside; as well as those in the tunnels, all of which are unheated, but give natural warmth and protection. When you grow organically you always have to establish a four-year rotation, so that you don’t have the same crop in the same location more than once every four years, which helps improve the structure of the soil, lowers the risk of disease and helps with pest control. So the leaves, like all the crops that we grow, are organised in families. Then we can create a rotation of brassica leaves, mustards and rocket; lettuce; endive, herbs, etc.

The key to growing winter salad leaves is to get the plants in the ground in the tunnels early so they have time to develop a good root system. The growing season is principally the period of time between the clocks changing, from the end of March to the end of October. If you suddenly think, ‘Winter salads, must do something,’ in mid-September, it is too late, but if you plant in mid-August, you can keep harvesting the leaves for six months, cutting a few leaves from each plant, and leaving behind the little rosettes in the centre, from where new leaves will grow. Then in April, the leaves come out in all but one of the tunnels (which we keep for delicate salads like rocket and mizuna). Within three weeks we will have moved from winter production to summer production and done all the tunnel planting of summer herbs like parsley, basil and coriander, and fruiting crops, such as tomatoes, chillies and cucumbers. I favour small, more European-style cucumbers, which we have learned to grow really well, and they produce little yellow star-shaped flowers, smaller than courgette flowers, which we harvest for the chef’s ‘bling’.

Because we can never cultivate right to the edge of the tunnels, we use up what would otherwise be wasted space by building raised beds, where we grow micro-leaves, like Red Frills mustard, and really peppery land cress, with amazingly pretty leaves, which look a bit like crayfish tails and which the chefs love. Around late February we have the greatest variety of leaves of all, everything from butterhead lettuce to radicchio, and Japanese mustards like mizuna and mibuna.

Because I think that a salad needs a touch of bitterness to get the tastebuds going, I love endive, but I know some people object to it because of the bitterness. However, that intensity of flavour is a response to UV rays, so the great thing about winter endive is that it doesn’t develop the bitter taste as much. It calms down and is actually pretty sweet.
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Every year we invest in more fruit bushes and trees, the most recent being rows of cherry trees, as I wanted a fruit for the kitchens to use that would be ripe after the strawberries have finished and before the blackberries and raspberries.

Raspberries are a tricky fruit, because picking them is very time-consuming and tedious, as the fruit is very soft and bunched together – whereas strawberries are so much easier. People love our strawberries, because we are one of a handful of growers that raise the plants outside in the ground. Ninety per cent of strawberry farms use growbags on tabletops in tunnels – but we want to celebrate a sense of place: ‘terroir’ again. All our plants – around 22,000 of them – are grown in the soil and we have six different varieties, which means that the season is extended naturally and the picking is spread out from early June to late July. In theory, that is. If you get a cold, wet, ‘funny old season’, of course that doesn’t work and everything comes through together – but as I constantly say, in a diverse market garden there is always something else that can be done on the days when picking is impossible, whereas if you are a specialist grower, you suffer much more.

For me, the perfect strawberry shouldn’t be all sweetness, you need some acidity, but mainly it has to be ripe. That is what we specialise in: ripe strawberries. It sounds obvious, but if you pick a strawberry when it is orange, it will last for a week in a display cabinet, but never become truly ripe, whereas when we pick ours, they are properly red, and will last for only about two days.

Our varieties are Honeoye, Alice, Fenella, Symphony, Christine and Cambridge Favourite, which I used to think was a great strawberry, very disease-resistant, but it can be quite soft – good for jam, though – and we make lots of jam. Our favourite these days is Honeoye, which comes through early, and is just the right size. It gets redder and redder and sweeter and sweeter, producing fruit which stays compact, even in a wet season, for the whole of June, before the likes of Symphony and Fenella take over in July.

Beyond the Summer Solstice Garden – where we give demonstrations in growing and cooking, and show off some of our skills, such as willow work – and beyond the composting area, are the propagation tunnels where Kate painstakingly records all the details of every seed that we sow.

Whenever possible, when you are trying to garden sustainably, you save seeds, and we have had success with some varieties of peas and climbing and borlotti beans. Plants like the fancy frilly mustards are also good to let go to flower and save the seeds, but seed-saving isn’t always straightforward. Squash and courgettes, for example, are very promiscuous and can cross-pollinate with other plants, which might result in ‘rogue’ types. So we buy many of our heritage varieties from a small company who specialise in old varieties of seeds that grow particularly well in our climate.

The world of propagation is all about nurturing plants slowly from seed and gradually moving them through various stages of being kept warm and covered to the environment in which they end up growing, so that it isn’t a shock to them – so the propagation tunnels are very exciting places. It doesn’t matter how many years you have been growing fruit and vegetables, it is still magical when on a cold February day you sow the seeds of spring onions, chillies, peppers, tomatoes and herbs, and over the space of a weekend the tiny plants suddenly appear.
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‘The cheese is the boss ...’
John Longman, The Cheese Room

Making cheese in the traditional way, by hand, is a lot like cooking. Half a dozen people can start with the same ingredients and follow the same recipe but the result will be surprisingly different; and you can’t always put your finger on why, because it is the little things that are significant: the way an individual handles the cheese, but also the process itself. It isn’t like mixing cement to a formula, you are dealing with something much more volatile. Also the protein and fat content in the milk can vary according to the season, or a sudden blip in the weather. Occasionally you might get an unusual, sometimes wonderful, and exciting flavour coming through, because the cows have eaten a particular herb or a weed in the meadows. But that is what is fascinating and challenging about artisan cheese-making. The differences and nuances are all part of the attraction, whereas in industrial-scale cheese-making it is all about consistency: every batch must look and taste the same.

Some cheese-makers use an analysis of the milk to decide how to make each batch of cheese in advance, but I prefer to take it as it comes, and judge it as I go along. Every style of cheese is made slightly differently, but once you add your culture to the milk and warm it up to start things off, the process can be quite quick or relatively slow, and the cheese is the boss. That’s why we make one batch at a time. If you were to have more vats on the go, and one was behaving more slowly or quickly than the rest, you might end up with compromised cheese. With one batch you can be totally focused and either on your toes ready to stay with it, and not let it get ahead of you; or be patient and calm and wait and wait if it isn’t ready, because the cheese won’t be rushed. It might need a bit more temperature or time ... it’s no good being in a hurry to go off and do something else.

My background is Cheddar-making in Somerset. My family had a dairy farm and made Cheddar through the generations for over 100 years, so it is in my blood. However, we also began diversifying into other cheeses before I decided to go to Australia for a year in 2007 to work in a small artisan dairy in Queensland – a wild thing to do at nearly sixty – where we made nineteen different cheeses.

When I came back to England and to Daylesford, many of the farm cheeses had already been introduced, initially by Joe Schneider, who established the creamery and made the first Cheddar. His successor, James McCall, introduced an early version of the Double and Single Gloucester, as well as the Adlestrop, which I have since made my own. It is called after a local village, though most people recognise the name from the poem ‘Adlestrop’ by Edward Thomas. It’s a delightful cheese, which is rind-washed and matured for ten weeks.

As a cheese-maker you can never arrive somewhere new and impose your ideas or think you know best; because I’m afraid you don’t. Every dairy has its own conditions, and particular micro-flora of bacteria in the room, and the only thing to do is to feel your way and then gradually, over time, begin to develop the cheeses in your own style. I think now, if it were possible by some kind of time travel to taste some of my predecessors’ cheese alongside mine in a blind-tasting, I would recognise mine straight away.

There are only a few farms that make Single Gloucester, as it now has Protected Designation of Origin status (PDO) and can only be made with the milk from a farm that has a registered herd of Gloucestershire cattle, a heritage breed, which Richard, the farm manager, introduced to Daylesford in 2006.

Single Gloucester dates back over two centuries. It was what was known as a kitchen cheese, as it was made with the partially skimmed milk left over from making Double Gloucester cheese and butter on small farms. Whereas Double Gloucester would be sold, the Single Gloucester was kept for the family and was rarely seen beyond a particular farm or village, let alone Gloucestershire county. It was a cheese that had been almost lost until relatively recently, and barely anyone remembers how the original was made, so the modern-day Single Gloucester has been reinvented and is made to a standardised recipe, using whole milk. As a result it is now acclaimed and sought after, rather than the lowly poor relation to Double Gloucester – and personally I prefer it.

The two cheeses are made quite differently, with different starters and maturing times. Single Gloucester is a nice, fresh, buttery-tasting young cheese that has quite a bit of character – you can really taste the flavour of the milk in it – and is best around six to eight weeks old. If you keep it too much longer, it can dry out. Double Gloucester is much closer to a Cheddar, but with a more mellow flavour, and is traditionally coloured with annatto, a natural vegetable dye, to give it its orangey appearance. It is also matured for much longer: three to six months.

Since I have been here we have also introduced Baywell, which is a soft, creamy, but quite mature-tasting cow’s milk cheese, made in a heart-shape with an orangey-pink rind. It is an extension of the ripe, creamy-soft Penyston, named after Penyston Hastings, whose family owned Daylesford in the eighteenth century – a cheese we used to make, and may well revive one day. As often happens in artisan cheesemaking, the Baywell came about almost by accident, when someone tried rind-washing a troublesome batch of Penyston. The result: a new style of cheese. Penyston was also the starting point for the white-mould goat’s cheese we call Penygoat. I decided to make an experimental batch of Penyston, but using goat’s milk instead of cow’s milk, and originally called it Penygoat as a joke – but everyone liked the cheese, and the name, so it has stuck.

We have also developed the soft Oddington goat’s cheese, and the hard Trenchard – and I have ideas for a goat’s cheese made to a Gouda recipe – and of course we make a cream cheese for the bakery to use, and a feta-style cheese for the kitchens. Then there are the blue cheeses. The latest are the Bledington Blue cheeses, which are small, creamy versions of Daylesford Blue, in which the curds are stirred for less time so they are softer, and stay in salt for slightly less time, then the cheese is matured for just four to nine weeks.

Although we make around a dozen different cheeses our production is still relatively small. We only make twenty tonnes a year of everything, whereas in a big industrial process you might make 190 tonnes a day! Our Cheddar is our biggest production, and it is still the cheese I love to make most: even after forty-five years. Sometimes people say to me, ‘I couldn’t just make Cheddar, day in day out.’ Well, I could. It’s never boring, because the art of it is always having to make those little adjustments here and there. I get quite protective about every batch – and I want to see it through from beginning to end.

Some people say that true Cheddar can only be made in Somerset, but it is the process that makes a Cheddar, really, although every dairy makes it slightly differently; some make it slightly wetter than others, and obviously everyone is starting with different milk – in our case the milk comes straight in from our own Friesian herd.

Once the coagulated milk is cut to separate the curds and whey, the whey is drained off, and the mass of curds come together in springy pillows which are layered up, left for around ten to twenty minutes, then turned and re-stacked – this is the ‘cheddaring’ process, which we repeat around five times over to press and drain the curd and let the acidity rise, then it is shredded and salted. At this point you can finally relax and let the pieces of curd sit and cool briefly before packing them into the moulds, which are lined with cotton muslin and then pressed. It’s an extraordinary process really, achieving something solid out of soft curds. People think that the pressing is to get the moisture out – a bit like cider-making – but not at all; that has already happened, so the pressing is to shape the cheese and allow it to come together. Traditional clothbound Cheddar, being a hard cheese and one of the driest, needs more pressure than most. We still use the old wooden presses that work with ropes, pulleys and weights, which Joe
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