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Preface





In the early 1970s my wife and I bought a small farm just north of the northern edge of Dartmoor, in what is generally known as North Devon, and farmed it in partnership with her father, Jack Orchard, to whom I have dedicated this book. He was a retired farmer whose family had farmed in Devon for generations. My own experience of farming had previously been limited to playing and working on farms in West and South Yorkshire when I was a boy, just failing to buy a farm in Australia when I left University, and since then rearing the occasional bullock or two. My mother’s mother’s family had farmed in West Yorkshire, so I always heard the common saying ‘back to the land in three generations’ with a cocked ear. However it was, when the opportunity to buy a farm suddenly came, I took it. We had no idea what an interesting moment we had chosen.


Even then, in the early 1970s, the ancient farming community in North Devon was still pretty intact and undisturbed, more so than anywhere else in England. No industrial development or immigrant population had ever disrupted it. A lucky combination of factors kept tourists to the minimum, and those few to the sparse resorts on the rocky fringe. The high rainfall and poor soil deterred the sort of farmer who might try to change things. Cut off by Exmoor to the east, Dartmoor to the south, and that northern coastline of high, wreckers’ cliff in which the only harbourage was all but closed by a dangerous bar, North Devon felt like an island. The rest of England had always ignored it. And there was a palpable feeling here that England (along with South Devon and Cornwall) was another country and could be ignored in return. Over the centuries this has bred a curious mentality. Yorkshire farmers are thought to be an independent lot, and those I knew certainly were, but even fifty years ago they were embattled, alert to all the buffeting modern pressures of mass population and industry. The isolated self-sufficiency of the old North Devon farmers was something else altogether, like nothing I had ever encountered.


Buried in their deep valleys, in undateable cob-walled farms hidden not only from the rest of England but even from each other, connected by the inexplicable, Devonshire, high-banked, deep-cut lanes that are more like a defence-maze of burrows, these old Devonians lived in a time of their own. It was common to hear visitors say: ‘Everything here’s in another century!’ But what they really meant, maybe, was that all past centuries were still very present here, wide-open, unchanged, unexorcized, and potent enough to overwhelm any stray infiltrations of modernity. The farmers lived lightly in the day and the year, but heavily in that long backward perspective of their ancient landscape and their homes. The breed was so distinct, so individualized and all of a piece, they seemed to me almost a separate race. I could believe they were still that Celtic tribe the Romans had known as the Dumnoni, ‘the people of the deep valleys’, a confederacy of petty kings, hidden in their strongholds that were only just beginning to emerge out of the old oak forest.


How rapidly that changed within the next decade, how completely that ancient world and its spirit vanished, as the older generation died off and gave way to sons who were plunged into the financial nightmares, the technological revolutions and international market madness that have devastated farmers, farms and farming ever since, intensifying right up to this moment, is no part of what I recorded in the passages of verse collected here. Or it is only a small, indirect part, in so far as my wife and I inevitably belonged, in many respects, to the new wave. Against the strong resistance of her father we did try some of the novelties, lusted after the exotic, foreign breeds of cattle that poured into England during the 1970s, boosted our palpitations on the regular sales blast of Farmer’s Weekly, with its dazing propaganda for new chemicals, new machinery, more chemicals, new methods, different chemicals, new gimmicks, new short-cuts, every possible new way of wringing that critical extra per cent out of the acreage and the animals. We were dragged, as bewildered as the rest, into that seismic upheaval which has been, probably, one of the biggest extinctions so far in the evolution of English countryside and farming tradition. Few farmers understood what was happening. Within a very short time the last vestige of grandeur in the real work had vanished, the product itself had become a weirdly scandalous, unwanted surplus, the livestock a danger to public health (and nobody knew better than the farmer what he pumped into them), the very soil a kind of poison, the rivers sewers. This deeply satisfying, self-reliant if occasionally gruelling way of life had mutated – into a jittery, demoralized, industrial servitude, in effect farming not stock and land but grants and subsidies, at the mercy of foreign politicians, big business conglomerates, bank managers and accountants. A sharp nose for these things soon enlightened us, and we settled into the old-fashioned routine of running a suckler herd of beef cows, a flock of breeding ewes, and keeping everything going on bailer twine.


Even so, whether we liked it or not, we were in the front line of the first campaign of what felt very much like the Third World War conducted by other means – the EEC Agricultural Policy War. At one point, while we were trying to sell some of the animals I mention in these pages, cattle-market prices dropped as low as ever in history. Buying a steak at a butcher’s shop you would not have noticed the tremor in the scales, but at that time a farmer sold a calf and with the proceeds managed to buy a Mars Bar; a local farmer leaving Hatherleigh Market found two unfamiliar calves in his trailer – dumped there by the owner who could neither get a price for them nor afford to take them back home and feed them.


The pieces in this collection came about by the way. It occurred to me from time to time that interesting things were happening, and that I ought to make a note of them, a note of the details in particular, partly with the idea of maybe using them at some future time in a piece of writing, and partly to make a fleeting snapshot, for myself, of a precious bit of my life. Over those first years, as the evidence now shows me, that impulse came to me about forty times. And most of the results are here.


I should say something about the form and style in which these pieces are written. I set them down in what appears to be verse for a simple reason. In making a note about anything, if I wish to look closely I find I can move closer, and stay closer, if I phrase my observations about it in rough lines. So these improvised verses are nothing more than this: my own way of getting reasonably close to what is going on, and staying close, and of excluding everything else that might be pressing to interfere with the watching eye. In a sense, the method excludes the poetic process as well.


This sort of thing had to be set down soon after the event. If I missed the moment – which meant letting a night’s sleep intervene before I took up a pen – I could always see quite clearly what had been lost. By the next day, the processes of ‘memory’, the poetic process, had already started. Though all the details were still absolutely fresh, most of them no longer seemed essential to the new pattern taking control. The pieces here which begin to look a little more like ‘poems’ mark the occasions where I had ‘missed the moment’ in this way.


I regarded them as casual journal notes, and made no attempt to do anything with them, until one day a magazine editor asked me for a poem. Thinking I might find something to work on, I then looked these pieces over, and picked out ‘February 17th’. It didn’t take me long to realize that I was in the position of a translator: whatever I might make of this passage, I was going to have to destroy the original. And what was original here was not some stranger’s poem but the video and surviving voice-track of one of my own days, a moment of my life that I did not want to lose. I then saw that all the other entries, even the more diffuse, still carried that same souvenir bloom for me. Altering any word felt like retouching an old home movie with new bits of fake-original voice and fake-original actions.


I put them together for my wife, as a memorial to her father. For any other reader who might find something of interest in them I have added a few sentences of introductory context here and there, as I would if I were reading them to an audience.
























Rain









Rain. Floods. Frost. And after frost, rain.


Dull roof-drumming. Wraith-rain pulsing across purple-bare woods


Like light across heaved water. Sleet in it.


And the poor fields, miserable tents of their hedges.


Mist-rain off-world. Hills wallowing


In and out of a grey or silvery dissolution. A farm gleaming,


Then all dull in the near drumming. At field-corners


Brown water backing and brimming in grass.


Toads hop across rain-hammered roads. Every mutilated leaf there


Looks like a frog or a rained-out mouse. Cattle


Wait under blackened backs. We drive post-holes.


They half fill with water before the post goes in.


Mud-water spurts as the iron bar slam-burns


The oak stake-head dry. Cows


Tamed on the waste mudded like a rugby field


Stand and watch, come very close for company


In the rain that goes on and on, and gets colder.


They sniff the wire, sniff the tractor, watch. The hedges


Are straggles of gap. A few haws. Every half-ton cow


Sinks to the fetlock at every sliding stride.


They are ruining their field and they know it.


They look out sideways from under their brows which are


Their only shelter. The sunk scrubby wood


Is a pulverized wreck, rain riddles its holes


To the drowned roots. A pheasant looking black


In his waterproofs, bends at his job in the stubble.


The mid-afternoon dusk soaks into


The soaked thickets. Nothing protects them.


The fox corpses lie beaten to their bare bones,


Skin beaten off, brains and bowels beaten out.


Nothing but their blueprint bones last in the rain,


Sodden soft. Round their hay racks, calves


Stand in a shine of mud. The gateways


Are deep obstacles of mud. The calves look up, through plastered forelocks,


Without moving. Nowhere they can go


Is less uncomfortable. The brimming world


And the pouring sky are the only places


For them to be. Fieldfares squeal over, sodden


Toward the sodden wood. A raven,


Cursing monotonously, goes over fast


And vanishes in rain-mist. Magpies


Shake themselves hopelessly, hop in the spatter. Misery.


Surviving green of ferns and brambles is tumbled


Like an abandoned scrapyard. The calves


Wait deep beneath their spines. Cows roar


Then hang their noses to the mud.


Snipe go over, invisible in the dusk,


With their squelching cries.





4 December 1973
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