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FOREWORD



Yeah, hi. Is this thing on? Is that how it works?

It’s amazing that I’ve written a book. Amazing to me, I mean. I’ve never done books before – reading, writing, owning. It hasn’t been my thing. Back when I was in and out of school as a kid (but mostly out, because I was building up my farming business from scratch, which you can read all about in just a bit), if somebody had come up to me and told me I’d one day be a published author in the bestseller charts, I’d have thought the Cotswolds had suddenly got a crack problem. But here I am, on the printed page. Or maybe, if you’re a futuristic young gun like me, an electronic one. I’m bringing you everything I know about the farming life, and why I’m so devoted to it.

It’s funny, being a book person. People – and by ‘people’, I mean hobby farmers, because no one else I know would be daft enough – sometimes ask me if I’ve read this or that book – usually it’s a book that’s got something to do with farming. ‘No,’ I always tell them. ‘I don’t read books. I write them.’

This book is actually three books, all rolled into one except that we left some bits out – and the reason I write these books is because I love farming, and I love the countryside, and I want there to be some books out there written by somebody who knows those things from the bottom up rather than the top down. I don’t have time to read books about farming – or anything else for that matter – because I’m too busy, y’know, farming. Which I like to think has taught me more about the subject than any amount of books ever could.

But the countryside has a lot of people in it nowadays who really don’t understand (no names mentioned, ahem). And the trouble is, it’s people like that who end up writing most of the books about farming, as far as I can see. They treat farming as if it’s all a bit of an adventure or an experiment. If it goes wrong they can go back to their nicely paid day job. Not me: this is my day job, and often my evening job and my night job. And that’s OK, because this is the thing I love doing most in the world.

The only thing that comes close to my love for farming is getting to tell other people about it. I made my farming career happen for myself, and I’m really proud of that. But it was pure luck that I happened to become a celebrity, with people interested in what I have to say. My friends still find that incredible. ‘We don’t even care what you have to say, Kaleb,’ they remind me. ‘And we’re your mates. Now there’s all these strangers who want to listen to you. It must be the end times or something.’

So, I’d be stupid not to take the opportunity to tell everybody why I love farming so much any chance I get. And that’s what this book is for: to look at every part of my life as a farmer and explain to people why it matters to me, and why farming matters so much to everybody. I heard an old American folk song the other day which is all about how farmers work the whole year around, living on credit and getting ripped off by lenders and middlemen, but then the chorus says, the farmer is the man who feeds them all. That’s from a hundred years ago. Some things never change.

Other things in farming never change, and that’s a good thing. Those are some of the things I talk about in this book – the character of farming people, the commitment to a way of life, the way you have to be truly dedicated to the work if you’re going to do it at all. It’s not a nine-to-five job. It’s not something you do just to pay the bills. Every proper farmer knows that, and I hope that if farming people read the book they’ll relate.

As for non-farming people, I couldn’t be happier if you choose to read this book. I hope you’ll come to share at least a bit of my enthusiasm, and understand how pleased I am to be part of a tradition that literally keeps this country going.

There’s so much to cover. I didn’t just want to write about tractors – although I do have a LOT to say about them – I also wanted to write about work, families, kids, animals, clothes – all the different bits of my life, how I see the world, and how the world seems to see me. I’ve even dipped into art, because I do believe there’s an art to farming, and I’ve taken a look at some of the wackier events you find in country communities. Especially since city folk started moving here.

Along the way I’ve even spent a while looking back at my childhood and tried to explain how I’ve got here. Although I admit it baffles me, sometimes. I’m just a young farmer, and that’s all I ever wanted to be, until I’m an old farmer. But when you decide to climb up on the tractor, then you take the ride all the way to the end. I hope you enjoy the ride as much as I do. Thanks for reading – and thanks for everything!
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CITY VS
COUNTRYSIDE



I’ll be the first to admit it: I don’t know a lot about cities. But I do know one thing, and I’m happy to share it, because it’s a very useful piece of information. And that is: nobody should go to cities.

Ever.

Or live in them.

Or have anything to do with them.

Now, you might not think that’s very practical. But I can tell you different. Before I was on the telly, I’d only ever been to London once, on a school trip. I got on the bus to go there. I stayed on the bus the whole time we were there. Then the bus went home and so did I, which to be honest was the best thing for everyone. I didn’t have to bother with London, and London didn’t have to bother with me.

What I like is being in a field. That’s when I feel free. No one around me, and I can see for miles. In cities, sometimes you can only see as far as the next building. It freaks me out. I was back in London a little while ago for the TV show (not because I wanted to, I just had to), and I looked up, and there was a massive great big building there with a tree on top. I mean, I’m used to pruning trees that are thirty foot. But now, all of a sudden, I’ve got to go a thousand foot up a building, and then another twenty-five – to prune a tree? On top of a building? And then I’m a thousand and twenty-five feet up in the air. To. Prune. One. Tree.

On my first visit to London, we drove past the grounds of Buckingham Palace and I got really excited – because of the wire security fence strung along the top of the brick wall, I thought we must be going to London Zoo to see the animals. I was totally disappointed when I found out the truth. Back then, I assumed the wire was to keep people out. These days, I wonder if it’s there to keep certain members of the Royal Family in.

Then I went to west London, and I saw an upside-down house. What’s the whole purpose of that? Why would you want an upside-down house? Why not just build a normal house and live in it like a normal person?

People in London are obsessed with their cars. If my car hit their car, that’s the end of the world. But with my work truck, I couldn’t care less. If I drove around London in my work truck and bashed my door against a lamppost, it wouldn’t really bother me.

Then there’s the traffic. Driving in London? Oh my God. See, around where I live, I can drive anywhere and I can raise my hand to anyone. You know, we grew up together, we work together. So, you can put your hand up to say ‘hi’ or ‘thank you’ and they’ll be as happy as ever. You do that in London and they think you’re a madman, or that you’re trying to start some kind of road-rage incident.

It’s like, here’s my car, I’m in it, I’ve got to get to this location ASAP and anyone who gets in my way is going to pay for it. The roundabouts are enormous, and they are terrifying. It’s like some kind of high-speed revolving death match on wheels.

I don’t understand the whole thing about black cabs either. Never caught a taxi. Never been in one. Trains – never been on one. Planes – never been on one. Why would I want to do any of that? I’ve got a tractor.

Another thing I find really weird is that, in the city, if you want an Uber Eats or something you can just get it there and then, to your door, just like that. I can’t do that where I live. I have to go out and get it myself and be independent. If people in London are sat watching TV at home and they want a cup of coffee, they never make a cup of coffee. They just get one delivered. I stand up and then go and make one. Having stuff delivered to your door like that feels wrong. If you want to get a takeaway, just walk around the corner – OK, let’s not go mad here, drive around the corner – park up, speak to a few people, buy what you want to buy, then go home. I like going to the shop, having a good chinwag about everything for twenty minutes. Otherwise you’re going to forget how to walk. Or at least, how to walk to the car. Or you’re going to forget how to talk. Your social skills will fall apart, and you’ll have trouble forming full sentences. You could end up with a city full of people who look like Space Hoppers with mobile phones attached to their hands, just ordering stuff off the Internet and having it delivered to their door.

‘Is this your order, mate?’

‘Yeg. Thgs.’

So, it’s village life for me. I clearly don’t belong in a city. To be fair, it’s not that different with town people in the countryside. You can spot them a mile away. I can pick out all the other farmers – you know, the sheep farmers, the beef farmers, the chicken farmers. And I can just as easily pick out the city people. They normally arrive at a farm dressed in white trainers wearing their nice white shorts, and by the time they leave they’ve got a brown-on-white colour scheme going on, thanks to the mud. But even without that, they stand out just because of their body language. All crunched up a little bit, all nervous. Just like me when I go to the city, come to think of it. And they don’t want to step in the wrong place. Just like me when I go to the city.

You can even tell with city people who’ve moved to the country, like Jeremy. You can take the city people out of the city, but you can’t take the city out of the city people. And you know they’re city folk when they’re talking to you, when they go, ‘Look at that straw,’ and it’s actually hay. Or the other way around. The difference between straw and hay, that’s a big thing here. So many people get that wrong. Any farmer out there, it’ll frustrate them. It frustrates me, anyway.

Village life is where I’m at. Village and small town life. Knowing people, knowing where they grew up, where they’ve lived for years. It’s a very small community. And if anyone needs help, no one ever hesitates to go and help them, which is a lovely thing. You go into a local shop, they know you, they’ve been serving you for ten years. As I go down the street, I smile and beep at everyone, like I’m Noddy.

There are some downsides to village life though. I just can’t think of any right now. Apart from snow. When it snows, you’re stuck where you are. Unless you’ve got a tractor to get around on. I’m lucky, I have got a tractor, so that doesn’t really apply to me. (When I went to London, I spent the whole time looking around for a tractor, to see what the tractor would be doing in the city, just to make me feel more at home. The nearest I got was seeing one in an advert on the side of a bus.)

Actually, there is another downside to village life: the gossip. You should never worry about what anyone outside your own village thinks about you. You should worry very much about what everyone in your own village thinks about you. I should know. I do it myself. If somebody does something stupid, I’ll be the first to tell everyone. But at least people care. In the city, if you say, ‘Oh, did you hear about what your neighbour did?’, it’s like, ‘I don’t even know who my neighbour is.’

So, yeah, you can keep the city. Problem is, now, with all the TV stuff, whenever they want to talk to me on the telly, they want me to do it in London or Manchester. I managed to get away with doing it on Zoom for a while because of the COVID, but now that’s all over I’m going to have to think of something else. I’ll just have to get them to send the camera crew to me. I’ll tell them: deliver it to where I live – that’s the city way, right?

COUNTRYSIDE CUSTOMS

The stuff we get up to in the countryside isn’t always what the townies think it will be. Take maypole dancing. This is one of those things that country people everywhere are supposed to do. But I’ve never, ever done it, and nobody I know has ever done it either. I know it happens all over the place, but I wonder if it’s another thing country people mainly do for the tourists, so the tourists can say to each other, ‘How quaint, and of course you know it’s really an ancient fertility festival and the maypole represents a giant [ahem].’ Which might be true, or might not, and nobody knows, but country people pretend to be all innocent about it. ‘Yeah, yeah, we’ve never heard that before, we’re just unsophisticated rustic simpletons – did you bring your money?’ The only time I’ve ever danced around a pole was at a farmers’ party and it was a very different kind of pole dancing. It’s possible I was somewhat drunk. It’s possible I was somewhat topless. It’s possible it was a telegraph pole. It’s possible that I got creosote all over my nipples and they stung for weeks afterwards. But I couldn’t confirm any of that.

SUMMER SOLSTICE

This is another thing people think country people do all the time. Celebrating the sun. For me, the longest day of the year is mainly a way to get more work done, but for others the summer solstice is a real celebration of countryside, especially if you go to Stonehenge. You get to see spectacular views of the sunrise, which any farmer can tell you is always a wonderful thing. Mind you, I’m not so sure about going and dancing around a load of stones that come up out of the ground. I’ve ploughed plenty of stones. The Cotswolds is on brash, which means the ground just under the soil is mostly rocks. If I was farming stones, I’d be minted. And if every time I ploughed a stone up out of the ground, I started dancing around it naked, I’d never get anything done. Every couple of minutes, it seems like you hit one. That’s a lot of stones, and a lot of naked dancing – and let’s be honest, nobody wants to see that. I’d probably end up on YouTube. And it would probably be one of my mates who put me there.

SCARECROW COMPETITIONS

This is one more of those things that city people like to see countryside people do, but I can’t deny they are a massive thing. These days we use bird scarers more, but people still love to make scarecrows. I know because every time they have one of these competitions somebody makes a pair that look like me and Jeremy, then they tag me on Instagram. And I’m thinking, f***ing hell, why am I getting tagged in this? Leave me out of it! Just do Jeremy, he’s the scary one. I’m young and gorge … well, young, anyway. I’m a young farmer, he’s an old wrinkly guy, let him scare the birds away.

THE PUB

Townie or country person, a custom we all agree on is the pub. It’s also where we have some of our best ideas for crazy events– basically anything that involves setting fire to stuff, or is an excuse for a p*ss-up, or just seemed like a really good plan while having a p*ss up.




KALEB’S GUIDE TO CRAZY EVENTS DREAMT UP IN THE PUB

HERNHILL WHEELIE BIN RACE, KENT

Fair play to the regulars at The Three Horseshoes in Hernhill. They came up with the idea of pushing each other in a wheelie bin, then they turned it into a competitive sport. It’s just a matter of time before they get accepted into the Olympics, and turn pro. I’ll probably have to buy my lad whatever brand of trainers sponsor the World Wheelie Bin championship.

I hate taking the wheelie bin out. When you’re on a farm, you’ve got to walk all the way down the farm track to put your wheelie bin where it needs to be. It’s not fun. But on the other hand, I’ve had lots of practice, so I reckon I’d have a good chance in this. Bring it on. Plus, I like the way they decorate the wheelie bins. The whole thing has a Last of the Summer Wine vibe to it. On second thoughts, this might be another one that’s better as a spectator sport. I’d love to watch it, but I’m not sure I fancy getting clobbered around inside a pimped-out wheelie bin. Leave it to the pros, I say.

WORLD BOG-SNORKELLING CHAMPIONSHIPS, WALES

I like the way they say ‘World’. As if there’s loads of other bog-snorkelling championships taking place across the globe, but this is the big one. That appeals to the entrepreneur in me: top-drawer marketing, that. ‘Oh, no, you don’t want to go to the bog-snorkelling championships in Paraguay. Absolutely not up to scratch.’

This takes place in Llanwrtyd Wells. Apparently, it started as a pub bet, which tells you that people take a pub bet seriously – and so they should. If they say they’re going to do something, they’re true to their word. I was in the pub the other day playing darts, and I bet somebody a pig. He won, so I gave him a pig. Then he gave me some work, so it was good for everyone.

The point is, nobody ended up having to doggy-paddle sixty yards and back through a trench four foot wide and fifty foot deep in a peat bog. That’s doggy-paddle, because proper swimming strokes aren’t allowed. Oh no. Doing the butterfly through an actual bog would be far too easy.

I think I might just about be able to manage this one, but only as long as I was allowed windscreen wipers on my goggles. Otherwise, no chance. I’m not sure even my extensive pig pen experience would see me through. Peat bogs are not really my thing. Obviously, there are people who think differently, and good luck to them. I’ll just stand over here and watch. ‘Over here’ being Chipping Norton.

MAN VS HORSE MOUNTAIN RACE, WALES

Here’s another event that started in Llanwrtyd Wells. I’m going to go ahead and assume that that’s basically what the entire local economy is based on: sitting in the pub thinking of mad stuff to do that people will come to see. And it seems to be working for them, so I’m not going to argue the toss. This race pits humans against horses with riders to see who is faster over mountain terrain. It starts in the town centre and goes up into the Cambrian Mountains for twenty-two miles. It’s been going for over forty years, and in all that time a human runner has won it three times, which is three more than I would have expected, and also three more times than I’m ever going to try it, either on foot or on a horse.

WORLD BATHTUBBING CHAMPIONSHIPS, WALES

And ... it’s another one from Llanwrtyd Wells. Racing bathtubs. Now, I’m no expert on bathtubs, that’s for sure, but the one thing I do know is that the water’s supposed to be on the inside, not the outside. I might have to pop down to Llanwrtyd Wells and give them a few pointers. Trouble is, I’d only end up in the pub and next thing I know I’d have invented a bizarre new sport over a pint or ten and I’d be the World Self-Catapulting Champion or something, last seen in orbit around Pluto.

WORLD TOE-WRESTLING CHAMPIONSHIPS, MIDLANDS

Toe-wrestling is one more idea that originated in a pub – Ye Olde Royal Oak Inn, in Staffordshire. Since then, it’s moved to the Bentley Brook Inn in Derbyshire, in a village called Fenny Bentley, which I have to suspect was named by the scriptwriters for the Carry On films.

I don’t know if the people in Staffordshire were aggrieved to lose the toe-wrestling championship or glad to get rid of it. But I do know it can get pretty tasty, if anything involving feet can ever be called tasty. Three rounds per match-up: right foot, left foot, right foot again. And you can end up with serious bruising, or even broken toes.

I’ll be honest with you, this one’s just weird. It also sounds a bit unsanitary. You might catch athlete’s foot off someone. Especially if they’re a regular toe-wrestler, which I suppose would make them an athlete. Or maybe you’d get a verruca. There are definite health and safety implications, is all I’m saying. There’s an expression young farmers use when they go courting: ‘Wrap it before you tap it’. I’m not going to spell out what that means in a family book, but I think it’s definitely something to consider.

Maybe some kind of dipping pool is the answer, like we use for sheep or cattle; or the little footbath thing you used to have to walk through to get to a public swimming pool in the old days. Although that was usually far worse than the pool itself – it had all sorts in it, things that no disinfectant could possibly kill. There’s one thing I do like about it, though, and that is its GOAT – Greatest Of All Toes. He’s a guy called Alan ‘Nasty’ Nash, who recently retired from the sport, aged 63, having won it 17 times. Not only did he work for JCB in his day job, meaning he was involved with diggers and so on (I love a bit of heavy machinery, as anyone who knows me can tell you), but he was also possessed of the mentality that typifies all elite competitors, and I consider him a role model. He once said, ‘I’m useless at every other sport, so I’m really glad I found this.’ Now those are the words of a true champion.

OASBY BABOON-TOSSING NIGHT, LINCOLNSHIRE

As I keep having to repeat, this is a family book – and I’m trying to keep it that way – but some of these traditions don’t make it easy.

Fortunately, this is another one that’s not as bad as it sounds. Just how traditional it truly is depends on who you believe. The event was supposedly inspired by a tragic incident in the early eighteenth century, when a pet baboon threw the baby son of a local landowner out of the window of Culverthorpe Hall. Surprisingly, this didn’t lead to a Dangerous Primates Act being debated in Parliament; however, almost two hundred years later, it did lead to a bunch of Morris Men in a Lincolnshire pub deciding it would be a good idea to commemorate it by dressing a guy up as a baboon and chasing him through the town, because, well, obviously. Then they all go back to the pub, but the landlord won’t let them in until somebody succeeds in chucking a toy monkey over the pub roof. Then everybody, including the baboon, piles back and gets (even more) p*ssed. Fair enough, I can think of worse ways to spend an evening, and I quite fancy testing my stuffed-monkey-hurling skills, so, if I ever get round that way, I’m in.
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ANIMALS



There are basically two types of farming – unless you count whatever it is Jeremy thinks he’s doing. And those two types are arable and livestock. That’s plants and animals. It goes right back to the old times, to the Bible. I mean, not that I’ve read the Bible. There’s no point; I already know how it ends. So much for ‘no spoilers’, eh, boys? But I do know that in the Book of Genesis – which is apparently named after a band Jeremy likes – you’ve got two brothers: Cain and Abel. Abel is livestock and Cain is arable. One day, as I understand it, they have God round for dinner, and Abel serves up a nice bit of lamb but Cain burns the carrots. God’s very pleased with Abel, and Cain isn’t happy about that, so he lumps his brother one. And that’s that – it’s never been quite right between arable and livestock ever since.

If you’d introduced me to Cain and Abel back then, I would have known straight away which one was which. It’s still the same round here. You can tell a livestock farmer because he’s got a bit of baler twine as a belt around his jeans. He simply hasn’t had time to go shopping. But an arable farmer has a belt with a gold buckle. And a tractor, of course. Abel should just have got on his tractor and driven away before Cain
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