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         23 MARCH 2014

         A few weeks ago I was looking for harbingers of spring. I’m still looking. It’s not that cold but nothing seems to be happening. The grass fields and the winter corn are not moving. It’s true that nowhere around here has anyone put any fertiliser on yet, it’s too wet, but the beginning of March, surely something should be on the move. But it’s not, I’m sure that it’s because the ground is saturated and cold. There are no daffodils out around here yet. I’ve scanned the hedgerows in known sheltered places and there’s not a green leaf to be seen. Then yesterday, a Sunday afternoon, all that changed, spring is on its way. I heard my first pack of motorbikes tearing their way through the countryside.

         
            ***

         

         There was a time when if you saw a fox about in the daytime, it was such a noteworthy event that you would introduce the fact into your conversation. ‘Saw a fox this morning.’ ‘Where was that?’ It’s not that big a deal any more. Mert my dog has never been shut up at night since I’ve had him and you can hear him barking about the yard every night, I assume at foxes. I can’t think of anything else that would make him bark, he doesn’t bark at all in the daytime. In fact he’s mostly asleep in the daytime, probably tired out from barking at foxes all night! But we do see foxes about the yard in the daytime and we know that they are about at night, because David has cows calving at the moment and he goes around these cows late at night, and he sees foxes all the time. So it seems reasonable to conclude that that is what Mert is barking at.

         The daytime foxes take more understanding. They will stroll by at about 30 yards distance, seemingly unconcerned about the human activity all around them. They don’t look that fit, they look mangy and diseased, and that is, I suppose, what draws them to our yard. They are probably struggling to survive out in the wild and are drawn to our yard where they probably eat calf food and the like from out of food troughs. They may well be urban foxes that haven’t adjusted to the challenges of living in the wild, and maybe never will.

         29 MARCH 2014

         My eldest granddaughter is 13. At school, in an English lesson, they are discussing writing. She tells the teacher ‘My Pop is a writer.’ (They all call me Pop, at least the grandchildren do.) The teacher is really interested in this information so Katie tells her that I write articles for magazines and newspapers and that three books have been published. ‘I wonder if your Pop would come to talk to us about writing?’ ‘Yes he would,’ says Katie. ‘Perhaps you’ll ask him.’ ‘No need to, he’ll come.’ ‘Yes, but you have to ask him first.’ ‘No need to, he’ll come.’ ‘How can you be so sure he will come?’ ‘’Cus he loves me.’ Quite made my day.

         
            ***

         

         I’ve got this friend, he’s a Scot, but he can’t help that. He goes on endlessly about Scottish rugby every season and the ‘new dawn’ due to arrive every year. He tells me that he has this ambition to go to see Scotland play Wales at the Millennium stadium but he can never get a ticket. I didn’t get where I am today without being able to put my hand on tickets for Wales’ matches but I kept this quiet. We have an established carload that go to all Wales matches in Cardiff and always go to one away game as well. But friends had weddings and holidays and I had room in the car so I told him a couple of months ago that I would take him to the Scotland game. Fortuitously as it turns out. So he’s getting very excited and goes on endlessly about it and after we lose to England at Twickenham he senses victory. Because he’s on such a high I tell him that there are conditions to coming with me. ‘What conditions?’ ‘No kilts, no guitar (he’s always playing his guitar), and no Saltire draped in the back window of the car.’ I’ve seen sad faces in my time but rarely one as sad as his, which told me that a kilt and a flag were definitely part of his plan. I was actually very surprised that when I picked him up, neither were evident. Despite my warning I expected him to do his own thing, and I wouldn’t really have been worried if he had, but he wasn’t taking a chance on being left behind. As it turned out Wales won 51-3 which kept him quiet on the way home and will probably keep him quiet about Scot’s rugby for 12 months. By which time they will have had the vote on Scottish independence and if it’s a ‘Yes’ vote we will send him back anyway.

         
            ***

         

         The reign of terror inflicted on our local community by our turkeys continues undiminished. One near neighbour couldn’t get her children out of the house to take them to school and they appeared on her Facebook page, as ‘killer turkeys’. I’ve easily sorted that; I just let them out later in the morning. It’s all very funny, for spectators, but it’s getting very close to being a real issue and I might have to take measures of containment. At present they behave like dogs that might bite you, except that people are mostly wary of a strange dog whereas they approach the turkeys (well they do the first time anyway), completely unsuspecting of what lies in wait.

         I don’t like being harassed by dogs. I’ve got a friend whose dogs are notorious, and I will not get out of the truck on his yard until I’m sure that there are no dogs loose, or if there are, that he’s about as well, to control them. There’s the story of an agricultural salesman who was terrified of farm dogs. The dogs for their part would sense this and give him a hard time. One farm he went to had a really nasty dog that lived in a kennel on a chain whenever it wasn’t working with sheep or cattle. To get to the farmhouse there was about a metre of safety between the length of the chain and an adjoining building. The salesman would apparently spreadeagle himself, back against the wall, and inch himself past the snapping dog. One day, business done, he came out of the house, ready to repeat the ordeal, to be confronted by an empty chain. I’m not sure if a chain can be empty but, whatever, it was dog-less. This wasn’t, from his point of view, a good thing. At least when the dog was on the chain he knew where it was. Now he didn’t. And if he didn’t know where it was, where was it? So he made his way back to his car with even more caution, his back still against the wall, thus reducing the possible area of attack. Inch by precarious inch he got back to his car, making the last yard or two in a panic-driven run. Into the car, slam the door and safe. Except that he was not safe. Sitting on the passenger seat, hackles up, teeth bared, was the dog. The lads who worked on the farm had put it in his car whilst he was in the farmhouse!

         5 APRIL 2014

         It’s Saturday night in the pub. The participants split into two different groups. In one group are the tractor drivers and farmers. Their conversation is quite animated: it’s all about tractors and implements and what they’ve been doing with them since they last met. I swear they use more red diesel in the pub on Saturday nights than they do all week. I don’t mean to mock them because they spend very long hours alone in a tractor cab at this time of year with just the radio for company, so what they are doing now is a sort of release for all the thoughts that have accumulated during the week.

         One of them is telling the rest how his boss has turned the sprayer over and this is the dominant theme. They all have similar stories to tell and also of near misses. Their biggest problem is getting their own story in, and as far as I can tell there’s always two or three talking at the same time. The tractor drivers and farmers are all standing at the bar; the other group, their wives, girlfriends and partners, are all sitting around a table. That’s where I am. You wouldn’t believe what you can find out sitting down quietly with a group of women. Much of it is not for the faint-hearted. To start with they all have their phones out and are comparing stuff that’s on Facebook. There’s a bit of a local spat going on and I can’t believe what some people will write down for the rest of the world to read. I have a maxim in life that if you have something really blunt to say to someone, who has perhaps messed you about, it’s far better to tell them than writing it down. If they don’t like what you have said, which is after all, the main purpose of what you have to say, if it’s in writing they can keep it, put it away somewhere and get it out to look at again and again and thus nurture the disagreement for years and years to come. If some plain-speaking is needed, and it sometimes is, best to say it and move on. Can’t see that happening with some of the stuff I’m reading on Facebook, they might not keep it for years but they know that it has gone out to a very wide audience which all serves to compound the issue. But we move on.

         Another lady turns up. They’ve all been to one of those sales parties and she’s brought what they’ve ordered. Of course they all have to open every jar and tube to revisit what they’ve bought. There’s beauty potions, oil and ointments everywhere and they are all trying them out. I get to try them out as well. Soon I’ve had a little bit of this and a little bit of that rubbed into the back of my hand and a squirt of different deodorants applied in different places ‘Try this one, Rog.’

         
            ***

         

         On Sunday night at the pub it’s all men, mostly the same men. So they start picking on me. ‘Used to be a hard rugby player and now he’s gone all girly. Sitting with the women all night and talking about creams and make-up.’ I let them get on with it; let them have their amusement. It will soon be my turn. My turn, when it comes, is an opportunity to ask questions. ‘Which of us, spent last night in the pub talking about tractors and farming? And which of us was sitting with a group of women, who took turns to hold his hand and rub various lotions into it?’ They all reflect on this. There’s no more talk of me being ‘girly’. In fact I’m fairly sure I’ve won the day.

         Just had to take the man to read the meter which is deep in turkey territory. He tells me that dogs are the most scary part of his job; well they were until now anyway. He says he’s never been chased by a turkey before, he says he can’t wait to tell his mates. I notice that he kept very close to me when I took him up the garden.

         13 APRIL 2014

         I had to fly to Glasgow yesterday for an overnight stay. It’s a journey I used to do most weeks at one time in my life so it was a bit of a trip down memory lane. How things have changed! I’m heading for the check-in desk and am stopped in my tracks by a young man who shows me that if I put my passport into this machine, a ticket comes out, push another button and the ticket comes out for the next day. I didn’t have to check a bag in because I’d got what I needed in my laptop bag. Toothbrush, electric shaver, clean shirt and spare pair of knickers in case I had an accident. I’m a slightly reluctant user of this new technology. For years I steadfastly refused to use a cashpoint. I used to go into the bank and cash a cheque. The girls behind the counter used to say every time ‘You don’t need to come in here for cash, you can get it out of the machine.’ And every time I would point out that if we all did that there would be no need for pretty girls sitting at bank counters. And they would smile at me indulgently. Now the bank is a clothes shop. Airports are good for people watching. I always notice that people will push and jostle to get onto the plane. And when you arrive at your destination, they push and jostle to get off.

         
            ***

         

         At long last I set off with the roller. I’ve been looking forward to this for some time, which some people might think a bit sad but I think that I am lucky to enjoy the job I have. If you enjoy your work, then it isn’t really work at all, is it? I’m off to roll two fields we rent a couple of miles away. Getting out with the roller is my chance to scrutinise, close up, all of my fields and the flora and fauna within them. Which is, in itself, a problem with these two particular fields. They are close to a busy road and a busy village so there’s no fauna about, and the flora is a bit of a problem. The two fields used to be part of a larger farm which, at one time, grew daffodils commercially.

         One of the fields, the closest one to the buildings, has a huge number of daffodils growing in it; they are a picture in the spring sunshine. As you possibly also know, daffodils are my favourite flower, because they herald the arrival of spring and because they are a Welsh symbol. It grieves me to do it but I’m just about to roll them flat. There’s too many to dodge around them so a good rolling is what they get, though I do get off the tractor and pick a goodly bunch to take home for the missus. (Which completely throws her; in fact it makes her suspicious.)

         When I’ve finished, there are nice dark and light green stripes up and down the fields, just how I like it. It’s a contentious issue on this farm, rolling. We’ve got a consultant who is driven by cutting costs. Which is OK up to a point. But he is given to walking about the yard and kicking things like the roller, and saying ‘you need to sell that.’ I tell him I don’t. He asks what I need it for and I say rolling, and he says land rarely needs rolling and I say I like the land to be rolled and he says it’s a cost in fuel and wages and I say but I don’t get any wages. And so it goes on. But the roller is still here and I continue to use it. And in due course I will have all my silage fields looking lovely with stripes everywhere and also in due course I will meet one or both of my landlords and I know, from previous experiences, that they will say ‘you’ve got the farm looking well this spring’ and I will say to them ‘thank you’, and I will say to the consultant ‘How do you put a value on that?’

         
            ***

         

         Every spring the story of aggressive cock pheasants makes it into the national dailies and sometimes even on television. This always surprises me because it is such a common phenomenon in pheasant country. I’ve always assumed that these stories only make it to the top of the pile on slow news days and I’m probably right. I’ve reported on it often enough. Yesterday I got into the truck out on the yard and before I could start up, the mobile phone rang. So I’m sitting there in the truck answering the phone and this cock pheasant starts to cross the yard about 20 yards in front of me. There’s a real sense of purpose to its progress, it’s low to the ground, but it’s obviously on some sort of mission, there’s stealth there and menace. I can tell by its demeanour that it’s protecting its territory but as yet I can’t see from what. Also about 20 yards in front of me is the shed where we calve our cows and one of the cows has her head through the feed barrier and is eating some silage.

         The pheasant takes the last ten yards at a sprint, races up to the cow and gives it a sharp peck on the nose. The startled cow jerks back out of sight. Satisfied with itself, the pheasant stand up on tiptoe and flaps its wings in triumph. But only for fractions of a second. It goes back down into its stealth position and positively sprints back the way it had come. So, I wonder, what’s going on here? I soon find out. Out of a bunch of nettles at the top of the yard bursts a much bigger cock pheasant. He races down the yard in pursuit, not in a direct line but in a diagonal run that will cut the first pheasant off from wherever he is heading. It’s several minutes before the dominant cock returns. That will teach a pheasant not to peck my cows.

         19 APRIL 2014

         Here are the headlines today: ‘Saturated fat isn’t bad for your heart.’ So what does that mean? Well saturated fats turn up naturally in dairy products, products like milk and butter. Before we go further, let’s remind ourselves that milk is nature’s most complete, natural food, and by some distance. And as we go further let’s just remind ourselves that for over 40 years the saturated fats in dairy products have been blamed for heart disease and, to a lesser extent, obesity. I used to be on something called the Dairy Council, which for years has been saying that the saturated fats in dairy products have been unfairly stigmatised and maligned by researchers whose research was funded by the industries that produce the spreads and oils that compete with natural dairy products. Here’s another quote from the article: ‘It is time to bust the myth of the role of saturated fat in heart disease, which was based on faulty interpretation of scientific studies.’ It’s possible that not many of you are still reading this, perhaps you’ve switched off and moved on, but this myth not only affected dairy farmers’ lives, it’s affected yours as well. For dairy farmers it has devalued what they produce by saying dairy products undermine health, and not saying it occasionally but on and on for 40 years. For you consumers it’s affected your lives, because when you walk past the milk section of your supermarket, there’s actually been no need for all those endless rows of skimmed and semi-skimmed and 1% fat milks, no need for low fat cheeses, no need for low fat dairy products of any sort.

         The real culprits in dietary well-being seem to be sugar, salt and processed foods. And isn’t it just possible that if we all had cereal with proper milk on it for breakfast and toast with butter on, we wouldn’t be hungry again by 11 o’clock, and fill up on processed foods that are not so good for us? What beggars belief is that if saturated fat being responsible for heart disease is a myth, where were all the scientists at places like the Food Standards Agency who allowed all this misinformation to go out? And how can people vilify an industry for so long and get away with it? My breakfast most days is two pieces of toast and marmite, but I do trawl the fridge for scraps to eat, left by grazing grandchildren and for anything that’s past its sell-by-date. One of my favourites is fried tomatoes and I find some that are getting a bit soft. I cut them up and put them in the frying pan. I pick up the big bottle of sunflower oil that always stands next to the cooker. And I put it down again. I go back to the fridge and find some butter, cut off a lump and smack it in the frying pan. So there! And it tastes so much better. Milk that has the fat in it, and full fat is only 4%, by the way, tastes better. Try it.

         
            ***

         

         I’ve just been rolling our largest field, 42 acres, which is a slow long job. I suppose I was born of an age when we had to do mental arithmetic. My grandchildren are amazed sometimes at what I can work out. They reach for the calculators on their phones – a few years ago it would have been calculators – we didn’t have any of that. The nearest we had to that would have been a slide rule, I could see how they worked but never owned one, only smart arses owned one. But I can often work something out in my head quicker than they can fire up their calculators. I also have a sort of shorthand way of doing it. If I wanted to multiply 17 x 19 for example, I would multiply 17 by 20 and then knock off 17, easy peasy. Anyway I’m back on the roller, slowly going up and down the field and I work out, all in my head, how many square yards there are in the field and from there how many square feet so I divide the square feet by the width of the roller which is 10ft and convert back the feet to miles with the result that to roll this field I cover 34 miles. Plus the distance I travel at the ends of the fields where I turn around to go back down again, which distance is not inconsiderable. I’m travelling at about ten kilometres an hour. I expect you are amazed at how effortlessly I have switched from imperial measure to metric but the tractor is French and I can read the speed on the dashboard. So that’s around six miles an hour which if you are on overtime rates is too quick but if you don’t get paid, like me, is not quick enough.

         But we mustn’t forget the wildlife, and today the wildlife is very quiet. I’ve not seen a hare all day but apart from pheasants the most numerous bird is the skylark. I reckon there’s twice as many as when I rolled the same field last year. I don’t pretend to claim any credit for that. But then again, it’s obvious that I’m not doing anything that is detrimental to nature. I take pleasure from that. And pride.

         26 APRIL 2014

         I’ve been to Northern Ireland for 24 hours this week, to a dinner. It’s such a nice place and such nice people. Some of the people actually do say things like Jim McDonald used to say on Coronation Street, which always seemed to be a bit over the top. Things like, ‘You need to get a taxi to go to the airport at nine o’clock, so you do.’ It’s quite a strange phenomenon when complete strangers come up to you, introduce themselves, and then ask of you, ‘How’s Mert?’ He, Mert the dog, is completely unaware of how famous he is. So how is he? Well he’s getting on a bit now and he’s put on a bit of weight since I had him castrated, something I will always regret. But then he doesn’t roam the roads any more on romantic walkabouts, so it might have saved his life. I don’t take him for long days on the tractor any more because I can see that after a couple of hours, he’s not that comfortable, but I do take him if it’s a short outing. When I don’t take him he stands on the yard watching me go and gives me a look that breaks my heart, and if he was a dog in a cartoon, there would be a bubble coming out from his mouth that said, ‘Bastard.’

         He never ceases to amaze me with how he reacts to what I say to him. We were going around the cattle the other day and came across a husband and wife out jogging. They were all expensive matching jogging outfits and not much jog. I’m sure you get the picture. I’m not sure where they lived but you could easily tell that it was no longer such a good an idea as they thought it was when they had set out. In fact it was clearly more of a walk than a jog, it was only a jog when someone like me came along who was watching. I slowed down to pass them in the narrow lane. Mert wasn’t even looking out of the window, he was curled up in the back of the truck. I just said quietly, half to myself in fact, ‘Just look at the state of these two.’ Mert leaped to his feet, put his head out of the window, and frightened the life out of them, in fact, because the lane was narrow I don’t think he was far off biting them, which is what joggers are for. They tried to jog on, nonchalantly, but I could see in the mirror that they only jogged for about 50 yards and then they were walking again.

         When I say we are out in the truck, I actually mean an old four-wheel drive vehicle. Most of my neighbours spend thousands of pounds on quad bikes and mules, we buy old 4x4s, we’re into collecting old Shoguns at the moment, a really battered one to fetch the cows and carry the electric fencing paraphernalia and a less battered one to use on the roads. So Mert travels in the bit at the very back.

         Now here’s a strange thing. Most of our journeys are on minor roads and tracks and fields but when we are returning home, the last half a mile of our journey is on a B-road that runs past the farm. As soon as we get to the junction where we join the B-road, Mert always clambers over the seats and stands with his head on my shoulder. In fact, it’s not so much his head, it’s his neck and his head is pressed down onto my chest, so I can easily stroke him. It’s not done occasionally or anywhere else, just when we go through that junction. For many years I had a role in the dairy industry that would take me away from the farm every week. Sometimes for a couple of days, sometimes for the whole week. I can never remember a single occasion when I didn’t arrive home, open the car door and his head would come through the gap onto my knee. He still does that whenever I come home now, if I’ve been away for ten minutes or a couple of days. Animals can give us a clear lead when it comes to loyalty and devotion.

         
            ***

         

         Just as an aside. It’s 9pm and I’m thinking of bed and book, and my wife says ‘You’d better get your evening suit out and see what state you left it in.’ This is the evening before I go to Belfast to a black tie dinner. I don’t wear this sort of outfit very often, not sure why but I don’t enjoy wearing one. It sounds a bit unkind, asking what state I left it in, but there is a reality to it. After a night out, it is always possible that there is food left on your suit but it is always a possibility that on arriving home from a late night out, there are calving cows to visit and for the tired dairy farmer, to go upstairs and get changed is quite a big job: far easier to slip your wellies on and go out in your suit. It is the mission of all cows to try to cover everything with what they excrete at their rear end and some of this ends up on your suit. Anyway, to return to our story, by 9.15pm I cannot find the dress suit so my wife has to come and have a look. She’s not best pleased because she’s watching a series on TV. I could pause it for her but by this time, sharp words have been exchanged, so serve her right.

         By 10.15pm, by which time we have scoured every wardrobe, cupboard and every coat hook in the house, we come to the conclusion that I no longer have a dress suit. Those of you who are married will understand that by this time some quite animated conversations have taken place. Most of the conversations centre on my opinion that it is a wifely duty to care for and clean her husband’s clothes. I lose this argument but deep down I know that my mother would have done it. Exhausted by our search, we decide that I have either left it somewhere or someone has borrowed it and we can’t remember who. I try to press the latter scenario, mainly because I suspect it’s the former. So I have to go out in a rush the next day and buy a new one. I’m not best pleased, my inclination would be to scour the charity shops for one, but there’s no time for that. The man in the shop thinks it’s hilarious and my reply, when he suggests I go the whole way and buy a new shirt as well, is unprintable.

         3 MAY 2014

         I had a reader from Wiltshire contact me to commend me on the piece I wrote about the pundits finally admitting that the fat content in milk is actually a health benefit. He went on to say that I had missed out an important part of the message. And my omission was an important one. Osteoporosis is a serious condition of the weakening of the bones. Surveys predict that in an ageing population it will be of epidemic proportions. Now I’m no scientist but it seems common sense to me that when you remove the fat content, you take with it a lot of the important mineral content as well. And within that mineral content is a lot of the calcium you need for stronger bones. So we are about to see the first generation reaching retirement age that have possibly spent a goodly percentage of their lives drinking skimmed milk. There is no upside to all that unless perhaps that the first people to fall down and break some bones, are the ones who have advocated removing all the fat for the last 40 years. Shame that.

         
            ***

         

         It’s Sunday morning and we, Mert and I, are off around the dry cows and in-calf heifers which are on their last week on the kale and turnips. There’s about 50 of them in this group. I should know how many, but there’s cows going home to calve most days and newly dry cows joining every week so the numbers are constantly changing. It doesn’t matter really how many there are because they are almost impossible to count. The dry cows ignore me and continue what they are doing, be it grazing or lying down. The in-calf heifers are a different matter, they are well full of themselves and swarm around the truck looking for mischief. A chew of a wing mirror here, a chew of the wiper on the back door, a good rub on the headlights, it’s all good fun.

         Mert is busy in the back biting, the glass and barking at them. I can count the dry cows but the heifers don’t keep still long enough. So my husbandry duties involve a good look around all corners of the field and a good look at all the stock, to see if anything is amiss. A blob of white under a hedge catches my eye and I drive across to it. As I get nearer I can see it is a calf. (Some dry cows don’t make it home before they calve!) The calf has tucked itself into some briars as a sort of hiding place. These calves will secrete themselves away when born outside, in long grass or nettles, as an instinctive ploy to keep them away from predators. It’s the bovine equivalent of keeping your head down. I pull up alongside the calf. It doesn’t move but I can see it is fine. It’s tight against the fence and on the fence is a raven. Like the calf, the raven doesn’t move. If my arm was a foot longer I could almost touch it. The raven has spotted the calf and it is obvious it thinks it will claim it as a prize. It dwells there for quite a time, as if challenging me. Eventually it flaps lazily away and I get out and rouse the calf and push it back towards its mother. A raven can’t kill a big calf but I’ve probably saved its eyes.

         
            ***

         

         I’m a great reader. I was brought up to respect books. I never throw a book away. There’s two stacks of books in my bedroom that would comfortably make a cubic metre if you were to put them on a pallet. I don’t throw them away in case I want to revisit them. And the books I revisit the most often are the works of Dylan Thomas. Now I would be the first to say that I find some of his poetry difficult. I came to the conclusion some time ago that when he wrote some of it he was either drunk or mad, or possibly both and you yourself would probably understand it better if you were drunk or mad as well. Then there’s Under Milk Wood. I’ve read it so many times. It’s the centenary of Dylan Thomas and there’s a production of Under Milk Wood on tour at present.

         We went to see it last week. We took my eldest granddaughter and she loved it. He describes things using words that you would never dream of using, yet having read them they seem so apt and appropriate I’d love to be able to write just a few lines like he has. I’ve tried a few times: ‘The cock pheasant, rampant red of comb, struts lordily amongst his hens, he stands on tiptoe, golden plumed and barrel chested and waves his defiance to the world.’ ‘The moo-licked calf, fat and sleek, nestles warm and safe into the deep grass, turns its lidded face to the warm caress of the sun and dreams of frothy milk around its muzzle and the creamy life that is to come.’ Nah, can’t do it.

         Just as an aside, the same granddaughter who was moved by Under Milk Wood has told me that when she leaves school she wants to be a slaughterman in an abattoir. Well someone has to do it.

         10 MAY 2014

         I’m driving up the track at our other buildings and two walkers appear in front of me having just negotiated the stile out of the fields. They have two dogs with them, a spaniel and a collie. Seeing me approach on the tractor, they put them back on their leads. The dogs are panting excessively, mud up their sides, exhausted. By the look of the couple who own them they, the dogs, didn’t get into that state on their leads, because the couple don’t look as if they have broken sweat for years. They’ve been through over a mile on ‘my’ fields, so what have they chasing? For certain they have been chasing hares, terrorising leverets and eating skylarks’ young and eggs. They’ve probably done more damage to wildlife in half an hour than I could do in a year. I don’t say anything, I’m so angry, and you never know where anger will lead. There’s been three lapwings up there for two days: wonder if they are still there.

         
            ***

         

         There’s been a lot of wildlife about in the night. When our last lot of point-of-lay pullets went off, some of them staged a breakout and eluded the catching gang. This was a heroic tale, a bit like The Great Escape. Over the next few days we managed to gather them up and erected a temporary house for them, the poultry sheds not being available because of cleaning them out for the next lot. It may have been a temporary house but they’d been there a week and none had escaped. Last night Mr Fox paid them a visit, or was it Mrs Fox and all the little foxes? Whatever, there were feathers all over the yard, several missing and 20 dead in their pen.

         As if that wasn’t bad enough, our cows are grazed on a very disciplined paddock system that is managed by electric fences. It sounds a bit draconian but it isn’t, it’s all designed to give them as much grass as they can possibly eat every day, with the advantage that the grass is at the very best of nutritional value. A herd of deer has been through in the night and now there’s electric fence wire everywhere. What a shambles.

         
            ***

         

         I wasn’t born into a farming family and my first venture into farming on my own account was to buy 12 white day-old chicks that would become layers for me to sell the eggs. I kept them in a shed and run that I built at the bottom of our garden. I was about 12 at the time, so it was not recent, but it was at a time when hybrid strains of poultry were beginning to emerge. The traditional breeds had names like Rhode Island Red and Brown Leghorn and Light Sussex, the new hybrids I remember were called romantic names like 101, which was a very flighty white bird that laid white eggs and 404s which were a more middle-of-the-road bird, a brown bird that laid brown eggs. None of these should be confused with 303s which were army rifles. My little white chicks were Light Sussex crossed with Brown Leghorns which was a very popular cross for laying birds.

         Looking back, the only negative to this cross was that they would go broody in the spring and peck lumps out of your hands when you collected the eggs. It was what they called a sex link cross in that the colour of the cockerel, the white Light Sussex, turned up in his female offspring which were all white. Most commercial poultry today are hybrids but genetics are genetics and the sex link still exists. That’s why the pullets we rear these days are brown but if we are to find replacements for the departed cockerel Neville, it will be a white cockerel that has slipped through the system. It was not until our last crop of pullets were due to go that we did indeed spot a white cockerel. This may seem strange but in a shed that contains say 20,000 birds, it is not easy to identify individual birds and establish a relationship with them. Once, when we produced broilers, which were white, and 28,000 of them in each shed, I discovered a black chick amongst them. I used to make a point of finding it every day and picking it up and stroking it. One day the chick was in my hands and I was making a fuss of it when I looked down at the floor and there was another black chick looking up at me as if to say, ‘Why are you ignoring me today?’ So you never know where you are with a lot of poultry. The black chicks didn’t make it to anybody’s table because the white ones gang up on them and kill them. No comment. So to go back to this cockerel, we’ve removed him from the sheds and put him with a couple of pullets for company, into the turkey garden so that he can develop into another Neville and eventually terrorise the yard. I’ve got my doubts about him, thus far there’s no aggression. In fact, truth be told, I’m not sure if he knows if he’s a Neville or a Nora.

         17 MAY 2014

         We’ve just emptied our chicken sheds and the point-of-lay pullets that they contained have gone onto pastures new. Which statement is literally quite true as they have moved on to free range layer units and will soon be laying lots of nice brown eggs. They were all brown pullets but within that there were different strains. I don’t think they were different breeds because I am assuming they were all hybrids of some sort. What I do know is that some of them were called Columbian Black Tails, which name has a sort of mystery about it. The main purpose of this story is to tell you that when the poultry go out of the sheds, all the manure has to go out as well. It comes out as a very dusty product (providing there hasn’t been a burst with the drinking system!) and it is just a wonderful manure to put back on the land. The balance of it is roughly two parts nitrogen to one each of phosphate and potash. We take the poultry manure around the farm so that all fields get some in turn. Most of the land we rent used to lie in continuous cereal crops which did not benefit from any animal by-products at all.

         Ten years on, my neighbours tell me how much the land has improved with the influence of poultry manure, manure from the cattle and the presence of the cattle themselves. We use a lot less artificial fertiliser than we did ten years ago because we’ve increased the organic matter in the soil, we’ve put some ‘heart’ into it. Poultry manure contains some calcium because the birds have to have grit in their diet as part of their digestion and this all helps with the pH of the soil. This organic matter increases the worm population, so it’s all win-win. In fact it’s win-win as far as the eye can see.

         What’s poultry manure got to do with hares? Well I’ve been carting manure for about two days and at one place I travel past on the track to where we tip it is a low bank out of the adjoining field. It’s only a couple of feet high, this bank, but at some time a cow has come down it and her rear hoof had slipped and made a gouge-mark in the turf. It’s not a cowslip, which is a wild flower, and it’s not a skid mark, which can mean something entirely different, it’s just a shallow mark in the turf. But tucked into this depression is a hare. She lies there, ears flattened to her body and she’s there every time I pass over those two days, carting manure. The tractor wheels pass within a foot of her nose each time I pass but she doesn’t move a muscle. On the third day, I go up the same track to see the cattle and she’s not there, but there is a tiny leveret there, pressing itself down into the depression very much as its mother has done. Next day there’s no sign of either of them, I just hope that they have moved into the cover of the adjoining winter barley field.

         
            ***

         

         I’m off with the topper to chop off what is left of the kale stalks. The cattle are running on the whole piece now and there’s about five or six acres that they went on last, which is about 3ft high with thick hard stalks. The cattle have eaten all the leaves off and they would eat the stalks as well but the kale has had its time, it’s time to move onto the next crop. So I’m chopping off the stalks so they will plough in better. At first sight it’s just a mess of green tough stalks, but as I move into it with the tractor I find it’s full of cock pheasants. It’s a sort of sanctuary for bachelor cock pheasants, those that haven’t been able to establish a territory around the hedgerow and attract some hens. The cocks are distributed evenly throughout the cover that the kale stalks afford them, and they have a disconsolate air about them. There’s surely 50 of them and they are here as losers, losers of fights. They’ve had enough of fighting which is why they are all spread out.

         But life is never as good as it seems. I was telling my 7-year-old grandson this yesterday. I told him ‘It’s a hard life out there, Dave, you and I had better stick together.’ And I had his wide-eyed agreement. So for your cock pheasant nursing his pride and possibly a few wounds, here comes a noisy farmer on a noisy tractor and over the next hour or so he removes this sanctuary you have found and now the next cock pheasant can see you, and the next pheasant to that, and before you know where you are, there are about five groups of ten pheasants in each group, all fighting like hell. And it gets worse, because the dominant cocks around the hedgerows can now see all those possible interlopers, and they charge up the field to the battle as well. Before you know it there are pheasants and feathers flying everywhere. After a quarter of an hour peace is restored, some pheasants have disappeared to continue their nomadic life in the winter wheat in the next field, some have flown as far as the woods. I make my way home on the tractor feeling a bit guilty. I only came up here to tidy the field so I could plough it.

         24 MAY 2014

         Although the cows have been grazing for some time now, grass growth is still not sufficient for their needs and they are on a half silage, half grass diet at present. All the silage has been eaten at home here now and we have to fetch a load every day from the clamp at the other buildings. It’s my job to fetch a fresh load, Saturday and Sunday afternoons, ready for the next day. So there I was yesterday afternoon, tractor and trailer backed into the silage clamp, and I’m on the loader cutting blocks of silage and tipping them into the trailer, except that I’m not really, I’m day dreaming as usual and my mind is miles away. Suddenly there’s a loud bang against the window of the cab and from the corner of my eye I see something falling down to the floor. I stop immediately and my first understandable reaction is ‘What the hell was that?’ My first conclusion is that someone has thrown something and I look carefully around. Nothing. So I look to see what had caught my eye falling to the ground. Down by the front tyre, in full attack mode, actually pecking at the tyre, is a cock pheasant. This clamp is built into the bank and the sides are about 12ft higher than where I am working. The pheasant obviously has his territory in the adjoining hedgerow and has launched himself off to attack me sitting on the loader. Luckily for me he didn’t attack the other side of the loader, I’ve got the door fastened open on that side. Life can be scary working on a farm.

         
            ***

         

         I’ve got a farm secretary. She comes once a fortnight. Whisper it softly but I’m scared of her. I spend a good proportion of my life looking for pieces of paper and she comes and puts some order to it all. I like her a lot but I’m still scared of her. She’s got a couple of horses and three Hereford cows that rear their own calves. In the space of one week, two of her cows had twins. She has a problem with one cow, it won’t let its calves suckle, so she asks my advice. My advice is that she comes to the pub on a Thursday night and puts the question to the farmers. She passes on that, so I put the question on her behalf. The table is surrounded by instant experts on the subject. ‘Tie her back legs together so she can’t kick’ (sounds like good way of getting kicked yourself), ‘Put a cargo strap around her belly and fix her to the shed so she can’t move,’ which is probably a modern equivalent of tying the back legs. ‘Tie a dog in the shed and she’ll be so keen to protect the calves from the dog she won’t notice the calves suckling.’ Eventually honey is the consensus answer. ‘Put some honey on your fingers and let the calves suck it off then put some honey on the cow’s teats and the calves will be mad after it.’ There’s much nodding of heads in agreement. Which is disappointing as they’ve missed the point, the calves are keen enough to suckle, it’s the cow that won’t let them. My advice to her next time she comes is to rear the calves on the bucket and sell the cow and buy another one. Which is what she has already decided to do. Rough justice, tough love, whatever, the cow’s only got herself to blame. The reality was that it was the cow that needed the honey not the calves.

         
            ***

         

         It’s a busy time of year. ‘Things’ happen on a daily basis. The keeper shot a fox. Not that remarkable in itself but I think it was the fox that was killing our poultry, because we’ve left a dead chicken in a fox trap on the yard and it is untouched. Where we live is on the edge of going up into what they call marginal land, that is, a step towards hill country. Farmers on this marginal land report the best lambing weather they can remember, but they qualify that by saying that they have lost more lambs to predators this year than they have to the weather. Farmers are good moaners (you might have noticed this), but losing lambs to predators is heart-breaking. Foxes are the main culprit around here: a determined fox will soon separate one lamb from a set of twins and confuse the ewe, and before the ewe knows what’s happened, there’s a lamb gone.

         Next on the list are ravens, a problem that is getting worse each year. Ravens like eyes, they like eyes almost as much as they like tongues. A lamb without a tongue soon dies because it can’t suckle. But it’s not all bad news; there’s some good (lest you should think me a moaner as well). We’ve caught five magpies and my favourite wild cat in our magpie trap. I don’t know how many fledgling songbirds five magpies will kill every day but I can be sure it’s made a difference. My favourite cat is a favourite because it is a beautiful all-over grey colour. Where the colour came from I don’t know. Releasing a feral cat from a magpie trap is something to be undertaken with caution and preferably with strong gloves, and a feral cat newly-released from a trap and making a dash for freedom is a sight to behold.

         
            ***

         

         My cockerel has sorted out his sexuality issues and can be heard crowing every morning as it gets light. He lives with the turkeys and I think they intimidate him. He’s got ten pullet wives who stroll about with the turkeys with impunity but the cockerel always lives around the boundaries of their enclosure and he only crows when he’s out of sight behind some nettles. And the good news just keeps on coming. We’ve got a turkey hen sitting on 18 eggs in the nettles. (Well-off for nettles, us.) I rushed into the kitchen, ‘The turkeys have started to hatch’. ‘Whatever do you want more turkeys for?’ ‘Well, we’ll need one for Christmas dinner.’

         31 MAY 2014

         I’ve been on a week’s holiday so I suppose I’d better tell you about it. I’ve been to St Ives which is a long way from here. That in itself is not a problem because I like driving and in particular I like driving my Jag. Jaguars are supposed to provide space, pace and grace, and they do. Mine is really smooth, but not quite as smooth as me. So I was looking forward to driving to Cornwall and was more than a little annoyed that it developed a bit of a knock three days before we went. It wasn’t a mechanical knock, it was more of a ‘when you go over a bump sort of knock’. I had passengers in the car a couple of times before we went and I asked them if they could hear it. They all said that compared with their cars, it was really quiet and they couldn’t hear a thing. But I could hear it and it bothered me. It bothered me because I had a long way to go and it was getting too late to get booked in anywhere to have something done about it. Then I discovered that if I put the radio on I couldn’t hear it. So that solved the problem. Mustn’t make life too difficult. We were going as a sort-of collective family, self-catering in a rental cottage. The women put so much food in the car the seagulls followed us all the way from the Severn Bridge to Cornwall. My brother was driving the other car, he’s a retired headmaster so he thinks he’s a lot brighter than me. We were starting out from different locations so I said I’d see him down there. He wanted to meet somewhere for coffee and drive the rest of the way in convoy. Anything for a quiet life, so I said OK, we’ll meet at Taunton Deane services. He says, ‘How will I know when we get there?’ I said, ‘There’s a big blue sign on the side of the road that says “Taunton Deane”.’ ‘Which side of the road is it?’ ‘On the left.’ (Give me strength.) I said, ‘The E on the end of Deane is silent,’ for further clarity.

         We didn’t fall out until the Wednesday. My brother and sister are both artists and love going in art shops and galleries. Have you ever seen how many of those there are in St Ives? I seemed to be spending my week standing outside them. They didn’t get the point until I stopped the car next day to look at a fine herd of Guernsey cows.

         I love seafood and I’d never had lobster so I bought two from a fishmonger who cut them up for me. One was all beautiful and white and the other bright green. I asked what the difference was, she said, ‘I’ve hit a sac with the knife but it’s fine to eat, it will wash off under the tap.’ Most of it did, it was all eaten, but I was just a bit worried. But it was a bit like the man in the Falklands war. I counted them out after it was eaten and I counted them back in for breakfast and they were all still there, no harm done. The only slight disappointment of the whole holiday was that I didn’t see the camel on the M5. It’s been a landmark for our family as we’ve gone on holiday in the West Country for years and years. ‘Look out for the camel,’ has been known to keep bored young children quiet for 20 to 30 miles.

         
            ***

         

         Not many days after I returned from holiday, Western Daily Press sent out a photographer to take some fresh photographs of me. I was very pleased actually, some that they have used lately make me cringe. Years ago I had to have a ‘serious’ photograph taken that showed me sitting at a desk. I had to put a suit and tie on for the occasion and as we finished, the photographer says, ‘I’ll take a couple outside.’ So without thinking I put my overalls on but inadvertently left the tie on, which I think looks really stupid. Anyway I’m doing my jobs earlier in the morning and when I’m feeding the turkeys, the three stags launch a ferocious attack on me. I think that would make a good photograph for a newspaper. So when the photographer comes, we go into the turkey pen but the turkeys completely ignore me and chase the photographer, which wasn’t what we were looking for. Anyway he takes lots of other photos around the farm. It’s not as easy as you think, you have to give more thought to the background than the actual photograph content. Who wants to have a nice photograph taken of you stroking the dog if, in the background there is a shed that looks as if it is about to fall down or a field full of docks and nettles! Either background is easy to find here. So photographs taken, he gets ready to go. I offer him some photographs taken of me in my early 30s, but he’s not interested. Pity, that.

         
            ***

         

         There’s quite a lot of oil seed rape grown around here and I know several people who say that they don’t like the bright yellow colour. The flowers are dying off this week and the fields are returning to green. And as this happens, the old meadows in the area, of which there are also quite a lot, are turning bright yellow as the buttercups come into flower. Strange therefore that the people who are saying to me, ‘Isn’t it nice to see those yellow fields of buttercups?’ are the same people who didn’t like the yellow oil seed rape?

         7 JUNE 2014

         In the last month, and all within a radius of about five miles, I know of six farms that have gone down with TB. And those are the ones I know about, I am sure there will be more because some farmers try to keep it secret, as if there is a stigma to having TB. This is a shame because there is almost nothing that they can do to prevent an outbreak, and it would be better if all their neighbours knew so they could take action to prevent spread. Just putting up an electric fence ten yards away from a boundary that will stop cattle ‘kissing’ each other over the fence would be a very effective precaution. What is clear is that things around here are getting worse and there is absolutely nothing going on to rectify the problem. What is unclear, in a week of political upheaval, is what will happen after next year’s general election. TB will be at the bottom of most parties’ agendas at the moment. In the meantime, and for the foreseeable future, cattle will continue to go for slaughter and the waste will go on.

         
            ***

         

         There was a fire, so the story goes, a fire in an isolated, semi-derelict, cottage, many years ago. Semi-derelict means half fallen down, not that that matters, because the man who lives in it only lives in half of it anyway. There used to be lots of these cottages dotted about the countryside around here a couple of generations ago. They would have been for shepherds or forestry workers and most of them fell down just before a pile of stones could get planning permission for renovation into holiday homes or the like. You still come across these piles of stone in woods or the corner of fields and wonder to yourself what sort of isolated life it was for the people who lived and raised families there. Anyway, back to the fire, the local fire brigade are on their way there and the firemen are discussing the fire and the occupant. The consensus of all the scraps of information that they piece together is that it comprises a scullery and a living room downstairs and a landing and one bedroom upstairs. That the man who lives there hasn’t been upstairs for years because the floorboards aren’t safe. (This is very important fireman-information.) They know that the man who lives there doesn’t have a bathroom (and looks like it), and that his facilities are at the bottom of the garden, unless it is snowing or raining, when he uses the sink. His water is carried from a well, occasionally. And he sleeps in an old armchair by the fireplace in a room that he fills with firewood up to the armchair. And he shares all this with six or seven dogs.

         None of the firemen says so but there is certainly a mutuality of feeling that no one should risk life or limb saving this cottage. When they get there, there is lots of smoke but not a lot of flame. The resident is outside trying to stop the dogs from biting the firemen and protesting innocence of what had happened. ‘I went to sleep in the chair reading the paper, next thing I know there’s smoke everywhere,’ he says. He is unaware that there is a fragment of cigarette paper sticking to his bottom lip. One of the younger keener firemen volunteers to go inside to see what is going on. The smoke is dense up to the ceiling so he gets down onto his hands and knees and crawls forward in the small space of clear air that there is. In covering about three yards he puts his hands into dog mess four times. He crawls back the way he has come and out of the front door. ‘Well?’ asks the head fireman. ‘Let her go,’ he replies.

         
            ***

         

         A friend of mine is making her way slowly and carefully, even gingerly, into the world of IT. To start with, a few weeks ago, she knew even less about it than I did. But she’s bought herself an iPad and she’s doing quite well. High on her list of priorities, in this new world, are online shopping and Facebook. These two activities will take her ahead of me as I have no intention of ever doing either. So she finds out that to be on Facebook she needs a picture profile. ‘How do I do that?’ she asks her family. ‘I’ll do that for you, Mum,’ says her teenage son. ‘Isn’t he a good boy,’ she thinks to herself, and tells all her friends. Then one of her friends phones her up. ‘Have you seen your picture profile on Facebook?’ She hasn’t so she has a look. There’s a picture on there of a bottle of beer and a dead squirrel.

         14 JUNE 2014

         It wasn’t formally planned but people around here seem to have made a concerted effort against the magpie population. Traps have been deployed everywhere and a rough count amongst the people I know would take the birds culled to over 60. That’s a lot of magpies in a relatively small area. That’s a population seriously out of balance! Everyone was motivated by the distressing sight of magpies pillaging the nests of songbirds for eggs and fledglings.

         
            ***

         

         One of our charity fundraisers at the pub is called a ‘Sweet and Savoury Evening’. The idea is for people to bring along a sweet or savoury dish, or both. You pay £5 to enter and when all the dishes are present, you go around, sample the dishes and vote on them. Some people don’t bring anything with them but pay £5 to ‘graze’ the dishes. As organiser there is a fine line here between having enough entries to allow for the grazers and having enough food to satisfy them. You don’t have to be a genius to work out that £5 is a very cheap evening meal which isn’t really in the spirit of the charity, but we usually manage to get £5 out of them for the raffle. But then we wouldn’t have a raffle if it weren’t for the people who bother to make a dish also bringing the raffle prizes! Anyway, to move on, last year I made a prawn curry. I told the landlady of the pub how I’d made it and she said ‘You’re not bringing that here, it will kill everybody.’ She worried me so much I tried it on myself, it didn’t kill me and on the evening people said much nicer things about it. This year I was a bit more cautious and made a Thai chicken curry. I chuck in what I fancy and I buy the curry paste in the shop and that’s it. So I try it first on my two eldest grandsons. I can’t tell you what they said but they both went for glasses of water. I thought it was nice and tasty, with a violent afterburn. So I’m a bit worried and I take a sample to the pub at midday. I ask her what she thinks. I didn’t realise she was so religious! ‘How much curry paste did you put in?’ ‘Two jars.’ ‘You’re only supposed to put in two tablespoons!’ So I dash off to the shops and fetch two more tins of coconut milk and put that in there as well. That succeeds in taking the sting out of it a bit, but it can still take you by surprise.

         So I sprinkle some coriander leaves on it and off we go. And I won! Won by a bit of a distance in fact. People kept asking me for the recipe. ‘Sorry I can’t, it’s an old family recipe.’ Like I look as if I come from an old Thai family! So there we are, we make over £200 on the night, and a very pleasant way of making £200 it was too. We had enough food, but only just. I was really chuffed to win, as there were some serious cooks there. But that was not the end of it, that particular week. Yet another accolade was to fall on my shoulders. The week ended up being quite special. Accolades don’t very often fall on dairy farmers. What mostly falls on dairy farmers usually comes from under a cow’s tail. The following Sunday I was asked to transport the mayor of our local town, in my Jag, from the Town Hall to the church in the parade that marks Mayor’s Sunday. And back again after the service. It’s up on a steep hill. That’s two brides and a lady mayor I’ve had in my Jag now – it’s opening up a whole new social life.

         21 JUNE 2014

         I empathised with a recent piece in West Country Life about the farmer who would not allow his TB reactor cows to undergo a long journey to slaughter. Good for him. It’s double standards once again. There’s a host of people who aspire to tell us how to look after our animals on the farm and then when those animals are under their jurisdiction, there are no standards at all. I won’t let cows go from here unless I know how far they will have to go, even if finding out costs me money. But now it’s even worse than I thought. I want my animals to have a good life whilst they are here and then as humane an end as is possible. I can’t even be sure of that anymore. For all I know they could be ending their lives undergoing ritual slaughter without stunning. All driven by the money it costs to segregate carcases. What a disgrace.

         
            ***

         

         There’s quite a large lay-by outside the secondary school in our small local town: it’s where the buses park to disgorge students (we don’t have school children any more do we?) but the lay-by changes on Thursdays when the school is on holiday. Why? Well there are no buses there for obvious reasons and Thursdays are market days at the local livestock market which, unusually, is still situated within the town. So what changes? Well the lay-by is taken over by people from the Department of Transport, Trading Standards and the like. Their purpose is to pull in passing traffic, mostly farmers, to do every vehicle check known to man, to check what fuel they are using (there’s rich pickings to be had checking for red diesel!), tax, MOT and insurance, animal movement, you name it. I don’t know where the people come from who man the checkpoint, probably from an urban background, but it’s probably also certain that they’ve never seen anything like us!

         We farmers are a resourceful species, we contend with the vagaries of weather and animals on a daily basis. The first time this check occurred something like 180 vehicles were examined and nearly 100 prosecutions were instigated. Then the numbers died off. Mobile phones were busy, although this is not a good reception area. One of the main problems, or advantages, depending on whether you are a farmer or an inspector, is that there is quite a long straight before you get to the crossroads by the secondary school, so as you approach you can see all this activity in the distance. And there are escape routes to be had. Take a smart turn to the right and there is the local vets or a builders merchants, both of which have room to negotiate a 360° turn with Land Rover and trailer and head off back to the hills and safety. But that only worked for a short while. Enter the scene, four or five police motorbikes, who cruise the area and gather up these escapees and return them for scrutiny. Sometimes they will wait at the vets and accumulate three or four vehicles before they take them on. And isn’t it just a splendid irony that the authorities are using just the same technique to gather farmers, that those same farmers use to gather their own sheep? It’s very much like One Man and His Dog only the ‘dogs’ in question are burly policemen on BMW motorbikes. The latest ruse used by stopped farmers is to say that the wife has just phoned to say there’s a cow at home having a really difficult calving, that I’m to drop these sheep off at market and get home immediately, if you hold me up here for half an hour, will you take responsibility for the life of the cow and calf? This really tests them and thus far is working quite well but it will only be a matter of time before the inspectors think it is a coincidence that everyone has a cow calving at the same time, and call somebody’s bluff.

         I was talking to a farmer the other day, he says, ‘I had a lucky escape last Thursday. I was taking a ewe to the vets that I couldn’t lamb, in the Land Rover, and about 300 yards away all these trucks and trailers escorted by two police motorbikes pulled out and drove away. I only use the Land Rover on the road two or three times a year to go to the vets, saves making a mess of the back of the car. So it isn’t worth taxing it or MOTing it, is it? She (it’s a female Land Rover) hasn’t got any insurance or lights or wing mirrors. Boy, that was lucky.’ Now I will be the first to concede that running an illegal vehicle on the road is totally irresponsible, you wouldn’t want to be in an accident with one, would you? But having said that, there is just a little tiny part of me that has a bit of sympathy with the people out there living happy, contented lives, in all other respects law-abiding and worthy but who manage to slip under the net of authority. That there is an undeniable logic that says it is not worth spending money on a Land Rover when ‘I only use her on the road two or three times per year.’ It just seems strange that most of those people seem to be living around here.

         28 JUNE 2014

         When I first came to live around here, I was a stranger, everything was new to me. And there were lots of decisions to make about the basics in my life. Things like where to get your hair cut, which pub to go in, where to play rugby. My wife had lived around here all her life so she knew the answers to all these questions but she could make an answer sound like an instruction and when you are newly-married there are important parameters to set down, one of which is to do as little as possible of what your wife tells you. Besides, I like to think that I have always been independent of spirit. There was a General Election soon after I arrived here, and this was very Blue country in those days, so I stuck a Liberal poster on a tree. It was pulled down within three hours and ever since I’ve been viewed with political suspicion as a sort of reactionary communist whose views were just to the left of Lenin. It annoys me a bit because when I vote I will examine all the issues and vote accordingly, but there’s a part of me that likes the notoriety.

         Anyway after I’d been around here about twelve months, I needed a dentist. Funny things, dentists. Why do they always try to make conversation when they’ve got their fists in your mouth? One of our bridesmaids became a dentist and she looked after my teeth for years. I think she used to do it a bit cheaper because when she was at school I used to give her hay for her pony. But she always made my appointment for 12.15pm and made me take her to lunch afterwards so it wasn’t cheap at all. She’s retired now and I hadn’t been lately but eventually I made an appointment with her successor. I didn’t realise she’s been retired for three years! ‘How can I help you?’ ‘I’ve got two fillings have come out and I need some plaque removing.’ So she sits me down, pulls my mouth about for a quarter of an hour then says, ‘You need two fillings and some plaque removing.’ Right. But she’s not doing any of that now, I’m to come back in six weeks’ time! I can nearly see the £ signs in her eyes. Anyway, I’ve been jumping about a bit, let’s get back to the story.

         All those years ago I tell my wife I’ve got toothache: ‘We always go to Mr Owens.’ It’s one of those instructions again. But I’d heard of this other dentist. His main claim to fame was that when he was younger he would go around the pubs at night looking for patients and remove their teeth in the pub for drink. This would involve a couple of the patient’s friends holding him down in a chair and the dentist would kneel on his chest while he pulled the tooth out. I’d also heard the story of a farming family up in the hills who were the last, by some distance, to cut their corn with a binder to produce sheaves. (I told you this was an old story.) This binder was the old father’s pride and joy and he wouldn’t let his sons drive the tractor that pulled it, only he could do that.

         One harvest the father was afflicted by a terrible toothache and progress with the binder was very slow, so the sons sent a message via the postman (no phone) for the dentist to attend. Which he duly did. He turned up in the cornfield and the sons and the dentist got the old man down on the bed of the binder and the offending tooth was removed. They reckoned there was a big patch of dried blood going round and round on the canvas of the binder and that you could still see it two harvests later when they swopped the binder for a combine. This was clearly the dentist for me, so I gave him a ring.

         The phone call was a bit like that old joke about Newport County Football Club. A man phones up the club to ask if there’s a match today. ‘Yes.’ ‘What time is kick-off?’ ‘What time can you make it?’ I phone the dentist and he asks where I live, so I tell him, ‘Shall I say in a quarter of an hour then?’ He lives and works in a private house on the edge of town and his surgery is one of the bedrooms. He is clearly overjoyed to have a new client (any client) and we make our way upstairs. There are a few sets of discarded false teeth on the stairs and lots of those white impressions they take when people are having a new set. But not as many as there are all over the surgery floor. I start to get a sense of foreboding, perhaps having an independence of spirit is not such a good idea after all.

         With sideways sweeping movements of his feet he clears a pathway through this debris to the chair, which is clearly a museum piece. I sit down while he busies himself in preparation and I take in my surroundings. The drill is driven by a system of pulleys and cords that don’t do anything for my confidence but I don’t have time to dwell on that because before I know it he’s kneeling over me, one knee between my legs, with a syringe in his hands. Most dentists work from behind your head. Lady dentists will sometimes cushion your head between their boobs (which is OK by me – is that sexist?). The injection, when it comes, is not as bad as I thought, not that I had much choice in the matter. ‘We’ll give that five minutes,’ he says and proceeds to examine the bit on the drill. He switches it on and tests it for sharpness by making holes in a leather settee, which has so many holes in it, it looks as if someone has been practising darts on it. I get a new filling and it’s OK. When my wife tells people where I’ve been to the dentist, they regard me with awe and I become a sort of hero. But if someone asks me about dentists I say, ‘We always go to Mr Owens.’

         5 JULY 2014

         So I’m driving gently along the lanes on my daily rounds and at about 100 yards in front of me I can see two partridges in the road. I slow down to give them time to move but as I get nearer I see that one of them is dead, run over, and its mate can’t work out what has happened. It has a bewildered air about it. ‘Come on, there’s a truck coming.’ But there’s no reaction and it, the live one, pops over the hedge out of my way. When I come back ten minutes later, the live bird is back standing next to the dead one. I don’t know if partridges have facial expressions but its demeanour is that of sorrow and loss. Next morning the dead bird is gone, a meal for whatever scavenger, but there is still that lone partridge wandering about in the same place.

         It’s a sad story, well it made me sad anyway. There’s actually no need to run these birds over on these narrow twisty lanes. A safe speed is to tootle along like I do at 20 mph but there’s plenty of cars doing 50 (unless they get stuck behind me). At 20, wildlife and humans can get out of the way, unless they do something stupid. I was driving home from the pub last night and a hare loped across the road about 50 yards in front of me, crossing from one gateway to another. I said, ‘Good night, Sarah’ (a lot of people round here call hares Sarah, apparently regardless of its sex, which presumably they don’t know). It must have been a female hare because, having crossed the road, it changed its mind completely and dashed back across the road in front of me. It was so close I couldn’t see it in front of the bonnet. That would have been another sad story.

         12 JULY 2014

         They’ve gone now but there have been 17 lapwings up on our top ground for over a month. Because they’ve gone I’m assuming that they haven’t bred. There could be lot of reasons for this, it could be me, we’ve had ground up there to work down and we’ve been on the lookout for eggs all the time, but if you spot them it is really good luck. The best guide we have is the behaviour of the birds. I’ve been off the tractor lots of times looking for eggs but never found any. But then I’m the least of their problems: there are buzzards, kites, ravens, carrion crows everywhere, never mind foxes and badgers at night. I’ll never forget when I first left school and went to work on a farm, I spotted two lapwing eggs when I was ploughing a field. It was easier in those days, little grey Fergie tractor, no cab, close to the ground. So I moved those two eggs from where they were on the unploughed ground and set them down in a little depression I had made in the ground that was freshly ploughed. I moved on with my ploughing but noted that the lapwings returned to the eggs very quickly. After ploughing I probably disced the field twice, harrowed it twice, then drilled the kale. With each operation I would stop the tractor and move the eggs to a safe place and throughout the process I could see that the birds continued to sit their eggs. The last operation after drilling the seed was to roll the ground down.

         So there I was rolling away and my thoughts probably miles away on some farmer’s daughter when I stopped dead. Eggs! The two eggs were lying broken about 5 yards behind the roller. I was mortified, still am come to that. But we should always learn from our mistakes and that lesson taught me to push a stick into the ground as a marker, not too close to the eggs lest it disturbs the birds, but as a reminder to the distracted tractor driver.

         I’ve employed the practice successfully dozens of times over the years since that first mishap and I know that most farmers do the same. I often hear them say in the pub: ‘My two lapwing eggs have hatched out’. I doubt if my lapwings would have reared chicks successfully up on my top land. It’s high and it’s dry. As I understand it, lapwing chicks need to drink water within 24 hours of being hatched, that’s why people manufacture little pools or scrapes for the chicks to drink. If there are lapwings up there next year, prior to the breeding season, I will put some places in for them to drink. I have a friend who farms a couple of miles away on much lower land, who has had 20 lapwings on his fields for over six months, that’s really good news, the chances are that they have bred there, plenty of places to drink.

         
            ***

         

         My memory isn’t brilliant on some things but then again it completely confounds me with some of the detail I remember from many years ago. But without calling on my memory too much, I can’t, off-hand, remember a worse two weeks within my life than the last two. Whoever planned Wimbledon to coincide with the soccer world cup? Who contrived the fact that the two events took place in different time zones so that the one event could follow the other, endlessly? I don’t have to watch either, we have a television in the kitchen but we don’t have satellite television in the kitchen, the chairs are harder in the kitchen and who wants to spend their lives in the kitchen? I like watching TV. I like watching films. I’m in love with Julia Roberts but that’s another matter. The very worst scenario of all is women’s tennis: all that squealing! If the kitchen door is open, and it usually is, even the dogs slink off up the yard when the squealing starts. Perhaps I should record it and incorporate it in a bird scarer. It falls, the squealing, somewhere between the sound of a sow stuck under a gate and a seagull with its foot caught.

         26 JULY 2014

         There’s an old farmer I know, lives in Wiltshire, he phones up to comment on my tale about marking lapwings nests so that you don’t break the eggs whilst cultivating a field. He tells me that when he was a student on a farm, they were expected to spend time sitting in the bottom of a hedge and watching for lapwings to land on a field. Lapwings will always land some distance from the nest and run to it. As they squatted down they would disappear but if you selected a marker in the opposite hedge and walked a straight line, you would come to the nest and could mark it.

         
            ***

         

         It’s agricultural show time. Every week the farming press carry reports and pictures of prize-winners. People in agriculture identify with their local show and are usually very proud of it. There’s a lot of hard work goes into a show, whether a show flourishes or declines invariably rests on the people involved and the quality and dedication of those people. But it is usually a labour of love and what you get out of it is in proportion to what you put in. Bit like life itself. Amongst all the reports and pictures, pictures of the bovine equivalent of Miss West Country or possibly an ovine (sheep) Miss M5, there are reports of prime stock classes of sheep and cattle. These are often sold on into the meat trade at goodly prices and the purchaser will have the prize-winning rosette to display on his premises. Often, these days, the purchasing abattoir is a ritual slaughter one. I wonder what the vendors think about the animal they have bred and pampered ending up in a place like that. I wonder how ritual slaughter has ended up as an accepted norm in our society.

         
            ***

         

         So we are chatting away in the pub and one man tells us that years ago he used to go to a pub a few miles away and when there were just a few of them there on winter evenings, they would have competitions to see who could tell the biggest lies. This gets absolutely no reaction from the rest of the audience except that I am thinking that we should start similar competitions here, as there would be some very good competitors. The conversation moves on and the man who made the original statement goes quiet. And there’s me, once again thinking, this time I’m thinking, ‘Wait for it’.

         And here it comes. He’s waited for his chance. ‘I was out in the garden early one morning before breakfast, digging, and I could hear the geese coming back from the stubbles.’ So far it’s a feasible story. There are large lakes near here, home to hundreds of Canada geese. It’s amazing how they know when the combines have started up, as soon as there are cleared corn fields in the area they will fly off in early evening and spend the night on the stubble feeding on spilt grain. Sometimes, but rarely, they will identify a field where the corn has been battered down by the weather and go to feed on that but I don’t think they feel as safe there from foxes. A cleared field gives foxes less opportunity to sneak up and even then you can see ganders posted out as sentries.
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