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Author’s Note


I have thoroughly enjoyed my time as an auctioneer and valuer, travelling around rural Worcestershire and the surrounding counties. I have always regarded myself as a country auctioneer and certainly not an expert. Over the past twenty-five years I have met some colourful characters with fascinating possessions: these stories are based on just some of them.








Lot 1
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The Man with a Tin Leg


[image: image]


My entry into the auctioneering world was not the most orthodox; certainly my post-school qualifications were not especially relevant to my chosen career. That in itself is another story – I started out as an auctioneer’s assistant when some three months earlier I had left the best PE college in the country armed with a certificate to enable me to teach PE and geography. The fact that I never did  so must be a huge relief to a whole generation of children. I had always had an interest in antiques and fine art. I think living on a smallholding with my parents, where I was surrounded by the archaic, had stimulated a natural interest in all things old – in particular, things that stemmed from the rural way of life through several generations. However, at eighteen playing cricket and rugby seemed more appealing so off I went to Loughborough College of Physical Education.


My first boss was Major Ernest Edward Foley Rayer, MBE, TD, FRICS, CAAV. In simple terms, as well as being a Member of the British Empire, he had been awarded the Territorial Army Decoration, was a Fellow of the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors and a member of the Central Association of Agricultural Valuers. He was a unique character and a man respected by all. When my father’s insurance broker heard that I was about to go and work for the major, he told me that I would never make any real money as ‘Ted was far too honest ever to make a fortune.’ That struck me as being a cast-iron testimonial. He was an ex-army man of about sixty-five who had lost his leg in the Second World War. The amputation was very high and for a time there was some question as to whether he would survive or not. Not that he, apparently, was in any doubt. The determination that enabled him to come through those early days after his operation saw him learn in the years after the war to cycle, swim and ride horses. He was a keen huntsman, a hobby that his wife was aware of in passing, not realising how actively he pursued it. Mr Rayer – this was how I always addressed him, even after some fifteen years as colleagues when he asked me to call him Ted; I only managed to do that two years after he died – used to keep his horse at one friend’s farm and his horse box at another. He would leave home on the pretext of going to follow the hunt and then deviate to collect his horse and horse box for a day of his chosen sport.


This subterfuge worked quite well for some time, until an unhappy incident alerted his wife to his double life. Mr Rayer was not the prettiest of riders, resembling a rather large sack of potatoes in the saddle. On the fateful day Mr Rayer’s grey mare went to jump a large hawthorn hedge but was all wrong in stride for take-off. The horse went one way, the saddle another and ‘EEFR’, or the ‘Galloping Major’ as he was known in some circles, another. The problem was that his tin leg went a fourth, which resulted in one of the lady hunt followers becoming hysterical, as she hadn’t realised the leg was artificial. The lady was an acquaintance of Mrs Rayer but did not know the major at all and she was thus unaware of his disability. Apparently when she came round she was rushed home and took delight in telephoning the major’s wife to tell her exactly what had happened. When Mr Rayer eventually returned, with the aid of two brooms as makeshift crutches, Mrs Rayer greeted him with a formidable lecture on topics ranging from ‘the appropriate time to grow up’ to ‘the need to take responsibilities seriously’.


Mr Rayer was stubborn, cantankerous, utterly professional and a complete gentleman. He was also a dreadful timekeeper, which resulted in another of his nicknames, ‘Ten o’clock Ted’, because that was the time he normally arrived at his nine o’clock appointments.


His shocking memory and total inability to keep track of time led me into a predicament on my first Monday at work back in November 1976.


Having realised that teaching was not for me I had decided that auctioneering was to be the chosen route. At that time most auctioneering practices were multi-disciplined, involved with estate and land agency as well as the various forms of auctioneering. My attempts to find work in my new career resulted in numerous firms politely declining my offer to assist and improve their businesses with my presence. I had had an interview with Mr Rayer late on the previous Friday afternoon. It hadn’t seemed like an interview; we had simply sat down and talked for about an hour and a half. I was surprised because he seemed really interested in me and what I was doing and why I wanted to become an auctioneer. He was one of the county’s leading agricultural auctioneers and valuers, and the firm had sixteen offices in Worcestershire, Herefordshire and Gloucestershire. It was a general practice business involved in the sale of houses, professional work and land agency, as well as running two livestock markets and, of course, antique sales. As a trainee with the firm I would have to learn about all these disciplines. Mr Rayer introduced me to his colleagues in the office; one striking character among them was a certain J. Clifford Atkins, whose wing I was also to fall under in years to come.


At the end of my interview with Mr Rayer he offered me a job and told me that I should be in the office on Monday morning wearing a pin-stripe suit and to make sure I had a pair of wellies to hand as I was never to know when I might need them. I therefore duly appeared in the office, only to be a little put out by Mr Rayer not remembering who I was. I was absolutely resplendent in a brand-new pin-stripe suit with a pair of shiny new wellies, which I had had to borrow money from my father to buy. As the years passed I never ceased to wonder why I should have been told to buy that suit – in twenty-five years of knowing Mr Rayer I never saw him in one. He always wore a tweed jacket, with waistcoat in the winter, and good strong trousers. The jacket and waistcoat always looked as if they had been retrieved from a bonfire: Mr Rayer had smoked a pipe for nearly half a century when I met him and yet he still hadn’t mastered the art of lighting his pipe without the resultant sparks scorching and burning holes in his clothes.


So, as I said, when I walked into the office for that first morning’s work he simply could not remember that he had offered me a job. However, like everything, he took it in his stride, told me it was market day in the city and that I should walk to the market and help draw the sheep. Well, the market was only a few hundred yards away and the thought of a restful day drawing pictures of sheep I found quite appealing. Quite why I would be doing so, I couldn’t imagine, but I didn’t want to disturb Mr Rayer’s good humour by asking questions. To my horror I found that drawing sheep meant climbing into a pen full of the woolly but suddenly intimidating animals and lifting them into various other pens until they were sorted by size. In my brand-new pin-stripe suit. To add to my woes it had just started to rain and I was at the soggy, mucky end of the wretched animals.


The other market drovers and trainee auctioneers wore old clothes and thorn-proof, waxed leggings. The local farming fraternity could not quite believe what they saw in front of them. I come from a farming family and I didn’t hear the last of this for years. Indeed for some of the locals I think I passed into folklore.


After my baptism at the rear end of the sheep I kept my head down in the office. I was the butt of jokes and leg-pulling by all and the other trainees were particularly sharp with their repartee. The pecking order among the three of us trainees was simple: I was at the bottom of the ladder by dint of the fact that I had been with the firm the shortest time. The others worked for the various partners and senior valuers but I was specifically assigned to Mr Rayer. His team comprised his secretary and me. She was a lovely girl, if a little scatty, and we shared a room on the first floor of the offices in Worcester. Her finest attribute to me seemed to be an almost telepathic understanding of what her employer wanted. The intercom system in the office resembled those you see in Second World War submarine films – a precarious system of pipes with whistles and bangs. Mr Rayer, to whom this was all new-fangled technology, would bellow, because that’s what he thought you had to do, ‘Please bring in doings’ file!’ down his end of the pipe. Who doings was, and where and what his file looked like I had no idea. When it was my turn to take doings’ file in I invariably got the wrong doings; when it was her turn she was always spot-on.


The original firm had been founded in 1791 and Mr Rayer’s family had run it for many generations, dealing similarly with generations of the same clients. Bentley, Hobbs and Mytton was the firm’s name, and the Hobbses were the link to Mr Rayer on his mother’s side of the family; the Bentleys and Myttons were long since gone.


I used to enjoy going out with him to visit the farming fraternity in the county. His driving was legendary throughout the area and had been known to reduce previous trainees to gibbering wrecks. His car was a ten-year-old Triumph, ‘Thunderbird IV’, which had an interior resembling the pocket of a rather naughty twelve-year-old schoolboy: conkers, paper, stubby pencils, penknives, string and the like everywhere. It looked as if it had played a part in the chariot scene in the film Ben Hur: every panel had a dent or a bump where Mr Rayer hadn’t so much had an accident as wandered into something, be it another car, tree or – in one notable incident – a cow. The firm used to conduct wine auctions and Mr Rayer’s horse box was used to convey the cases of wine to the saleroom. One young man by the name of Simon was so nervous of his boss’s driving that he chose to travel in the trailer rather than in the car with Mr Rayer. This may have seemed a wise decision until, while taking, probably too quickly, a left-hand bend, the groom’s door at the front of the horse box flew open and deposited young Simon and some equally young claret on the side of the road. Apparently he never came back to work again.


During our trips, Mr Rayer would regale me with information about the local families and their histories. The only problem was that he used to get very animated during these chats. This, while he was driving, was not good for my nerves, and when these tales coincided with his pipe-lighting routine I really was on the edge of the seat. Perhaps the worst occasion was when driving along a country lane in Herefordshire as he told me about a farm we had passed. He decided to turn around in his seat as he described a particular field of cattle he had valued. Just before he began this story he had started to light his pipe and there was the usual flurry of sparks and burning embers. The problem got worse when the bowl of Mr Rayer’s pipe, which was held to the stem by tape, fell out and landed in his lap, depositing red-hot ash everywhere. Not unnaturally, I was showing a little concern, which turned to panic when I saw a tractor with a large roller behind it coming towards us and occupying the whole road. The point of impact was now surely only feet away, so I closed my eyes and got as close to the crash position that they advise in aeroplanes as I could. I was aware of my head rotating through about 100 degrees and back again. Still no bang. After a time I opened my eyes: the road ahead of us was clear and I turned round to see the tractor behind us. Mr Rayer was still in full flow about the magnificent herd of pedigree Hereford cattle we had passed, seemingly totally unaware of the doom that might have just fleetingly passed us. How we had avoided a major prang I will never know.


One of my roles in the office was to make appointments for Mr Rayer and to accompany him to look at furniture that clients were thinking of including in one of the firm’s future sales. I had made such a date for us to travel out to a lovely timbered village some four miles outside the city. The local lord of the manor owned the bulk of the village and he had steadfastly refused to see the village overdeveloped as so many have been. Consequently property values were high and the village was a desirable place to live. I therefore reasoned that anything to be sold from a house in this village must be good. I was quite looking forward to the call. I told Mr Rayer that I thought we had a good appointment and off we set with me in charge of navigation.


We stopped at a T-junction in the city waiting to turn left. I was pleased we had come to a halt because coming up the street was a huge lorry and I did not fancy our chances against it. Mr Rayer sat talking to me about nothing in particular and then to my horror pushed the automatic gear selector from ‘P’ for park to ‘D’ for drive. This would have been a chancy manoeuvre even in a normal car but Mr Rayer’s car had a mind of its own. You would engage drive and wait for something to happen. The engine would rev strongly and still nothing would happen until, suddenly, there would be a bang as cogs seemed to drop into place and the car would lurch off at its own steady pace, with noise inversely proportional to speed. The trouble was you never knew when the bang and forward motion would occur, so pulling out from a junction, which could be a bit tricky anyway, was, under these circumstances, a nightmare. The road the lorry was travelling along was of the two-lane type leading up to some traffic lights. The lorry was in the left-hand lane and we cut it up a treat; it was a miracle that the poor chap managed to stop. When the lorry driver had recovered his senses, he got his truck to within six inches of Mr Rayer’s rear bumper, pressed the horn very loudly and flashed a myriad of lights that lit up the old Triumph like Blackpool pleasure beach.


I was sliding down the seat trying hard to look like it had nothing to do with me when I glanced behind and noticed that the lorry had pulled over to the right-hand lane. I believe we had in rowing terms about half a canvas lead on him when Mr Rayer obviously felt that narrowly escaping death once in the day was not enough. To my horror, without any signal, we pulled from the left-hand lane into the right-hand lane and cut the trucker up for a second time. We got the same horn and headlamp treatment. As we were approaching the traffic lights they changed from green to amber. This was a relief, as I knew Mr Rayer would not stop and the lorry driver would.


My life began to pass before my eyes as Mr Rayer did, in fact, halt; in all the years I travelled with him it was the only time I had ever known him to stop on amber. I heard the air brakes go on the lorry, and the lorry door open and slam shut. Mr Rayer, completely oblivious to anything that had happened since the T-junction, decided it was time to light his pipe so there were smoke, sparks and ashes blowing everywhere. I sensed a figure walking up to the driver’s window of the Triumph. The lorry driver then launched into my employer in a way that was quite educational. Mr Rayer just looked at him and said, ‘Bloody sauce,’ and pushed the gear selector from P to D, with no regard for the fact that the lights were still on red. The old ‘Thunderbird IV’ for once moved instantly, leaving the hapless lorry driver standing in the middle of the road, giving a severe ticking-off to no one in particular.


I was relieved when we finally got out of the city but confused when I told Mr Rayer that we should head west and he turned to the east. I nervously questioned this only to be told that he had another little job to do on the way. I didn’t think it was my place to mention that as we were travelling in the exact opposite direction it hardly seemed on the way. We eventually found ourselves at the home of one Dickie Wilton. Dickie worked at the firm’s livestock markets and the little job was to discuss the entries for the next cattle market. As this should take only a few minutes I sat in the car and waited – and waited. Some twenty minutes later Mr Rayer made his way back to the car and we set off again. We were now about thirty minutes late and I just hoped our clients there would understand.


As we pulled into the village Mr Rayer asked me for the exact address. I suddenly realised that our call was not at one of the more desirable cottages but one of the ex-council houses on the road leaving the village. As we drove round the corner on the way out of the village my heart sank. Parked outside one of the houses was a lorry painted in the same livery as the one we had had our difficulties with earlier. But this surely couldn’t be the same one. As we slowly drove up to the houses the horrible suspicion dawned that we were indeed about to be reintroduced to our earlier antagonist. My nerve ends were now at breaking point; Mr Rayer naturally was totally oblivious to all this. We walked up the path and knocked at the front door. To my relief a lady answered and welcomed us in to look at her antique dining-room suite. Well, it was ‘Elizabethan’ but unfortunately from the reign of Elizabeth II and not much older than about 1955. Mr Rayer sympathetically told the lady that there was not much demand for these and they normally made about £50. By now I was hopping from foot to foot as if I had some incontinence problem, trying to will us out of there before the man of the house appeared, in case it was the same driver we had encountered earlier.


‘I’d better just go and get my husband and see what he wants to do.’ My heart sank. Mr Rayer, of course, had no inkling of the possible looming confrontation. The door opened and in walked our lorry driver. Before he could say anything Mr Rayer repeated that there wasn’t much call for these suites and it would only make a few tens of pounds.


It was quite interesting to watch as the trucker’s skin took on the colour of a rich Victoria plum. Rage was about to explode out of him like an erupting volcano. During the next few seconds, which seemed an eternity, I was unsure what sort of assault – physical or verbal – was about to ensue.


‘Get out of my bloody house,’ eventually spewed forth. ‘Just get out. Now!’


I thought discretion was the better part of valour and guided Mr Rayer at once to the front door. As we walked down the path to the car Mr Rayer said, ‘You know, Philip, I realise not everyone thinks my valuations are right, but no one has ever reacted like that before.’





Lot 2
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A Stubborn Cow
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I now look back on those early days in the market with the major fondly. They were, quite simply, fun. But then in memories of childhood holidays it never rains. It was like that with my first job; however, in reality it was not all beer and skittles. At that time – we had just celebrated the Queen’s Silver Jubilee – the firm ran a weekly market in Worcester and a monthly market in Bromyard. Bromyard was a small town about fifteen miles due west of Worcester, which was christened by those in the office with the most apt nickname of Dodge City – while I don’t think anyone was ever shot there, it did seem to sum up the general goings-on in the market rather well. As the trainee, my job was to get to the market first and make sure everything was ready for the sale to start at ten o’clock.


Two men who had more experience at markets than I’d had hot dinners helped me. One was a Welshman, rather unimaginatively named Dai, and the other was the great Dickie Wilton. Dickie was a legend throughout the farming fraternity in the county. He was an honest, likeable and thoroughly charming individual who could smell a deal or a tip from twenty paces away. Dickie was always armed with a clipboard and gave the impression he was busy. I’m sure he would have confused many a time and motion study man, but no one was really sure what he actually did. He was employed by the firm to see that everything at the market ran smoothly. This included making sure that all the stock were in the right pens and that all the farmers who were selling their stock were happy. Dickie normally achieved these goals by delegation, until the time came for the happy seller or buyer to part with a tip. Then Dickie came into his own, as he managed to guide the helpless farmer client away from all the other staff and explained how the only reason such a good price had been achieved, or, if he  was talking to the buyer, the reason why the animal had been so cheap was solely due to Dickie’s efforts. We all knew Dickie did this but still thought the world of him.


Dai’s job was to get there early enough in the morning to help me prepare the office. This was always difficult for Dai until he had had his breakfast. It would have been impossible for anybody else after indulging in Dai’s early morning snap, which was a large jug of scrumpy cider that had bits floating in it and a wedge of cheese so strong that mouth ulcers became a formality. He used to arrive armed with a large, thick, broad-headed broom ready to sweep the office floor. As the market was only monthly the accumulation was always a good, thick one. Dai and the broom didn’t so much collect the dust as redistribute it, so after about fifteen minutes it would look as if the entire Sioux nation had ridden through the office. Having achieved this, Dai would abandon his broom to light the gas lamps. I don’t recall whose job it was to bring new mantles, which were always needed – probably mine – but someone always forgot. This meant that, after being lit, the lamps roared like inverted Bunsen burners, which had dire effects on the coiffured hair of the two ladies who came over from Worcester for the day to take the cash. They were both about sixty and had been christened ‘Hinge and Bracket’ by me (for readers too young to know, Hinge and Bracket were two elderly, distinguished ladies from a comedy television series, played by two young men). Neither referred to the other by anything other than their surname, they both drank lemon tea and the smoked like troopers (which fatally took its toll on both of them).


Once the office was prepared my next task was to book in the cattle. In this I was ‘helped’ by two of Dai’s mates, ‘Derek the Digger Dumper Driver’ and ‘Jack Mash’. These were two Irishmen and while the reason for the first’s nickname was obvious, I have no idea how the second came about. Derek was reputedly responsible for the construction of more motorway miles than any other Irishman in the country. Jack Mash didn’t seem to have any proper job but, in common with Derek and Dai, was able to consume vast quantities of alcohol. Like Hinge and Bracket, they were about sixty but while Dai and Derek carried sizeable corporations above the waistline, Jack Mash was a wiry soul who seemed to weigh no more than six stone. This also represented the volume he was able to consume in cider. All three of them appeared at the market scrupulously clean, but in clothes that dated back to their army days in the late forties. They had in common a complexion of a rich ruddy-brown colour.


The market was very small and never had much stock but it still used to take me hours to book it in: this meant I had to record the name and address of the farmer and the minimum price he would take, together with any other details. Farming family I might come from, but I couldn’t tell bullock from cow from heifer. I used to spend what seemed like hours on all fours trying to work out the sex of the beast in front of me, and whether the vet had left its reproductive areas the way the good Lord intended them to be. Once that was more or less successfully accomplished, everything would be ready for the off – unless a lot of rain fell in between monthly markets. If it did, the scales that weighed the cattle used to flood below ground where the weighing mechanism was. I was the lad in the firm, and if anything ever went wrong, it was always the lad’s job to fix it. It was therefore my duty to bale out this chamber. The stagnant water had an aroma all of its own, which was bad enough, but I used to dread a really cold spell which meant the water in the chamber froze solid. In that case I’d have to boil water in an old gas-lit boiler at the back of the office, and use this to try to unfreeze the flood. The scales at the market were always thoroughly and accurately inspected by the weights and measures man, but they always seemed more like a basis of negotiation to me.


When the market had finished, the elders of the firm retired to the pub, which opened all day, to have a drink with their clients, and everybody else went back to Worcester. The elders were normally led by Mr Rayer and included the senior managers and the other assistant auctioneers. It most definitely did not include the young trainee – me. The after-market drink was important to the firm as it was seen as an opportunity to get a closer to clients who might have something to sell a little more profitable to the firm than a three-year-old cow. As the lad I had to be last to leave the market. This used to become fairly tedious because the buyers always stayed in the pub for what seemed like eternity. It was my job with Dai, Derek the Digger Dumper Driver and Jack Mash to put the cattle and sheep into pens allocated by the new owners and then to hose down the remaining pens ready for next month’s market. This would not have been too onerous a task for my three little helpers and me. However, two words rendered this a one-man job: ‘pub’ and ‘open’. The idea of a career path didn’t seem of much interest to them but since I was anxious not to blot my copybook, I would never desert my post. So they left me to get on with the jobs. The strange thing was that I never felt used in any way at all; they even asked me if I minded before they went.


It was after the market that Dickie Wilton came into his own, striding around with his clipboard, looking for all the world as if he were checking everything was in order. He would always stop and help me out, for which I was grateful but soon realised that, because he didn’t drink, this was a marketing opportunity. He would sell eggs and anything else he had bought or grown to those leaving the pub. Dickie couldn’t afford to have his judgement impaired by alcohol when there were important deals to be done. I often watched him in action with these hardened farmers, who were like lambs to the slaughter with Dickie. His skills were really underutilised; he could have sold ice to Eskimos. I well remember what I thought was his greatest deal. Eric Jennings was one of the area’s largest poultry farmers. The number of chickens he had in the huge sheds on his farm was a subject of wonder across the county, hotly debated by all. Eric had been in the pub and, having had perhaps one more whisky than he should, wobbled out into the market. Dickie moved in, and before Eric knew what was happening he had bought a tray of two dozen eggs at a little over market rate. The story does not quite end there, in that legend has it that the eggs had been bought by Dickie that morning from Eric’s farm shop. Dickie was good company and I was pleased to call him a friend. In quieter moments we used to sit down in the office and talk about how auctioneering had changed over the years.


The very nature of business meant there could not be as much trust as there had once been. This was a time when farming was going through huge changes. Some farmers were now borrowing more money from banks and finance houses to fund bigger machinery, more stock and acquire more land. The motto seemed very much to be that bigger is better. The hefty repayments were beginning to result in cash flow problems and the inevitable bouncing cheques that accompanied them. What made things worse was that many buyers, rather than attending the market themselves, would have a representative bidding on their behalf. Sometimes this individual would be bidding on behalf of more than one person, which meant his resources would often be overstretched. On one notorious occasion an individual representing several buyers ran up credit in excess of £10,000 at various local markets. In those days this represented the value of a decent town house. It may seem inconceivable that someone should be allowed to run up debts of that level, but such an agent carrying many bids was a powerful man at a market and his promise to pay would not have been taken lightly. Unfortunately when the buyers paid him, he did not pass the funds on. This particular episode caused a lot of heartache and changes in policy, for a man’s word could no longer be taken as his bond.


Quiet moments, however, were few and far between. Usually, while my colleagues were drinking, we were hard at it; me trying to make sure all was in order, and Dickie doing his deals. One particular afternoon found us both on the ramp of a cattle lorry attempting to get a particularly stubborn steer into the truck. It had got halfway up the ramp and simply refused to go any further. There was no reason for this; it just stopped. Many people credit animals with thought processes. I don’t think that’s the case, although this particular beast seemed hell-bent on doing the exact opposite of what we wanted. The more we pushed, the more firmly it seemed rooted to the spot. Dickie told me that we should both put our shoulders behind its rear knees and push, him on one side and me on the other. It was a bit like second row forwards at rugby. I wasn’t too sure about this but Dickie was adamant that this was a method that never failed. I must admit to feeling slightly vulnerable for two reasons. First, if my new bovine friend were to get a little unfriendly I would be within range of a good kick. Second, and I’m not sure this didn’t worry me more, if the brute did not have complete control of its bowels, I really was in pole position. Those of you who have been around cattle will know that a cowpat when first deposited is normally of a very runny consistency.


After a few seconds’ pushing with no discernible result the beast took its revenge, targeting me. It was a strange sensation, not unlike standing under a mildly warm shower where someone has mixed too much wallpaper paste with the water. Luckily I had a market smock coat on which took the brunt of the deluge. Dickie, to his credit, did not even smile. I have to admit if the boot had been on the other foot I would have been in fits. But the situation had still not changed: one immovable object on the ramp of a cattle truck. Dickie disappeared for a short while, telling me not to go anywhere. I thought this was rather unnecessary advice given the state I was in. After a while he reappeared with a length of thick nylon hose piping about two inches in diameter.


‘Here, Phil, I’ll push him from behind and you give him a tap on the arse with this.’ Well, I didn’t like the sound of this: first, I wasn’t too keen on hitting animals and, second, I thought of the reaction I’d got from it previously just for pushing. Lord knows what it would do if I started to whack it. But Dickie once again was adamant.


‘One, two, three, now!’ he shouted. Rather wimpishly I brought down the three-foot length of pipe.


‘No, no, no!’ yelled Dickie. ‘You’ve really got to give him some – it won’t hurt him.’


This pantomime continued with my strokes gradually getting firmer and Dickie beginning to lose his patience – with me, not with the beast. By this time quite a crowd had developed to see what was going on but, interestingly enough, no one offered to help. I decided I would give it my all in one last effort.


‘Come on, Phil, one, two, three, now!’


So I did.


The pipe came whistling down in my hand. It had just passed the point of no return when the animal suddenly started to move into the truck. My joy as I realised I was not going to have to hit it again turned to horror when, as the animal moved, the balding pate of Dickie came into view and replaced it as a target. The sound as it hit him on the head was like a rifle going off. Dickie went down as if he had been shot. There was a gasp from the sizeable audience we had now gathered. I could hear mutterings: should they call an ambulance, would Dickie’s widow cope, and what sort of prison term would I get for manslaughter. This was not at all comforting, I rather selfishly thought, ignoring Dickie’s plight. How was I going to explain this at an inquest? After a while, with me shaking him, Dickie started to groan; obviously he wasn’t dead and the charge I would now be facing was only grievous bodily harm. After a time Dickie got to his feet.


‘Bloody hell,’ he said, ‘I’m not sure you’re cut out for this market work.’


Was he right? Was it time to try to develop my career in a different area of the business? After all, antiques didn’t do what this cow had done to me, or even kick you. Maybe they were a better option than ill-tempered livestock.








Lot 3
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The Bull with a Sweet Tooth
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It was a Monday morning and I had been working with Mr Rayer for some time; I was trying – if you’ll pardon the pun – somewhat sheepishly to hide from the severe leg-pulling that was rife in the office. My suit-wearing appearance in the livestock market on my first day, struggling with wet sheep, was still the subject of much hilarity.


The intercom buzzed in my office; it was a sound that struck terror in the heart as it meant my new boss was trying to get hold of me. He would bellow his instruction down the system; through the resulting cacophony of hissing and shouting, I eventually translated my employer’s wishes.


‘Philip, you’d better pop over to doings and help lot up Saturday’s sale.’


As I left the office I wondered uneasily what lotting up a sale entailed and, more urgently, who on earth ‘doings’ was. (Every item in an auction sale is described as a lot and is given a number starting at ‘Lot 1’, moving on until all the items to be sold are identified with a number. It sounds very simple and should be so – except that none of EEFR’s jobs ever were.)


Mr Rayer’s secretary was out for the day but eventually Hinge and Bracket, the other two secretaries, came to my assistance. Doings, in this instance, was a fourth-generation farmer by the name of Gilbert Nash who bred some of the best cattle in the district on a farm of about 200 acres, equidistant between Worcester and Hereford. His sons, like many of their generation, had decided that a life on the land was not for them and Mr Nash had reached the conclusion that now was the time to sell while land prices were so buoyant. The firm had already sold the farm and now all the farm machinery and implements, together with the household furniture, had to go; also the pedigree Hereford bull. I set off with a map on the passenger seat of my father’s car which I was borrowing in the short term as I had no other means of transport. I entered the small village, knowing only roughly the whereabouts of the farm, and assumed I would soon come across this Saturday’s sale venue. I spent twenty fruitless minutes driving around in ever decreasing circles with no sign of the Nash farm. The village in those days was totally off the tourist trail, but bizarrely was home to a small shop and the post office that sold home-made toffee. An ideal place, I thought, to call in and check on the whereabouts of the Nash family and also to sample the local delicacy.


The lady serving in the shop was about sixty-five and it was certainly evident that she enjoyed her job – eating the produce. She was not square, but more of a sideways rectangle, about five feet two inches tall and, I swear, five feet six inches wide. Her cheeks were as red as two local apples and her clothes had perhaps once better fitted a less portly frame. She wore a bright red knitted cardigan with gaping holes on the elbows and a long blue and green tartan skirt that was more Hereford Home Guard than Scotland’s Black Watch. I am not really sure why, but she also wore shiny wellingtons that looked as if they’d never seen the outside of her shop; they were almost as pristine as my first day market wellies. She was the type of lady that my grandmother always described as, ‘An ideal farmer’s wife; she’s a real good worker.’ I always understood this to mean that a lack of good looks was more than made up for by the ability to move hundredweight sacks of corn on each shoulder.


‘This’ll put hairs on yer chest,’ she said, picking up a small paper bag of home-made toffee. Looking at her chin I could see it wasn’t just the chest it worked on.


‘Only the best gredients from me ’usband’s farm fer me secrit recipe – ’anded down over the generashuns.’


She offered me a small sample from the packet she was holding. I couldn’t help but notice that, of all the unevenly sized home-made sweets, I got the smallest while she unwrapped three of the larger ones for herself. As soon as I popped it into my mouth I thanked the Lord all my teeth were my own, for those chews would have wreaked havoc with the unsuspecting denture-wearer. In fact any loose tooth or filling was in grave danger of being ripped from its socket.


‘Oi rusally get frew a frare frew packits miself jurin a day,’ I think she said through a mouthful of what I was discovering to be an incredibly rich, sweet and extremely adhesive toffee. It was lovely, but how she could eat the quantity she appeared to was beyond me. ‘Chewy’ only went halfway to describing the substance, which was like Araldite.


‘Oi was a slip of a girl when I marrid me ’usband but ’e likes ’em with a bit of meat on.’
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