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Grounded by Covid-19, Clare Hargreaves swapped her comfortable food-
writing life for a demanding job as a farmhand on the Isles of Scilly

the country sniffing out amazing

food producers and restaurants, but
thanks to the coronavirus I’'ve been
grounded since March - and may be
for some time yet. So since I couldn’t
write about food, I thought I'd have a
bash at growing and picking it on one
of the thousands of British farms said
to be seeking labour.

Istarted the process in the first week
oflockdown, but soon realised that the
sort of farm I wanted to work on wasn’t
where I'd be sent by big schemes such
as Hops. Agrochemicals, shared
accommodation and piecework were
not for me. I wanted a nature-friendly
family farm, where I could follow crops
from planting to picking.

It took a while, but finally I landed a
job at Hillside, a 40-acre mixed farm
on Bryher, in the Isles of Scilly. Graham
and Ruth Eggins, the farmers, don’t
normally employ labour, but as they
were having to teach their three
children at home, they badly needed
extra hands.

Ruth met my launch from the main
island, St Mary’s, to where I had taken
a key-workers-only flight from Land’s
End. We wheelbarrowed my luggage
along the shore to the farm, which
looks out over the mile-long Atlantic

I normally make a living travelling

coast of Bryher. As the first outsider on
the island since lockdown, I was imme-
diately quarantined - so no contact with
the 90-odd inhabitants for 14: days. Anti-
Covid precautions are taken seriously
when getting off the islands is pretty
much impossible.

And then off I went, and here I am.
Work starts at around 6am (earlier if I
can drag myself out of bed) when the
light is softly golden. I start in the poly-
tunnels while they’re still a tolerable
temperature, mainly training tomatoes.
Coaxing their reluctant stems up their
cordons reminds me of childhood cat’s
cradle. Remember that?

Corner shoots need amputating, too.
Graham’s “Be ruthless, just a single
stem” rings through my head. From
experience, I know he’s right: leave the
laterals and you’ll soon be crawling
through a jungle.

I feel a sense of achievement as I
admire my orderly (until I turn my back)
rows. By 8am, though, the polytunnel
has transformed into a sauna, and the
tomato pollen has turned my hands
black and yellow, resembling some-
thing out of a Spielberg monster movie.
Wash them, and they erupt in a yellow
froth that stains basins and towels.
Clothes become tainted too, so I soon
learn to wear only my oldest. These are

the secrets about the “love apple” that
chefs don’t tell you.

Then, as Ruth wrangles fractions, I
battle with the bindweed that’s trying
to tango with the French beans. Like all
Hillside’s crops, the beans grow in soil
which has been enriched with the
manure of the farm’s chickens, cows
and horses. No agrochemicals here.

Next, I crawl through a netted tunnel
plucking strawberries that are sweeter
and more fragrant than any I've tasted.
They’re a traditional variety (Graham
won’t divulge which) that’s grown for
flavour rather than shelf life; the latter
isn’t a requirement when your straw-
berries are devoured just minutes after
picking. Normally produce is sold from
an honesty stall outside the farmhouse
to self-catering tourists, but since there
aren’t any, Graham is delivering it to
residents instead, in what’s proving an
interesting trial in self-sufficiency.

If, like me, you spent the early part of
lockdown pottering in the garden try-
ing to grow food, a commercial farm,
even a small one, is another world. The
crops grow in rows so dauntingly long
you can scarcely see their ends, and
crouching on the hot soil as the sun
beats down on your back, leaves joints
exhausted and stiff. Muscles I didn’t
know I had complain: after the first
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<« Clare Hargreaves
left the mainland to
work at Graham and
Ruth Eggins’s
40-acre mixed farm

» Call ducks greet
passers-by with a
noisy serenade

CLARE HARGREAVES; RUTH EGGIN.S

How to find work

on a farm

»For paid work, the most
useful website is
pickforbritain.org.uk;

more specific listings

can be found at
hopslaboursolutions.com
and britishsummerfruits.
co.uk

»Farmers Weekly (fwi.
co.uk) has a page listing jobs
and recruitment agencies.
»If you're happy to
volunteer in return for
accommodation and keep,
try workaway.info or
World Wide Opportunities
on Organic Farms
(wwoof.org.uk)

Other useful organisations:
»Farms to Feed Us
(farmstofeedus.org) has
created a database of small
regenerative farms needing
volunteers

»The Land Army
(thelandarmy.org.uk)
“connects farms and
people”. Its website is about
to relaunch.

couple of days I am hobbling like an
octogenarian. But as I grow fitter and
my desk worker’s body slowly
strengthens, the pain lessens. Thanks
for seeing me through the start of the
pandemic, Joe Wicks: but I don’t need
your workouts now.

It’s not just toil and sweat, though.
The vibrant refrains of dappled song
thrushes cascade from the field hedges
around me, while below corn mari-
golds hum with bees. Looking to the
distance I can see the turquoise sea,
and the normally hectic silver shores
of neighbouring Tresco, now deserted.

Animals keep me company and
make me smile, from the ducks that
serenade me like royalty every time I
pass, to the hens dancing in the dust to
cool off.

I have lost my sense of time. Days
merge into each other, distinguished
only by occasional storms, the goings
and comings of different crops (spinach
bolts, broad beans fatten), and small
farm dramas like the dispatching of an
over-lusty cockerel (which we ate for
supper) and the birth of four Red Devon
calves, complete with auburn curls.

The coronavirus has been devastat-
ing for areas dependent on tourism,
such as Scilly. Graham and Ruth nor-
mally let out three cottages, which
provide income that pays the rent on
their Duchy of Cornwall-owned farm.
The upside for me is that I'm living in
one of the lets until the tourists return.
When they do, I’'ll move into a one-
room hut the couple are building
beside the potting shed. (They’re just
waiting for the floor varnish to arrive
from the mainland.) I’'ve already chris-
tened it Sparrow Palace.

Supper is whatever is in the fields -
currently kale, chard, new potatoes
and eggs, which I turn into frittatas or
omelettes. Ruth buys me flour from
the island’s shop to make soda bread.
On lucky days, their 12-year-old daugh-
ter, Lizzie, pops round with brownies
she’s just made “as part of my food tech
syllabus”. By 9pm, we’ve all collapsed
into bed, eased into sleep by the oys-
tercatchers and the crashing of the
waves on to the rocks of the evoca-
tively named Hell Bay.

It will be strange, returning to my
former life. First stop will be the
manicurist to sort out my black finger-
nails. When I buy veg, I’ll feel huge
respect for the toil and care that’s gone
into growing it. But for now, I'm
happily marooned on my desert island.
I'm learning what being “grounded”
really means.

READER SOLUTIONS

Fabulous new

variegated
phlox

This stunning new mildew-resistant
phlox ‘Olympia’ has taken many
years to produce and will create
unrivalled displays in your summer
garden. Its unique foliage features
a distinct irregular yellow margin
and vivid green centre. Foliage
emerges dark red but later softens

to an attractive pinkish-purple blush.

From June the purple blooms have
contrasting white eyes, absolutely
making this a must-have plant.

Height 65cm.

Buy three young
plants for £5 each

Buy six young plants
for only £3.75 each

Phlox paniculata Olympia
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offers hand-picked by our partners

D | enclose a cheque/postal order made payable to ‘Hayloft' (please post
N to Telegraph Garden Shop Offer, PO Box 2020, Pershore, WR10 9BP,

and clearly state your name and address).
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Code Description QTY | Price | Total Title First Name
RB23YPO3 | Phlox paniculata ‘Olympia’ x 3 <15 Surname
Phlox paniculata ‘Olympia’ x 6 Address
RB2SYPOS | savE £7.50 £22.50
P&P | £4.95 |£4.95 Postcode
Total Telephone Number

Email

O Email O Phone

Telegraph Media Group Limited and its group companies would like to keep
you informed about other offers, promotions and services that might interest
you. Let us know if you would like to hear from us by:

O Post 0O sms

Visit telegraph.co.uk/privacypolicy for more information.

Calls will cost a maximum of 5p per minute from a BT line, mobile and other @
service providers’ rates may vary. Lines open seven days a week, 9am-5pm. *
£4.95 P&P. Dispatched in 14 days. Subject to availability. Please send cheques :
and postal orders, made payable to Hayloft, to: Telegraph Garden Shop :
Offer, PO Box 2020, Pershore, WR10 9BP, and clearly state your name and :

address. All products are purchased from, and your resulting contract will be *
with, Hayloft (registered no. 04098670), a company wholly independent of :
Telegraph Media Group Limited. :
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Scotland’s Finest Since 1888

SAVE £15 /
incl FREE
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Enjoy all the comfort and features of a
high performance hiking shoe at half

the price. Lightweight, waterproof

and breathable our bestselling Cairn
shoe will cradle your foot comfortably
all day long. Equally at home on the

trail, walking the dog or just loafing

at the weekend. Plus FREE Returns

and our No Quibble Money Back

Guarantee. People have been putting
their trust and feet in our shoes for over

130 years so... order today.
Colours: Navy, Brown

Sizes: 37-48 (4-13) Medium Fitting
Cairn Shoes Were £59.95

Now £49.90 (Plus FREE postage worth £4.95) Save £15

www.fifecountry.co.uk Tel:

Please Quote 21 ith you

Fife Country, Cupar, Fife KYI5 4RB

Please tick

[ I enclose a cheque made payable to Fife Country

[] Please charge £

Please quote code 21ATS4 on our website or by 'phone
or return coupon to: FREEPOST RTCK-ZKY]-GGRB

Waterproof & breathable
Lightweight shoe for all ages

Removable cushioned insole
Long lasting suede/nylon fabric
Moisture wicking
lining to keep
your feet dry
Quick
release

lacing

Shock
Absorbing
Cushioned
Insole

Li

Comfortable padded ankle support

0345 607 6632

Country

~ est 1888 ~

PLEASE SEND: CODE COLOUR SIZE QTY | TOTAL
Cairn Shoes 6868
RESR | Cairn Shoes 6868
Postage
SPECIAL PRICE SAVE £15 P&P |FREE
TOTAL|£

from my credit/debit card

Tel

Card Type: Visa Debit 1 Visa Credit Q Mastercard 4 Name
LT PP PP P LT ] s
Card no
Valid from Expiry date Security no
Thank you for your order. If you DO NOT wish to receive offers from carefully Postcode
selected companies* please tick the box [ *Please see our full privacy policy at Email
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www.fifecountry.co.uk Company Reg No 15281 Trusted for over 130 Years




