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CALLED TO THE

BAR
The village pub is a special place.
What would happen if a farmer
bought one? Ask Stephen Carr, he
did just that
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he Evening Standard published an
article in 1946 called “The Moon
Under Water”, in which George
Orwell describes his view of the
perfect pub.
He maintained any pub worthy of the
name should have draught stout (never
served in handleless glasses), open fires,
cheap meals, a garden, motherly barmaids
and absolutely no radio. The pub had to
be uncompromisingly Victorian with castiron fireplaces, a stuffed bull’s head over
the mantelpiece, a ladies’ bar, and had to
provide a good solid lunch of “a cut off the
joint, two vegetables and boiled jam roll”.
The wistful quality of his tone hints that
Orwell never found The Moon Under
Water and, when it comes to pubs, we are
a nation of Orwells, all with very definite
ideas. Pub perfection as a concept probably
doesn’t exist. But if you buy a pub, as I did
with my wife Fizz and my nephew Jonny
16 months ago, then you have no excuse
not to do your very best to make it at least
your own version of pub nirvana.
The Sussex Ox is the pub that my grandfather ran as a tenant of the Charrington
brewery between the mid-1940s and the
late 1960s and I spent a lot of my childhood there, playing foxes and geese with
the farmworkers in the public bar and
peeping through to the carpeted private
area where the two local farmers sat and
drank away a good part of their day.
It lies in a tiny village between Lewes and
Eastbourne, a half mile from the main road,
nestled in the rolling South Downs. It is a
spectacular spot, even in February when the

southwesterlies blow the rain horizontally
across the ploughed fields and the ditches
gurgle with water. But in May and June,
when the hedges froth with cow parsley and
the sun sets over one of the highest points
of the South Downs – Firle Beacon to the
west – it is a little paradise.
Last year we bought it freehold from a
man with whom I played Saturday football
and who happened to mention one day
that he was selling up. Jonny was running
a pub in Bristol and expressed enthusiasm
to head east to manage the Ox. We took
possession a week before Easter.
The idea behind this radical farm diversification was that the farm would supply
the pub (which lies at the very centre of
our holding) with organic purebred Sussex
beef and organic home-bred lamb from our
Suffolk cross North Country Mule flock,
slaughtered at our local abattoir and cut up
by our local butcher.
We’ve also fattened about 12 of our own
pigs over the past year which have been fed
on our organic barley. We decided to plant
half a hectare of organic potatoes simply
because we thought it might be fun and a
good unique selling point for the pub. And
because Fizz really likes potatoes.
We knew the potato yield would be
low because we couldn’t irrigate and we
couldn’t spray against pests or viruses,
but we did supply the pub for six whole
months with new and roasting spuds. Bambino stored beautifully and seemed to
morph from a lovely new potato to a tasty
roaster. Arran Victory had a superb flavour
but sprouted quickly. Golden Wonder

“When it comes to
pubs, we are a nation
of Orwells, all with very
definite ideas – as a
concept pub perfection
probably doesn’t exist”

was tasty and stored well, but the tubers
emerged from the pub potato tumbler the
size of large marbles. But primarily we grew
the potatoes because we could.
Lots of pubs now take the provenance of
their food – particularly their meat – very
seriously, but very few have the luxury
of their own farm, so we emphasise this
connection in everything we do, not just
the menu. The flowers, grown by Fizz,
might include barley in ear or some of the
sunflowers or triticale that have appeared
in last year’s potato patch. Our 11-year-old
daughter sells the eggs from her 18 hens
on the bar. Magnificent pictures of Sussex
cattle and their breeders, copied from the
Sussex Cattle Society’s collection, are on
the walls. And Fizz is about to undertake
pre-booked tours of the farm (free with
a reservation for lunch or dinner) so that
people can meet our cattle and sheep in the
flesh and see the journey from farm to fork.

EVOLUTIONARY CHANGE
Top: Stephen’s mother, Aline Aspin, holding
the terrier and, on her left, Stephen’s
grandmother Phyllis Aspin and grandfather
Fred Aspin.
Middle: Stephen’s mother and grandfather
with a “thatched car”.
Bottom: Stephen (right) with Georgia
Robbins (holding Howard), Jonny Bunt
(holding Lyla), Ted Carr (holding Peter pug)
and Stephen’s wife, Fizz.

We had spent long evenings both before and
after we’d signed on the dotted line debating how we could achieve the perfect pub.
Some of those initial thoughts were crazy
dreams – a glass-walled extension with cows
and calves at foot during the winter months
(too expensive), or a “hay bar” tie-up area for
riders and their horses (uninsurable). But we
realised early on that change would have to
be evolutionary, not revolutionary.
When you buy a village pub, you are
buying something that every local feels they
own a little of. So the fear of change when
one passes to a new owner is very real. The
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HUMANS TRUMP TECHNOLOGY

Right: Stephen samples one of the local
brews with nephew Jonny Bunt.
Below: Stephen’s daughter with some of the
goodies she sells in the pub as “Ted’s eggs”.

Gadgets are great, but we shouldn’t let ourselves become fixated with them. Instead, we
should be listening more to the older generation – and asking more questions

T

TRAITS YOU NEED TO BE A PUBLICAN AND A FARMER

only changes we made the first week were
to ask the staff to abandon the uniform
logo-bearing bottle-green polo shirts they’d
worn before and wear their own clothes
(Fizz’s school uniform had been bottle
green and she simply couldn’t cope), and
to put the home-produced beef and lamb
on the menu.
Other changes were made much more
slowly. We decided to freshen up the interior, but a few people expressed dismay that
the hallowed nicotine-stained ceiling might
go, so we found an exact colour match and,
having sugar-soaped the ceiling, repainted
it. Nobody seemed to notice. After a few
months we dared to knock a hole in a wall
and extend the bar. Fizz spent the summer
making linen and velvet patchwork curtains for all the rooms and these went up
window by window. We’ve reduced the
size of the menu and concentrated on our
farm’s produce and local strengths such as
Beachy Head-caught crab and lobster.
But certain things cannot and mustn’t
change in a village pub. The pub must be
there as a welcoming refuge, whether it’s
for a relaxing pint after work on a Friday
evening, or for dry sherry on a Wednesday
20
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VISION
Everyone has their own idea of the perfect
farm and the perfect pub. To retain your
sanity, you quickly have to develop
an ability to nod politely at any helpful
advice offered (whether solicited or not),
but nonetheless stick to the original game
plan. Or, better still, convince yourself
that the original game plan contained the
new and very good advice.

A THRILL FROM RISK-TAKING
So many things about both jobs are
beyond the practitioner’s control. Whether
it’s the weather or government legislation,
you have to roll with the punches.

BLIND OPTIMISM
Like farms, pubs are in long-term
decline, with thousands closing in the
UK each year, so you must be foolish
enough to think it a good idea to set out
to beat the odds.

MODESTY
Both enterprises require an enormous
range of different aptitudes to run well.
Accept the limits of your own abilities and
let others who are much more qualified get
on with the job.

afternoon after an emotional village funeral,
or for sparkling prosecco the night before a
wedding. It must know when the A-level
results are out and whose children will be
over the moon or locked in their bedrooms.
It must be ready to absorb and then redistribute just the right level of village information. It must make you feel the world is
now a better place because you’ve walked in.

NOD POLITELY

It can be hard to be in the pub as its owner.
I find it difficult to switch off and just
relax without worrying whether the couple
next to me are enjoying their puddings or
whether if by sitting down I am denying
a hungry family a needed (and profitable)
table. I’ve had to alter my behaviour – I try
not to talk politics there and always nod
politely at whatever views are expressed.
This is particularly hard when bearing in
mind that for 30 years, editors of several
farming publications have encouraged
me to express a firm view on topics I am
writing about.
I’ve also come to the realisation that,
unlike farms, pubs pay 20% VAT on their
turnover, of which not one penny can

LAZINESS
Otherwise know as a willingness to
delegate vital tasks to others and trust in
their honesty.

be reclaimed. This is a shock to a farmer
whose career has involved emptying the
Exchequer’s coffers through subsidy claims.
I suppose at last I’m doing my bit to refill
them by paying this pernicious tax.
It is incredibly hard work, so balancing
the pub and the farm is a constant struggle.
But it’s a lifestyle choice and is more than
compensated for by the people we have
met and the community we have grown
part of. And we have a new engagement
with our own farming that seems more
grassroots, more involving. It is much more
fun to see people actually enjoying your
beef than to load a lorry full of fat cattle
onto a truck for an industrial meat processing plant in Cornwall.
So would Orwell have liked the Sussex
Ox? Our fireplace is wooden, not castiron, our range of artisan beers is served in
whatever-shaped glass you like, and no-one
could describe our front-of-house staff as
“matronly”. Someone likes it, though, as
we’ve been shortlisted for the Sussex Food
and Drink Awards. Did the nominator like
the garden? Or the cut off the joint on a
Sunday? Maybe it was the lack of radio?
This winter we’ll serve jam roll.

Matthew Naylor

farms 162ha of
Lincolnshire silt
in partnership
with his father,
Nev. Cropping
includes potatoes,
vegetables, cut
flowers and
flowering bulbs.

here is a stage in everybody’s life when they start to fear
new things.
I can remember, as a boy, watching my grandfather
trying to set a VHS recorder for the first time. He put
his glasses on the tip of his nose and entered a state of intense
perplexity. He looked like Roger Moore trying to disarm a
loudly ticking nuclear bomb at the end of a James Bond film.
His face reddened and he came close to throwing the TV
cabinet out of the window. Eventually I programmed it for
him and, because I was young and had a soft and juicy brain,
I found the process simple, intuitive and rewarding.
Now I, too, have come of age. My brain isn’t so soft and
juicy. It is more like a clapped-out Commodore 64 computer,
overloaded with people’s names, embarrassing memories and
1990s song lyrics (by mentioning Commodore computers I
have inadvertently illustrated what a fossil I am).
These days I, too, need guidance from someone under 30 if
I have to conduct a big technical operation such as configuring a wireless router, transferring data from my phone or – the
modern equivalent of sailing across the River Styx into Hades
– logging in to the Government Gateway.

REDDENING FACE

We recently bought our first Fendt tractor and, as I was
patiently shown how to turn on the pto, I could feel my face
reddening as I pondered where I could find a window large
enough to throw the tractor from.
The writer Douglas Adams had a theory. He said: “Anything that is in the world when you’re born is normal and
ordinary and is just part of the way the world works. Anything
that’s invented between when you’re 15 and 35 is new and revolutionary and you can probably get a career in it. Anything
invented after you’re 35 is against the natural order of things.”
I think of this when I see someone brandishing the latest
bit of unnecessary technology as a fashion statement. I
was amused by the response of an old chap recently when
confronted with a youngster who was showing off his latest
iPhone: “Don’t look so pleased with yourself. You only
bought it, you didn’t invent it.”
In the past couple of decades, computerisation has entered
every corner of agriculture. Computers can now drive our tractors, store our records, control the ventilation in our buildings
and identify our livestock.
Farmers have become like computer programmers, just
with dirty fingernails and a terrible broadband connection.
This situation has slowly divided us into two tribes – those
who farm with technology and those who farm without it.
As a sweeping statement, and there are some clear exceptions, this is the division of the young and the old.
In the past, we looked up to the eldest members of our
family or our community because they had the most experience. They would know which corners of the farm were
prone to waterlogging or pest damage, they would have seen
the production cycle on individual fields many times over.

Once, it would have been an act of great folly to buy a
farm without getting the lowdown from the oldest person in
the village pub first. The modern manager has no time for
such folklore.
They know they can GPS-map the field and obtain detailed
nutrient and organic matter levels to 18 decimal places. They
can throw more horsepower and diesel at difficult soil types.
So what if the farm floods? They can fly over it with a drone
and take dramatic photographs to send to Countryfile for John
Craven’s calendar.
One could be forgiven for thinking farming is now a
young person’s game. In reality, we are throwing away the
useful and valuable knowledge of a generation of farmers
who managed to feed the world perfectly well without such
technical frivolity.
This is why I feel a deep empathy with the older generation.
They are disempowered by society’s fixation with gadgetry.
Our dependence on electronics is slowly disconnecting the
young and the old.
I think we should all be spending much more time talking
to older farmers and finding out how we can make their life
experiences relevant to our own challenges. Perhaps I am just
becoming nostalgic now that my paternal grandparents have
both been dead for more than a decade. When they were
alive, I didn’t appreciate their stories as much as I would now.
My granddad would talk about ploughing with horses a
lot more than I felt was necessary or helpful. My grandma
had a habit of converting the price of any grocery item into
shillings and then looking scandalised about it. Shamefully,
these things made me raise my eyebrows. What I should have
done was ask more questions.

YOUTUBE VIDEOS

We should be building on the efforts of past generations
rather than discounting them. Stories from older farmers
can be a lengthy process. Their best nuggets are rarely
available on a Kindle, in a tweet or from a YouTube video.
Invariably, if you want to hear about a farmer’s career it will
involve sitting in an overheated room with a sugary cup of tea
and a pink wafer biscuit. But it can be well worth the effort.
I have recently become addicted to buying farmer’s memoirs on eBay. These are usually self-published little pamphlets
which look like a church parish magazine. It can be sobering
to read about an unextraordinary life which has involved a
lot of hard work. This is a wonderful way to put your own
working life into some sort of perspective.
When you strip away the veneer of complexity we have put
on agriculture to make it look impressive, it is actually quite
a simple business. It’s about using the least physical resources
and labour to achieve the optimum amount of marketable
produce from a given area. It has always been this way and
we can learn a lot from those who toiled before us. We cannot
reasonably talk about the future of the industry unless we
understand, respect and celebrate its past.
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